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Abstract 

This dissertation contributes to literatures of postcolonial and critical geographies of 

development by documenting a landscape of violence that shapes processes of how people make 

place at the local level in response to extractive resource development in Guatemala. Three case 

studies of the Fénix, Marlin, and El Escobal mines offer context when situating the fourth and 

lesser known El Tambor mine. Transnational mining companies and the Guatemalan government 

are intent on exploiting natural resources in order to fuel economic development. In response, 

residents of the municipalities of San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc joined together to 

form La Puya, a community situated at the entrance of the Canadian, and later American-owned 

and operated El Tambor mine.  

Using feminist and activist methodologies as a framework to guide fieldwork in 

Guatemala and Canada, the dissertation focuses on the voices of community members from La 

Puya as a means to challenge mainstream ideas about mining as an appropriate method of 

development. Interviews conducted in the summers of 2012 and 2013 asked community 

members about their experiences opposing the operations of transnational mining companies and 

the policies and actions of the Guatemalan government. Engaging a critical geographic approach, 

analyses found that individuals who take up opposition to neoliberal development face daily 

forms of direct and indirect violence that negatively impact their lives and communities. 

Additionally, the dissertation explores the foundations of structural violence created in Canada 

through on site observations in 2016 and 2017 at the annual conference of the Prospectors and 

Developers Association of Canada (PDAC), an Access to Information (ATI) request, and public 

letters and press releases from transnational mining companies operating in Guatemala. Absent 

from these latter fora are the experience of violence that affect the lives of those living with 
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problematical development. Therefore, the aim of this dissertation is to amplify the voices of La 

Puya in direct opposition to the actions of foreign companies and government officials who 

dominate discussions of development. 

The dissertation concludes that disputes between transnational companies, local 

communities, and the Guatemalan government derive from lack of meaningful consultation, 

failure by the state to protect the rights of Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations, and 

environmental degradation as a result of extractive operations.  
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Dedication 

 
This dissertation is dedicated to rights defenders in Guatemala who put their lives at risk daily 
for the rights and dignities of others. Shine on, shine brightly — we see you, we hear you, and 

we stand in solidarity with you. 
 

To the dedicated men, women, and children of La Puya – your courage, persistence, and dignity 
inspire those around you. Your defence of life and land will change this world. 

 
¡Somos La Puya! (We are La Puya!) 
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Map 1. Map of four Canadian-initiated metallic mineral mines in Guatemala. Map adapted by author 
from World Bank vector file. 
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Prologue 

A Pocket of Resistance 

 
Before, we didn’t know the damage that would be caused. But then, 
Tono invited us to see a video. This teacher invited me, and others as 
well. So we went to see the video, which they were also showing around 
to other communities. We noticed how damaging it [mining] was. They 
were already making the highway, the road. We didn’t know what to do. 
We knew that it would be damaging, but we didn’t know what to do. 
There was a girl who came from San José [del Golfo], and some 
machinery was coming with a colonel from the army, and she pulled her 
car across the entrance. She would not let them through. They wanted to 
turn her little station wagon over! She was alone. But a bus came and a 
young man and woman got off, and the security forces started 
threatening them. They let the machinery through, and that night was 
when we all went. We and Nora went, the three of us and many others. 
At that time, it was just a highway, just a road. There wasn’t anything 
there! We stayed there a while, and then we came back to get some food. 
We went back and Yoli had arrived, and she had brought food for 
everyone. I remember you spent the night there, Nora, sleeping on the 
ground! I just sat in a chair, and we spent the night there. And that’s how 
it all began. Up until this day! Here we are, we have been there together!  

 
Doña Sabina,1 July 15, 2013, El Carrizal, Guatemala. 

 

Nestled among the bountiful cornfields of Guatemala’s central highlands lies El Carrizal, an 

aldea (village) in the municipio (township) of San Pedro Ayampuc. In July 2013, lifelong 

resident and campesino Don Fabián invited us to his home where he lives with his wife, 

daughter, and three young grandchildren. Beaming with pride as we toured their property, Don 

Fabián shared stories of how he and Doña Sabina used the land to raise their family. Standing 

quietly in their yard, they showed us the original house towards the back of their property where 

                                                
1 Participants are identified by their first names in an effort to distinguish their voices through the dissertation. As far 
as I know, participants gave their real names but some requested that their last names not be included. 
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the couple started their marriage. They described how the family built a larger, separate home at 

the front of their property to accommodate their growing needs, and how today the smaller home 

is used for laundry, extra cooking, and second bathroom. “We have been here for generations,” 

Don Fabián stated while adjusting his glasses to see better. “My grandparents were here 

cultivating the land! I am a corn farmer too. And I have a few little cows, but we don’t have 

much water like at the coast or on the plains, so we don’t get much from that.”  

As we walked, he pointed towards the lush corn stalks nearing maturity a few metres 

ahead. Stopping only to marvel at his fruit trees, Don Fabián reached up to squeeze them to test 

their ripeness. He credited their succulence to the rain. “We sometimes just have a little water,” 

says his daughter Nora. “If I don’t have enough stored, I will be without water to drink, or to use 

to cook, or anything at all.” Although the family has a deep well, residents of El Carrizal only 

have access to water twice a week. “Our greatest worry is for the pollution of the water,” Don 

Fabián says, shaking his silver-haired head. “We really are surrounded by these mining 

companies.”  

 Over refreshments indoors, the family spoke nostalgically of El Carrizal as a calm 

community despite its municipal border with a notoriously violent area of Guatemala City, Zone 

18, barely twenty kilometres away. Awareness of violence in the capital is a part of the everyday 

life, but rarely has the aldea experienced direct violence as a result of its proximity. Instead, the 

community’s anxieties were turned less than three kilometres down a main dirt road towards the 

site of the foreign-owned El Tambor mine. From her worn leather chair, Doña Sabina recounted 

how opposition to the mine formed in the area. Well she remembers when, on March 2, 2012, a 

young woman named Estela Reyes witnessed trucks, excavators, and mining equipment 

travelling through the municipio of San José del Golfo, another township adjacent to Guatemala 
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City (see Map 1). Rumours of a mine being developed circulated among local communities as 

new roads were built to widen the area’s access to major highways. Community members, 

however, are adamant that no consultation regarding mineral extraction ever took place. In 

November 2011, Guatemala’s Ministerio de Energía y Minas (MEM) (Ministry of Energy and 

Mines) granted Vancouver-based Radius Gold Inc. (hereafter Radius Gold), exploitation licenses 

to be implemented by the company’s Guatemalan subsidiary Exploraciones Mineras de 

Guatemala, S.A.2 (EXMINGUA).3 Heavy machinery was already en route to the Canadian-

owned El Tambor gold mine (see Map 1). On seeing the approaching vehicles, Estela got into 

her station wagon and drove to the mine’s entrance where she stopped, refusing to make way for 

the mining machinery.  

 Doña Sabina credits Estela’s actions with establishing a peaceful opposition that would 

later draw national and international attention. Hundreds of men, women, and children from San 

Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo joined together to create the community of La Puya as 

an act of resistance against forcefully imposed development. The encampment occupies the 

space alongside an active roadway with permission of local landowners under the condition that 

members remain peaceful. La Puya is inhabited 24-hours a day, seven days a week on a six-shift 

rotation organized by the community. Now in their fifth year of resistance, La Puya’s members 

work tirelessly to maintain a pocket of resistance that represents their values and shared beliefs. 

Together, they defend their rights to clean water, land, and proper consultation surrounding 

resource extraction operations that affect their wellbeing. 

                                                
2 Sociedad Anónima (S.A.) (Anonymous Society).  
3 The Progreso VII Derivada, or El Tambor (The Drum), mining concession consists of 12 licenses covering an 
estimated 13 “gold-bearing mineral” areas primarily in the Department of Guatemala as discussed in the technical 
report by Chlumsky, Armbrust, and Meyer LLC (CAM 2004, 2).  
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 Throughout our interview, Don Fabián and his family are clear that they do not want 

mining in their community. As a family, they joined La Puya to assert their rights as citizens. 

Don Fabián and Doña Sabina live a modest life and rely on the land for their sustenance. 

However, the mine poses a threat to their children and grandchildren’s futures, because mineral 

extraction operations require large amounts of water, which is already scarce in the area. For 

seeking to protect their rights, La Puya’s members face ongoing violence on the part of the 

Guatemalan government, transnational mining companies, and pro-mining groups. Acts of 

violence include the attempted assassination of one of the community's most prominent 

participants, Yolanda (Yoli) Oquelí Veliz. Despite efforts by the Guatemalan government and 

mineral resource extraction companies to repress, and thereby silence, the voices of those who 

oppose the El Tambor mine, community members continue to call for the cancellation of 

exploitation licenses through nonviolent means.  

 Their demands are directed towards the Guatemalan government, but the people of La 

Puya also have a message for Canadian companies who come to Guatemala and thrust their 

notions of development on local peoples. As Doña Sabina sits forward in her chair wisps of her 

long black hair fall from her loosely fastened bun. “We have faith that one day they [the mining 

companies] are going to leave,” she declares. “Tell the people in Canada that they should leave. 

We are poor here in Guatemala. We do not get the benefits from this – only the people who 

already have money get anything. We don’t have anything for you. What we would like most of 

all is that Canada would cooperate in helping us to get rid of all of this.” As we part ways, I head 

back to La Puya to sit in solidarity with the daily shift of community members. I take Doña 

Sabina’s message to heart. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Setting the Scene 

Latin America is the region of open veins. Everything, from the 
discovery until our times, has always been transmuted into European — 
or later United States — capital, and as such has accumulated in distant 
centres of power. Everything: the soil, its fruits and its mineral-rich 
depths, the people and their capacity to work and to consume, natural 
resources and human resources. 

 
Eduardo Galeano, Open Veins of Latin America (1973, 12) 

 

In May 2012, I joined a human rights delegation with co-supervisor Dr. Catherine Nolin1 and 

Rights Action2 director Grahame Russell. Together, Nolin and Russell led a group of six 

undergraduate students from the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) and were 

accompanied by documentary photographer James Rodríguez3 and Anglican Reverend Emilie 

Smith.4 Community members welcomed our delegation as the first Canadians to visit La Puya 

and participate in the ongoing protest. It was clear upon our arrival that the community was 

preparing for an important event. Men and women scattered pine needles along the dirt road 

leading visitors to an outdoor altar lit with candles and carpeted with sweet smelling rose petals 

                                                
1 Dr. Nolin is a social geographer and Chair of the Geography Program at UNBC. She has successfully organized 
and facilitated eight Geography Field School Delegations to Guatemala and co-organized a Peru Field School in 
2012. Dr. Nolin supervised my MA thesis research and co-supervises my doctoral research with Dr. W. George 
Lovell (who was her PhD co-supervisor). 
2 Rights Action is a Toronto-based non-government organization (NGO) that works in solidarity with communities 
in Guatemala and Honduras that defend their rights to land, life, and clean environments. The organization was 
founded in 1983. Grahame Russell is the organization’s co-founder and Director. He is also an Adjunct Professor at 
UNBC in the Geography Program and an accredited lawyer.  
3 James Rodríguez is a photographer and photojournalist whose work documents post-war transitions, human rights 
abuses, and social conflicts caused by extractive industries in Guatemala and Central America. 
4 The Reverend Emilie Smith is associated with the Anglican Church of Canada and is the president of Servicio 
Internacional Cristiano de Solidaridad con los Pueblos de América Latina (SICSAL) (International Service of 
Christians in Solidarity with the Peoples of Latin America). She has over 25 years of experience in Guatemala and 
has a longstanding history of solidarity with communities in resistance of Canadian mining companies. 
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(see Appendix A, Photo 1.1). Signs made by local organizations and community groups who had 

already visited La Puya lined the roadside in support of the peaceful movement. One banner 

read: Por la Vida, Por el Agua, Por l@s Nin@s (For Life, for Water, for the Children) (see 

Appendix A, Photo 1.2). While women worked in the kitchen the smell of warm food over an 

open fire billowed out into the encampment. The sounds of children at play filled the air, while 

parents made final preparations for their special guest, Metropolitan Archbishop Óscar Julio 

Vian Morales. We had arrived just in time to witness a celebration of resistance.  

 At La Puya, I met and became connected with many demonstrators. One in particular, 

Yolanda “Yoli” Oquelí Veliz, is a community organizer, leader, and prominent rights activist. 

Dressed in jeans and a white Nike tank-top Yolanda stood tall in front of fellow community 

members and addressed Monsignor Morales directly, requesting that he support the people of La 

Puya's “dignified and peaceful struggle against a project of death” (Yolanda, May 26, 2012) (see 

Appendix A, Photo 1.3). Over the microphone and later in conversation, Yolanda expressed her 

community’s rights to clean water, proper consultation, and a communal vision ensuring a better 

future for local children. Two weeks after our initial contact outside the El Tambor mine, 

Yolanda was ambushed by two armed gunmen and shot in the back (Amnesty International 

2014). Yolanda was one of 305 human rights defenders in Guatemala in 2012 attacked for 

defending communal land rights (UDEFEGUA 2015, 10). Against all odds, she survived. 

Following her recovery, Yolanda initially returned to La Puya, but today she remains distant 

from the community. Despite national and international pressure requesting that the Guatemalan 

government and civil police investigate the assassination attempt, to date no arrests have been 

made. 
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In the summer of 2013, I returned to La Puya for my primary fieldwork and reconnected 

with Yolanda, as well as other rights defenders from the community encampment. As stated in 

the United Nations Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups, and 

Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms (also known as the UN Declaration on Human Rights Defenders) 

(United Nations 1999) the term “human rights defender” is used to describe any person who, 

either personally or professionally, individually or with others, acts to promote or protect human, 

Indigenous, and environmental rights. Rights defenders are obligated to conduct peaceful 

activities even when violations against them reflect direct and indirect forms of violence (United 

Nations 1999, Article 12.1). The United Nations (1999) officially defines “human rights 

defenders” as those who protect human rights and fundamental freedoms. In my investigations, 

however, I observe three distinct categories of rights defenders that often overlap. First, human 

rights defenders include, but are not limited to, the following individuals and groups: community 

leaders, organizers, environmentalists, justice officials, lawyers, union representatives, gender 

and LGBTQ+ rights advocates, grassroots non-government organizations (NGOs), activists, and 

religious leaders (GHRC 2010; United Nations 1999). Many individuals encountered in 

Guatemala embody the human rights defender classification, but also fall within the purview of 

two other defender categories. Second, Indigenous rights defenders protect the rights that exist 

and recognize the specific conditions within which Indigenous peoples live (Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples) (United Nations 2007). For example, Indigenous rights defenders 

advocate for the right to self-determination for Indigenous peoples, as well as free and prior 

informed consent pertaining to Indigenous territory. Third, environmental and land rights 

defenders work to address issues of climate change, equitable resource distribution, and 
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individual and collective rights to a healthy environment (Global Witness 2015; IACHR 2015a, 

2015b). La Puya’s members embody all three classifications of defenders as they champion their 

individual and collective rights as citizens, the rights of Indigenous peoples living in the 

municipios impacted by the mine, and the right to a clean environment. 

 In addressing the everyday realities of mineral resource extraction on the ground, this 

dissertation amplifies Guatemalan voices at odds with dominant discourses of development. The 

current neoliberal economic model that is called development is viewed by proponents in the 

Global North as an “unquestionable force of good” (Mowforth 2014, xvi). Government and 

international institutional architects of development presume that their countries reflect the 

future, and that nations in the Global South can achieve the same standards by reaching 

prescribed goals and targets. However, this view does not account for the growing number of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities that are marginalized by development policies and 

practices. The success of mainstream development rests on continued hegemonic control of 

political, economic, and social spaces.  

 I set out to understand changing spatial and social conditions of the newly created 

encampment of La Puya, whose members have resisted first a Canadian- and later an American-

owned mining company operating locally. My research findings indicate that development 

practices promoted through the Canadian and Guatemalan governments, transnational business 

strategies, and relations in Guatemala have detrimental impacts on community life. The localized 

experiences of direct and indirect violence at La Puya explicitly demonstrate how governments 

and companies appropriate development to further their own needs (Escobar 2012). 

 Guatemala has endured centuries of conquest and colonialism resulting in continuous 

struggles by Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples for land, rights, and self-determined 
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development (Einbinder 2010, 2017; Handy 1984; Lovell 1988, 2010; Nolin Hanlon and Shankar 

2000). Mining has a colonial history in Guatemala amongst both Spanish invaders and the 

Indigenous Maya (Lovell [1985] 2015), but did not play a significant role in Guatemala’s 

economic development until more recently. Although Canadian giant INCO (International 

Nickel Mining Company) was one of the first transnational mining companies to arrive in 

Guatemala as early as 1960 (Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007; Nolin and Stephens 2010), the 

long bloody days of the armed conflict kept many companies at bay until after the signing of the 

Peace Accords in 1996. Guatemala’s post-conflict mineral investment emerged with Glamis 

Gold (now Goldcorp Inc., hereafter Goldcorp) and paralleled Canada’s expanding mining 

interests in Latin America (Gordon and Webber 2016). Today, six Canadian mining companies 

are active in Guatemala (NRCan 2018), several of them under scrutiny for human, Indigenous, 

and environmental rights violations (Ali 2003; Canel, Idemudia, and North 2010; Einbinder and 

Nolin 2010; Imai et al. 2007; Nolin and Stephens 2010; Pedersen 2014a). Communities that 

oppose mining as development are routinely targeted by the Guatemalan government, mining 

companies, and pro-mining community members; violence and intimidation, alas, are 

increasingly the heavy-handed norm (GHRC 2008; Global Witness 2015). Since 2000, the 

number of attacks on rights defenders has also increased dramatically, triggering renewed 

outbreaks of terror and surveillance not seen since Guatemala’s thirty-six-year armed conflict 

(1960–96) (UDEFEGUA 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017).  

 

Violence and Metallic Mineral Resource Development 

Geographer Anthony Bebbington (2013) and political scientists Todd Gordon and Jeffery R. 

Webber (2008, 2016) observe that conflicts related to mineral resource extraction are increasing 
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at local and regional scales across Latin America as mining operations expand into new 

territories. Bebbington (2013) and Gordon and Webber (2016) draw from numerous cases across 

Central and South America, including violent clashes between protestors and police in Peru, 

government repression of land rights demonstrators in Bolivia, and the murder of rights 

defenders in Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Peru to illustrate the 

ongoing local and regional conflicts that stem from metallic mineral resource extraction 

(hereafter mining).5 “Of equal poignancy,” suggests Bebbington (2013, 114), “are the less visible 

conflicts and silent anxieties that colonize the everyday lives of residents in areas afflicted by 

disputes over extractive industry.” Mining is a contentious endeavour in Latin America, an 

assertion that holds particular salience in Guatemala (Amnesty International 2014; Costanza 

2016; Dougherty 2015; Urkidi 2011). Disputes derive from lack of meaningful consultation with 

communities, failure by the state to protect the rights of local Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

populations, and environmental degradation as a result of extractive operations. Opposition at the 

community level stems from the unequal terms of exchange that mineral exploitation brings as a 

method for development. Henry Veltmeyer and James Petras (2014, 232) argue that “an 

economic model based on the extraction of natural resources and primary commodity exports… 

is a development trap.” Countries in the Global South that foster dependence on foreign direct 

investment (FDI) from corporations based in the Global North watch their natural resources 

enrich transnational companies and foreign states. The economic exploitation and control of a 

                                                
5 This dissertation focuses on metallic mineral resource extraction. Metallic minerals are minerals that contain one or 
more metallic elements, such as gold, silver, nickel, copper, zinc, or lead. In order to extract the metals from the 
minerals, mining companies use chemical processes during the exploitation phase of a mine’s life cycle (MNDM 
2012). When I use the term “mining” throughout this dissertation, I mean “metallic mineral resource extraction,” 
unless otherwise stated.  



 

 7 

country’s resources by foreign actors for the purposes of capital accumulation, according to 

Gordon and Webber (2016), is the very definition of colonialism, not development. 

 In Guatemala, modern extractive operations represent a return of mineral-driven 

conquistadors, prompting movements against imposed development. Resistance to mining is 

based around the defence of a way of life as well as sacred territory (Eccarius-Kelly 2007). In his 

report as the former United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 

James Anaya directly cites present-day extraction projects in Guatemala for “generating a highly 

unstable atmosphere of social conflict,” threatening the rights of Indigenous peoples (UN 2011, 

1). Similarly, the Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios Fiscales (ICEFI) (Central American 

Institute for Fiscal Studies) (2014, 30) substantiates this statement with the findings that 78 

percent of municipalities6 with mining licenses report social conflicts within their territories 

related to extractive operations. Since 2005, more than one million Guatemalans have voted 

“No” to mining and other megaprojects7 through consultas comunitarias, or community 

consultations, which promote Indigenous rights to free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) in 

adopting the International Labour Organization’s (ILO’s) Convention Number 169 (hereafter 

ILO 169) (Laplante and Nolin 2014, 232). Consultas comunitarias (hereafter consultas) are a 

mechanism of democratic participation and decision-making held in Indigenous and non-

Indigenous communities to determine if mining, hydroelectric, or other megaprojects are 

appropriate forms of development within traditional territories (Laplante and Nolin 2014). 

Although consultas have not successfully blocked large-scale development projects (due to 

opposition by the state), they have revolutionized governance practices within Indigenous 

                                                
6 Nearly one third (101) of the 335 Guatemalan municipios host licensed mining activities (ICEFI 2014, 30).  
7 I use Paul K. Gellert and Barbara D. Lynch’s (2003, 15–16) definition of megaprojects as: “projects which 
transform landscapes rapidly, intentionally, and profoundly in very visible ways, and require coordinated 
applications of capital and state power.” 
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communities. They have connected communities that are spatially divided but face similar 

issues, and inspired non-Indigenous populations to hold municipal referendums to oppose 

western methods of development (Costanza 2015). Consultas have mobilized over seven percent 

of Guatemala’s population (INE 2014; Laplante 2014, 7), a majority of which result in near total 

rejection of imposed projects (Abbott 2016; Sieder 2011). The number of consultas and 

community referendums continue to grow as new mining licenses are granted to transnational 

companies by the Guatemalan government.  

 These experiences of development lead me to theorize on the landscapes of violence in 

Guatemala. Elements of Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1979) “landscapes of fear,” in addition to Paul 

Routledge’s (1993) “terrains of resistance,” are drawn upon to contextualize and situate the 

impacts on communities who contest extractive operations as a form of development. In a similar 

manner, Rebecca Clouser applies Tuan’s (1979) concept to post-conflict Guatemala, where 

“widespread fear in the social memory of Guatemalans has destabilized social relations by 

driving a wedge of distrust between family members, neighbours and friends” (Clouser 2009, 

12). Elements of “chronic” fear and distrust outlined in Linda Green’s (1994, 227) Fear as a 

Way of Life remain a steadfast consequence of centuries of violence, discrimination, and 

repression pinpointed against the Indigenous Maya people as well as Ladino8 and campesino 

activists. While examining discourses of fear and violence within the regions significantly 

                                                
8 Ladino, or mixed-blood Mestizo peoples, are non-Indigenous Guatemalans either by birth or choice (Carmack 
1992). Individuals who are born of combined European and Indigenous descent are considered Ladino or Mestizo. 
During the armed conflict, many Indigenous Maya abandoned their culture as a means of survival (Green 1994) and 
have not returned to their culture.  
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impacted by the armed conflict,9 Clouser (2009) highlights how hegemonic actors continue to 

shape Guatemalans’ interactions with landscape long after the signing of the Peace Accords in 

1996. The development initiatives analyzed in this dissertation represent a continuation of 

violence and the use of power inferred by Clouser.  

The decades after the end of the armed conflict saw a revival in Indigenous Maya cultural 

identity, rights, and empowerment. Ashley Kistler (2014, 1-2) observers that “the Maya 

resurgence movement helps some Maya to strive to recapture practices lost during the civil war 

and to connect to their indigenous past.” The reappearance of women’s colourful huipiles 

(traditional loose-fitting tunic) and cortes (skirts) in public spaces are just one visible example of 

recovered tradition (Burrell 2013). Yet, Indigenous peoples face great challenges today when 

(re)asserting their rights within a neoliberal paradigm that defines Guatemala. As Charles Hale 

(2002, 490) states, the neoliberal mainstreaming of a culture of rights “come with clearly 

articulated limits, attempts to distinguish those rights that are acceptable from those that are not. 

Even more important, the concession and prohibitions of neoliberal multiculturalism structure 

the spaces that cultural rights activists occupy.” In response, Indigenous peoples reach out to 

other Indigenous and campesino communities, national and transnational solidarity networks, 

and international legal bodies such as the United Nations as allies when asserting their 

autonomy. 

                                                
9 In this dissertation, I use the term “armed conflict,” as opposed to “civil war” or “internal armed conflict,” to 
describe Guatemala’s 36-year long war (1960—1996). My reading of the conflict acknowledges the role that the 
United States played in supporting military regimes, which renders use of the term “internal armed conflict” 
inaccurate. Additionally, the Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico (Commission for Historical Clarification) 
(CEH 1999, 22) describes the “disproportionately repressive response” by military forces that “can only be 
understood within the framework of the country’s profound social, economic, and cultural conflicts.” The term 
“civil war” is therefore also inexact, because this discourse does not acknowledge the experiences of the unarmed 
Indigenous Maya communities who were the targets of repression and terror campaigns led by the state.  
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 Landscapes are “a way of seeing” the interaction of peoples within space and place 

(Cosgrove and Daniels 1988, 3). Guatemala’s landscapes of violent development are nuanced 

and layered, reflected by a growing response to frustrations by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples who have historically been marginalized by the political and economic elite (Isaacs and 

Schwartz 2013; Lovell [1995] 2010) and transnational corporations (Nolin and Stephens 2010; 

Urkidi 2011). These exclusions are based on race, class, ideology, economics, gender, and are 

exacerbated by globalization, neoliberalism, and neocolonialism (Grandin 2000; Warren 1998). 

The consequences of exclusion are rooted in structural violence (Farmer 2004a, 2005; Gatling 

1969), and systematically destabilizes the capacity and efficacy of Indigenous Maya and non-

Indigenous campesinos who struggle for self-determined development. Structural violence, says 

Johan Galtung, is an act of “social injustice” where by “resources are unevenly distributed… 

[and] above all the power to decide over the distribution of resources is unevenly distributed” 

([emphasis by Galtung] 1969, 171). According to Don Mitchell “[l]andscapes define, and are 

defined by, a geography of justice and injustice” (2005, 53). Post-conflict Guatemalan civil 

society grapples with issues of increasing population density, diminished access to land, 

increasing poverty, racial discrimination, environmental racism and degradation, and gendered 

violence, all of which are visible examples of structural violence within society (Eccarius-Kelly 

2008; IRALEP 2010). In order to comprehend such infringements more fully, Paul Farmer 

(2005, 16) suggests that we “listen to those whose rights are being trampled.”  

 Examples of violent development are informed in this dissertation by the testimonios of 

community members from across Guatemala, but focus most intently on six key participants 

from the newly created community of La Puya who, through “ethnographies of the particular” 

(Abu-Lughod 1991, 473; Nolin 2000), reveal the lived experiences of rights defenders targeted 
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for their opposition to mining operations. Few Canadians recognize how economic development 

policies linked with corporate interests ultimately financially benefit members of the Global 

North, while violating the people’s rights in areas of the Global South. This economic and 

political reality demands that geographers, among other social scientists, understand the 

implications for communities impacted by large-scale development projects. 

 

Violent Development in the Context of Canadian Mining Operations in Guatemala 

Renowned cultural geographers Carl O. Sauer (1952) and W. George Lovell (2010) highlight the 

importance of natural resources to cultural geographers. For Sauer (1952, 2-3), “‘natural 

resources’ are in fact cultural appraisals,” meaning that each cultural group will evaluate natural 

resources differently, depending on their worldview. “Geography, as I see it,” writes Lovell 

(2010, 180), “is all about resources, specifically access to (or control over) resources that pertain 

to land.” Drawing from both Sauer and Lovell, this dissertation focuses on who has the power to 

decide how resources are allocated and the impacts of hegemonic control. Lovell’s statement 

reflects the economic histories of Canada and Guatemala, as well as perspectives embedded 

within critical development theory. Both countries are reliant on the extraction of natural 

resources in order to fuel neoliberal economic development (McFarlane 1989; Sagebien, 

Lindsay, Campbell, Cameron, and Smith 2008). Canadian mining companies play an increasing 

role in expanding Guatemala’s mining frontiers, which directly link these two countries in an 

increasingly globalized world. 

 Canadian government officials and resource-based companies argue that mining brings 

positive forms of development by creating jobs and infrastructure, increasing national revenues, 

and ultimately alleviating underdevelopment. In 2004, the former Canadian ambassador to 
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Guatemala, James Lambert (2004; Mychalejko 2005, 4-5), expressed the position that “through 

sustainable development of our mining resources, these communities [in Guatemala] are creating 

the economic, cultural and social infrastructure necessary to secure their future and the future of 

their children.” Canada is heavily integrated in Guatemala’s resource politics and foreign 

investment. In 2005, President Óscar José Rafael Berger (2004-2008) declared that the 

Guatemalan government and national security forces had a duty to “protect the investors,” after a 

dispute on the Inter-American highway between local communities and the Canadian mining 

company Glamis Gold (now Goldcorp) (Gordon and Webber 2008; Holden and Jacobson 2008; 

Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007; Keenan 2010; Nolin and Stephens 2010, 37). Berger said 

nothing about a duty to protect the Guatemalan people. The interdependence of government and 

large multinational corporations in relation to Guatemala’s natural resources continues to 

overshadow the rights of the people, igniting fear in local communities for the security of their 

future. Thus, it is crucial for geographers to better understand the spaces of power within 

development practices, while drawing attention to communities who resist mining operations. 

 Postcolonial (Radcliffe 1997; Raghuram and Madge 2006) and critical development 

theorists (Escobar [1995] 2012; Esteva 1992; Power 2003) emphasize the importance of creating 

space for alternative views of development in order to challenge neocolonial and imperial 

practices implemented by hegemonic powers. Brad Coombes, Jay T. Johnson, and Richard 

Howitt (2011, 3) call on researchers to further delve “into how community, customary use and 

shared commons motivate resistance to neoliberalism.” The voices of those stigmatized by the 

global elite for their resistance to neoliberal development need to be heard as agents for change. 

Testimonios provided by individuals in Guatemala offer views that are seldom accounted for in 

academic literature or in mainstream media (Haberman 2010; McShorely 2008).  
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 For these reasons, the impacts of Canadian mining companies operating abroad need to 

be studied. Further, as Canadians, we are inextricably linked with development in Guatemala, as 

all legally working Canadians support our mining companies operating in the Global South. How 

has this link come about? One way is through investments in the Canadian Pension Plan (CPP) 

(The Dominion Magazine 2005, 30-31). As an illustration, in 2013 investments from the CPP to 

Goldcorp reached C$217 million, and C$54 million went into Tahoe Resources Inc. (hereafter 

Tahoe Resources), despite both Canadian companies then being under scrutiny for rights abuses 

in Guatemala (The Money Thread 2014, ¶1). Each year, Canadians are encouraged to top up 

their Registered Retirement Savings Plans (RRSPs), which are held by the CPP, Scotiabank, 

Royal Bank of Canada (RBC), Toronto Dominion Bank (TD), Bank of Montreal (BMO), and 

Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce (CIBC), all of whom invest millions of dollars into 

companies accused of rights abuses abroad (Amnesty International 2016; Gordon and Webber 

2016; The Money Thread 2014). Most Canadians remain unaware of their financial involvement 

in the mining sector and how their contributions fund abuses in the Global South (Mowforth 

2014). Further, it is extremely difficult for the average Canadian to divest from mining, as the 

country’s financial system is set up to ensure the success of extractive companies. 

 The Canadian government furthers ties with mining corporations through Export 

Development Canada (EDC), Global Affairs Canada (GAC),10 Canadian embassies, and 

international financial institutions (Keenan 2010). For example, EDC uses Canadian tax-payer 

                                                
10 The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) was dissolved into the Department of Foreign Affairs 
and International Trade Canada (DFAIT) in March 2013 (Gilmore 2013; Wells 2013). While academics such as 
Elizabeth Blackwood and Veronika Stewart (2012) and Stephen Brown (2012, [2014] 2016) were critical of CIDA’s 
mandates (attaching development aid to mining companies in 2011), the absorption of development into an 
economic department of the Canadian government is increasingly troubling. Companies were paired in this pilot 
program with non-profit organizations in order to bring development and promote neoliberal economic growth. 
Following the inauguration of Prime Minister Trudeau in November of 2015, DFAIT became GAC to “reflect the 
government’s priorities” as different than previous administrations (Mazereeuw 2015; Privy Council Office 2015, 
¶2). 
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dollars to provide credit to companies for new and existing extraction projects (Butler 2015; The 

Dominion Magazine 2005; GAC 2015). Since 2015, EDC has provided C$28 billion in financial 

support to Canadian-owned resource extraction companies (De Souza 2016, ¶ 5). Rousing 

Canadian national pride and identity, Ed Fast, the Minister of International Trade under the 

government of Stephen Harper maintained that the country’s mining sector “leads the world in 

responsible mining practices, and we are proud of the prosperity that this sector is creating here 

at home and in every corner of the globe” (Government of Canada 2013, ¶2). Alain Denault and 

William Sacher (2012) describe Canada’s legal system is a “legal haven” for mining companies, 

favouring resource extraction companies over communities and the environment both nationally 

and internationally. Canada’s legal framework can hold Canadian mining companies accountable 

for rights violations committed abroad. Yet, judges narrowly interpret the law and companies 

hire corporate legal teams to exhaust plaintiffs who come to Canada seeking justice (Scott 2010). 

One of the principal objectives of this research is to illustrate why voluntary regulatory practices 

promoted by the Canadian government are insufficient and in need of reform. 

 This research has the potential to provide information to inform change within a local 

Guatemalan context, as well as transnationally in Canada (Brydon 2010). Current community-

driven resistance efforts in Guatemala offer critiques of development practices infrequently 

acknowledged in Canada. In a world filled with inequality, we must pay more attention to the 

less visible forms of resistance to powerful forces of violent development. Power exercised 

through resistance “can nibble away at projects imposed from outside, undermining them and 

even bringing them to a standstill” (Munck and O’Hearn 1999, 14), thus making them important 

geographical nodes of power worthy of examination. The findings of the dissertation contribute 
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to growing postcolonial and critical development literatures by placing the testimonies of those 

affected by resource extraction in Guatemala at the forefront of discussion. 

 

Research Objectives and Questions 

Scholarly attention from the Global North is largely paid to two well-known cases of Canadian 

mining companies imposing resource extraction within Indigenous Maya communities: 

Goldcorp’s Marlin mine in San Miguel Ixtahuacán and Sipakapa (Fulmer, Snodgrass Godoy and 

Neff 2008; Imai, Mehranvar and Sander 2007; Urkidi 2011; Zarsky and Stanley 2013) and the 

former INCO/Skye Resources/HudBay Minerals Inc. (hereafter HudBay Minerals) Fénix mine11 

in El Estor (Guyol-Meinrath 2015; Meheandiran, DiFrederico, Aguilera and Imai 2010; Mijares 

Peña 2014; Nolin and Stephens 2010). However, more recent cases at Tahoe Resources’ El 

Escobal mine near San Rafael Las Flores, and the former Radius Gold El Tambor mine12 near 

San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc are in need of greater study (see Map 1). These 

cases offer additional examples of why mining is an inappropriate method of development for 

Indigenous Maya and non-Indigenous communities in Guatemala. I situated myself at the 

peaceful community encampment of La Puya, where I was welcomed as a Canadian in solidarity 

with their struggle. I focus on the social, cultural, and political processes of “place-making” 

                                                
11 Similar to Autumn Knowlton (2017), Silvia Nolasco (2011), and Dawn Paley (2007), I refer to the nickel mining 
project as the Fénix mine (Spanish translation), rather than the “Fenix” mine (English: Phoenix) used commonly in 
academic and non-academic literature.  
12 Canadian junior mining company, Radius Gold, owned the El Tambor mining project from 2000–2012. Following 
the shooting of an unarmed member of La Puya’s resistance, the company sold 100 percent of its interests to 
American-owned Kappes, Cassiday & Associates (KCA). Radius Gold still holds financial stakes in the mine in the 
form of deferred payments and royalty interests to the sum of US$10 million (Radius Gold 2016). 
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(Gupta and Ferguson [1997] 2001, 6) that shape local identities and resistances to extractive 

resource development.13  

The dissertation has two principal objectives. First, I wish to ensure that my findings 

documenting opposition to resource extraction advance and support local movements towards 

self-determined development. Second, my hope is that this study will be read and acted upon by 

academics, activists, communities, and social justice groups to raise awareness of the need to 

hold resource extraction companies responsible for their abuses abroad. The structures of power 

that define and legitimize development must be called to account; we need to ask, to paraphrase 

Arturo Escobar (2004a), June Nash (2003) and Marcus Power (2003, 221), “development for 

whom”? 

 I have formulated three primary questions to achieve these objectives. These are:  

1. What are the social and spatial implications of power, violence, and development related 
to Canada’s extractive operations in Guatemala? 

2. How do Guatemalan communities illuminate the lived experiences of resistance to 
neoliberal economic development through Canadian mining companies? 

3. How do national and transnational solidarity networks support community interactions 
between spaces and places (re)defined by Canadian mining companies?  

 
In seeking to answer these questions, I explore many aspects of movements opposing neoliberal 

economic development. However, as my fieldwork and understanding of the situation on the 

ground in Guatemala progressed, I adapted my analysis to include two additional questions. The 

first includes a gender lens intended to better reflect the distinct experiences of men and women 

as rights defenders. The second focuses on resource extraction companies and their attempts to 

                                                
13 As a graduate student delegate on the University of Northern British Columbia (UNBC) and Rights Action field 
schools (in 2010, 2012, and 2014), I participated in conversations with community members affected by all four 
aforementioned resource extraction megaprojects. While this dissertation mainly focuses on the peoples of La Puya, 
having experience in other communities provides the context for understanding struggles surrounding the El Tambor 
mine within a broader landscape of violence across Guatemala.  
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silence opposition. As much of the development achieved by mining companies is relayed to 

Canadian citizens through company press releases, corporate social responsibility documents, 

and government policies, there is an erasure within those texts of spatial knowledge through the 

omissions of those living with development. Thus, I to seek to answer two additional questions: 

4. What are the gendered experiences of rights defenders who oppose resource extraction as 
a modus for development in Guatemala?  

5. How do mining companies and the Guatemalan and Canadian governments exercise 
power through discourses of development? 
 

To address my final question, I delve into Canadian government policies, corporate documents, 

and access to information requests. Twice I attended the annual conference of the Prospectors 

and Developers Association of Canada (PDAC), first in March 2016 and a year later in March 

2017. There in Toronto, I was able to gain first-hand insight into how the Canadian government, 

mining industry, and companies exercise power through development. My primary and 

secondary research is guided by these inquiries, while also being directed by overarching needs 

to address how power and violence is imbued through development practices. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation attempts to give voice to the people of La Puya by contrasting their 

struggles with the perspectives of foreign company and government representatives who promote 

mining as a means of development. In raising the voices of rights defenders through an 

“ethnography of the particular,” this research contributes to a growing body of postcolonial and 

critical development literature by highlighting local experiences of violence alongside foreign-

owned companies and a negligent national government.  
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With these observations in mind, the work that follows explores the links between 

geography and development. In Chapter 2, I outline a theoretical framework for this study and 

review postcolonial and critical development literatures in addition to analyzing key concepts 

such as neocolonialism, power, and violence. Concurring with Nash (2002), I view 

neocolonialism as a condition of postcolonialism, highlighting the endurance of economic, 

political, cultural, and social inequalities initiated and maintained by systematic exploitation. 

Postcolonial and critical development theories have overlapping yet distinct views on how to 

contextualize and situate impacts on communities that oppose resource extraction. Together, 

these theories provide a means to critique power relations within development practices by 

questioning whose voices matter, and how western academia might better include perspectives 

and experiences from Global South that are often overlooked or ignored. 

 In Chapter 3, I discuss methodological orientations and methods implemented during the 

project. Feminist and activist methodologies provide a foundation for approaching the research. 

In this chapter, I discuss the use of ethically sensitive research methods and describe my 

adoption of “ethnographies of the particular” as a method of engagement with marginalized 

peoples. Primary and secondary research methods, such as primary observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and critical discourse analysis, are also described. Additionally, emphasis is placed 

on the ethical entanglements involved when conducting research in spaces of conflict and 

violence.  

 In Chapter 4, I provide a critical analysis of existing literatures of violence in 

contemporary Guatemala. This chapter sheds light on the complex and interwoven experiences 

of violence that plague contemporary landscapes, while exploring the historical tensions and 

contemporary contradictions of violence in post-conflict Guatemala. Chapter 5 traces communal 
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experiences of violence at the Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal mines where conflicts have ensued 

between the state, corporations, and communities over use of territory and space. Discussions of 

contemporary violence and opposition to mining lay a foundation for understanding community 

members’ experiences at La Puya.  

 In Chapter 6, I look at how violence plagues the operation of the El Tambor gold mine. I 

present a timeline triangulating participant voices with secondary literatures, among the latter 

documents, reports, and news articles released by six key non-profit organizations and 

Guatemalan grass-roots media outlets following La Puya’s resistance. This overview of La 

Puya’s six-year resistance to the El Tambor mine offers insight into five key geographic themes 

and multiple sub-themes derived from communal experiences of violence. These themes, 

including marshalling space and place to oppose violent development, constitute the foreground 

for Chapter 7, in which the “ethnographies of the particular” from six members of La Puya’s 

resistance illuminate overlapping experiences of violence and communal struggle for self-

determined development. Yolanda, Milton, Doña Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro share their 

experiences of resistance in confronting two foreign-owned mining corporations and the 

Guatemalan government. 

 In Chapter 8, I apply critical discourse analysis of three distinct spaces of power: the 

Prospectors and Developers Association of Canada (PDAC), an Access to Information (ATI) 

request, and press releases and public letters made available by Radius Gold and Kappes, 

Cassiday & Associates (KCA). This chapter examines the dominant discourses of power, 

violence, and development that define and shape lives of many Guatemalans. I highlight how 

state and corporate policies and practices in the Global North constitute structural violence and 

have linked consequences of direct violence against rights defenders in the Global South.  
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 Conclusions are presented in Chapter 9, where I summarize findings, provide an 

overview of key contributions, and suggest future research directions on geographies of violence, 

development, and resource extraction. I engage the concept of “spaces of hope” (Harvey 2000) 

represented in community struggles for self-determined development. I conclude by calling on 

geographers to align with peoples in the Global South in their struggles to move forward.   
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

This chapter explains how my chosen theoretical approach informs selected methodologies and 

how methods generate findings and knowledge of development experiences. Here, postcolonial 

theory is outlined as a framework for critical development geographies. Currently, within critical 

development geographies there are multiple streams of intellectual discussion. However, my 

considerations of postcolonial theory as a framework are directly informed by postdevelopment 

literature. I highlight the strengths and weaknesses of such a theoretical framework, emphasizing 

how it can be put to test on the ground. Additionally, conceptualizations of power, neoliberalism, 

and violence are engaged to guide the reader through subsequent analyses and research findings. 

 How, and why, does a neoliberal economic model, specifically its forms of resource 

extraction, trigger conflict and confrontation in Guatemala? Uneven geographies of development 

are visible in the personal, social, and spatial realities of most ordinary Guatemalan citizens. 

Comprehending the complex lives of those affected by mining operations in particular 

constitutes a considerable challenge, as struggles for alternative forms of development are ever 

evolving in Guatemala.  

 Informed by this framework, I embrace a multi-method approach that lends support to 

transnational inquiry and solidarity with communities. Using feminist and activist 

methodological lenses, I draw on qualitative research methods to address how and why 
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communities resist mining operations. Progressive methodologies,1 I contend, complement one 

another, sometimes even overlap, but more than any other intellectual apparatus they offer tools 

for critical researchers to analyze the complexities of power and violence in a conflictive society.  

 

Postcolonial Theory 

Originating in literary and cultural studies, postcolonial theory acknowledges that colonization 

did not end after formal independence for many nations, but instead continues to impact societies 

in diverse, uneven, disputed, and often violent ways (Gregory et al. 2009; see also Hall 1996 and 

Sidaway, Bunnel, and Yeoh 2003). Catherine Nash (2002, 221) suggests that “postcolonialism 

denotes a range of critical perspectives on the diverse histories and geographies of colonial 

practices, discourses, impacts and, importantly, their legacies in the present – critical 

engagements that often precede and must continue long after formal political independence.” 

Colonization by imperial powers occurred across the globe in differing spatial and temporal 

degrees. No one experience of colonialism, therefore, is the same as another, either in scale or 

scope; experiences range amongst peoples and places, are often contested, and are invariably 

complex (Power, Mohan, and Mercer 2006). Postcolonialism thereby exists as a plurality of 

subjectivities, in which individuals and communities never hold a singular identity. In the Global 

                                                
1 For me, progressive methodologies include feminist, activist, and Indigenous ways of approaching research. While 
I do not emphasize Indigenous methodologies in this chapter, I am informed by Mario Blaser, Harvey A. Feit, and 
Glenn McRae (2004), Gaile S. Cannella and Kathryn D. Manuelito (2008), Norman K. Denzin, Yvonne S. Lincoln, 
and Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2008), and Tuhiwai Smith ([1999] 2008). Indigenous methodologies view western-based 
research as deeply connected to colonial and imperial exploitation that has traditionally silenced the voices and 
experiences of Indigenous peoples. Scholars who engage Indigenous methodologies seek to counter western 
narratives by affirming Indigenous ways of knowing. In adopting Indigenous methodologies, they attempt to shift 
the imbalance of power typically held in western research towards Indigenous peoples (Tuhiwai Smith [1999] 
2008).  
 Additionally, Indigenous methodologies encourage scholars to produce research that is beneficial to 
Indigenous peoples, and that promotes self-determination (Denzin, Lincoln, and Tuhiwai Smith 2008). All the above 
authors offer critical views and emerging perspectives that further guide this dissertation. 
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South, “Such patterns of intersectionality,” articulates Sarah A. Radcliffe (2015, 3), “are integral 

dimensions of sociospatial heterogeneity.” Social differences in the form of race, class, gender, 

and labour intersect simultaneously to influence everyday life. In order to make sense of the 

realities of the Global South, then, postcolonial researchers must contextualize site-specific 

experiences that reflect unique histories of diverse peoples in place (Nederveen Pieterse and 

Parekh 1995).  

 Theoretical discussions of postcolonialism gained momentum in the 1960s and 1970s 

amongst literary theorists and writers such as Frantz Fanon (1963) and Edward Said (1978). 

Fanon’s contributions in The Wretched of the Earth (1963) analyzed tensions between the 

colonizer (the Self as superior) and the colonized (the Other as inferior). Using a lens of 

violence, Fanon’s work highlights the dehumanizing physical and psychological effects of 

colonialism on the colonized. His writing unpacks an understanding of colonialism through 

personal experiences of racialized oppression and promotes emancipation from the colonial grip 

of hegemonic powers. Of equal importance, Said’s Orientalism (1978) challenged colonial 

stereotypes and assumptions of peoples outside the West. For Said (1978, 43), Orientalism was 

“ultimately a political vision of reality whose structure promoted the difference between the 

familiar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) and the strange (the Orient, the East, ‘them’).” Critical 

theorizing by these two scholars advanced postcolonial imperatives to counter western 

imperialism and challenge colonial knowledge and hegemony. Fanon’s and Said’s works 

influenced postcolonial geographers, among others, to rethink the structurally violent effects of 

(neo)colonialism. 

In the 1980s, postcolonial scholars including Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) began 

by acknowledging experiences previously ignored through processes of colonization and 
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patriarchy in order to challenge current assumptions constructed by the West. In the decade 

following, postcolonial theory drew the attention of cultural and historical geographers, among 

them Stuart Corbridge (1993a, 1993b), Jonathan Crush (1995a), Derek Gregory (1994), Stuart 

Hall (1996), and David Simon (1998). Meanwhile, feminists including Alison Blunt and Gillian 

Rose (1994), Cheryl McEwan (1998), Rejeswari Sunder Rajan (1993), and Jenny Robinson 

(1999) rallied to the call.2 In particular, Crush’s (1995a) The Power of Development remains a 

leading contribution to the field of postcolonial and critical development geographies to this day. 

Hailed by Gillian Hart and Uma Kothari (Hart 2017) as a catalyst for reimagining how 

knowledge is produced, Crush’s (1995a) edited volume critiqued development as an exercise of 

power that is continually (re)worked to maintain divisions between peoples and places. “Here the 

primary focus is on the texts and words of development,” writes Crush (1995b, 3), 

 
on the ways that development is written, narrated and spoken; on the 
vocabularies deployed in development texts to construct the world as an 
unruly terrain requiring management and intervention; on their stylized 
and repetitive form and content, their spatial imagery and symbolism, 
their use (and abuse) of history, their modes of establishing expertise and 
authority and silencing alternative voices; on the forms of knowledge 
that development produces and assumes; and on the power relations it 
underwrites and reproduces.  

 
While crediting Crush’s work with spurring geographic debates and disciplinary interest in 

development and its alternatives, Kothari (in Hart 2017, 549) also finds it disconcerting, “since it 

signals how such discourses persistently reproduce the power of development.” 

The importance of re-thinking development texts and experiences has only increased over 

time. Urban subdisciplines followed, exemplified by the studies of Jane Jacobs (1995) and 

                                                
2 Feminist perspectives of postcolonial theory are widely recognized within geography (Mohanty [1991] 2003b; 
McEwan 2002; Robinson 2003) as they share overlapping concerns for the subjectivities and perspectives of 
marginalized peoples. For this reason, they have relevance to my research.  
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Brenda S.A. Yeoh (2001). Cultural and historical geographers reconsidered early spatial and 

temporal understandings of the Americas, and focused on challenging such notions as the 

“pristine myth”3 (Denevan 1992; Sluyter 1999, 378). Colonizers imagined the landscapes of the 

New World as scarcely populated and devoid of civilization. “Typically, spaces to be colonized 

were represented as empty of cultural or productive value, but which could become more 

productive and civilized through colonialism” (Kothari 2006, 237). Negating the existence of 

long-established civilizations, such as that of the Indigenous Maya of Central America, justified 

colonial expansion. 

 The works of William M. Denevan (1992, 1996), Lovell (1988, 1992), and Andrew 

Sluyter (1999) demonstrate the need to disentangle persistent material and conceptual colonial 

myths surrounding lands and populations of different peoples. Lovell (1988, 25), for example, 

views conquest “not as a remote, historical experience but as a visible, present condition.” I fall 

in line with Lovell’s postcolonial positioning and maintain that the Indigenous Maya and non-

Indigenous Guatemalans are still caught in cycles of conquest. The violence associated with the 

country’s contemporary landscapes (see Chapter 4) are inseparable from the colonial past. This is 

the thesis of Guatemala’s most celebrated but controversial historian, Severo Martínez Peláez 

([1970] 2009). Likewise, Victor Perera's (1993) Unfinished Conquest reflects how conquest in 

Guatemala is not a singular event now distant and forgotten but remains current and real. While 

historical and cultural geographers alike work to decolonize western accounts of peoples and 

                                                
3 Building from Carl O. Sauer’s earlier works on the cultural landscapes of Latin America, William M. Denevan 
points out that previous accounts romanticized the New World as untouched and barely inhabited. Denevan (1992, 
369) asks, “Was the landscape encountered in the sixteenth century primarily pristine, virgin, a wilderness, nearly 
empty of people, or was it a humanized landscape, with the imprint of native Americans being dramatic and 
persistent? The former still seems to be the more common view, but the latter may be more accurate.” Denevan, in 
parallel with Lovell (1988, 1992), makes the argument that depopulation did not occur until after contact with 
European settlers when Old World diseases began to take hold. 



 

 27 

places, critical development geographers, as will be considered below, arrived later to these 

discussions (McEwan 2009; Raghuram and Madge 2006; Power, Mohan, and Mercer 2006). 

 Postcolonial geographers remain engaged with “decolonizing geography” (Radcliffe 

2005, 292; Sundberg 2014) as an agenda to reorient geographical concepts, terminology, and 

areas of inquiry to better reflect the cultural complexities of the world. In a recent special issue of 

the Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, “Decolonizing Geographical 

Knowledges,” contributors (Daigle and Sundberg 2017; Jazeel 2017; Legg 2017; Noxolo 2017; 

Radcliffe 2017, 330-331) advocate for the “‘decolonial turn’ [that] builds on and extends 

postcolonial, feminist and critical race geography by centering the forms of knowledge 

production under colonial-modernity in order to refine understandings of its particularities and to 

reanimate critiques of racialization, colonial-modern resource distributions and epistemic 

violence” (Radcliffe 2017, 330-331). To advance applications of postcolonial theory, critical 

geographers frequently draw on the experiences of Indigenous peoples, with notable reference to 

Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s ([1999] 2008) Decolonizing Methodologies, to address the structural 

conditions that allow for the continuation of neocolonial and imperial practices that impede 

decolonization efforts. For example, Juanita Sundberg (2014, 40) highlights the Zapatista 

movement that emerged from Maya communities in Chiapas, Mexico in 1994, and the 

importance of “walking with” communities on their decolonial journey: “The concept has (at 

least) two meanings,” she writes: “in one sense, walking with means ‘reciprocal respect for the 

autonomy and independence of organizations’ involved in the struggle; in other words, respect 

for the multiplicity of life worlds. Step two, then, involved learning to learn about multiplicity.” 

The decolonial turn in geography thereby represents a continuation of disentangling the 

discipline’s colonial history, while also engaging with epistemologies, ontologies, and 
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methodologies of Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups marginalized by (neo)colonial power 

structures.  

 Postcolonial theory has two complementary aspects. First, it undertakes critical 

investigations of the cultural histories of societies as they exist today (Power 2003). Scholars 

who employ postcolonial theory analyze and challenge prominent assumptions made about 

different peoples and places. Colonialism widely established European political control and 

occupation of foreign territories for the advancement of western culture and capital (Godlewska 

and Smith 1994; Livingstone 2008). Distinctive characteristics of this historical condition 

include but are not limited to: (1) violent spatial divisions by hegemonic powers; (2) cultural, 

political, and economic subordination; and (3) the dispossession of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous territories for natural resources (Shohat 1992; Sidaway 2000). For this reason, 

postcolonial geographers acknowledge the field's historical complicity in colonial expansion 

(Finn and Hanson 2016; Robinson 2003; Sidaway 1997; Sidaway, Bunnell and Yeoh 2003). John 

C. Finn and Anne-Marie Hanson (2016, 1-2) observe that “the consequences of imperial 

geography have had lasting impacts throughout Latin America and can be seen from the methods 

employed in regional geography education, to decades of (uncritical) geographic scholarship, to 

the uneven politics of development practice and urbanism, to the geopolitics of knowledge 

production.” Thus, this first aspect of postcolonial theory involves rethinking colonial legacies of 

violence to understand the diverse spatial and temporal impacts on the Global South. 

 The second aspect of postcolonial theory encourages the production of counter-narratives 

to challenge the power of knowledge produced by colonial and imperial actors. Postcolonial 

writings highlight the actions of peoples who resist domination and suppression (Nash 2002; 

Power 2003). To achieve this objective, emphasis is placed on the lived experiences of 
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individuals and communities whose voices are traditionally silenced by the West (Radcliffe 

1997; Raghuram and Madge 2006). Postcolonial geographers attempt to unsettle hegemonic 

practices by writing with colonized peoples from the margins (Power et al. 2006; Sundberg 

2014). One way to decolonize the discipline, suggests Jazeel (2017) and Radcliffe (2017), 

requires geographers to reorient their critical interventions outward by creating space for 

pluralistic voices to be heard within the discipline. In “revealing localized resistances,” writes 

Cheryl McEwan (2003, 346), geographers “can employ tactics through which to hear voices of 

resistance, such as reading archives against the grain to reveal historical agency … or analyzing 

different forms of resistance writing that reveal the lived experiences of people otherwise 

silenced by hegemonic relationships of power.” In Guatemala, postcolonial narratives began to 

surface in the late 1960s in response to the violence perpetuated against the Indigenous Maya 

peoples. Such testimonio literature includes Ricardo Falla's Quiché Rebelde (Quiche Rebel) 

(1992), Galeano’s Guatemala, Pais Ocupado (Guatemala, Occupied Country) (1967), and Mario 

Payeras’ Los dias de la selva (The Days of the Jungle) (1980), all three narratives stressing 

community resistance to state-sponsored terror (Millar 2005). (For more on testimonio literature, 

see Chapter 3). 

 Morag Bell (2002) and Parvati Raghuram and Clare Madge (2006) suggest creating such 

alternative narratives within the academy in order to allow the voices of marginalized peoples to 

be heard more freely. For these scholars, creating a counter-discourse within the academy helps 

to challenge historically oppressive aspects of western-led knowledge production. Guatemalans 

are among the many Latin American poor whose struggles have intensified over five hundred 

years (Galeano 1973; Grandin 2004; Petras and Veltmeyer 2011). Resistance efforts underline 

struggles for self-determination, which is a basic human right offering the freedom to make 
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decisions on how lands, territories, and resources are used within specific socio-cultural settings 

(Loomis 2000; Woons 2014).  

Several critiques have emerged from this process. The first among them questions the 

positionality of many postcolonial scholars who write from the academy about subaltern 

peoples.4 How can privileged individuals from western academia write about subaltern 

experiences? Should narratives of resistance be written within academia, or is their impact 

greater in alternate spaces? To address these concerns, Juanita Sundberg (2007, 25; see also 

Noxolo 2009, 56) challenges colonial notions of objectivity from a feminist standpoint: 

“Producing situated knowledges, then, is not simply a process of writing social location into 

academic texts, but involves negotiating between different knowledges. This process of 

negotiation involves acts of connection, translation, and contestation that are regulated not only 

by power relations but also deeply embedded and therefore taken for granted academic 

conventions that potentially blind us to other ways of knowing.” Sundberg advocates for greater 

reflexivity when writing to avoid (re)producing gendered and racialized classifications, and 

disputes conventional understandings of objectivity constructed by white male academics who 

historically dominated academic texts regarding Latin American geographies (see also Finn and 

Hanson 2016, 7). Postcolonial theorists insist that western academics who work with people in 

the Global South can produce counter-narratives. (For more on positionality, see in Chapter 3).  

Further critiques of postcolonial theory offered by Derek Gregory, Ron Johnston, 

Geraldine Pratt, Michael Watts, and Sarah Whatmore (2009), as well as Catherine Nash (2002), 

                                                
4 In this dissertation, I invoke the term “subaltern” used by Antonio Gramsci ([1971]1995) and Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak (1988) to represent formerly colonized peoples. Subaltern peoples have the power to speak but are rarely 
heard by privileged national elite or international bodies. I am attuned to the discussions about western academics 
representing subaltern peoples and do not pretend to speak for anyone. Instead, I draw from Gibson-Graham (2002, 
105), who argues that recognizing the knowledge of other peoples “creates an important role for research as an 
activity of producing and transforming discourses, creating new subject positions and imaginative possibilities that 
can animate political projects and desires.” 
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suggest that some postcolonial scholars run the risk of being disconnected from the realities of 

the world, and that they sometimes neglect the material consequences of colonialism by 

retreating into abstract theoretical discussions (albeit these authors are vague in their analyses, 

offering limited evidence beyond the critiques of Aijaz Ahmad’s work (1995) a decade earlier). 

Contrary to these suggestions, there exists a diverse group of feminist, race and anti-racism, and 

Indigenous geographers who are conducting critical research of the “on-the-ground-workings of 

colonialism” (Harris 2004, 166). Geographers who have influenced my own work in this regard 

include Nina Laurie (2011), Sarah de Leeuw (2016), Sarah Hunt (2014), Nolin (2006); Radcliffe 

(2015), Sundberg (2007), and Melissa W. Wright (2011), all of whose research with diverse 

peoples is grounded in place. 

In particular, Radcliffe’s Dilemmas of Difference (2015) provides a compelling example 

of how critical geographers can apply a postcolonial framework to their research with subaltern 

peoples. Radcliffe’s fieldwork sheds light on Indigenous women’s experiences with western-led 

development practices and critiques the one-dimensional national and international policies that 

ultimately exacerbate gendered, class, and racial hierarchies within Ecuadorian society, 

disenfranchising the very women who are the targets of development policies. “Yet from these 

margins,” writes Radcliffe (2015, 30), “indigenous women resist, rework, and selectively 

accommodate to development’s governmental categories and social dispositions, creating an 

alternative vision of postcolonial social difference informed by priorities that meld but transcend 

global technologies of conduct and anticolonial resistance.” Radcliffe (2015, 257) not only 

exposes the contradictions of neoliberal development projects but also underlines the agency of 



 

 32 

Indigenous women promoting policies of “sumac kawsay,” or living well, as a “postneoliberal”5 

alternative to uneven and racist health policies that devalue Indigenous knowledge, rights, and 

culture. Radcliffe’s concerns, comparable to Said (1978), lie with development policy maker’s 

persistent misrepresentation of Indigenous women, which undermines their agency and 

exacerbates postcolonial myths that establish social, gender, and racial difference.  

Using a similar framework, Laurie’s (2011, 172) postcolonial approach aims to 

reconceptualize the relationship between development and identity by exploring how neoliberal 

water policies shaped gendered experiences during Bolivia’s “water wars” in Cochabamba 

(November 1999 to April 2000). She argues that transnational water networks are “hybrid 

spaces” by unpacking participants’ different subjectivities and gendered experiences amongst 

urban and rural activists (Laurie 2011, 173). “While policy paradigms that separate irrigation and 

household work conceptualize women’s role in divergent ways,” Laurie (2011, 180) notes, 

“women who participated in the Cochabamba water wars did not necessarily distinguish between 

the two.” She adds emphatically, “women went into the streets to defend their rights to both.” 

Her focus on identity politics within public and political spaces challenges notions of femininity 

and masculinity constructed through the Bolivian government’s privatization of national water 

resources, and makes visible the multiple identities held by activists across national and 

transnational networks.  

                                                
5 Postneoliberalism (Radcliffe 2012; 2015) refers to the agendas and policies implemented in juxtaposition to top-
down, economic-driven development objectives prescribed in the 1990s through the Washington Consensus. 
“Ecuador’s current postneoliberal development agenda aims to address the material and social exclusions associated 
with neoliberal, and indeed capitalist, development” writes Radcliffe (2012, 248). Postneoliberalism draws together 
a wide variety of environmental, Indigenous, and socio-political agendas that focus on greater economic, gender, 
racial, and class equality. In Ecuador, the integration of sumac kawsay as a policy that rejects forms of development 
that are harmful to the environment (i.e. mining) offers a postcapitalist framework for development that focuses on 
plurality, diversity, and equity between peoples with diverse postcolonial experiences.  
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A core theme emerging from both Radcliffe (2015) and Laurie’s (2011) approach is one 

of intersectionality: the recognition of the different forms of oppression that shape postcolonial 

identities and our understanding of these experiences. By working with diverse peoples in place, 

geographers increasingly bring marginalized voices into dialogue with their oppressors. For me, 

a postcolonial approach aims to challenge inequality created through diverse forms of 

domination such as patriarchy, neocolonialism, and racism that limit life’s potential. Ultimately, 

postcolonial approaches, as Radcliffe (2005, 292) observes, “speak to the violence towards, and 

the marginalization of, postcolonial subjects and knowledges.” I endeavour to adopt this 

perspective in my own postcolonial research approach.  

Informed by critical geographers’ applications of postcolonial theory, I draw from Power 

(2003, 122) who states that “postcolonialism is partly about thinking through the implications of 

stretched-out geographies, making connections and understanding the important flows and 

movements between the North and South.” By tracing connections between different scales of 

place (local, national, and global), postcolonial geographers are able to see a plurality of 

experiences related to the social, economic, and political realities of society (Nash 2002; Power 

2003; Power et al. 2006). These “stretched-out geographies” historically connected Latin 

America with Europe and the United States, but today Canada too plays an active role as a 

neocolonizer in the region (Radcliffe 2007). Critical geographers who apply postcolonial 

approaches to their work are uniquely positioned to shed light on these specific historical and 

cultural topographies, making connections while seeing differences in people and place. 

Postcolonial Theory and Critical Development Geographies 

This research adopts critical development perspectives within a postcolonial framework to 

discern neocolonial linkages between Guatemala and Canada. Radcliffe (2005, 297) advocates 
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such engagement as a means to enhance our “understandings of the connectivity between 

colonialism and development by analyzing how the everyday enactments of development in the 

varied landscapes of the North and South rest upon (post-)colonial relations and social, political 

and economic ties between regions.” Parallels between postcolonial theory and critical 

development geographies (see Appendix B, Table 2.1) were first established in pioneering 

contributions of the 1990s by Crush (1995a), Chris Dixon and Michael J. Heffernan (1991), 

Escobar ([1995]2012), Richard B. Norgaard (1994), and Allen Pred and Michael Watts (1992). 

Other critical geographers, among them Gustavo Fagen (1999), David Harvey (2006), and Power 

(2003), as well as development critics like Parpart and Veltmeyer (2004), built upon these works.  

The adoption of postcolonial theory as a framework for critical development research is a 

recent post-millennial occurrence, and is by no means a mainstream endeavour (Radcliffe 2005). 

Inspired by Marxist traditions of critique as well as theoretical perspectives of poststructuralism 

(Blunt and Wills 2000; Dirlik 1994; Lawson 2014; McEwan 2009), the alliance between 

postcolonial theory and critical development geographies is seen as one response to the impasse 

of development practices of the mid 1980s. David Booth (1985) pointed to the failures of 

development theory to address the continued existence of poverty, inequality, and exploitation in 

the Global South despite increasing amounts of development research, recommendations, and 

funding directed to development institutions and countries. That impasse gave rise to new 

directions in development theory, which were dominated by the theme of globalization via 

neoliberal economic influence. Globalization has altered the economic, political, and cultural 

importance of the nation state and has also affected relations between citizens and their 

governments, which are increasingly influenced by global hegemonic powers (Schuurman 2013). 

Ultimately, postcolonial and critical development approaches are united in a process of 
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rethinking and challenging western knowledge that downplays or ignores the values of non-

western cultures (McEwan 2003; 2009). 

Table 2.1 (see Appendix B) summarizes the historiographic evolution of postcolonial 

theory and critical development geographies. This research draws upon postcolonial frameworks 

that several development geographers have put forth in their work, among them Blunt and Wills 

(2000), Blunt and McEwan (2002), Power (2003), and Raghuram and Madge (2006). In 

particular, Power (2003, 123) poses the question: “Where can geography as a discipline make a 

contribution to a redrawing of the imagined geographies of contemporary ‘postcolonial’ 

development?” I argue that geography can make substantial offerings, first and foremost by 

analyzing unequal relationships of power that affect populations in the Global South. As Crush 

(1995b, 6-7 [emphasis by Crush]) states: 

 

Power in the context of development is power exercised, power over. It 
has origins, objects, purposes, consequences, agents, and contra 
Foucault, much of this seems to lie quite patently within the realm of the 
economic and the political …The imaginary and practice of development 
are not static entities imperious to change. Development discourse, 
despite enormous continuity over time, also changes its language, 
strategies and practices. One of the reasons is its reciprocal relationship 
with shifts in “who holds power and who dominates who.” 

 
Power is of particular relevance as a dimension of analysis for both postcolonial theory and 

critical development geographies. Power is conceptualized as a combination of forces, practices, 

processes, and relations, all of which overlap within society and space (Sharp, Routledge, Philo, 

and Paddison 2000). These specific components of power, very much present in Guatemala, are 

itemized in greater detail in Table 2.2 (see Appendix B). 

 Components of power do not exist equally and often merge with one another. Power can 

exist as a force, involving domination and subsequent actions of resistance to suppression. In 
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addition, power exists as process, in which groups use their knowledge and adapt to changing 

situations as methods for survival. Practices of power are illustrated by the use of knowledge as a 

strategy for domination or resistance, while relations of power exemplify the connections 

between social, economic, political, and even cultural spheres. Regardless of which component 

of power is examined, power manifests in every situation and is established in place. Economic 

geographer John Allen (2003, 11, emphasis by Allen) states: “People are placed by power, but 

not as the result of some massed force transmitted intact by some central administration from up 

the road or even from the other side of the globe. The arrangements of power we find ourselves 

exercised by may well arise from ideas and events hatched elsewhere, but that, as I understand it, 

is merely another way of saying that the presence of power is more or less mediated in space and 

time.”  

 For critical development geographers, everyday social interactions are infused with 

power that extend beyond conceptualizations of mere “command and control” (Allen 2003, 34). 

To understand these spatial flows, researchers must examine the different contexts and settings in 

which power is practiced to include or exclude particular groups. Political geographer James 

Tyner (2012) sees space encoded with themes, such as race and gender, that are dictated by 

dominant actors who produce social conventions in societies. “Stated differently,” Tyner (2012, 

20, [emphasis by Tyner]) asserts, “places are disciplined spaces.” Resistance to perceived norms 

is thereby seen as a threat to the status quo created and maintained by dominant actors. However, 

sites of resistance are the exact locations in which power is revealed, exposing an opportunity to 

challenge components of power that impede social change. 

 The practice of power to define space has transversed the postcolonial era. Just as 

colonial landscapes were constructed as empty, the Global South is typically reimagined by 
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development policies and practices as homogeneously underdeveloped, backward, and poverty-

stricken. Thus, challenging the “imaginative geographies” (Said 1978, 45) of development is of 

concern to postcolonial theorists and critical development geographers alike. Understandings of 

the Global South are constructed not by the people who are being developed but more often by 

institutions and actors who maintain hegemonic control through international relations, trade, 

and foreign development (Kothari 2006). “Postcolonialism locates all the world in the traumatic 

but ultimately progressive trajectory of western development,” contends Catherine Nash (2002, 

220). “The imaginative geographies of colonialism both persist and are reworked in the name of 

globalization.”  

 Millions of people in the Global South endure conditions of poverty and inequality. For 

some, there is little dividing life and death. However, when academics blame the poor for their 

own poverty and portray marginalized peoples as passive recipients of development, they negate 

the imbalance of power that exists in the postcolonial present.6 Often, marginalized perspectives 

only appear in literature produced by transnational advocacy organizations or local social 

movements or are articulated in alternative development spaces (Kothari 2001; 2006; Radcliffe 

2005). Academics who homogenize experiences of poverty narrow the space for marginalized 

voices to be heard. Moreover, portraying people in the Global South as passive and poor 

subordinates gendered and racial experiences of poverty and inequality. “Postcolonialism, then,” 

writes McEwan (2003, 340 [emphasis by McEwan]), “is a geographically dispersed contestation 

of colonial and neo-imperial power and knowledge, and geography should lie at the heart of 

postcolonial critiques.” Postcolonial theory is relevant to critical development geographies, as 

                                                
6 See discussions regarding global justice by Asunción Lera St. Clair (2006, 150), who critiques philosopher John 
Rawls and sociologist Anthony Giddens for their structural bias when writing about the poor. 
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this framework emphasizes the need for in-depth understandings of the material and cultural 

landscapes, as well as the politics of identity that vary spatially and temporally (Power 2003). 

 

Postdevelopment, Neoliberalism, and the Violence of Development 

I am drawn to a branch of critical development studies known as postdevelopment, as this 

perspective intersects with postcolonial theory in many ways. Critical development scholars Jan 

N. Pieterse (1991, 2000), Kothari and Minogue (2002), Ragnhild Lund (2007, 133, 2012) and 

Mac Nefrin (1977) all consider postdevelopment an “Alternative Development theory [that] is 

oriented towards understanding agency ... Alternative Development is not new. Inspired by 

feminism ... as a quest for ‘another development’, [it is] based on indigenous values, self 

reliance, fulfillment of basic needs, dignity, and the redistribution of goods and services.”  

 Writers and intellectuals such as Escobar (1992, 2000, 2004, 2007, 2012), Esteva (1992, 

2009), FitzHerbert and Lewis (2010), Galeano (1973), Wolfgang Sachs (1992), James Sidaway 

(2002), and Alan Thomas (2000) all acknowledge postdevelopment as a “radical reaction to the 

impasse of development theory and policy” (Pieterse 2000, 360). This alternative view rejects 

growth that is defined by economic development, and instead promotes greater inclusion, 

participation, and above all, sensitivity to diversity and difference within society (Booth 1985; 

Lund 2007; Nefrin 1977; Pieterse 2000). David Simon (2006, 18) points to common ground 

between postcolonial theory and postdevelopment: 

 

Perhaps emblematic of the coming together of (post)development and 
postcolonialism are the numerous complex and locally negotiated 
syncretic practices that constitute people’s lived realities and 
aspirations…. These resonate well with the tracks of decentring and 
challenging Eurocentric constructions of identity, history, moral 
community and development aspirations shared by post-structural 
development perspectives and postcolonial modes of enquiry… and now 
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also being invoked in relation to the abiding Northern-centric orientation 
of many academic disciplines, including anthropology… and geography. 

 
Although described as “too radical” for some practitioners (Frangie 2011, 1189), 

postdevelopment shares with postcolonialism an attentiveness to local culture and knowledge 

(Escobar 2007). Of further value for this dissertation, postdevelopment critiques call for 

solidarity with social movements as they strive for alternative futures (Escobar 2012; Gibson-

Graham 2011). 

 In Encountering Development, Escobar (2012) argues that discourses and practices of 

development have done immense damage in the seven decades since the end of World War II.7 

“As I see it,” declares Escobar (2012, vii), “development continues to play a role in strategies of 

cultural and social domination, even if academics might have a more nuanced view today of how 

these strategies operate, including how people appropriate development for their own ends.” 

Escobar, like other postdevelopmentalists (Esteva 1992, 2009; Ferguson 1994; Sachs 1992; 

Shiva 1988), believes that attempts by the Global North to develop the rest of the world 

marginalizes those who live in the Global South. Escobar’s critique calls for alternatives to the 

failures of development, turning to subaltern voices to create people-centred practices specific to 

the needs of locales (Aylward 2010; Escobar 2012; Kothari 1988; Pieterse 2000). Despite this 

goal, early postdevelopment writers still failed to include marginalized voices in academic 

publications (Simon 2006). This dissertation responds to such a critique in Chapters 6 and 7, 

which highlight the voices of participants.  

                                                
7 In this dissertation, I do not provide a detailed explanation of each development decade. My understandings of 
mainstream development come from authors such as Vandana Desai and Robert Potter (2002), Escobar (1988, 2004, 
2012), Esteva (1992. 2009), Björn Hettne (2002), Parpart and Veltmeyer (2004), Robert Potter and Dennis Conway 
(2011), John Rapley (2002), and Neil Smith (2008), among others. These authors, and many more, are highlighted in 
my Master’s thesis (Pedersen 2011) as the foundational readings for understanding development theories throughout 
the decades since US President Harry S. Truman’s inaugural address thrust the world into a narrow economic 
development model (Dodds 2002; Esteva 2012; Pieterse 1991). 
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 Even though European colonizers withdrew physically from independent states, they 

reworked their influence to practise indirect political and economic control (Hall 1996). Today, 

this relationship is based on a system of uneven exchange between the Global North and South. 

“Where colonialism left off,” Rajin Kothari (1988, 143) succinctly states, “development took 

over.” Consequentially, areas of the Global South are no longer subjected to a singular colonial 

power source, but are instead subjected to different ideologies, individual state actors, and even 

international institutions as imperial powers (Kothari 2006). Corporate and financial 

transnational actors, like mining companies or the World Bank as examples, could be considered 

“phantom states” (Thrift and Leyshon 1994, 229), as they hold substantial influence over the 

economic and political operations of any one nation. To further disentangle spatial scales of 

analysis, Michael Hechter (1975) contends that postcolonialism also manifests itself 

domestically. Hechter (1975, 18 [emphasis by Hechter]) clarifies the term “internal colonialism” 

as “two collectivities or objectively distinct cultural groups: (1) the core, or dominant cultural 

group which occupies territory extending from the political centre of the society (e.g. the locus of 

the central government) outward to those territories largely occupied by the subordinate, or (2) 

peripheral cultural group.” When thinking about internal colonialism, scholars must 

conceptualize how colonial discourses are reinvented within national politics to discredit 

resistance efforts by marginalized populations (Sidaway 2000). As this dissertation demonstrates, 

attention to “phantom” and “internal” colonialism is necessary, especially in the context of 

Guatemala, to understand the scales of power and violence present in postcolonial spaces. 

 A defining ideology that affects the postcolonial present is neoliberalism. With the 

promotion of neoliberal policies as early as the 1960s but more strongly in the 1980s and 1990s, 

much of the Global South lost control of the wealth within its borders (Canel et al. 2010; 
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Coombes et al. 2011; Keeling 2004). Neoliberalism became a rampant phenomenon, placing the 

market at the organizational centre of economic, political, and social life. “The central claim,” 

notes Power (2003, 237), “is that free and neutral markets can effectively distribute knowledge 

and resources socially and politically.” The application of this economic tool enables the 

deepening expansion of globalization, based on the disengagement of the state and the opening 

of global markets (Bowles 2005). Additionally, this ideology allows the market to dictate to 

society and moves the power of influence away from citizens (Hart 2001, 2002), breaking down 

social rights within society (Harvey 2005; Perreault 2012). Many human rights abuses in Latin 

America today can be attributed to the protection of neoliberal ideology, subjugating social and 

political life to the demands of the market (Farmer 2005). Henry A. Giroux and Susan Searls 

Giroux (2008, 182) state emphatically: “Neoliberalism has become one of the most pervasive 

and dangerous ideologies of the 21st century. Its pervasiveness is evident not only by its 

unparalleled influence on the global economy but also by its power to redefine the very nature of 

politics and sociality ... Under neoliberalism, everything is either for sale or is plundered for 

profit.” 

 Neoliberalism still dominates current policies across the globe, despite the fact that the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF), the champion of neoliberal policies since in the 1980s, 

admitted its policies on neoliberalism have been grossly “oversold” (Ostry, Loungani, and 

Furceri 2016, 38). “Instead of delivering growth,” the authors assert, “some neoliberal policies 

have increased inequality, in turn jeopardizing durable expansion.” Ultimately, neoliberalism has 

succeeded in increasing the wealth of the elite, while failing to meet the needs of the poor.  

 Simon Springer (2011, 91) contends that “neoliberalism’s structural effects of poverty 

and inequality often (re)produce violence... and as such, neoliberalism perpetually renews its 
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own license by suggesting it will cure that which neoliberalization ails.” As neoliberalism 

dominates the current economic and political paradigm, it is important to acknowledge that, for 

many people in the world, violence is a consequence of development. I comprehend violence 

through concepts developed by Galtung (1996, 40), who identifies three categories of violence: 

 
As to a discourse for violence, we shall stick to the distinction between direct violence 
intended to insult the basic needs of others (including nature), structural violence with such 
insults built into social and world structures as exploitation and repression, and cultural 
violence, aspects of culture (such as religion and language) legitimizing direct and structural 
violence … Direct violence, such as rape, intimidates and represses; structural violence 
institutionalizes; and cultural violence internalizes that relation, especially for the victims, 
the women, making the structure very durable [emphasis by Galtung]. 

 

Galtung (1990, 294) employs the term “violence triangle” to encompass the different nuances of 

violence as they exist in society. With this imaginary, he makes clear the distinctions between 

direct, structural, and cultural violence, each with its own a cause and effect relationship. 

 Direct violence is experienced both physically and psychologically. Threats, rape, 

murder, assault, and warfare are all examples of this form of violence. Direct violence is the 

most visible and recognized among the three forms, often masking the effects of structural and 

cultural influences on violence. However, direct violence does not exist without reinforcement 

from other forms of violence (Galtung 1990, 1996). Structural violence (sometimes referred to as 

indirect violence) is a process that produces inequality but remains mostly invisible due to the 

socialized normality of its impacts in society (Ardizzone 2007; Bourgois 2004; Farmer 2004a, 

2005; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2004). Racism, poverty, patriarchy, rights violations, 

militarism, nationalism, and sexism are among the manifestations of this type of violence. 

Finally, Galtung (1990) identifies cultural violence as the justification and legitimization of 

direct and indirect violence against identified groups of people. He addresses six examples of 

cultural domains used by oppressors to legitimize violence: religion and ideology, language and 
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art, empirical and formal western science (Galtung 1990, 296–302). The marginalization and 

oppression of the Indigenous Maya in Guatemala, for example, exemplify the impacts of cultural 

violence as a condition of postcolonialism; these impacts are additionally saturated with direct 

and structural forms of violence (see Chapter 4). All three elements of violence are embedded in 

Guatemala’s social, political, and economic fabric. 

 Galtung’s (1990) views on direct violence and the environment are increasingly relevant 

as capitalist expansion pushes non-renewable resources to the point of exhaustion (see, for 

example, Parenti 2011). Violence against the environment overlaps with structural, direct, and 

cultural violence, accounting for the specific ways that development models dictate access and 

control over resources. In their analysis of violence, Nancy Lee Peluso and Michael Watts (2001) 

point out that environmental violence can mirror or conceal other forms of violence related to 

how resources are distributed, divided, claimed, and contested. Environmental violence can be 

visible (e.g., an open pit mine) or invisible (e.g., environmental racism). However, not all 

environmental degradation will be apparent within our lifetime. For example, long-term impacts 

associated with chemical contamination from mining activities can threaten food sovereignty and 

security long after a mine has closed. If soils become contaminated with toxic chemicals such as 

arsenic, local crop growth and human health will be directly affected (Oliver and Gregory 2015). 

Additionally, environmental degradation threatens the Indigenous peoples sense of place and 

connection to the land and will have long-term implications for cultural survival (Downey, 

Bonds and Clark 2010; Green 2015; Steinberg and Taylor 2007; Taylor, Moran-Taylor, and 

Rodman Ruiz 2006).  

 Using Galtung’s (1990) violence triangle, I adapt and expand upon his earlier work to 

include a fourth consideration: environmental violence (see Appendix C, Figure 2.1). In this 
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dissertation, environmental violence represents the dispossession or destruction of the 

environment for the benefit of neocolonizers. Resource extraction, hydroelectric dams, and 

African palm oil plantations are all examples of development projects where environmental 

violence occurs (see Nathan Einbinder (2010) and Liza Grandia (2013) for two specific 

examples). If land is appropriated through structural or direct violence, local populations can no 

longer access land, nor can they exercise control over how resources are utilized. Fear of 

environmental contamination drives many to resist mining operations in their territories, making 

environmental violence a reality necessary to consider.  

 While all four of the above facets of violence are relevant in this dissertation, particular 

emphasis is placed upon structural violence. Why? If structural violence goes unchallenged, 

cycles of violence will continue (Pilisuk and Rountree 2015). Renowned medical anthropologist 

Paul Farmer (2005, 8-9) stresses the effects of structural violence: 

 

Since the misery in question need not involve bullets, knives, or 
implements of torture, this misery has often eluded those seeking to 
identify violence and its victims … I use this term as a broad rubric that 
includes a host of offensives against human dignity: extreme and relative 
poverty, social inequalities ranging from racism to gender inequality, and 
the more spectacular forms of violence that are uncontestedly human 
rights abuses, some of them punishment for efforts to escape structural 
violence … In each of these situations, actions of violence are 
perpetrated, usually by the strong against the weak, in complex social 
fields. In each of these situations, a set of historically given and, often 
enough, economically driven conditions – again, here termed ‘structural 
violence’ – guarantee that violent acts will ensue. 

 
Structural violence exists spatially from local to global contexts as a chronic condition that is 

entrenched by historical, political, economic, and social oppression (Bourgois 2004). The 

consequences of this form of violence are particularly detrimental to society and dehumanizing 

to the individual. People cannot easily emancipate themselves from conditions of suffering, 
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because all of life’s choices are affected by patriarchy, racism, sexism, political violence, and 

poverty (Farmer 2004b). 

 Mining via enterprises that are foreign-owned, forcefully imposed, and operating without 

consultation with local residents are embodied examples of structural violence. Drawing from 

the example of Canadian Studies scholar Paula Butler (2015), whose work on race and Canadian 

mining company operations focuses on contemporary Africa, I emphasize how extraction 

operations cause harm in communities as a result of economic, political, and social inequality. 

Butler (2015, 87) states that “resource appropriation can be understood as structural violence: the 

violence of economic forces and institutions that chronically deprive persons and communities of 

the resources they need to live dignified, safe, healthy, and pleasurable lives.” Often, it is 

difficult to prove direct links between perpetrators and sufferers of structural violence, but they 

are not impossible to trace (Pilisuk and Rountree 2015). The impacts of structural violence are 

readily evident in the examination of several localized resistances in Guatemala. 

 These dimensions of violence are the result of strategic interventions promising progress 

through development (Power 2003; Radcliffe 2005). Development is power laden, often violent, 

and acknowledged here as a neocolonial practice. Currently, the application of a postcolonial 

framework is recognized for supporting critical development scholars in their political 

engagement with many of the concerns and complexities of colonial legacies (Omar 2012; 

Radcliffe 2005; Simon 2006). In the view of Power et al. (2006, 232), adopting a postcolonial 

framework is strategic for critical development geographers as a means to advance 

understandings of the “lingering entanglements of colonialism that have produced subjectivities 

and the ways we approach our analysis of development.” Ultimately, by adopting this 
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framework, experiences of inequality directly related to the promises of economic development 

can be exposed (McEwan 2003). 

 

Conclusion 

Currently, the spatialities of the postcolonial moment need to be understood better, which 

requires more thorough examinations of place-specific points of opposition to neocolonial 

development. These analyses must emphasize the voices of marginalized peoples, while also 

making connections between powerful elite players within Guatemala who make Global North-

South links both possible and profitable (Aguilar-Støen and Hirsch 2015). Skeptics of 

postcolonial development geographies may question why this urgency exists. “Part of the 

problem,” asserts Andrew McGregor (2009, 1695), “is the vagueness surrounding the meaning 

of development, something which post-development writers are attempting to expose and refine 

to create space for alternatives.” Research must therefore address the “imagined geographies” 

(Power 2003, 6) of development that are constructed by the Global North to legitimize imposed 

development policies and practices. Representations of the Global South created by international 

institutions and governments from the Global North present perspectives of peoples, places, and 

cultures that impede local communities from living free from domination and oppression.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodological Orientations 

In this chapter I outline the importance of adopting feminist and activist methodologies and how 

these lenses guide my chosen multi-method approach and analysis of primary and secondary 

data. A multi-method approach includes participant observation, semi-structured interviews, 

“ethnographies of the particular” (Abu-Lughod 1991, 147), and textual analysis to establish 

validity via triangulation of research findings (Baxter and Eyles 1997). In addition, I describe 

how each method is used to address research questions and objectives outlined in Chapter 1. 

Additionally, I describe the steps taken throughout the research design, implementation, and 

analysis, making transparent how my findings in subsequent chapters are verified and evaluated. 

Finally, I discuss ethical entanglements I encountered along the way, including statements being 

made on- and off-the-record as well as unintended consequences of activist research in 

postcolonial settings. In each section I attempt to emphasize considerations made when choosing 

and implementing techniques through a written “road map” (Fitzpatrick and Olson 2015, 49). 

 

Implementing a Postcolonial Theoretical Framework 

Raghuram and Madge (2006) outline three ways in which postcolonial development scholars can 

approach the challenges of their research. First, they suggest that scholars be reflexive about their 

own positionality in order to defend how and why their research matters. This step aims to 

question how analyses and findings are made relevant to people in the Global South. Second, 

these authors champion the application of theory as method in order to test the scope and validity 

of given theoretical assumptions. This approach can add to a process of decolonizing theories 
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produced in the Global North to be more inclusive of real-world situations (more on this in 

Chapters 4 through 7). Third, the authors challenge researchers to think through personal, 

institutional, and geopolitical investments in order to establish meaningful change through 

academic inquiry. This last point is of particular relevance in this dissertation, as my chosen 

feminist and activist research methodologies applied within this theoretical framework also 

necessitate critique regarding the production of knowledge and whom that knowledge is intended 

to serve.  

 A major critique of postcolonial development geographies rests upon early writings being 

predominantly theoretical and less practical (Power 2003). McEwan (2001, 103) says, 

“postcolonialism cannot easily be translated into action on the ground and its oppositional stance 

has not had much impact on the power imbalances between North and South.” As this 

dissertation demonstrates, there is substantial room for action relating to the uneven development 

associated with resource extraction on local, national, and international scales. In following 

Raghuram and Madge’s (2006) suggestions, I highlight the importance of feminist and activist 

methodologies and subsequent methods chosen to achieve the aims of this research.  

 

Feminist Methodologies 

Feminist methodologies provide a theory of research that: (1) seeks to create a discourse 

comprised of multiple voices; and (2) encourages those involved to rethink the dynamics of 

power that create inequitable and exploitative relationships throughout the research process 

(Hesse-Biber 2012). This framework serves as a practical means to study the marginalization of 

communities who resist resource extraction as development. Gaile S. Cannella and Kathryn D. 

Manuelito (2008, 45) contend that feminists “analyze, challenge, and counter dominant forms of 
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knowledge, discourse, and institutional practices and examine experiences in the everyday 

world.” Those who commit themselves to feminist research focus on exposing the structures of 

power that sustain oppression and marginalization (Mathison 2014). There is no definitive way 

of going about feminist research, so long as it extends our views of differing forms of 

oppression, ways of knowing, and truth (Brisolara 2014; Cope 2002; Denzin and Lincoln 2011b).  

 In this dissertation, the testimonios or direct, first-hand disclosures of those living with 

development are situated and analyzed within a wider landscape of violence as a means to 

amplify the voices of individuals and communities “who speak from the margins” (Detwiler 

2012; Howitt and Stevens 2000; Huff 2006; Kobayashi 1994; Nolin Hanlon and Shankar 2000, 

267). Guatemalans are not unfamiliar with testimonio as a genre to express their experiences 

(Millar 2005). Nobel Peace Prize laureate Rigoberta Menchú Tum used her lived experience of 

Guatemala’s armed conflict to draw attention to the human rights violations happening in her 

country (Menchú 1984). More recently, the Proyecto Interdiocesano de Recuperación de la 

Memoria Histórica (Recovery of the Historical Memory Project), or REMHI Project (1999) 

provided a collection of testimonios given by survivors of Guatemala’s genocide. This 

compendium of human rights atrocities reveals the truths of the armed conflict with the objective 

of preventing these violations from ever happening again (Ogle 1998). Celia Haig-Brown (2003, 

420) articulates that “central to the testimonial is the fact that the life story presented is not 

simply a personal matter; rather, it is the story of an individual who is also a part of a 

community.” This dissertation, in part, is a contemporary postcolonial feminist testimonio, a 

polyvocal structure to provide testimonios of those directly affected by mining company 

operations. Patricia Connolly (2012, 40) believes that the polyvocal structure allows for 

individual accounts to create a “three-dimensional understanding” of conditions affecting 



 

 50 

individuals and communities. In effect, these narratives help to dismantle imagined realities 

created in the Global North. 

 Feminist practitioners encourage researchers to “bear witness” to the experiences of 

marginalized populations (Behar 1996; Farmer 2005). Debbie Horsfall (2008, 5) defines this 

approach as “a practice of radical openness, a heart-based practice informed by the intellectual 

pursuit and embracing of pluralism.” To achieve these aims, feminist education scholar Becky 

Ropers-Huilman (1999, 24–31) suggests seven critical obligations for researchers engaged in 

social justice work. These obligations include: (1) recognizing our engagement in active, 

although partial, meaning-making; (2) acknowledging that we will change others; (3) realizing 

that researchers will change too; (4) sharing our experiences and perspectives; (5) listening to the 

interpretations of other witnesses; (6) exploring multiple meanings of equity and care; and (7) 

acting to promote our understandings of those concepts. Witnessing thereby helps researchers to 

process experiences and give depth to our understandings of everyday realities faced by other 

peoples. 

 Feminists such as Kim England (1994), Darryl Humble (2012), and Gillian Rose (1997) 

encourage emotion to play a more central role in development research and writing. Other 

scholars, among them Dick Blackwell (1997), describe this method as both personal and 

political. I agree with all of these authors, and argue that researchers who bear witness to the 

testimonies of marginalized peoples have a responsibility as allies in constructing alternative 

futures. Moreover, this practice contributes to research reflexivity, ethical considerations, and 

knowledge creation (Bondi 2003; England 1994; Hemmings 2012; Jones and Ficklin 2012; 

Pedwell 2012). Ruth Behar (1996) insists that observing difficult situations establishes 

connections with participants that make the research endeavor worthwhile. 
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Activist Methodologies 

Approaches to activist methodologies have increased in the new millennium amongst critical 

geographers (Chatterton 2006; Huish 2013; Kobayashi, Brooks, de Leeuw, Lewis, Nolin, and 

Sutherland 2014; Pain 2003; Routledge 2009). “Activism,” like the word “development,” is a 

term that varies in meaning (Maxey 1999). Understandings of activist methodologies come from 

a variety of schools of thought, including political science (Brown and Pickerill 2009a, 2009b; 

Featherstone 2012), socio-cultural geography (Kitchin and Hubbard 1999; Pain 2003), social 

justice geography (Huish 2013; Maxey 1999; Routledge 2009, 2010), anthropology (Craven and 

Davis 2013; Hale 2001, 2006; Naples 2003), education studies (Choudry 2014), and sociology 

(O’Donnell 2010; Shaw 2001). Routledge (2009, 7) writes: “Activist geographies are concerned 

with action, reflection, and empowerment (of oneself and others) in order to challenge 

oppressive power relations. As a fusion of theory and practice (praxis), activist geographers seek 

to forge mutual solidarity with resisting others – communities, groups, social movements, or 

non-government organizations who are challenging various practices of dominating power – 

through critical collaboration.” As activist scholars are ultimately concerned with how power 

works, many are informed philosophically by Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony as a 

means to disentangle normalized ways of seeing the world; challenging discourses and practices 

of imperialism, (neo)colonialism, and neoliberalism (1994, 1995; Cox 1994; Hunt 1990). 

Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks represent an important contribution in understanding how 

confronting inequality and injustice underpins social transformation. Fundamentally, this 

approach works towards social justice (Lunny 2006) and can be achieved by academics through 
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research, writing, and participation in social movements in collaboration with communities1 

(Kothari and Minogue 2002; McGee 2002; Routledge 2009).  

 While alliances between activism and research are not universally accepted within the 

academy, there is no “absolute line” that exists between the two (Lunny 2006, 87). Activism is 

seen as being problematic for some scholars, but Rob M. Kitchin and Phil J. Hubbard (1999) 

argue that such perspectives reinforce privilege and ignore alternative ways of knowing the 

world. Indigenous methodologists Cannella and Manuelito (2008, 55) assert that the “traditional 

academic view of research activism that would collect human data yet remain intellectually 

separated from communities was never really egalitarian and is certainly no longer a viable 

option.” These boundaries are breaking and activist research is just one method of change. 

 Linda Peake and Audrey Kobayashi (2002) maintain that activist scholarship encourages 

more participation than observation. Researchers who become involved in social justice 

movements recognize the impossibility of impartiality. The best strategy, as Meghan Cope 

(2002) suggests, is to be forthright about one’s positionality to safeguard rigour (England 1994). 

“Researchers cannot be neutral,” claims Timothy Longman (2013, 268). “There is no 

objectivity,” echoes Elizabeth Whitmore (2014, 60). As Galeano (1991, 120 [emphasis by 

Galeano]) declares in his vignette “Celebration of Subjectivity,” “And on the banks of the San 

Juan River, the old poet told me that there is no fucking reason to pay attention to the fanatics of 

objectivity: ‘Don’t worry,’ he said to me. ‘That’s how it should be. Those who make objectivity a 

                                                
1 I emphasize with here, because postcolonial theory and critical development geographers argue that one of the 
major failings of mainstream development research includes conducting research without consultation and 
collaboration of individuals and communities that are being developed. Using this approach, I advocate for self-
determined development, because it is bottom-up and gives agency to those who are marginalized by mainstream 
approaches.  
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religion are liars. They are scared of human pain. They don’t want to be objective, it’s a lie: they 

want to be objects, so as not to suffer.’” 

 For activist academics, the praxis lies in revealing and challenging inequalities while also 

promoting social justice (Maxey 1999; Pain 2003). In approaching this research, then, it is 

essential that I acknowledge that transnational corporations and governments hold significant 

financial and political dominance in development decisions. The scales are already tilted in 

favour of resource extraction operations in Guatemala and Canada. Thus, it is necessary to listen 

to those marginalized by dominating powers (Sharp et al. 2000), because presenting a balanced 

viewpoint would only further disenfranchise participants and thereby compromise the objectives 

of this research.  

 Solidarity and advocacy are principal components of activist methodologies. Scholars 

David Featherstone (2012), Clare Hemmings (2012), Katherine O’Donnell (2010), Jennifer 

Peirce and Lisa Kowalchuk (2005), and Sangtin Writers (2012) are among those who write about 

solidarity as practice in academia. As O’Donnell (2010, xxv) articulates, “Solidarity is praxis. It 

is a multidimensional personal and political relationship and commitment to doing work 

together. It is imbued with the complexities of power and privilege and the promise of hope and 

equity.” International solidarity within the Americas can be traced back to the early 1960s, when 

citizens of the United States were solicited by Latin Americans to respond to the inhumane 

treatment of political activists in South America (Sundberg 2007; see also Lovato 2016). Today, 

solidarity continues to be the focal point of the political left (Featherstone 2012), often operating 

from different locations beyond a site of injustice but with the intent of advocating for individual 

and collective rights, interests, and identities.  
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 Florence Passy (2001, 5) maintains that true acts of solidarity are selfless, and those who 

practice this method “do not stand to benefit directly from their participation in contentious 

collective action.” Geographers have called upon other activists to make contributions towards 

understanding these links in order to fight social injustice. For example, Russ Roach and Bill 

Rosas (1972, 71) firmly state: “Geographers should go a step further, take a stand, and advocate 

based on research, experience and expertise.” I remain inspired by Nolin (2016), whose 

fieldwork in Guatemala is driven by community members’ needs and requests; Guatemalans are 

geographically tied to Canadians (and vice versa) through the spatiality of structural violence. 

Nolin’s experience, working with Indigenous Maya communities in Guatemala, makes it clear 

that meaningful research and advocacy emerges out of relationships developed in support of 

communal struggles. During my visits to Guatemala, community members requested that their 

voices be shared as a means to raise awareness of the detrimental impacts of mining, and to 

promote change in the practices affect their daily lives.2 Those who share these stories at the 

request of communities do not speak for the affected communities. Rather, they play an 

important role in transnational solidarity and advocacy that is co-constructed with marginalized 

groups. 

 

 

                                                
2 Here, I paraphrase numerous communities’ pleas to delegation members of three of the UNBC/Rights Action Field 
Schools (2010, 2012, and 2014), as well as visits to communities during preliminary and primary research trips 
(2012, 2013, and 2014). In particular, one request stands out that Nolin highlights in her section on advocacy in The 
SAGE Handbook of Human Geography (Lee et al. 2014). She describes the requests by the Maya Q’eqchi’ women 
who were brutally gang-raped by HudBay Minerals private security: “Please – denounce this. Please take this to the 
President of Canada. We demand that your leaders get this company out of here” (Kobayashi et al. 2014, 416).  
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Methods and Research Strategies 

Safeguarding Rigour 

Geographers Jamie Baxter and John Eyles (1997) recommend a specific set of criteria when 

establishing rigour in research. Namely, they offer general criteria to guide and assess qualitative 

research procedures. Baxter and Eyles’ strategies for establishing research trustworthiness 

includes demonstrating credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability within a 

given study. I pay special attention to these evaluation methods in order to confirm the validity 

of my research findings. To demonstrate rigour, I use a multi-method approach to triangulate 

data sources and verify analyses. I have found that Bruce L. Berg’s (2004, 20) “spiraling 

research approach” helps when connecting analyses with theory, primary and secondary data, 

and ultimately findings in a cohesive manner. Berg’s approach encourages scholars to revisit 

each stage of research to challenge and develop emergent themes and concepts.  

 In this dissertation, primary data are derived from the in situ knowledge contributed by 

interview participants. While accounts from respondents are inherently “partial truths” (Clifford 

1986, 1),3 I have verified participant’s accounts with documentation developed by non-profit and 

grassroots media sources in Chapters 6 and 7. My primary observations4 from three separate 

                                                
3 “Ethnographic truths are thus inherently partial – committed and incomplete” writes James Clifford (1986, 7). I 
argue that all research, whether in the highlands of Guatemala or in the archives at Queen’s University, will always 
be incomplete. As I recorded the testimonios of individuals during my fieldwork, I always remembered that each 
respondent might have omitted information, only sharing what they felt was relevant at the time, while telling the 
truth as far as they knew it. This process is beyond my control, as Clifford suggests: “We can no longer claim to 
know the whole truth, or even claim to approach it.” As a result, researchers must be reflexive and rigorous 
regarding information gathered from the field and how our analyses are presented (Baxter and Eyles 1997; Clifford 
and Marcus 1986).  
4 Iain Hay (2016, 452) describes primary observation as “research in which the investigator is a participant in and 
interpreter of human activity involving his or her own experience.” During fieldwork, I engaged with the community 
of La Puya as an “observer-as-participant” (Kearns 2016, 319), meaning that I not only observed and recorded 
participant’s social encounters but also participated in activities to gain greater understanding of everyday realities. 
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research forays to Guatemala between 2012 and 2014 are included to further establish 

trustworthiness in research results. Secondary data derived from grassroots media, non-profit 

organizations publications, the Guatemalan and Canadian governments, and industry documents 

have also been analyzed to display the multiple realities situated in place (Denzin and Lincoln 

2011a).  

 Unfortunately, not all interviews could be reviewed by participants. In part this was due 

to the difficulties of connecting from Canada with individuals in Guatemala and the dynamic 

setting of the resistance at La Puya. Some research participants were contacted with success and 

I have maintained connections with a few participants who send information via online 

communication when events occur in the community. As well, many members of La Puya send 

updates over Facebook, which keeps supporters engaged with communal experiences. Although 

triangulation and fact-checking with participants is ideal (Baxter and Eyles 1997), I mitigated 

shortcomings wherever possible by checking in with my doctoral supervisors to ensure that 

primary and secondary source data and analyses provide enough information to substantiate my 

research questions and theoretical framework.  

 This research is also shaped by personal experiences of activism, my Master’s-level 

research, advocacy, and transnational solidarity initiatives. As Sandra Kirby and Kate McKenna 

(1989, 7) assert, “We are an ingredient in our own research.” Thus, it is crucial for researchers to 

be reflexive of their positioning as “insiders,” “outsiders,” as well as their positions in spaces of 

“betweenness” in all stages of the research process (England 1994, 251; Mullings 1999, 337). As 

feminist and activist studies with marginalized peoples are always dynamic, we must 

acknowledge our presence not merely as observers, but also as participants in this process. 
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Ethnographic Inspirations 

Ethnography, or “people writing,” is a method used to gain understandings of alternative world 

views from an insider perspective (Cloke et al. 2004, 169). An “embodied practice,” traditional 

ethnography involved in-depth, long-term fieldwork to allow researchers insight into the cultural 

life of others (Conquergood 1991, 180). Ethnography can be exceptionally important to 

development scholars. Jan Kees van Donge (2010, 181) reinforces that “ethnographic-style 

research is the growing awareness of the unexpected effects resulting from development 

interventions. The open-minded observation employed by ethnographic methods, more than 

other methods, can focus attention outside the field of expected outcomes.” For critical 

development geographers, ethnography offers an understanding of the lives of those who are 

excluded from decision-making processes while being exploited, and thereby marginalized. 

Although the value of ethnography cannot be overemphasized for development researchers, 

Clifford (1986) reminds academics to be aware of the colonial conditions of power in earlier 

ethnographic practice. Thus, postcolonial theorists should likewise need to take an interest in the 

ways in which ethnography takes place, both in practice and in writing, to reposition participants 

as active, empowered, and authorities of their own lives rather than objects of inquiry. 

 Today, deep in-place durations of fieldwork are considered a luxury of the past (Jeffrey 

and Troman 2004; Wolcott 2005). Adapting to changing research environments, contemporary 

ethnographers “link brief visits that extend over a long period of time, so that the brevity of the 

periods is mollified by the effect of long-term acquaintance” (Wolcott 2005, 69). While, in the 

eyes of some investigators, I may not have been “in the field” (Nast 1994, 54) long enough for 

this study to be considered a true ethnography, this research is influenced by methods and 

techniques used by anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz (1973) and Clifford and Marcus 
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(1986).5 I spent some five months in Guatemala over two field seasons in 2012 and 2013 and 

then was able to return to Guatemala again in 2014 for two weeks with the UNBC/Rights Action 

Field School Delegation. To further shed light on the phenomenon of violent development, I 

conducted secondary fieldwork focusing on the Canadian government and extractive industries 

at the Prospectors and Developers Association of Canada (PDAC) at its annual conference in 

Toronto, Ontario, over several days in 2016 and again in 2017 (see Chapter 8).  

 My decision to conduct compact fieldwork sessions offered an effective means of 

building lasting relationships with participants. On each trip, I would reconnect with community 

members to receive updates, share research results, and publications that displayed how I was 

using information shared by participants. My supervisors encouraged me to consider how to 

write about participants’ experiences in a way that emphasized their voices rather than my own 

(Abu-Lughod 1990; Geertz 1988). Abu-Lughod (1991, 147) and Nolin (2000; 2006) support the 

use of ethically sensitive methods when presenting research narratives and suggest the adoption 

of “ethnographies of the particular” where appropriate. “By focusing closely on particular 

individuals and their changing relationships,” Abu-Lughod (1991, 147) contends, “one would 

necessarily subvert the most problematic connotations of culture: homogeneity, coherence, and 

timelessness.” Researchers who adopt this method aim to produce credible research that is 

neither replicable, nor generalizable, but is representative of the diverse struggles and histories 

from the margins (Talpade Mohanty 2003). 

 

                                                
5 This research is additionally shaped by critical feminist discussions about ethnography by scholars like Abu-
Lughod (1990) and Judith Stacey (1988) who question: Can there be a feminist ethnography? Both authors agree 
that there can, but in order for this approach to flourish, a significant shift in the academy must occur before a true 
feminist ethnography can emerge. For me, feminism offers a possibility for such change to occur by unsettling 
traditional research practices that are bound in colonialism and patriarchy and by creating space for different 
methods and approaches, particularly when working with marginalized populations.  
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Participants 

I recruited interview participants in Guatemala in two phases. Phase one was conducted in 2012 

during my preliminary fieldwork. While on the 2012 UNBC/Rights Action Field School, 

potential participants at La Puya were approached, along with representatives of local and 

transnational NGOs in solidarity with the community, and asked if they would be willing to take 

part in research discussing their opposition to mining as a form of development in their 

communities. In the summer of 2013, I returned for the second phase, which included semi-

structured interviews, primary observation, including making field notes documenting social 

interactions within the community, in addition to my own participation in daily activities over 

three weeks. During this stage, the Reverend Emilie Smith and I reconnected with several key 

participants whom we met in 2012 and asked them to recommend others who might be interested 

in sharing their experiences – a technique known as “snowball” (Mandel 2003, 204) or “chain” 

(Stratford and Bradshaw 2016, 124) sampling. We began engaging with more respondents from 

La Puya, which led to broader connections with employees from non-profit organizations who 

actively work in the community. Had we not established relationships with community members 

during the first phase of this research, it would have been more difficult to gain access to 

participants from La Puya the following year (Miller 2004). Due to the precariousness of rights 

defenders’ circumstances, the Rev. Smith and I proceeded with care and caution in order to 

establish rapport based on trust and respect of their experiences (McDowell 1992; Pile 1991).  

 Participants come from the municipios of San Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo 

who actively take part in the roadblock outside the El Tambor mine site (see Map 2). Individuals 

who comprise La Puya’s population live in a variety of local communities, but five communities 

in particular stand out based on their participation at the roadblock and proximity to the mine: El 
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Guapinol, El Carrizal, and Los Achiotes from San Pedro Ayampuc; and San Antonio El Ángel 

and La Choleña from San José del Golfo. These communities will be disproportionately affected 

by the El Tambor mine, due to their proximity to the open pit and tailings pond.  
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Map 2. Communities within the scope of study. Maps produced by research assistant.  
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 Members of La Puya also live in the town centres of San Pedro Ayampuc and San José 

del Golfo.6 Participants identified themselves by their occupations as farmers, local business 

owners, stay-at-home parents, artists, students, and teachers, among other formal and informal 

jobs. Men, women, and children participate at La Puya in rotating shifts, 24 hours a day, seven 

days a week. Participants in my research ranged in age from their early twenties into their 

eighties, representing the younger and older members of the resistance community.  

 While both Indigenous Maya and non-Indigenous campesinos participate at La Puya, 

those individuals I interviewed self-identified as non-Indigenous Guatemalans. At the time, 

members of the Indigenous Kaqchikel Maya community did not participate in regular shifts at La 

Puya, but would visit for special ceremonies or events. In the municipio of San Pedro Ayampuc, 

27.1 percent of the population is Kaqchikel Maya, while a mere one percent of peoples residing 

in San José del Golfo are Indigenous (half of whom are K’iche’ Maya and the other Kaqchikel 

Maya) (Consejo Municipal de Desarrollo 2011a; 2011b). While I did not specifically seek out 

the participation of the Indigenous Maya groups, the community of San José Nacahuil (see Map 

2 above) is often referenced in relation to La Puya by participants and secondary data sources as 

an Indigenous Maya community to be affected by the El Tambor mine operations. The 

population of San José Nacahuil is predominantly Indigenous Kaqchikel Maya. In addition, my 

experiences with Indigenous community members of Lote Ocho and La Paz (Q’eqchi’ Maya), 

San Miguel Ixtahuacán (Mam Maya), and Sipakapa (Sipakapa Maya), as well as other non-

Indigenous campesino communities, like San Rafael Las Flores and San Juan Bosco,7 met during 

                                                
6 To clarify, each municipality has an urban centre that shares the same name. 
7 The case of the El Escobal mine is complex. While we met with campesino communities who oppose the El 
Escobal project in 2012 and 2014, Indigenous Xinka communities live only a few kilometres away and play a 
significant role in opposing the Tahoe Resources mining operation (Solano 2015).  
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the UNBC/ Rights Action Field School Delegations, offer insights when contextualizing 

community resistances across Guatemala. 

 Table 3.1 (see Appendix B) provides a breakdown of interview characteristics and gender 

of the 38 participants in this study. In total, I conducted eight one-on-one interviews with an 

equal mix of men and women with the interpretation and translation assistance of the Rev. Smith 

(see “Language and Interpreters” section below).8 We also sat with six small groups of 

participants ranging in size from three to five participants.9 While one-on-one interviews are 

preferable from a research perspective, because more attention can be paid to one participant’s 

responses, some participants felt more at ease talking in small groups and at times requested that 

we conduct interviews accordingly. As we wanted respondents to feel as comfortable as possible, 

we had no objections to their requests. In particular, interviews with Yolanda, Milton, Doña 

Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro highlighted specific, yet overlapping, knowledge that reflect 

major themes emphasized by all participants. By focusing on the voices of six participants, 

readers can connect with participants’ testimonios, while an analysis of the social situation at La 

Puya is constructed based on featured discussions, as well as perspectives from other 

participants, and my own primary observations. 

 During my primary fieldwork, I sought insights from NGO and legal professionals who 

participate in social justice work (see Appendix B, Table 3.1). These individuals, who experience 

direct violence as a result of their work as rights defenders, include three women (Canadian, 

                                                
8 The Rev. Smith was an essential part of this research, as she is fluent in Spanish and culturally knowledgable; she 
conducted her own Master’s-level research on Canadian mining in Sipakapa, Guatemala (Smith 2009). Thus, she 
provided important interpretation, as well as direct language translation during interviews. Additionally, she 
interpreted and translated for me during my Master’s-level research in the Quiché region of Guatemala, where she 
was based. I was delighted that she could join me in Guatemala again for additional fieldwork and that our activist 
collaborations could continue. 
9 Most group interviews were gender specific, comprising only men or women, with the exception of one group that 
included spouses. 
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American, and Salvadoran), and three men (two of whom were Guatemalan lawyers, the other an 

American NGO employee), who support several communities in resistance of resource extraction 

operations across the country.  

 Each of these interviews was conducted in Guatemala City, often at a coffee shop, an 

official office, or at a participant’s home where they felt most comfortable. Interviews with 

participants whose first language is English were conducted by myself, while discussions with 

Spanish speaking respondents were facilitated with the interpretation and translation skills of the 

Rev. Smith. In speaking with these professionals about their experiences with mining, I gleaned 

a greater depth of knowledge surrounding the violence that shadows rights defenders in 

Guatemala. 

 

Primary Observation 

To gain greater understanding of participants’ lived experiences, the ethnographic method of 

primary observation (Bernard 2002; Brockington and Sullivan 2003; McDowell 1992; van 

Donge 2010) was applied as a direct approach to field research in both Guatemala and Canada. 

By participating in daily life, researchers can increase their awareness of everyday experience. 

Being involved in community activities at La Puya, such as physical occupation at the roadblock, 

Sunday mass, food preparation, gatherings, and celebrations, allowed for the documentation of 

everyday, sometimes seemingly mundane, occurrences that characterized the nature of 

interactions within the community (Brun 2013). As Lorrain Dowler (1999, 195) attests, 

researchers must not only observe group behaviour “but also participate, as much as possible, in 

the daily lives of the community members.” For example, when we arrived at the roadblock each 

morning we would offer to assist the women in the kitchen with food preparation and clean up, 
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during which time we would get an update on new developments within the community. By 

participating in food preparation, we were treated less like “outsiders” and gained greater access 

and trust from individuals within the community. I maintained detailed notes in a workbook 

describing my observations, as well as personal reflections that are woven into Chapters 6 and 7 

(Punch 2012). 

  In 2016 and 2017, I conducted secondary fieldwork at the PDAC annual mining 

conference in Toronto, Ontario, the largest gathering of its kind in the world. There, I carried out 

primary observations of the Canadian mining industry, Canadian government officials, and 

attendees. This method provided a foundation for reflective analysis of insights and discussions 

captured over several days of presentations, panels, and information sessions. Motivated by 

George E. Marcus’s (1995, 113) considerations for a multi-sited ethnography, I took on the role 

of “circumstantial activist,” in which researchers must renegotiate their identity from one 

contested space to another, in order to “learn more about a slice of the world system.” 

Conducting fieldwork among representatives in corporate Canada provided greater perspectives 

on the imagined development envisioned by individuals employed (including executives and the 

workforce) or benefiting (e.g., investors, state agencies, NGOs, and working Canadians) from 

mining companies. Furthermore, being present at such a high-profile event allowed me to discern 

the voices absent from development discussions. These observations and reflections are 

described in more detail in Chapter 8.  

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews with participants in Guatemala provided insights into the lived 

experiences of mining as a practice of development. By situating myself at the roadblock outside 
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the El Tambor mine, I was able to engage “key informants” (Hay 2016) and other supporters. I 

posed open-ended and informal questions to each respondent from La Puya to allow for in-depth 

answers that participants could elaborate and expand upon as they felt necessary (see Appendix 

E). Several research themes emerged from these conversations, including new questions 

pertaining to how gender plays a role in resistance and how violence towards participants is 

inherently gendered (Dunn [2000] 2016; Kirby and McKenna 1989; Leech 2002).  

 Before conducting interviews, I had at the ready approved letters of information (LOI) 

and consent forms (CF) for individuals who agreed to participate in this study. These documents 

had been screened beforehand by the Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board 

(GREB) (see Appendix E).10 However, I offered participants the option of whether or not to sign 

the LOI or CF. Requesting that participants sign these documents would have replicated power 

structures exercised by the mining companies and potentially would perpetuate an 

insider/outsider dynamic that was necessary to avoid. In compliance with GREB approval, I read 

aloud the contents of the LOI and CF to ensure that all participants were aware of their rights, 

and my responsibilities as a researcher, before audio-recording their oral consent to participate in 

this research.  

 I gave each respondent opportunities to withdraw from the research project at any time 

(Momsen 2010). In an effort to honour and safeguard participants’ safety, I offered anonymity or 

the use of a pseudonym to those who shared their experiences (Dunn 2016). Even though 

community members face forms of violence and reprisals for their involvement in the resistance, 

many requested to be identified by their full names. Fully aware of the potential psychological 

                                                
10 GREB approval was obtained prior to my preliminary fieldwork in 2012, and maintained throughout all stages of 
this research project (2012 – 2018).  
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and physical hazards11 associated with this research, a small proportion asked that only their 

given name be used. A number of participants are recognizable in and outside of the community 

as prominent rights defenders. It is not my place as the researcher to deny participants the right to 

have their names used, as it would replicate a power imbalance that I attempt to challenge within 

this research. However, in accordance with the Queen’s University GREB, I expressed my 

inability to guarantee their safety from those who wish to do them harm in Guatemala. Even so, I 

received verbal permission from participants to record their responses and take photos for the 

purposes of this research, but many participants refused to be recorded by video camera for fear 

of reprisal by proponents of the mining operation (Price 2001).  

 

Language and Interpretation 

Many scholars, including Caesar Apentiik and Jane Parpart (2010), Janet Bujra (2010), Daniel 

Gade (2001), and Gregory Veeck (2001), encourage language learning as a crucial part of 

foreign fieldwork. I have basic Spanish language skills, which I am constantly working to 

improve. During my preliminary and primary research trips, I enrolled in Spanish language 

courses to improve my dialogue skills as well as my ability to converse with others. In Canada, I 

attended Spanish classes at St. Lawrence College, Kingston to maintain my proficiency. 

 To strengthen my comprehension of Spanish, I enlisted the research assistance of the 

Rev. Smith during interview and transcription phases. Gade (2001, 376) attests that hiring “an 

interpreter is the best overall solution for short-term projects, assuming one keeps in mind that 

the informant is always more in tune with the interpreter than with the researcher formulating the 

                                                
11 I draw on examples from scholars who conduct fieldwork in dangerous settings and emphasize the importance of 
safeguarding physical and psychological safety for participants, research team members, and researchers alike, in 
and out of the field (Fenández 2010; Johns 1998; Lee 1995; Mazurana, Jacobsen, and Andrews Gale 2013; Richards 
2011). 
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questions.” As the Rev. Smith and I had worked together during my Master’s and my 

preliminary fieldwork, she was the obvious choice when procuring interpretation and language 

translation skills. During interviews, she would simultaneously translate from Spanish to English 

as participants spoke. Following each interview, we would discuss the nuances in participants’ 

responses, the Rev. Smith providing her interpretation of the meaning behind participants’ 

answers based on her long-term experience and previous research in Guatemala. Her 

contributions are paramount to how this study has evolved to completion. 

 

Primary Data Analysis 

As advocated by the guidelines of Kirby and McKenna (1989), I stayed connected with the 

primary data collected in Guatemala by transcribing audio recordings myself. Conducting the 

interviews using simultaneous Spanish-to-English translation by the Rev. Smith eased the 

process of transcribing. Other interviews with NGO employees were conducted in English. I 

typed word for word, often pausing to refer to field notes, images of participants, and documents 

that related to key themes emerging from each interview. Making additional notes of ambient 

sounds, pauses, emotional outbursts, and silences enhanced my understandings of everyday life 

at the roadblock. While transcribing, I noted key words and emergent themes that related to 

postcolonial theory, critical development geographies, initial literature reviews, and interview 

questions.  

 Interviews were organized and structured into “thematic networks” (Attride-Stirling 

2001, 387) that “facilitate the structuring and depiction of these themes.” I extracted “bibbits,” a 

term coined by Kirby and McKenna (1989, 135) characterizing short passages from transcripts, 

field notes, or other documents that stand out as exemplary data in need of more analysis. From 
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there, I used Numbers (Apple) software to create spreadsheets and colour-coordinated key 

words, concepts, and themes based on participants’ responses. After carefully reviewing 

findings, it became evident to me that some themes overlapped, making more sense to be 

presented as sub-themes under broader categories. I carried out triangulation of primary data by 

cross-referencing participants’ responses with field notes, as well as key academic and non-

academic documents identified from literature reviews and secondary data sources earmarked for 

additional analysis. Once this foundation was established, I returned to my interview data to 

make connections between participants, observe key and sub-themes emerge, and sometimes 

even re-code transcripts when needed.  

 

Secondary Data Analysis 

Employing feminist and activist lenses within a postcolonial framework, I analyzed the contents 

of written documents with the goal of interpreting meaning(s) through multiple triangulated 

methods and datasets (England 1993) to make visible structures of power that serve to oppress 

marginalized populations. In Chapter 6, I provide a timeline of resistance to contextualize and 

preface the ethnographic narratives in Chapter 7. I draw specifically from six NGO and two 

grassroots media outlets in Guatemala. Each organization has documented a history of La Puya’s 

struggles since the community’s inception in 2012, producing several websites, blogs, briefs, 

reports, and urgent actions around human, Indigenous, and environmental rights violations 

related to the El Tambor mine operations (see Table 3.2, Appendix B).  

The Guatemala Human Rights Commission/USA (GHRC), Peace Brigades International 

(PBI), and Amnesty International are transnational advocacy groups, while Madre Selva and La 

Unidad de Protección a Defensoras y Defensores de Derechos Humanos, Guatemala 
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(UDEFEGUA) (Guatemalan Human Rights Defenders Unit) are Guatemalan-based advocacy 

groups. Each organization has specific mandates (see Chapter 6) but all six offer solidarity, 

financial support when available, and accompaniment for rights defenders. Prensa Comunitaria 

Km. 169 and Centro de Medios Independientes (CMI) (Independent Central Media) are 

grassroots news media outlets comprised of feminist and independent journalists who document 

the voices of subaltern Guatemalans from anti-capitalist and anti-patriarchal perspectives. 

Sometimes considered “grey” literature sources12 (Hartman 2006, 1; Roth 2010, 337), the 

material they provide offers additional perspectives of lived experiences of the Guatemalan 

people. As I followed the struggles at La Puya, I collected documents and articles published 

online by these sources. The content of each document was analyzed for words, themes, and 

events that were then cross-referenced with interviews and field notes to triangulate and verify 

information (Dunn 2016). 

 I did not request interviews with mining company officials based on the imbalance of 

power that already exists between transnational resource extraction companies and local 

communities. I further discussed with supervisors the difficulty of accessing corporate CEOs for 

on-the-record interviews pertaining to company violations of human, Indigenous, and 

environmental rights. Guided by postcolonial and critical development approaches, I chose to 

focus on the voices of marginalized communities to amplify their experiences. Instead, I 

collected relevant mining company documents from Radius Gold (Canadian) and KCA 

(American) including press releases, annual general meeting (AGM) documents, available 

                                                
12“Grey” literatures (Hartman 2006; Roth 2010) are publications by NGOs, solidarity networks, think tanks, and 
policy institutes. These documents provide information that, I believe, is undervalued and underutilized in academic 
writing. As these organizations produce the most up-to-date information on human rights and social justice abuses in 
the areas of my interest, I am drawn to their views and their solidarity towards communities in resistance of 
Canadian mining companies.  
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technical reports, and public letters produced by CEOs of the companies. Notably, as a publicly 

traded company, Radius Gold has more incentive to deliver documentation of its activities to 

shareholders. It provides public press releases on activities at the El Tambor mine right up until 

the sale of its assets to KCA in 2012, and offers royalty updates to shareholders thereafter. As a 

privately held Nevada-based company, KCA does not make its documents public. Likewise, a 

review of the Guatemalan subsidiary EXMINGUA’s website revealed sparse, if any, information 

available to the public. Thus, there is a dearth of information provided by all the companies 

involved, but KCA and the company’s subsidiary Exploraciones Mineras de Guatemala, S.A., or 

EXMINGUA (Mineral Explorations of Guatemala, South America) in particular lack 

transparency. During my fieldwork in 2013, I submitted Access to Information (ATI) requests to 

the Ministerio de Energía y Minas (MEM) (Ministry of Energy and Mines), as well to as the 

Ministerio de Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (MARN) (Ministry of Environment and Natural 

Resources). Unfortunately, neither state agency responded to my request. When I requested 

information from MEM, they sent me to MARN, and vice versa. While other researchers (see 

Granovsky-Larsen 2014, for example) describe their practical experience with ATI as relatively 

unproblematic, my experience with the Guatemalan ministries involved in mining and the 

environment was quite different.  

 Similarly, I carried out a critical discourse analysis (CDA) of three disctinct spaces of 

hegemonic power, including the annual PDAC conference, an ATI request with the Canadian 

government, and an analysis of corporate press-releases and public letters made available from 

Radius Gold and KCA (see Chapter 8 for further details). A review of these key spaces reveals 

the Canadian government and industry’s perspectives on mining practices abroad. These 

publications are available predominantly in English and occasionally in French, placing much of 
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the literature out of reach for the average Guatemalan. From a postcolonial perspective, these 

secondary data sources establish a view of development proliferated by corporations, institutions, 

and governments, which further contextualizes the effects of structural violence manifested 

through mining. 

 

Research Risks, Reciprocity, and Limitations 

Violence and aggression are tools used by government and corporate elites as a means to silence, 

intimidate, and suppress those who stand up for their rights. Impunity throughout Guatemala has 

caused distrust in the government and justice system: Iván Velásquez, head of La Comisión 

Internacional Contra la Impunidad en Guatemala (CICIG) (International Commission Against 

Impunity in Guatemala) reckons that 97 percent of all crimes against individuals go unpunished 

(Velásquez in Contreras 2016, ¶1). Michelle Bellino (2010a, 14) describes the country as a 

“killer’s paradise,” leaving citizens seemingly powerless. Although present-day Guatemala is not 

considered a conflict zone in international terms, this research took place in a potentially 

dangerous setting within contested postcolonial landscapes. To best prepare for fieldwork in 

“risk-saturated”13 settings, I drew upon experiences from scholars of geography (Rodman 2009; 

Steinberg 2006), sociology (Lee 1995), international law (Manzurana, Jacobsen and Andrews 

Gale 2013), anthropology (Nordstrom and Robben 1996), and political science (Peritore 1990). 

Successful research projects, according to Julie A. Mertus (2009), must consider and implement 

measures that ensure the safety for all participants, including the researcher. Researchers who 

conduct studies in violent social contexts engage “in ordinary actions even though she or he must 

                                                
13 “Risk-saturated” is a term used by a sociology research team headed by Michael Bloor, whose seminal paper 
described the risks encountered by fieldworkers after a key informant was murdered during their study of Russia’s 
shipping industry (Belousov, Horlick-Jones, Bloor, Gilinskiy, Golbert, Kostikovsky, Levi, and Pentsov 2007, 155). 
This paper describes some of the complex difficulties faced by researchers in dangerous and crisis-ridden settings.  
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always be prepared to negotiate the extraordinary” (Dowler 2001, 415-416). While I never felt in 

any immediate danger during my fieldwork in Guatemala, I was always conscious that vigilance 

was necessary.   

 In the summer of 2013, I returned and situated myself in the heart of the capital of 

Guatemala City, an urban centre with one of the highest violent crime rates in Latin America 

(Government of Canada 2016; OSAC 2017). Initially travelling and conducting interviews with 

NGO organizers alone, at times it was difficult to navigate the potentially dangerous 

complications in a high-density city. In Guatemala, researchers are encouraged to travel during 

the daytime, use trusted transportation, check in with colleagues, carry a cell phone, and exercise 

caution while on the streets (Mertus 2009; Steinberg 2006). Being a woman adds a layer of 

complexity to issues of safety while in the field. In Guatemala, the number of Guatemalan 

women murdered annually is nearly at par with those killed each year at the height of the armed 

conflict in the early 1980s (Carey and Torres 2010). While I am afforded greater security as a 

white female researcher from Canada, my being a woman still means taking extra precautions to 

ensure my safety. Ultimately, the decision to travel with a research team helped to diminish a 

number of the dangers present. 

 My trusted research assistant the Rev. Smith encouraged the hiring of our mutual friend 

and reliant driver Marco “Maco” Sánchez to take us to and from sites. Our trio provided safety in 

numbers but also afforded important subjectivities based on our experiences in local 

communities. Sarah Ann Jenkins (2015) encourages research relationships to form in violent 

conflict or post-conflict settings as they can be important methods for reflexivity during 

fieldwork and thereafter. When our team was challenged with methodological and ethical 

considerations in conducting research at La Puya, we engaged in discussions to mitigate 
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difficulties while in the field. Both the Rev. Smith, for her longstanding work and solidarity with 

communities, and Maco, for his insider understandings as a Guatemalan, were invaluable in 

helping to establish rapport with community members.  

 Our team met with participants mainly at La Puya.14 Initially, we discussed staying at the 

roadblock with participants overnight in solidarity and to enhance our understandings of 

community dynamics. However, just a few nights before our first arrival, an armed gunman on a 

motorcycle drove through La Puya and fired indiscriminately into the air. Fortunately, no one 

was hit, but this was not the first act of vigilante violence that the community had experienced. 

The community feared for our safety. At their request, we found lodging in the capital city and 

opted for a day-time commute.  

 Participants were not paid for their time and interviews. During interviews in the city 

with human rights lawyers and NGO employees, I covered the cost of beverages and meals in 

gratitude of their participation. In lieu of payment, I also reimbursed participants’ commute 

expenses. From the roadblock, our team offered to drive members to local destinations following 

our meetings. Daily, we would bring food to La Puya and participate in daily communal tasks 

such as food preparation, clean-up after meals, and trash collection. The community’s generosity 

at La Puya was endless. My experiences in Guatemala are filled with warmth and kindness that 

cannot be overlooked. I always attempted to reciprocate all measures of hospitality with the 

means that I had (Price 2001).  

 Community members did not request that an analysis of their contributions be returned to 

the community. Instead, I was repeatedly asked to share their experiences with Canadians in the 

                                                
14 One family invited the Rev. Smith, Maco, and me into their home for a group interview. From there, we could see 
where the family had been confronted by police and company workers in their community during violent eviction 
attempts at La Puya (see Prologue).  
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hopes of inspiring change. Señora Amabellia, implored me, “Tell people in Canada to wake up 

and be aware. Please leave us alone. Families have been destroyed from this and the mine is not 

even open. We aren’t in peace anymore because of this. We have to be alert everyday” 

(interview, July 5, 2013). Participants wanted an insider, a Canadian citizen, to advocate for 

change in Canada, while they continued to apply pressure to their own government.  

 A foundational principle of ethical research with participants involves reciprocity. 

“Reciprocity” asserts Jane Harrison, Lesley MacGibbon, and Missy Morton (2001, 323), is “the 

give and take of social interactions, [and] may be used to gain access to a particular setting.” 

Historically, development research has taken knowledge out of communities in the Global South 

for the benefit of the Global North. In discussions with participants, we considered the most 

appropriate method of research return (Lunn 2014). Having participants’ struggles documented 

and shared in Canada was determined to be one proactive way to bring about change to their 

situation. Advocacy research can result in political action but often takes place out of the 

community (MacKenzie, Christensen, and Turner 2015). Thus, I made efforts to return relevant 

information through three overlapping channels: advocacy organizing in Canada, supporting 

transnational non-government organizations, and academic and non-academic publications.15 In 

May 2014, during the UNBC/Rights Action Field School Delegation, I gave community 

members copies of an article originally written in English and translated into Spanish. I also gave 

participants photographs taken of them the year before. Although these small gestures in no way 

matched the generosity of participants, returning findings in this manner was encouraged by 

participants. In the future, I intend to return to Guatemala once again with translated publications 

and research findings to illustrate methods of advocacy in response to community requests. 

                                                
15 For a list of my public speaking, lectures, advocacy organizing, and publications presented to the Canadian public 
in response to communal requests, see Appendix D. 
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 Reflexivity and rigour within feminist and activist methodologies suggest that researchers 

acknowledge the limitations of their studies. This section has drawn upon factors that impact this 

research study to varying degrees, including language, time, and funding while in the field. 

Leslie and Storey (2003, 77) note that “in reality, however, it may be funding even more than 

methodological or topical interests that will determine the nature of your fieldwork.”16 Henry 

Scheyvens and Barbara Nowak (2003, 107) add that limitations in the field “are the most 

difficult... [but] provide important opportunities for learning.” By remaining positive and 

engaging with other academics as well as participants, my limitations have become aspects of 

my research that have made it a learning experience. 

 

Ethical Entanglements 

Spaces of Power through Silence: On- and Off-the-Record  

While in Guatemala City I made requests to interview staff members of the Canadian Embassy, 

as well as representatives from the Canadian Chamber of Commerce (CANCHAM). The 

embassy is at the heart of much of the discussion related to Canadian mining company 

operations in Guatemala (GAC 2015; Klippensteins 2009; Nolin and Stephens 2010). 

Additionally, CANCHAM promotes investment and business from Canadian corporations, 

including mining companies like Goldcorp, and local subsidiaries of Tahoe Resources and 

(formerly) HudBay Minerals (CANCHAM Guatemala 2007). Although representatives from 

both the Canadian Embassy and CANCHAM agreed to meet, neither would allow interviews to 

                                                
16 This research was funded by a Queen’s University Field Work stipend, as well as by the generosity of several 
Kingstonians who comprise the local chapter of the Guatemala/Canada Solidarity Network (GCSN). My co-
supervisor, Dr. Lovell, also contributed to my fieldwork expenses at the PDAC in Canada. Although I applied, and 
was waitlisted, several times for various doctoral scholarships, funding never came through. Financial gaps 
throughout this research were filled with my own personal finances.  
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be on-the-record despite several requests in 2012 and 2013. While I did not pursue interviews 

with CEOs of Canadian mining companies, an opportunity to speak with Daniel Kappes, the 

CEO of KCA, arose while conducting secondary fieldwork at the PDAC in 2016 and 2017. This 

discussion was also deemed off-the-record by Kappes. In all instances, individuals in powerful 

positions refused to go on-the-record regarding opposition to mining activities in Guatemala. 

 “Silences,” according to Blake Poland and Ann Pederson (1998, 300), “can generate 

ethical dilemmas for researchers.” Issues of off-the-record are closely tied to both moral 

standards and informed consent within qualitative studies, but current literature is scant on the 

methodological entanglements of silences from dominating powers.17 While government and 

corporate representatives facilitated off-the-record conversations, they insisted on my not making 

use of their perspectives for analysis. Thus, I was left to circumvent methods of exclusion that 

are intended to further disempower peoples who resist domination via development. 

 I was thus confronted with a thorny ethical dilemma: Should I protect the confidentiality 

of a discussion with an individual who occupies a position of power and influence that would 

affect other participants and protagonists? To confront this ethical dilemma, I posit three 

justifications regarding the importance of challenging spaces of silence created by dominating 

powers. First, government and corporate officials are not silenced by oppression or violence in 

the same manner as Guatemalan community members. Rather, the Canadian Embassy, offices of 

the government of Canada, CANCHAM, Radius Gold, and KCA represent entities that control 

and influence development policies and practices, and choose to be silent (Charmaz 2005). 

Second, in exercising power through silence, the Canadian Embassy, whose officials are paid 

                                                
17 Joanne P. Sharp, Paul Routledge, Chris Philo, and Ronan Paddison (2000, 2) reference “dominating powers” as 
organizations, government, and individuals that attempt “to control or coerce others, impose [their] will upon others, 
or manipulate the consent of others.” Within this dissertation, dominating power is held by government, corporate, 
and elite organizations that create and facilitate policies and practices of development. 
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government employees, attempts to shield themselves from accountability and responsibility for 

their role in facilitating mining operations despite widespread opposition in Guatemalan 

communities. As persons in public office, is it not their duty to respond with transparency to 

inquiries by Canadian citizens regarding Canadian issues abroad?18 Third, silence is used by 

dominating powers as a method to minimize public dialogue by controlling information, 

especially if revealing certain details could damage their image or compromise their power 

within society. Kathy Charmaz (2005, 527) claims that “what people in power do not say is often 

more telling than what they do say.” Ultimately, decisions to remain off-the-record entrench their 

abilities to situate power through silence (Malhotra and Carillo Rowe 2013). 

 To circumvent silence, I listened to off-the-record commentary to find leads to credible 

sources in order to enhance my analyses and findings. Inevitably, being off-the-record gives 

people license to make statements without accountability. By remaining off-the-record, these 

actors attempt to protect themselves while endangering rights defenders who choose to break the 

silence. Issues discussed off-the-record incite positionings, with which I am not in agreement. 

Likewise, it is probable that these representatives would disagree with critical discussions in this 

dissertation. As I demonstrate in the chapters that follow, their decision to remain silent speaks 

volumes.  

 

 

                                                
18 At the end of the UNBC/Rights Action Field School Delegations of 2010 and 2012, students presented findings to 
Canadian Embassy officials and brought forward the accounts of community members from communities affected 
by mining. In 2010, students, faculty, and Rights Action also submitted a formal human rights complaint to the 
Canadian Embassy in the hopes that the Canadian government would take action against a company whose private 
security had allegedly gang-raped 11 Indigenous Q’eqchi’ Maya women and murdered a community leader; see 
Nolin’s account in Kobayashi et al. (2014). Requests for action were met with silence and bureaucratic inaction.  
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Unintended Consequences of Activist Research 

In response to the everyday reality of violence faced by participants in this study, careful 

considerations regarding ethics and care were placed at the forefront of each research phase. I 

was particularly mindful of the ongoing dangers faced by community members and careful not to 

jeopardize their personal safety. However, my involvement at La Puya drew unwanted attention 

from the Guatemalan government to me as a researcher. As pointed out by Jennifer Mandel 

(2003), Joanne Sharp and Lorraine Dowler (2011), Barbara L. Paterson, David Gregory, and 

Sally Thorne (1999), and J. Christopher Kovats-Bernat (2002), greater attention to the personal 

costs of fieldwork in conflict settings is needed to ensure, as Jeffrey Sluka (2000) cautions, that 

researchers do not become targets as well. While my experiences are by no means equal to those 

of participants who face daily forms of violence and repression, the following personal example 

illuminates the lengths to which the Guatemalan state is willing to go to protect investors and 

destabilize opposition. 

 On July 10, 2014 representatives from La Puya met with the Guatemalan General 

Director of Immigration, Héctor Raúl Hernández Figueroa, in an attempt to open dialogue with 

the government following the violent eviction of the encampment on May 23, 2014 by riot police 

(see Chapter 6 for more details of this event). During this meeting, the director informed 

community representatives that several foreign human rights observers were accused of 

alterando la orden publica (disturbing public order) following a state-led altercation at the 

roadblock and were instructed to retiro voluntario del pais (voluntarily withdraw from the 

country) following a state-led altercation at the roadblock. To my shock and bewilderment, my 

name was listed among observers who were thus accused. I was not at La Puya at the time that 

director Hernández Figueroa states. Several days prior to the May 23 attempted eviction, I had 
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visited La Puya with the UNBC/Rights Action delegation to return research results and reconnect 

with community members. At the time of my alleged presence, our university group was over 

250 kilometres away, en route to meet with communities in San Marcos also impacted by mining 

operations. The accusations made by a member of the Guatemalan state against me are false and 

without basis. I was never contacted by the Guatemalan government, nor charged with any 

offense. Officials did not request that I leave the country.  

 Public reports emerged detailing the Guatemalan government’s plans to expel a Chilean 

and a Spanish foreign national for their advocacy efforts at La Puya during the violent eviction. 

Both observers were volunteers with PBI, a well known and legally recognized non-

governmental organization that provides accompaniment for human rights defenders. Following 

their reports to transnational networks of acts of brutality by the Guatemalan police at La Puya, 

the government announced its intention to cancel their temporary residency visas, giving the 

volunteers ten days to leave the country for “reasons linked to political order, national interest 

and security” (Article 92 of the Guatemalan Migration Act 2012; MiningWatch Canada 2014a, 

¶5). While it is Guatemala’s sovereign right to regulate the presence of foreigners in the country, 

harsh criticism from national and international human rights organizations followed the 

attempted expulsion of the two human rights observers (MiningWatch Canada 2014a; NISGUA 

2014). Immediately, GHRC (2014, ¶7) denounced the actions taken by the Guatemalan state and 

relayed “concern that the above mentioned resolutions undermine the possibility of international 

accompaniment and observation which aims to protect spaces for non-violent conflict resolution 
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and the promotion of human rights in Guatemala.” 19 After continued pressure from human rights 

organizations, the Guatemalan government rescinded the charges, and both volunteers were 

allowed to stay in the country (PBI 2014).  

 Beyond confiding in a few key individuals, I have kept silent about this allegation by the 

Guatemalan state. First and foremost, to come forward and denounce such claims could 

compromise efforts of dialogue by rights defenders, and possibly endanger La Puya’s 

participants. Additionally, co-supervisors cautioned me not to take any action that might 

compromise my ability to return to Guatemala in the future. At a personal level, I found it 

disturbing to know that my research caught the attention of government, negatively and 

incorrectly so. My concerns were only compounded after I received a threat in a private message 

on Facebook following my alleged request to voluntarily leave the country (see Appendix B, 

Figure 2.2). 

In Figure 2.2, a man not known to me calls me a “terrorist” and a “communist.” His 

language reflects a rhetoric employed by the Guatemalan government and right-wing 

organizations like La Fundación contra el Terrorismo (FCT) (Guatemalan Foundation Against 

Terrorism) to criminalize rights defenders (OMCT and FIDH 2015). Such threats are intended to 

silence and disempower solidarity with communities in Guatemala. Despite these erroneous 

accusations, I anticipate returning to Guatemala to reestablish connections with community 

members and return research findings in contribution to the struggle at La Puya.  

                                                
19 This tactic against international observers who witness and report unlawful human rights violations is not unheard 
of in Guatemala. For example, the United States Department of State (2013, 14) revealed that on September 30, 
2013 Guatemalan government officials had accused several unnamed foreign human rights observers from 
environmental organizations of inciting civil disobedience in Santa Cruz Barillas. This Indigenous Q’anjob’al Maya 
community from northwestern Guatemala has actively resisted the implementation of a Spanish-owned 
hydroelectric dam since 2010 (Geglia 2012). While no one was deported in this case either, these incidents are a 
wake-up call for many individuals and organizations; emphasizing the importance of foreign nationals in tense 
situations. 
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Conclusions 

In adherence to a postcolonial research framework outlined by Raghuram and Madge (2006), I 

have outlined my rationale for utilizing feminist and activist methodological lenses in 

approaching multi-methods qualitative research. Postcolonial theory and critical development 

studies encourage methods that engage with marginalized peoples and suggest amplifying their 

experiences within western academic research to decolonize the discipline from within. The 

voices of participants are highlighted in Chapter 7 through the use of ethnographies of the 

particular. Before the voices of participants can be featured, however, pertinent contextualization 

and consideration of the postcolonial present must be established in order to understand their 

lived experiences. Chapters 4 and 5 outline key literature regarding violence, development, and 

mining in contemporary Guatemala, while Chapters 6 and 7 offer an analysis of the effects of 

development on rights defenders in Guatemala, which pertains specifically to the violence 

experienced by local communities. 
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Chapter 4 

Landscapes of Violence in Guatemala 

This chapter establishes a critical review of research that gives violence in Guatemala a central 

focus. By combining the work of geographers, anthropologists, and sociologists, among others, I 

grapple with Guatemala’s complex postconflict landscape. In order to guide readers through the 

material I have divided the chapter into two sections. The first section establishes a foundation 

needed when understanding intersectional experiences of violence in Guatemala. Here, I 

introduce readers to geographical discussions of violence. Section 2 offers a critical perspective 

of Guatemala’s contemporary encounters with transnational mining companies, most of which 

are Canadian, and illuminates the foundation of structural violence that is often less 

acknowledged in academic literature. Although the relationship between violence and Canadian 

extractive companies in Guatemala remains underrepresented in geography, a number of scholars 

have paved the way to further develop this correlation.  

 Violence has long been an area of inquiry for social scientists working in Guatemala and 

is encompassed in a body of literature identifying “cycles of conquest” (Lovell 1988, 27) as a 

defining phenomenon: (1) the years of Spanish colonization (1524–1821); (2) German 

investment in the coffee industry (1870—1944); and (3) the American-owned United Fruit 

Company (UFCo) (early-twentieth century), and the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA’s) 

involvement in a coup d’état in 1954 (Handy 1984, 1994; Immerman 1982; Lovell 1988, 2010, 

2015; Lovell and Lutz 1992, 1996; Martínez Salazar 2012; Schlesinger and Kizder 2005). Each 

cycle laid the ground for the violence that characterizes a fourth cycle of conquest: neoliberal 

economic development (1996—present) (Laplante and Nolin 2014). To comprehend violence in 

its present-day forms in Guatemala, I present a theoretical framework for the spatial analysis of 
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violence that acknowledges the various and complex forms it can assume, while also drawing 

links to globalized relationships that facilitate violence at individual and local levels. 

 To understand how social scientists study violence in Guatemala, I carried out a search of 

academic publications from interdisciplinary perspectives. Over 100 academic publications were 

identified for analysis based on their investigations within the last two decades following the 

signing of the Peace Accords (1996–2016). Research on contemporary violence in Guatemala 

can be broadly categorized into four overlapping areas of inquiry: (1) peacetime experiences of 

violence; (2) gender-based violence; (3) crime, (in)security, and (re)militarization; and (4) 

neoliberal development. Articles found were predominantly written in English by scholars and 

researchers from the Global North. In my theoretical and methodological discussions, I advocate 

for the work of scholars from the Global South to be included as a means to decolonize western 

academic knowledges. However, I found that key publications in Spanish are often difficult to 

access in Canada. For example, neither the Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales 

(FLASCO) (Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences) in San José, Costa Rica, or the Centro 

de Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica (CIRMA) (Centre for Regional Research of 

Mesoamerica) in Antigua, Guatemala host their publications online, making documents available 

only to those in situ. During fieldwork in 2013, I spent time at CIRMA and visited the FLASCO 

book store to purchase Protestas sociales y recursos naturales en Guatemala (Social Protest and 

Natural Resources in Guatemala) (Hurtado Paz y Paz 2006) and La industria extractiva en 

Guatemala (Extractive Industry in Guatemala) (Yagenova 2012). In particular, Simona Violetta 

Yagenova’s work provides a crucial understanding of community opposition to Goldcorp’s 

Marlin and Cerro Blanco mines in Guatemala.  

Wherever possible, I have included articles by authors from Latin America whose 
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academic inquiry focuses on Guatemala’s postwar landscapes of violence. I have also drawn on 

non-academic Spanish-language research published by non-profit organizations such as 

UDEFEGUA and Iniciativa Mesoamericana de Mujeres Defensoras de Derechos Humanos (IM-

Defensoras) (Mesoamerican Initiative of Women Human Rights Defenders). These organizations 

produce comprehensive reports on violence specifically related to the defence of individual and 

communal rights and make them readily available on their websites and social media platforms. 

With the data acquired from these reports, I am better able to document how violence affects the 

struggles of rights defenders in Guatemala, as these tend not to be engaged in academic literature 

(see notable exceptions from Fulmer, Snodgrass Godoy, and Neff 2008; Godoy 2005; Isaacs 

2010). 

 The scholarly works selected for critical review represent a plethora of academic fields, 

particularly from the disciplines of anthropology (Benson and Fischer 2009; Benson, Thomas, 

and Fischer 2011; O’Neill and Thomas 2011; Sieder 2011; Smith and Offit 2010), development 

studies (Clouser 2009; Mowforth 2014), geography (Henderson, Nolin, and Peccerelli 2014; 

Lovell 2010; Manz 2008; Nolin and Fraser 2015; Steinberg and Taylor 2007; Winton 2005), 

history (Handy 2004), law (Aldana and Abate 2016; Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007; Musalo, 

Pellerin, and Roberts 2010), political science (Eccarius-Kelly 2007; Granovsky-Larsen 2013; 

Isaacs 2010; Menjívar 2008; 2011), and sociology (Godoy 2002, 2005, 2006; Martínez Salazar 

2012). Violence in Guatemala is of interdisciplinary concern, but is in need of greater geographic 

scrutiny to identify the causes and effects of violence. In this dissertation I endeavour to develop 

a spatial investigation of violence in the country, one that unmasks naturalized practices that 

contribute to violence against rights defenders and communities.  
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 Table 4.1 (see Appendix B) shows a sample of the empirical papers identified in my 

search. I determined the different types of violence discussed in each paper based on my 

typology of violence established in Chapter 2, regardless of whether the author(s) acknowledged 

different forms of direct and indirect violence in their work. The most common form of violence 

discussed in the sampled literature is direct violence. In the course of my literature review, I 

found that violence is often approached as an independent variable dislocated from the historical 

and structural conditions that facilitate various forms of violence. Papers that merely make 

reference to direct violence are useful when gaining a general scope of violence in Guatemala, 

but ultimately, they fail to bridge the gaps in our understandings of how violence is 

operationalized in the fourth cycle of conquest. 

As indicated in Table 4.1 (see Appendix B), many authors make reference to structural 

violence in their analyses, albeit some are merely implicitly refer to the “structural conditions of 

the world economy” (Fox 2015, 152). From a feminist activist standpoint, I would encourage 

more concrete links be made to power wielded by the national elite and international 

governments and corporations, who are prone to blame those affected by violence for their own 

suffering. “Through direct involvement, collusion, complicity, or poorly judged policy-making,” 

McNeish and Rivera (2009, 51) observe, “these higher institutions and actors set the scene for 

the breakdown of state legitimacy and continuation of criminal impunity.” We need to be more 

aware of the hierarchies of power that maintain violence in order to confront and dismantle them. 

 A handful of scholars attempt to examine the links between direct and indirect forms of 

violence that cause conditions of suffering (Benson and Fischer 2009; Benson, Fischer, and 

Thomas 2008; Benson, Thomas, and Fischer 2011; Burrell 2010; Godoy-Paiz 2005; Knowlton 

2016; McNeish and Rivera 2009; Menjivar 2008; 2011; Metz, Mariano, and López García 2010; 
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O’Neill and Thomas 2011; Zur 1998). I focus on these studies because they include their own 

frameworks to analyze present-day experiences with violence. For example, geographers 

Caroline Moser and Cathy McIlwaine (2001) identify 41 different incidences of direct violence 

based on perceptions from varying demographic and ethnic groups in Guatemala’s urban spaces. 

Moser and McIlwaine evaluate the outcomes of violence based on theoretical and conceptual 

applications of social capital. Alternatively, anthropologist Paula Godoy-Paiz (2005) in her study 

of mental health and wellbeing in the post-conflict era explores the connections between 

structural violence and direct violence attributed by the state during the armed conflict. While 

recognizing that there is no single analytical framework for the study of violence, I am drawn to 

frameworks akin to those developed by Peter Benson, Jennifer Burrell, Edward E. Fischer, 

Thomas A. Offit, Kevin Lewis O’Neill, Timothy J. Smith, and Kendron Thomas, whose focus on 

structural violence challenges our understandings of individual and communal perceptions and 

experiences of violence (Benson and Fischer 2009; Benson et al. 2008; Benson et al. 2011; 

Burrell 2013; O’Neill and Thomas 2011; Smith and Offit 2010). “Researchers who use the 

concept of ‘structural violence,’” state Benson et al. (2008, 51), “reject the accusation of 

individual actors in favour of an indictment of structural conditions in the broadest (and, 

therefore, most collectively transformative) sense.” Otherwise, treating violence as a 

disarticulated event risks normalizing its presence within society that further marginalizes many 

Guatemalans. 

 Frameworks for analyzing violence developed by anthropologists and sociologists 

outnumber those developed by geographers. For example, anthropologists Benson and Fischer 

(2009) and sociologist Cecilia Menjívar (2011) both look at the differences and specifics of 

certain places as they are informed by violence in Guatemala. Acknowledging the important 
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work contributed by scholars, I argue that current perspective in these disciplines lack spatial 

analyses of violence and power. Geographers are thereby tasked to connect elements of violence 

across societal spheres to rethink whose material privileges are served through violence and what 

hierarchies of power are maintained by violence that excludes and marginalizes local peoples 

(Loyd 2009). This leads me to ask: What can geography add to the study of violence? Building 

on the work being done in anthropology and sociology, geographers can enhance understandings 

of violence by investigating how and why violence takes place and the global relations that 

benefit from the continuation of violence at the ground level. 

 Responding to Farmer’s (2005, 42) call for analyses that are “geographically broad” as 

well as “historically deep,” I connect the harms of everyday and phenomenal violence within the 

geographically narrow yet comprehensively rich histories and experiences of violence in 

Guatemala. I start with an overview of the study of violence in geography. I follow this section 

with a discussion of Guatemala’s transition from war to official peace and also, notably, the shift 

between the third and fourth cycles of conquest. Next, I discuss the tension that exists within the 

literature over the root causes of violence experienced during an era defined by official peace. 

Some see emergent forms of postwar violence as resulting from sociological trauma that stems 

from the brutal years of the genocide (Snodgrass Godoy 2002) or from the “hidden” (McNeish 

and Rivera 2009, 60) or “parallel” (Weld 2016, 4) powers1 that operationalize violence through 

corruption and impunity (Glebbeek 2009). Others see new forms of violence caused by 

neoliberal economic development (Benson and Fischer 2009). I argue that no single explanation 

captures the realities of those affected by violence in Guatemala today; that reality is actively 

                                                
1 Guatemala’s hidden or parallel powers are individuals and groups who oversee and profit from illegal activities 
without fear of prosecution. They operate within the nuances of Guatemala’s contemporary spaces of violence 
influencing the country’s security forces, judicial and political systems (Weld 2016). 
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informed by the experience of colonialism, legacies of the armed conflict, and more recent 

neoliberal restructuring. Mineral resource extraction is arguably one of the more visible forms of 

neoliberal violence facing Guatemalans today. I synthesize current understandings of structural 

violence in Guatemala and discuss implications for future research on violence. 

 

Geographies of Violence  

Theoretical explorations of violence in the social sciences began as early as the 1960s with 

Fanon ([1963] 2004), Galtung (1969), and Hannah Arendt (1970). Such contributions were taken 

up most notably by anthropologists (Farmer 2004a, 2005; Scheper-Hughes 1992; Schlepper-

Hughes and Bourgois 2004) and sociologists (Bourdieu 1999; Galtung and Höivik 1971) in an 

attempt to make sense of violence in different cultures and societies (Moser and McIlwaine 

2004). The use of violence as a conceptual lens of analysis for geographers, however, is more 

recent (Hays-Mitchell 2005; Nolin 2006; Springer and Le Billion 2016) but is gaining 

momentum (Gregory and Pred 2007; Harvey 2003; Le Billion 2007; Loyd 2009; McIlwaine 

1999; Pain 2010; Springer 2012; Tyner 2012; Tyner and Inwood 2014; Slack, Martínez, Lee, and 

Whiteford 2016; Springer and Le Billion 2016; Swanson and Torres 2016; Woon 2011). 

Reflecting what Tyner and Joshua Inwood (2014, 771) describe as a “spatial turn” in the study of 

violence, geographers are shedding light on the unequal social, political, economic, and cultural 

structures that produce different forms of violence. “By addressing how violence shapes space, 

understood in its broad political and processual sense, and how space shapes violence beyond the 

instrumental way of analyzing spatial patterns to help ‘explain’ violence,” observe Springer and 

Philippe Le Billion (2016, 1), “geographers are bringing greater attention to the constitution of 

violence through space.” Importantly, scholars who understand spatial relationships of violence 
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are better positioned to discern the varying forms of oppression and inequality that limit life’s 

potential. 

 McIlwaine (1999, 454) is critical of early work on violence by scholars in the Global 

North, observing that academics often sensationalized experiences, wrote ethnocentrically, and 

made homogenizing assumptions about violence affecting populations in the Global South. She 

cautions that “contemporary analyses are not immune to this way of thinking; there remains a 

dangerous tendency to assume that crime and violence are problems of the South.” Imaginary 

geographies of the Global South paint pictures of violence as separate and disconnected from the 

Global North. Such spatial segregation negates uneven power structures that exacerbate 

inequality by drawing our attention away from the sources of violence and focusing on its 

casualties. The spread of neoliberalism as a cure for poverty and insecurity in the Global South is 

just one example of how liberalized market intervention deployed by the Global North is unable 

to solve conflicts in the Global South. Instead, such actions often exacerbate violence (Moser and 

McIlwaine 2004). 

 Feminist scholars, already attuned to the issues of inequality, have applied a gendered 

lens to the study of violence. Cindy Katz (2007), Green (1994), Anna Mehta (1999), and Rachel 

Pain (2010) offer notable contributions to discussions of violence amidst “landscapes of fear” 

(Tuan 1979) and the ways that violence restricts marginalized people’s use of space. 

Geographers who use violence as a framework for analysis focus predominantly on political and 

economic spatial analyses (Gregory and Pred 2007; Gregory et al. 2009). However, a more 

comprehensive understanding of violence is required that brings together the interconnected 

spheres (political, economic, social, and cultural) of society.  
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 Similar to Jenna M. Loyd (2009) and Kate Swanson and Rebecca Maria Torres (2016), I 

use a typology to understand how violence is produced and experienced by establishing links 

between acts of violence and their origins. In her study of militarization and health, Loyd (2009, 

865) uses the concept of structural violence to “disturb hegemonic liberal theories” and break 

from earlier theorizations that separate power and violence (see Arendt 1970). Tyner and Inwood 

(2014, 9), however, caution against using theoretical divisions that categorize violence. They 

write:  

A starting point to equate these different (and selected) real concrete 
forms of violence is to abstract from them, to ask what relations are 
manifest among these acts. Thus, through a process of abstraction, 
violence becomes relational and transformative — a statement aligned 
with Galtung’s provisional definition. However, if we abstract violence 
as any action that affects the material conditions of another, thereby 
reducing one’s potentiality, the distinction between ‘direct’ and 
‘structural’ collapses.  

 
These authors encourage scholars to rethink their approaches to include a dialectical awareness 

in which societal processes are produced spatially. They use a Marxist lens to illustrate how 

violence is grounded materially within capitalist modes of production. Despite our different 

approaches, Tyner and Inwood’s work attempts to achieve an understanding of violence similar 

to my own. I maintain that identifying and connecting the different types of visible and invisible 

forms of violence assist our understandings of spatially distinct experiences of violence. In other 

words, categories must emphasize that different forms of violence are mutually constructed 

(Springer and Le Billion 2016).  

 Violence remains of interdisciplinary concern, but geographers are ideally positioned to 

provide place-based understandings that connect to broader spheres of society, particularly in 

Guatemala. In the past two decades, social and economic violence has risen, while political 
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violence has taken a new shape. In order to understand how violence has increased during 

peacetime, a deeper spatial analysis of Guatemala’s history of violence is required. 

 

Geographies of Violence in Guatemala 

John-Andrew McNeish and Oscar López Rivera (2009, 68) call for a “panorama” perspective on 

violence, one that encompasses the temporal as well as spatial relationships that foster a 

continuum of violence in postcolonial settings. Guatemala has endured centuries of cultural 

oppression and discrimination that shape individual and communal experiences as well as 

understandings of place. As historical conditions impact postcolonial perspectives, I pay critical 

attention to Guatemala’s third cycle of conquest, which Lovell (1988) calls “conquest by state 

terror.” Targeted repression during the armed conflict (1960 to 1996) left an estimated 200,000 

dead, another 50,000 “disappeared,” one million internally displaced, and at least 200,000 

refugees who fled the country in the course of more than 600 documented massacres, 440 

destroyed communities, and 42,275 registered acts of violence (Sutherland 1995, 10).  

 The REMHI Project (1998) led by the Catholic Church, documents the atrocities 

committed during the armed conflict. Findings from the REMHI (1999, xxxii) express that the 

conflict was founded “in a tradition of political exclusion, ethnic discrimination, and social 

injustice that permeates the state structure” and were ultimately shaped by Cold War policies of 

the era. The National Security Doctrine, a significant instrument of Cold War politics, was 

developed in the United States and adopted by Guatemala as the governing philosophy of the 

military dictatorships over three decades. The doctrine guided local leaders to see national 

conflicts as furthering the struggle against communism globally (Schirmer 1998; Wilkinson 

2004). This ideology directed the military against an “internal enemy… [that] became 
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operationalized in different ways throughout the period of conflict: sometimes it meant actual 

members of the Communist Party, or opposition politicians; other times it was urban labour 

leaders, intellectuals or rural activists” (Oglesby and Ross 2009, 27). The state strategized to 

target Indigenous Maya and non-Indigenous people who were socially organizing against the 

policies and mandates of the Guatemalan military government.2 Of course, the reason for this 

opposition reflected the central government’s unwillingness to protect, defend, or act in the 

benefit of local people. “Indeed,” as Timothy P. Wickham-Crowley (1990, 228) points out, “they 

[the government] may do just the reverse.” 

The United Nations-sponsored Comisión para el Esclarecimiento Histórico (Commission 

for Historical Clarification) (CEH 1999, 20 and 21) documents that the Guatemalan state was 

responsible for 93 percent of human rights violations during the war, while the Unidad 

Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) (Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity) 

guerrillas were complicit in three percent of violations during the armed conflict. The CEH 

(1999, 41) goes further, pointing to high-ranking military officials as the intellectual authors of 

violence, who between the years of 1981 and 1983 “committed acts of genocide against groups 

of Mayan people.” Factions of the Guatemalan government, and many supporters of the military, 

continue to deny that genocide occurred in Guatemala despite the historical clarification 

commission and succeeded in lobbying to overturn the conviction against former head of state 

Gen. Ríos Montt for crimes of genocide in 2013 (Burt 2013). While the government has 

                                                
2 Movements against the military regime in Guatemala started amongst students, activists, professors and socially 
conscious individuals in Guatemala City (Arias 2007; Vrana 2012). While the majority of the atrocities of the 
genocide were targeted towards the Indigenous Maya, non-Indigenous groups were also tracked and killed violently 
in the streets (see the section “Violence Against Rights Defenders” in this chapter). During my preliminary research, 
I volunteered with the Fundación de Antropología Forense de Guatemala (FAFG) (Forensic Anthropology 
Foundation of Guatemala) at La Verbena cemetery in Guatemala City and in other communities. FAFG 
archeologists and anthropologists exhume and return Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals who were 
“disappeared” during the armed conflict to their families. This first-hand experience afforded insights into the brutal 
impacts against those who spoke out for justice and human rights.  
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acknowledged that human rights violations did occur during the armed conflict (Welsh and 

Ulltviet-Moe 2000), this understanding is articulated within a wartime narrative, which 

contradicts the nature of human rights violations connected with the military government (L.J. 

Laplante 2014). Herein lies the difficulty of creating sustainable peace in Guatemala; society 

remains polarized over historical memory and lacks political will to secure rights protections for 

citizens. Importantly, the CEH (1999, 18) highlights how such extreme control by the state over 

political, economic, social, and cultural life constitutes “a direct expression of structural 

violence.”  

 Military regimes operating during the armed conflict fostered a culture of fear, mistrust, 

and silence (Clouser 2009; Moser and McIlwaine 2001). State terror was directly imposed to 

intimidate the Indigenous Maya and campesino peoples who opposed policies implemented by 

the Guatemalan government (Wilkinson 2004). Racial targeting, as well as physical and 

psychological persecution, was an outcome of the National Security Doctrine. Civilians learned 

to fear the military, their neighbours,3 and outsiders, worrying that any information might be 

used against them. “Self-censorship” (Green 1999, 60) became a strategy for survival,4 one that 

continues to be common practice (Rodman 2009). The CEH (1999) makes specific reference to 

the forces of power expressed by the Guatemalan military, whose efforts to control resistance by 

                                                
3 The military established Patrullas de Defensa Civil (PAC) (Civil Defence Patrols) at the height of the armed 
conflict in the early 1980s as a method to control the Indigenous population. Large sectors of the population, 
particularly rural men, were forced to participate and commit violent crimes against innocent civilians (Americas 
Watch 1986). The CEH (1999, 27) considers the forced complicity of hundreds of thousands of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous men as one of “the most damaging effects of the confrontation.”  
4 Indigenous Maya were targeted and identified by the military during the armed conflict by their clothing. As a 
tactic to survive, Indigenous men and women abandoned their traditional dress and became “ladinized through fear” 
(Sutherland 1995, 42). Maya women are now leading the movement to reconnect with their culture in an effort to 
reproduce and preserve a way of life by wearing the traje of particular linguistic or community groups from which 
they originate (CEH 1999; Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007; Lovell 2010; Manz 2008; Nolin 2006; REMHI 1999; 
Urkidi 2011; Witte 2005).  
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Indigenous and non-Indigenous civilians during the conflict were rooted in structural violence. 

The CEH (1999, 18) report states: 

 

Thus a vicious circle was created in which social injustice led to protest 
and subsequent political instability, to which there were always only two 
responses: repression or military coups. Faced with movements 
proposing economic, political, social or cultural change, the State 
increasingly resorted to violence and terror in order to maintain social 
control. 

 
Unlike the CEH, the REMHI named both perpetrators and victims involved in the conflict, 

including the roles of significant corporate actors and the United States.5 The REMHI (1999, 

320) ominously warned that “new forms of violence emanating from the concentration of 

authority” are likely to emerge if impunity and corruption fostered during the conflict are not 

addressed. A deeper structural overhaul was required. 

 The signing of Guatemala’s historic Peace Accords in 1996 brought an end to one of 

Latin America’s longest and most destructive armed conflicts (Jonas 1997; Manz and Ross 1996; 

Rohter 1996). Of the 13 agreements signed, the Social and Economic Aspects and the Agrarian 

Situation and the Identity and Rights of Indigenous Peoples were specifically concerned with 

systemic racism and inequality (Palma Murga 1997; Sieder 1997) in an effort to dismantle 

structural policies and promote peace. Unfortunately, those in power did not exercise the 

political will to change a system from which they benefited, instead creating conditions that 

would increase their wealth, political power, and safeguard their impunity. Former President and 

General Otto Pérez Molina acted as a government representative during the peace talk 

                                                
5 As a truth commission, the CEH is used to establish what happened in the past as a tool for transitional justice. Eric 
Brahm (2009, 12) writes, “the goal of the investigation is typically to determine what the lasting political and socio-
economic consequences of past misdeeds.” The REMHI is not a truth commission, and is not bound by the same 
international rules and norms. 
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negotiations, laying the foundations for neoliberal economic development (Doyle 2012; Ruhl 

2005). Pérez Molina’s role should come as no surprise, says historian Berthold Molden (2016, 

330), who recalls that “the army and economic elites have worked together in different 

constellations since the nineteenth century in their efforts to impose certain concepts of 

development, forge lucrative opportunities and control the indigenous peasant population.” The 

political and economic restructuring of society has fostered continuing insecurity for 

Guatemala’s population to the benefit of the national and transnational elite powers (O’Neill and 

Thomas 2011; Salazar 2008). Guatemala’s political transition operationalized violence under the 

guise of peace. 

 As a result, the overall ability of the Peace Accords to address the marginalization of 

Indigenous Maya and campesino peoples fell short for several reasons. Unequal access to and 

control of land lies at the foundation of postcolonial struggles in Guatemala, and is considered a 

root cause of the armed conflict (Gauster and Isakson 2007). Simon Granovsky-Larsen (2013, 

363) attributes a lack of structural reforms in the Peace Accords to present conditions of 

inequality in Guatemala: “The accord negotiation process also served as a staging ground for 

post-conflict power relations” he writes, “and the results were swayed heavily by the influence of 

Guatemala’s traditional elite and international financial institutions including the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Bank.” 

 Rather than institute proper land re-distribution policies, such as the reforms previously 

attempted by democratically elected leader President Jacobo Arbenz (1952 – 1954), the state 

resorted to agrarian programs sponsored by the World Bank to accelerate development in the 

country (Granovsky-Larsen 2013). For example, Land Administration Projects (LAPs) devised 

by the World Bank replaced collective forms of land tenure in communities with privatized land 
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titles and sales leaving Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities vulnerable to unequal land 

distribution and privatization of secret sites, particularly in areas targeted for foreign direct 

investment (Hurtado Paz y Paz and Grandia 2013). The result? Today, some five percent of 

landholders own 80 percent of the arable land, according to Mariel Aguilar-Støen, Matthew 

Taylor, and Edwin Castellanos (2016, 124), making Guatemala the most unequal country in 

terms of land distribution in all of Latin America. Today’s Guatemalan elite, like their criollo 

(European-descended) predecessors, continue to monopolize and dominate the country’s most 

agriculturally productive terrain (Sieder 1999) to make way for transnational investment. 

Guatemala’s historic displacement and conflict over land remains unresolved for Indigenous and 

campesino Guatemalans, making peace an unlikely outcome for many (Van Harten 2014). 

 Another notable limitation of the agreements includes the unstable transformation from 

military to civilian governments, which merely shifted power (Schirmer 1999) as opposed to 

changing the constitional nature of it. Soldiers transitioned to public offices of the Policía 

Nacional Civil (PNC) (National Civil Police) or to private security firms, many of which were 

established by former military officers (Costantino 2006). Angelina Snodgrass Godoy (2002, 

644) observes that “the Army deliberately maintained the civilian authorities in a state of 

institutional ineptitude, thus allowing and justifying the erection of a parallel military ‘justice’ 

system.” Correspondingly, clandestine criminal groups emerged on behalf of the Guatemalan 

elite to “intimidate and eliminate” anyone who threatened their often illicit activities (McNeish 

and Rivera 2009, 60). They operate with impunity, are protected by corruption, and perpetuate 

insecurity by undermining Guatemala’s judicial system, creating conditions for groups such as 

gangs, drug traffickers, and organized crime to flourish (Peacock and Beltrán 2003).  
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 Fischer and Benson (2006, 93) refer to this shift in political-economic control of violence 

from government to clandestine groups as the “neoliberalization of violence — an outsourcing of 

what the state once took to be its exclusive function, that is, the exercise of coercive force.” Later 

extrapolated upon by Thomas et al. (2011, 13), the “neoliberalization of violence” refers not only 

to the use of coercive force outlined by Fischer and Benson, but also to “the outsourcing and 

privatization of violent acts, the personalization of victimhood, the rationalization of violence in 

terms of anti-citizen (e.g. gangs), and the empowerment of dangerous forms of community 

response.” The murder of Bishop Juan José Gerardi two days after the REMHI report was 

released in 1998 (Goldman 2007), and the assassination of nearly 50 people during local 

campaigning for the Unidad Nacional de la Esperanza (UNE) (Unity for Hope Party) and 

Rigoberta Menchu’s Movimiento Politico WINAQ party in 2007 (McNeish and Rivera 2009, 

58), are merely three examples of how hidden powers maintain fear and terror during peacetime. 

 Ultimately, pledges made to address the structural causes of violence established during 

previous cycles of conquest were defeated in May 1999, when constitutional reforms were 

blocked by pro-military and political elites (Isaacs 2010). Since then, a UN Special Committee 

on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD 2015, ¶9) notes that several constitutional 

reforms proposed in the Peace Accords, including initiatives outlining procedures for Indigenous 

consultation, have remained stalled in congress for more than ten years. Furthermore, former 

military and their elite sympathizers have since blocked many attempts for justice for the 

genocide. For example, Guatemala’s Constitutional Court went so far as to pass a congressional 

resolution in May 2014 to deny the occurrence of genocide during the armed conflict (Cultural 

Survival 2014; Gedicks 2015). The re-writing of history by Guatemala’s elite seeks to erase the 

experiences of Indigenous Maya and campesino peoples, safeguarding their own economic 
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interests. However, thanks to the tireless work of survivors, human rights organizations, legal 

bodies, and rights defenders, impunity and corruption are being challenged in Guatemala (Abbott 

2016; Kemp 2014; Oglesby and Nelson 2016). 

 The Peace Accords, it can be argued, signal Guatemala’s transition into the global 

political economy while further entrenching a legacy of structural violence. Susanne Jonas 

(1997, 9) looks skeptically at the transition to peace: 

 
The compromises on these issues are not surprising, given the need to get 
the private sector on board, the government’s conservative economic 
agenda, and the rampant neoliberal tendencies in the international 
community. People’s daily lives will not improve directly as a result of 
the Accords…. But if it turns out that the logic of the Guatemalan 
accords is subordinated to the logic of neoliberal fundamentalism, this 
could well be the Achilles’ heel of the whole arrangement, and could 
eventually undermine democratic gains. To mention only one possibility: 
an increase in social violence and common crime, driven partly by 
poverty, could spark calls to reinvolve the army in maintaining internal 
security. 

 
Effectively, the Peace Accords removed the one major barrier for foreign investment: war. 

Guatemala’s integration into the global economy involved the elimination of trade barriers, 

privatization of formerly state-owned businesses, and a reduction in the state’s function, 

including market and welfare systems (Godoy-Paiz 2005). All too often, countries that adopt 

neoliberal policies see wealth redistributed upwards, out of domestic markets and into the global 

economy, at the expense of rising rates of poverty and inequality (Robinson 2000).  

  By the end of the twentieth century, Guatemala’s postwar landscapes reflected a shift in 

individual senses of place and identity. The struggle to return to ancestral lands and re-establish 

relationships is ongoing, and continues to be met with increasing physical, political, and 

economic violence institutionalized by the state and wealthy elite (Eccarius-Kelly 2007). The 
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adoption of neoliberal economic development strategies following the armed conflict is key to 

understanding one of the root causes of structural violence experienced in Guatemala today. 

 

Post-Conflict Violence in Guatemala  

Guatemalan sociologist Héctor Rosada Granados (in Geopfert 2011, 41) has famously said: “The 

peace is more violent than the war. The peace process never prepared us for the country we are 

now living in.” Twenty years on, fear and violence still saturate daily life in Guatemala, as 

studies by Denis Roberto Martinez (2014) and Anja Karin Nielsen (2014) alarmingly document. 

In 2016, 97 percent of all violent crimes in Guatemala went unpunished (Velásquez in Contreras 

2016, ¶1). With a mere three percent of violent crimes reaching trial, and a pittance of cases 

solved each year, Guatemala has one of the lowest investigation and conviction rates in all of 

Latin America (Littlefield 2009, ¶3; Nolin and Fraser 2015, 11). Anthropologists Victoria 

Sanford and Martha Lincoln (2010, 72) drive this point home, observing that Guatemala’s 

homicide rate has more than doubled during peacetime (see Appendix D, Graph 4.1), rising from 

3,230 murders in 2001 to 6,498 murders in 2009. 

 In the first 15 years of the millennium, there were 80,998 reported murders in Guatemala 

(UNODC 2013; Gagne 2016).6 Remarkably, even during the armed conflict, the number of 

reported murders did not reach such grim proportions (International Crisis Group 2010; Nolin 

and Fraser 2015). To put this into perspective, Canada’s population is more than twice that of 

Guatemala’s; in 2015, there were 35.8 million Canadians (Statistics Canada 2015a), compared to 

16.3 million Guatemalans (World Bank 2018). Canadian homicides were recorded at 610 in 

                                                
6 The number of homicides is based on statistics from Guatemala’s PNC compiled from David Gagne (2016) and the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC 2013).  
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2009, compared to 6,498 homicides in Guatemala, marking the deadliest year since official peace 

in the country (see Graph 4.1). Analyzing postconflict homicide statistics, Sanford (2008, 108) 

cogently observed: “In the five years of ‘peacetime,’ there have been 20,943 registered murders 

in Guatemala. If the number of murder victims continues to rise at the current rate, more people 

will die in the first 25 years of peace than died in the 36-year armed conflict and genocide.” 

Homicides from 2009 support Sanford’s assertion, and although homicide number have 

diminished slightly in recent years the number of violent deaths remains staggering. Needless to 

say, Guatemala is far from peaceful.  

 From these dire numbers, many authors identify a “new” era of violence characterized by 

a simultaneous tension between centuries of colonization, unresolved trauma from the armed 

conflict, and external political and economic pressures (Benson et al. 2011; Burrell 2013; Fischer 

and Benson 2006; Glebbeek 2009; Godoy 2005; Little 2009; Little and Smith 2009; McAllister 

and Nelson 2013; Smith and Offit 2010). “Guatemala’s new violence (e.g., crime, gang activity, 

and vigilantism) is not the chaos of media accounts,” writes Benson (et al. 2008, 38), “but a 

manifestation of enduring legacies of state violence and the social and economic insecurities 

brought on by structural adjustment policies.” When layered with the colonial legacies of 

violence, the application of neoliberal policies in Guatemala have exacerbated corruption, 

enhanced insecurity, increased poverty, and jeopardized the rights of Guatemala’s Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous peoples (Smith and Offit 2010). Increasing occurrences of violence lead 

Smith and Offit (2010) to hypothesize that Guatemala has a specific form of structural violence 

unique to the country’s experiences. Lynchings, gangs, revenge killings, narco-trafficking, 

human trafficking (particularly of women and children), suicide, vigilantism, and insecurity 

caused by clandestine terror squads are all commonly recognized forms of direct violence in 
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Guatemala today. Experiences with each manifestation of violence vary across space, place, and 

time, and affect members of society differently depending on their gender, class, age, and 

ethnicity.  

 Although the sources of new violence are less clear than during the armed conflict, 

placing violence within spaces of power and politics helps to illuminate many of the root causes 

of suffering. A classic example of structural violence comes from elected officials throughout 

Central America who regularly engage in the “politics of blame” (Thomas 2011, 153) to advance 

a spatial imaginary where violence exists as a circumstance of poverty and immorality (Agner 

2008; Benson et al. 2008). During his election campaign, President Otto Pérez Molina promised 

the use of mano dura (iron fist) security policies and the re-establishment of the military within 

civil society to fight increasing crime in urban centres.7 In particular, Guatemalan youth are 

blamed for their unemployment, lack of access to education, and involvement in gang activity. 

Bellino (2015, 539) writes, “Like many young people in the developing world, Guatemalan 

youth endure instability and violence in everyday interactions, struggle with deep structural 

inequality, and experience a narrowing of opportunities to participate as civil society actors. The 

closure of space for public dissent carries particular significance for indigenous youth living in 

rural areas, where multiple legacies and marginal identities intersect.” Cast aside like “The 

Nobodies” described in Eduardo Galeano’s (1991, 73) incisive cameo, Guatemala’s youth are 

assigned guilt as a consequence of cultural violence, and blamed as the victims of structural 

violence for direct violence (Galtung 1990). Additionally, holding those affected by poverty 

responsible for “everyday violence” (Scheper-Hughes 1997, 471)8 is just one example of what 

                                                
7 Susanne Jonas (2000) points out that the use of the military for internal security is a violation of the 
demilitarization accord signed in 1996. 
8 Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992, 1997) views everyday violence as the unspoken, structural, and organized routine 
component of social-political state establishments (see also Bourgois 2001). 
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Farmer (2004a, 308) calls an “erosion of social awareness,” which neglects an analysis of 

structural violence in the postwar landscape (O’Neill and Thomas 2011). 

 Guatemala’s youth are disproportionately blamed for present day violence. Those born 

after La Violencia (The Violence), a period of intense violence during the conflict from the late 

1970s and early 1980s, face multiple barriers that control their lives and livelihoods. Notably, 

scholars Burrell (2009), Green (2003; 2011), Anthony W. Fontes (2015), Sabine Kurtenbach 

(2014), and Alisa Winton (2005) identify the exclusion of youth from society as an act of 

violence that erodes generational ties, limits life choices, and places young men and women at 

risk. “In many ways,” writes Winton (2005, 171) “youth gangs are a manifestation of young 

people’s need to feel part of a group in situations of multiple exclusion and the absence of 

alternatives, yet this seemingly innocuous need can have grave consequences both for 

themselves and others.” Guatemala’s youth are propelled to mitigate violence in several ways; 

directly participating in gang activity, actively avoiding gang-related violence (but still risk being 

caught in the cross-fire), or by leaving communities affected by gang violence altogether. Many 

young men and, increasingly, young women choose to avoid violence by migrating to the United 

States and Canada, at considerable risk (Burrell 2009; Green 2011; Schmidt and Buechler 2017). 

Those who stay are faced with multiple barriers to social and spatial mobility as a result of mara 

(street gang) activity, either by their avoidance of or participation in it (Fontes 2017; Levenson 

2013; The International Crisis Group 2017; Winton 2005). Factors contributing to the violence 

experienced by youth in Guatemala are inherently structural; lack of access to political, social, 

and economic activities drives young people to spaces of even greater insecurity.  

 The government employs a rhetoric of insecurity to legitimize the use of force by the 

military, PNC, private security, paramilitary, and hidden powers to increase the control of public 
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space in order to suppress the organization of groups who mobilize in opposition to economic 

activities that infringe upon individual and collective rights. The country’s increasing rates of 

violence are paralleled by the revitalization of the military’s presence within civil society. 

Granovsky-Larsen (2011, ¶15) outlines a progression of remilitarization and notes that the first 

estado de sitio (state of siege) enacted by President Álvaro Colom in 2004 set “an eerie 

precedent through direct military control and suspended civil rights.” Presidents Colom and 

Pérez Molina both implemented military measures in regions rife with social conflict regarding 

land rights and tenure. Many of the remilitarized areas were also sites of massacres during the 

armed conflict and remain populated predominantly by Indigenous Maya peoples. The 

Guatemalan government claims that these “states of emergency” are intended to quell violence 

and “insecurity” (for example, see Ybarra 2016, 194). However, GHRC (Alford-Jones 2013; 

GHRC 2012, 1; 2013c) believes that the intention of remilitarization is not to enhance the 

security of Guatemala’s citizens: “Instead, it is about protecting the status quo, ensuring 

impunity for the armed forces and defending multinational economic investments.” 

Neoliberalism created space for Guatemala’s security industry to emerge and flourish amidst 

renewed fears of violence (Dickens de Girón 2011). The occupation of communal space by 

security forces thereby gives rise to new tensions and violence throughout the country. 

 One form of violence geographically distinctive to Guatemala’s postcolonial landscape is 

the practice of lynching, or linchamiento. Indigenous community members act as judges, jurors, 

and executioners by distributing violent forms of justice against perceived criminals. 

Ethnographic research documenting this cultural phenomenon exemplifies the complexity of 
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Guatemala’s new violence by its rural dislocation.9 Linchamiento has been studied at length by 

Snodgrass Godoy (2002, 2006; Burrell 2013); she writes that lynchings represent a collective 

sociological rupture that challenges our understandings of violence, justice, and human rights. 

Snodgrass Godoy (2002, 658) states: “On the one hand, lynchings underscore the ongoing 

relevance of the conventional human rights approach. They show that the failure to redress past 

acts of state violence by prosecuting those individuals and structures responsible for abuses leads 

to further human rights violations in the postwar period. At the same time, however, such an 

approach cannot explain the apparent popularity of lynchings in some communities.” 

 As a response, Rachel Sieder (2011, 163) suggests that communities that became 

accustomed to impunity began practicing collective violence as a means to reaffirm their values 

as Indigenous peoples, making “it is useful to analyze these different responses to impunity as 

exercises of sovereignty.” Scholars recognize that the violence associated with lynchings is a 

legacy of state terror, while simultaneously representing a reaction to present insecurities 

produced by neoliberal economic development (Burrell 2013; Snodgrass Godoy 2002; 2006; 

Little and Smith 2009; Manz 2008; Sieder 2011). In the context of neoliberalized violence, John-

Andrew McNeish (2008, 45) observes that “lynchings are ‘spectacles’ that ventilate the anger 

and exasperation of common people who experience the state’s failure to provide security and 

reduce the poverty and want to call to attention the government’s refusal to give participation to 

peasant and indigenous groups in key areas of decision making.” Furthermore, Charles Hale 

(2005) points to the phenomena of lynchings as a paradox of Guatemala’s Peace Accords 

reflected in the postwar rhetoric of multiculturalism. Despite the platforms proposed for a 

                                                
9 Studies documenting the phenomena of lynchings are primarily conducted in rural communities where there is a 
lack of judicial and police presence. However, lynchings targeting thieves, gang members, rapists, and carjackings 
in the capital city are also present, although lesser studied (Camus 2011, 63), pointing to the frequency of lynchings 
in marginalized rural and urban spaces (Burrell 2013).  
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plurinational state, Indigenous rights remain systematically excluded by the political and 

economic elite leaving marginalized groups to respond with popularized mano dura style 

violence as a means for justice.  

 In Guatemala, violence is also gendered. While men are ten times more likely to die as a 

result of violent crime (Carey Jr. and Torres 2010, 142-143), violence against women has hit 

what Serena Cosgrove and Kristi Lee (2015, 313) describe as “epidemic” proportions. Women 

and girls face grave insecurity surrounding their personal safety, rooted in centuries of gender 

inequality and misogyny. During the first cycle of colonization, Indigenous Maya women were 

sexually violated and intentionally impregnated by colonizers to create Meztiso or mixed race 

peoples, in an effort to erase Indigenous culture (Salazar 2012). During the armed conflict, 

applications of patriarchal and misogynistic perspectives deepened further, often being expressed 

through direct violence. Nearly 25 percent of human rights violations during the armed conflict 

targeted women and girls (CEH 1999, 23). The military specifically sought to eradicate 

Indigenous Maya women, because they were seen as carriers of culture and a source of counter-

insurgency (Bellino 2010b; CEH 1999). Following the Peace Accords, women have continued to 

experience a lack of social inclusion and have seen limited legislation enacted to protect their 

rights (Ogrodnik and Borzutsky 2011). Additionally, violence against women is sustained by 

systematic impunity and poverty that leave women little choice but to accept violence as a part of 

their everyday experience (Torres 2008). 

 Gendered violence is linked to incidents of femicide and feminicide throughout the 

country. During interviews with urban Guatemalan women, Bellino (2010b, 7) noted a growing 

theory increasingly heard from her participants, “that men are killing women to forcefully 

communicate their distaste for women’s growing independence.” Femicide is the strategic 
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murder of women by men, is often described as “an extreme hate crime” (Bellino 2010b, 5). 

Feminicide, on the other hand, incorporates a political complicity, or inaction by the state to take 

the necessary measures to protect women’s rights, which is embedded in structural violence 

(Hartviksen 2014). Between 2000 and 2012, 6,731 women were murdered in Guatemala. 

Coinciding with Guatemala’s worst homicide rates in 2009, 720 women were killed that year 

alone (GHRC 2013a). However, violent deaths among women declined in 2015 from 601 deaths 

to 573 deaths in 2016 (Ministerio de Gobernación 2017, ¶3). While a drop in the number of 

women’s deaths offers a glimmer of hope, the Procurador de los Derechos Humanos (PDH) 

(Human Rights Ombudsman’s Office) (2015, 28) in Guatemala recognizes 56,347 cases 

involving crimes against women between January and October of 2015, over 97 percent of which 

were recorded as violent. While deaths may be decreasing, violence against women is still an 

everyday norm. Even more heinous, the bodies of murdered women indicate that they are being 

subjected to rape, torture, and mutilation prior to their deaths (McNeish and Rivera 2009).  

 Multiple forms of violence coalesce and become normalized in the everyday experiences 

of women in Guatemala. Menjívar (2008, 133) offers a nuanced understanding of Ladina 

women’s lives in eastern Guatemala: “Women cope in various ways, including accepting 

violence in their lives and interpreting it in various ways, and often pointing to those close to 

them as culpable for it. Other times they reflect on the forms of violence that surround their lives 

but know there is not much an individual can do to change deeply ingrained structures.” 

Accepting violence as just “the way things are,” Menjívar (2008, 116) points to an intimate form 

of violence known as symbolic violence or the legitimization of inequality established by 

dominating powers at a personal level. She writes: “Symbolic violence in the form of feelings of 

inadequacy, mutual recrimination, and exploitation of fellow victims diverts attention away from 
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those responsible (e.g., the state and classes in power) for the conditions of violence in the first 

place.” I do not account for symbolic violence in my typology (see Chapter 2), as this form of 

violence was not evident in the experiences shared by participants from La Puya. It is, however, 

important to acknowledge that other types of violence may be present in different postcolonial 

spaces. 

 This chapter has outlined how postcolonial violence shapes everyday life in Guatemala, 

providing the necessary context to understand the realities faced by marginalized communities 

during official peacetime. Violence moves freely across Guatemala’s political, economic, social, 

and cultural boundaries at varying scales and scopes that limit individual and community 

potentials. Distinct experiences of violence exist in urban and rural spaces, affecting Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous communities to varying degrees and impact the lives of men, women, and 

children differently depending on their age, ethnicity, gender, and class. The effects of 

colonization, military governments, and neoliberal development are as visible as they are 

invisible in Guatemala. Inherent in every instance, however, are structural factors that maintain 

or exacerbate violence at the individual and communal levels. The present-day realities of 

violence discussed in Chapter 4 are amplified in spaces where forcefully-imposed development 

projects disrupt communal life. In the following chapter, I discuss the experiences of rights 

defenders who face increasing levels of violence for defending their lives and dignities. I 

highlight three well-documented cases involving Canadian mining operations, namely the Fénix, 

Marlin, and El Escobal mines, to foreground a fourth case, that of the El Tambor mine, in 

examined in Chapters 6 and 7.  
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Chapter 5 

Structural Violence Related to Mining Operations in Guatemala 

Despite promises for a better future for all Guatemalans made by international institutions, 

foreign, and national governments, the application of neoliberal policies have failed to curb 

violence in the country’s postwar landscape. In fact, the neoliberal strategies for economic 

growth that have been implemented further illustrate how development as a neocolonial project 

creates uneven and inequitable distribution of resources to the benefit of the political and 

economic elite. Neoliberalism, as advanced by multinational corporations in the pursuit of profits 

and enabled by political and economic frameworks, has facilitated the opening of space for 

extractivism to hold shape in Guatemala in varying forms. Whether as oil and gas drilling, 

industrial agriculture or fishing, bioprospecting, or large-scale energy production projects 

(hydroelectric dams, fracking, wind or solar farms), extractivism represent the “immense 

volumes of natural resources that are exported with no or little value-added processing to then be 

transformed into consumer goods for mass consumption” (MiningWatch Canada and ICLMG 

2015, 6). Despite the research cited in Chapter 4 and evidence of the violence of neoliberal 

development elsewhere, the negative impact of foreign-owned mining companies in Guatemala 

has not yet drawn the attention it warrants.  

 About one-quarter of the articles analyzed in Chatper 4 identify and link violence in 

Guatemala with mining operations. Those academic works are heavily dominated by the 

disciplines of sociology (Costanza 2016; Fox 2015; Gedicks 2015; Knowlton 2016; Yagenova 

and Garcia 2009), and law (Aldana and Abate 2016; Crystal, Imai, and Maheandiran 2014; Imai 

et al. 2007; Keenan 2010; Maheandiran, DiFederico, and Imai 2010; North and Young 2013), 

followed by political science (Deonandan 2015; Eccarius-Kelly 2007; Fulmer, Godoy, and Neff 



 

 111 

2008; Gordon and Webber 2016), environmental and health sciences (Basu et al. 2010; Caxaj et 

al. 2013), journalism (Solano 2005; Rodríguez 2009), and Indigenous studies (Macleod 2016). 

Research conducted by geographers Mariel Cristina Aguilar-Støen (2015; Aguilar-Støen and 

Hirsch 2015), William Holden and R. Daniel Jacobson (2008), and Nolin (Laplante and Nolin 

2014; Nolin and Stephens 2010) have connected experiences of direct and indirect forms of 

violence to the tensions among communities, historical trauma, and neoliberal development 

megaprojects. There is need for further geographical contributions to be made that build upon the 

foundational works of scholars from the variety of disciplines aforementioned.  

 Currently, eight mining companies, both metallic and non-metallic mineral operations, 

are at the exploitation phase in Guatemala. Only one mining project is Guatemalan-owned. Four 

are either fully owned or were initiated by Canadian mining companies (EITI 2017). Of the four 

metallic mineral mines in operation in Guatemala, three are currently owned by Canadian 

companies Goldcorp (the Marlin mine), Tahoe Resources (El Escobal mine), and Bluestone 

Resources Inc.1 (Cerro Blanco project).2 The fourth mine, Fénix, is now operated by a Russian 

investment firm, but has long-established Canadian ties. A fifth mine, El Tambor, initiated by the 

Canadian junior company Radius Gold, sold 100 percent of its assets to the US-based KCA in 

2012. Map 1 shows the three Canadian-initiated and -owned metallic mineral mine sites 

discussed in this chapter: the Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal mines. The map also includes the El 

                                                
1Bluestone Resources Inc. acquired Goldcorp’s Cerro Blanco project January 4, 2017 (Bluestone Resources 2017).  
2 Although not covered in this dissertation, the Cerro Blanco project is in need of greater geographical analysis to 
understand the spatial implications of the proposed mine. Although Goldcorp’s subsidiary Entre Mares received 
exploration and exploitation licenses in 2007, the project was unable to advance due to extensive geothermal 
activity. Additionally, the project site is based in the Trifinio Biosphere Reserve (Aldana and Abate 2016), an 
ecologically sensitive area bordering El Salvador and Honduras. Significant opposition to Cerro Blanco comes from 
civil society groups in Guatemala, as well as in El Salvador, who fear contamination and depletion of their water 
sources from the project (MICLA 2014a). The mine’s potential location points to a contradiction within neoliberal 
conservation model, namely, the placement of an environmentally destructive development project in space 
designated for conservation. 



 

 112 

Tambor mine, which is the focus of discussions in Chapters 6 and 7. The Cerro Blanco project is 

not included in this discussion, as I have no personal experience with communities or 

organization in the area of Jutiapa or across the border in El Salvador, where the majority of 

resistance against the mine is based. As I have visited and witnessed the struggles of 

communities affected by operations at the Marlin, Fénix, El Escobal, and El Tambor mines, my 

analyses and discussions focused on these examples. More Canadian mining companies are 

currently active in Guatemala, but these projects are not yet at the exploitation phase. Gunpoint 

Exploration Ltd’s (hereafter Gunpoint Exploration) El Escorpión project3 offers another example 

of place-based violence in need of investigation, but is beyond the scope of this dissertation 

project.  

 Extractive industries have a distinct postcolonial dimension that is deeply embedded in 

Guatemala’s violent history. Indigenous Maya oral traditions and rich written narratives provide 

accounts of populations affected by Spanish mining operations during the colonial era. Lovell 

(2015) describes how the early conquistadors sought gold and silver in highland Guatemala; 

although they were disappointed that their searches yielded nothing as fruitful as in Mexico and 

Peru, some areas, however, had enough to spark and engage sustained interest. “The mines of 

Chiantla,” Lovell (2015, 136) notes, “produced notable quantities of silver, which decorated 

church altars throughout Guatemala.” The criollos, the dominating European-descended elites 

who controlled Guatemala’s economic activities, also exploited Indigenous labour for mining 

(Fox 2015; Martínez Salazar 2012). When Guatemala gained independence in 1821, the state 

took control of the mines initially established by colonial authority (Eccarius-Kelly 2007). 

                                                
3 In December of 2015, communities in the municipality of Casillas, Santa Rosa, voted 98 percent against El 
Escorpión operations. A letter from MiningWatch Canada to Gunpoint Exploration and partners Chesapeake Gold 
Corp. requested that the company respect the community’s decision to reject mining in their region (MiningWatch 
2016).  
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However, at this point mining did not play a significant role in Guatemala’s economy. Instead, 

the country’s political and economic elites focused on utilizing Indigenous labour for the 

production of commercial commodity crops, coffee foremost of all. 

 Resource extraction established in the mid-twentieth century coincided with the 

globalization of development, later strengthened by a boom in mineral prices in the early twenty-

first century. The exploitation of Guatemala’s natural resources for mineral wealth often occurs 

in close proximity to Indigenous communities that struggled for survival during the years of 

armed conflict. The country’s sub-terrain has deposits of gold, copper, lead, silver, nickel, zinc, 

and uranium, all deemed financially viable for exploitation. For the most part, these deposits 

were unexplored and untapped until after the armed conflict had ended (Eccarius-Kelly 2007).  

Canada played a key role in influencing policies in Guatemala, ones that paved the way 

into the country’s mineral resource economy. In 1960, the Guatemalan government promoted 

development through capital investments in areas previously inaccessible by road. The state built 

transportation infrastructure to improve access in regions rich with timber, oil, and minerals 

(Dougherty 2011; Jonas 1991). The Guatemalan Central Bank advocated for foreign extractive 

industry business, as FDI was key to economic development initiatives in the country at the time 

(Dougherty 2011), and remains so. The same year, Canadian-owned and operated INCO became 

the first transnational mining company to arrive in Guatemala, investing in the country as a 

corporate strategy to maintain its global economic position within the nickel market (Holden and 

Jacobson 2008). The firm, according to Urkidi (2011), managed operations through its 

Guatemalan subsidiary Exploraciones y Explotaciones Mineras Izabal, S.A. (EXMIBAL), on the 

outskirts of El Estor on Lake Izabal. This region is the traditional home of the Q’eqchi’ Maya. 

Like other Indigenous Maya groups across Guatemala, the Q’eqchi’ held onto much of their land 
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through the colonial period until the second cycle of conquest, and the Liberal reforms of the 

1870s advanced by the government of Justo Rufino Barrios (Grandia 2006, 2012; Wilson 1999). 

Indigenous resistance and retention of traditional territory despite violent cycles of development 

remains a remarkable phenomenon defining many community struggles.  

 After six years of exploration by INCO’s subsidiary EXMIBAL, the Guatemalan 

government granted the company a 40-year concession to exploit areas of El Estor for nickel. 

This allowance period became part of the 1973 Mining Code, the country’s first mining law, 

which was drafted in part by INCO representatives as well as the Guatemalan government 

(Bradbury 1985; Crystal, Imai, Maheandiran 2014; Imai, Mehranvar and Sander 2007; 

McFarlane 1989). The law was designed to incentivize foreign companies to come to Guatemala, 

exempting corporations from taxes and including a fixed annual royalty rate of six percent 

(Bradbury 1985; Dougherty 2011; Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007). This early legislation 

facilitated company control of subsurface mineral rights in Guatemala and profoundly affected 

communities located on land with rich natural resource deposits. The laws included little to no 

environmental regulations, nor were considerations made for consultation with Indigenous 

populations before their land was appropriated for exploitation.  

 From the beginning, the Q’eqchi’ Maya and local campesinos resisted domination and 

dispossession by the Guatemalan government and INCO. A detailed timeline of resistance to 

operations at the Fénix mine is documented by John H. Bradbury (1985), Valerie Crystal, Shin 

Imai, and Bernadette Maheandiran (2014), Steven L. Driever (1985), Susan Fitzpatrick Behrens 

(2009), Imai, Ladan Mehranvar, and Jennifer Sander (2007), Klippensteins, Barristers, and 

Solicitors (2016), Melinda Maldonado (2014), Nolin and Stephens (2010), and Jamie Swift 

(1977). Additionally, the CEH report (1999) ties EXMIBAL to assassination attempts and 
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murders during the military governments of Carlos Manuel Arana Osorio (1970–1974), Kjeil 

Eugenio Laugerud García (1974–1978), and Romeo Lucas García (1978–1982).4 These events 

took place during the exploration and exploitation phases of the project, coincidently 

corresponding with the bloodiest years of Guatemala’s armed conflict (Grandin 2004; Handy 

2008; Imai et al. 2007; Nolin and Stephens 2010; Sanford 2003). Human rights violations and 

land seizures have intensified over the decades, despite a 29-year period from 1983 to 2012 when 

the mine was closed due to rising energy prices and dips in mineral markets (Imai et al. 2007).  

 

Metallic Mineral Resource Extraction as a Strategy for Neoliberal Economic Development 

Shortly after the signing of the Peace Accords, pressure from the World Bank and other 

international lending institutions prompted Guatemala to rewrite the country’s Mining Law. This 

strategy was one aspect of the neoliberal policies promoted by former President Álvaro Arzú 

(1996 – 1999) to attract economic development through natural resource extraction. In 1997, 

according to Holden and Jacobson (2008, 329), “the government of Guatemala acted to attract 

foreign direct investment into the mining sector when it passed Legislative Decree 48-97, the 

‘Mining Law,’ which: reduced the royalty payable to the government from 6 to 1 [percent], 

simplified mine site access by the project proponent, abolished all limits on foreign ownership of 

mines, and granted all mining operations duty-free imports.” The Mining Law draws on Article 

                                                
4In 1970, members of a commission investigating the government’s mining concession process were attacked. 
Lawyer Julio Camey Herrera was gunned down and killed, while lawyer and university professor Alfonso Bauer 
Paiz survived an assassination attempt (CEH 1999, 152). In 1971, one of the main legal critics against the Fénix 
project, Adolfo Mijangos López, was assassinated just days before the exploitation license was granted. In April 
1978, an EXMIBAL truck was involved in a land dispute with local residents and a landlord from the municipality 
of El Estor, Izabal, that left two campesino men shot and injured (CEH 1999, Annex II, 679). A month later, four 
people were assassinated by military commissioners and EXMIBAL employees dressed in white T-shirts in the 
municipality of Panzós in Alta Verapaz (CEH 1999, 105). In 1981, “members of the judicial police, who were 
mobilized in a private vehicle owned by EXMIBAL, executed Pablo Bac Caal,” a member of the Partido 
Guatemalteco del Trabajo (PGT) (Guatemalan Labour Party) (CEH 1999, Annex II, 674). 
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125 of the Constitution of the Republic of Guatemala ([1985]1993), establishing the exploitation 

of non-renewable resources as a “public utility and need.”5 It is a law that does little to benefit 

citizens. Guatemala’s yearly royalties, now lowered from six percent to a meagre one percent, 

are divided equally between the municipal government (0.5 percent), and the federal government 

(0.5 percent) (MEM 1997). A total of 99 percent of the remaining revenue goes back to the 

transnational company headquarters, mostly in Canada. Meanwhile, under the 1997 law, 

companies would continue to receive government incentives and exemptions on domestic taxes 

(López 2007; Price 2016; van de Sandt 2009; Yagenova 2012). Legally, before the mining 

legislation could be passed, Guatemala’s Constitution required a national referendum to vote on 

the proposed law. That obligation that was never fulfilled (Fox 2015).  

 Guatemala’s royalty rate is one of the lowest in the world, offering limited returns to 

Guatemalans and high incentives for foreign companies. It is calculated in mineral volumes and 

their value on the international market (Fox 2015, Lée and Bonilla de Anzueto 2009) and 

therefore subject to market fluxuations. Further dispensations of the 1997 law include 

exemptions from paying for water, which mines often deplete or contaminate. Guatemala’s 

citizens, however, must pay for their use of water. Mining requires significant volumes of water 

mixed with chemicals to separate precious metals from ore. Communities around the Marlin 

mine, for example, are in direct competition with the company for local water sources. 

Goldcorp’s Marlin mine used 250,000 litres of water per hour during the exploitation phase, 

while an average Guatemalan farmer used no more than 30 litres of water per day (Witte 2005, 

¶20). Lack of water will ultimately disrupt subsistence agricultural practices and threaten the 

Indigenous Maya’s cultural survival, which deeply depends on a connection with the earth. 

                                                
5 Article 118 also institutes the use of non-renewable resources to increase the country’s wealth, achieve full 
employment, and equitable distribution of wealth (Constitution of the Republic of Guatemala [1985]1993).  
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 The terms of trade outlined in Guatemala’s 1997 Mining Law are highly inequitable. In a 

2008 Oxfam America Report on mining in Central America, Thomas M. Power (2008, 2) 

contends: “Even if all the resources of these nations were developed, revenue from the minerals 

would amount to only a small fraction of their broadly diversified economies.” Mining represents 

a very limited proportion of economic performance in Guatemala, accounting for a mere 0.5 

percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2005 (Power 2005, 3) and reaching a high in 2011 at 

2.83 percent (Deonandan and Ortiz Loaiza 2016, 295); in 2013 it fell to only 1.5 percent 

(Helwege 2015, 75; MICLA 2014b). If mining were banned in Guatemala, the country’s 

economy would be only marginally impacted by decreased revenue from transnational mining 

companies. The state’s eagerness to protect foreign interests appears to be strongly 

disproportionate. 

 Canadian companies voluntarily reached an agreement with the Guatemalan government 

in 2011 to raise royalty fees on mining in an effort to capture public favour and expand 

development within the country. However, this increase was minuscule, rising from the regulated 

one percent to three to five percent, depending on the company.6 “This royalties clause 

safeguards the interests of the mining companies but directly hinders those of the Guatemalan 

state,” observe Deonandan and Loaiza (2016, 300), adding: “The latter is restricted in its ability 

                                                
6Two examples stand out. The first, Canadian mining firm Goldcorp raised its royalty rate to four percent in 2012, 
with an additional one percent to be used to implement economic development plans in the municipios of San 
Miguel Ixtahuacán and Sipakapa (Deonandan and Ortiz Loaiza 2016; NISGUA 2012). However, Deonandan and 
Ortiz Loaiza (2016, 295) point out that it is “almost impossible to decipher the contributions of each type of mining 
to the nation’s GDP, which further deepens the lack of transparency that pervades the industry in terms of its 
financial disclosures.” Additionally, the amount contributed is based on the price of gold staying above US$975 per 
ounce, meaning the company would return to paying only one percent if market prices fell below this price. Another 
Canadian company, Tahoe Resources, increased the royalties paid on its silver mine from one percent to five percent 
(Cuffe 2013). According to Tahoe Resource’s 2015 annual information form, “In 2015, of the total 5% royalty paid 
by the Company, 1% was mandatory and split equally between the federal government and the SRLF [San Rafael 
Las Flores] local municipality. The Company paid the remaining 4% voluntarily, of which 1.5% was paid to the 
federal government, 1.5% paid to SRLF, and the remaining 1% distributed equally among the surrounding six 
regional municipalities. For 2015, the Company paid a total of approximately US$12.3 million in royalties, which 
includes approximately US$9.2 million in voluntary royalties” (Tahoe 2014, 16).  
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to undertake any national planning or projects based on income from royalties given that 

commodity prices will fluctuate, and therefore the royalties will as well.” Voluntary rates 

remained lower than when the 1973 Mining Law was in effect (six percent). In a public 

interview, former Minister of the Environment Luis Ferraté criticized the new proposal, stating, 

“Even raising the royalties from 1 to 2, 3, 5 percent has no impact. The mine should give 20 or 

30 percent” (Ferraté in Gutiérrez Valdizán 2012, ¶1). The terms of exchange between companies 

and communities remains inherently asymmetrical.  

 In 2014, the Guatemalan government made a proposal to reform the Mining Law to raise 

the royalty rate from one percent to ten percent.7 Canadian companies were among the first to 

lobby against higher royalty fees (see, for example, press release by Tahoe Resources 2014). The 

proposed reform was not ratified into law. Yet minimal financial returns to the country and 

communities undermine the companies' own arguments that mining brings economic 

development and benefits to all stakeholders. Lyuba Zarsky and Leonardo Stanley (2011, 4) 

make that clear in the case of the Marlin mine: 

 
Local benefits are a tiny fraction of total mine revenues and earnings, the 
bulk of which flow overseas to the company and its shareholders. The 
mine may also be generating substantial indirect benefits outside of the 
local communities. But both direct and indirect economic benefits will 
cease abruptly when the mine closes because jobs, taxes and royalties 
will evaporate and because there is little evidence that mine revenues 
have been invested in building sustainable industries. Local 
communities, on the other hand, bear 100 percent of environmental risk.  

 

With the burden so clearly placed on Indigenous and non-Indigenous Guatemalans, it is 

indisputable that the true beneficiaries of mining are overwhelmingly the transnational 

                                                
7 This is not the first time that proposals to update the 1997 Mining Law have been made. In fact. Aldana and Abate 
(2016, 649) count 11 attempts to reform the mining law in the last ten years. As the CERD (2015, ¶9) reports, the 
Mining Law is one of many initiatives that have been locked in Congress over the past decade.  
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companies, their investors (the Canadian public included), and Guatemala’s political and 

economic elite. 

 Former UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, James Anaya 

(2011), has pointed out that the 1997 Mining Law ignores Guatemala’s obligations to ILO 169, 

which was ratified a few months prior to the finalization of the Peace Accords (ILO 1996). ILO 

169 guarantees the rights of Indigenous peoples to FPIC regarding the use of their territories. 

Additionally, Article 18 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 

(United Nations 2007) guarantees Indigenous rights to participate in decision-making processes 

that affect their lives and livelihoods. Guatemala’s lack of a formalized regulatory framework for 

public consultation with respect to resource extraction points to a gap in the government’s 

regulatory process. 

 The jurisdiction of the 1997 Mining Law is held by MEM along with MARN. MEM acts 

as the political and administrative body that provides licenses to companies, verifies compliance 

with laws and regulations, and holds the power to suspend, fine, or sanction corporations who 

violate Guatemala’s regulations (MEM 2017a; Castagnino 2006). Data from the MEM website 

state that, as of January 2017, the country has 383 mining licenses, many of which are located in 

Map 3 (MEM 2017b).  
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Map 3. MEM map of exploration and exploitation licenses in Guatemala. Exploration licenses are marked 
in green, while exploitation licenses are marked in red (MEM 2017b). 
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MARN focuses on monitoring companies’ compliance with environmental regulations in all 

industries (MARN 2017). However, when resource extraction companies apply for one of the 

three mining licenses (reconnaissance, exploration, or exploitation),8 MARN’s only role is to 

evaluate the company’s environmental impact assessment (EIA). Aguilar-Støen (2015) notes that 

MARN holds less power than MEM, both in budgetary finances and in the ministry’s ability to 

enforce the law.9 These two branches act in support of the central government, and as such are 

linked to institutional weakness and impunity within the state (Dougherty 2015). For example, in 

May 2015, MEM Minister Erick Archila resigned amidst the national presidential scandal after 

allegations of corruption, money laundering, and inconsistencies when granting licenses 

(NISGUA 2015a; Rights Action 2015).10 A week later, Archila’s successor, Deputy Minister of 

Energy Edwin Rhodes, resigned under similar circumstances (Rights Action 2015). Furthermore, 

the former Minister of MARN, Andreas Lehnhoff, has since been under fire for lowering 

industry fees for environmental licenses on his last day in office, dropping the payment from 

Q25,000 (roughly C$4,300) to Q50 (less than C$9) (Ramos 2016). Lowering fees further 

benefits the mining sector, and provides limited, if any, benefit to communities or the country at 

large. Corporations incentivized by low entry barriers became increasingly motivated in the early 

2000s, when the price of gold rose dramatically in response to demands for it in China and India. 

Mineral markets are known for their volatility, often swinging in response to global crises of 

                                                
8 Exploration licenses are issued in three-year concessions, with the possibility of extending for two more periods of 
two years each (total of seven years maximum). Exploitation licenses are typically given for up to 25 years and are 
extendable for 25 years more (Article 25 MEM 1997). 
9 Even the Goldcorp-commissioned Human Rights Impact Assessment (On Common Ground Consultants Inc. 2010, 
63) states that MARN has a “lack of capacity and limited experience with the issues required to enforce 
environmental standards in the mining industry.” 
10 The “La Linea” corruption scandal unravelled a criminal network within President Otto Pérez Molina’s cabinet 
that included his Vice-President Roxana Baldetti, and several high-level ministers (Alford-Jones 2015). A report by 
CICIG indicated that 50 percent of government money is directly linked to corruption, compared to 25 percent 
coming from organized crime (CICIG 2015, 41).  
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capitalism. “The price of gold has seen an exceptionally dramatic rise,” according to Zarsky and 

Stanley (2011, 16), “between 2006 and mid-2011, the market price of gold rose by more than 

150 percent, from an average of US$833 to about US$1225 per ounce, and hit a high of about 

US$1557.” While the price has since fallen, the market has remained steady at more than 

US$1000 per ounce (at the end of January 2018, it was above US$1300 an ounce). The promise 

of almost guaranteed wealth has brought numerous Canadian-based mining companies to 

Guatemala. 

 Guatemalan scholars Silvel Elías and Geisselle Sánchez (2014) make three points 

eminently clear about Guatemala’s institutional capacity to host transnational resource 

extraction: (1) there is currently no institutional capacity or legal framework to regulate 

consultations; (2) there are no methods in place to conduct inspections regarding mining 

company activities; and (3) there are no procedures to compensate Guatemalans whose lives are 

adversely affected by natural resource extraction activities, or to share more equitably wealth 

generated by mining activities.  

Guatemala’s Municipal Code (Government of Guatemala 2002) includes provisions for 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities to initiate public consultation (see Articles 1, 64, 

66, 67, and 109). However, there are contradictions within the current law (Elías and Sánchez 

2014; Urkidi 2011). Article 64 of the Municipal Code (Government of Guatemala 2002, 20) 

states that citizens have the right to ask city counsellors for a consultation when issues arise 

affecting residents of the municipality and that at least 20 percent of registered voters must 

participate in order for the results to be binding. Article 66 (Government of Guatemala 2002, 21) 

states that 50 percent of registered voters must participate.  
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Ultimately, it is the Guatemalan government’s responsibility to consult its citizens about 

the use of land and the implementation of development strategies that affect their wellbeing.  

A legal framework does exist in Guatemala to support consultations through ratified international 

conventions, such as ILO 169 or UNDRIP. However, “it is crucial that sufficient human and 

financial resources are incorporated into this process,” observes Amnesty International (2014, 

31), “so that those communities possibly affected by these large-scale development projects are 

given adequate space and time to participate and are consulted.” These gaps in governance, 

independent journalist Jeff Abbott (2014, ¶3) asserts, fail “to provide space for community 

involvement and voices in the expansion of mining.” Even if adequate resources were in place, 

argues Grahame Russell of Rights Action (Russell in Mychalejko 2014, ¶7), “the problem in 

Guatemala is not the laws, per se, nor the structure of the legal system itself, but rather 

impunity.”  

 Lack of accountability by both the Guatemalan state and Canadian mining companies 

fuels community tensions and perpetuates violence against those who resist when their rights are 

violated. What does this say about mining companies who are willing to operate in countries 

where impunity is the norm and rights violations are frequent? Canadian mining companies are 

complicit in the facilitation of violence, as they know that the Guatemalan state has weak 

legislation and a postcolonial track record of oppressing Guatemalans, in particular the 

Indigenous Maya. Yet Canadian mining companies willingly operate in Guatemala. To fill the 

void around consultation, corporations seek a “social license to operate,” an elusive corporate 

term used to prop up their legitimacy in a community (Costanza 2016, 98). Failure to obtain 

acceptance of operations followed by waves of resistance put their projects and reputations with 

shareholders and investors at risk (Coumans 2012, 46). This corporate social responsibility 



 

 124 

(CSR) tactic is voluntary and is not standardized through policies or laws (more on CSR in 

Chapter 8).  

Since President Álvaro Arzú approved the 1997 Mining Code, successive governments 

have carried forward his pro-mining policies. The administrations of Óscar Berger (2004–2008) 

and Otto Pérez Molina (2012–2015) were noticeably pro-mining. Despite the state’s favour 

towards resource extraction as a strategy for development, several moratoriums on the granting 

of new extraction licenses have been implemented. None, however, has resulted in true change to 

the industry. The first moratorium attempt, notes Costanza (2016), Hufstader (2013), and 

Obregon (2014) was in 2008 under President Álvaro Colom (2008–2012). Colom proposed the 

moratorium after Guatemala’s Constitutional Court ruled that seven articles in the Mining Code 

were unconstitutional (Obregon 2014, 79). In March 2012, Pérez Molina lifted Colom’s ban and 

began issuing licenses, again with lack of consultation with affected Indigenous communities. By 

July 2013, Pérez Molina reinstated a moratorium in an attempt to initiate a new Mining Law. 

Critics claim that the second moratorium was a means to pacify heavy opposition to mining by 

civil society and NGOs. The Network in Solidarity with the People of Guatemala (NISGUA) 

(2013a, ¶10) supports that view: “This initiative is a ‘smoke screen and a perfect show’ that 

seeks to placate community resistance and conflicts as a result of the imposition of the mining 

model in the country. This proposal is contradictory because during the last year and a half the 

Executive has granted roughly 100 mineral mining licenses.” 

The 1997 Mining Law has elements to it that reflect structural violence. Changes from 

the previous law were prompted by, what Dougherty (2011, 412) calls a “race to the bottom” 

between countries in the Global North. Tracking structural violence in the context of mining, 

states Butler (2015, 87), “encompasses macroeconomic processes that may be routine and 
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systematized – such as bilateral trade agreements and quarterly stock market reports – as well as 

community-based and micro-personal shocks such as illness, injury or death, and environmental 

pollution.” The implementation imposed development projects therefore reflects the systemic 

power imbalance between companies and communities. As Galtung (1969, 169, italics in 

original) reminds us: “If insight and/or resources are monopolized by a group or class or are used 

for other purposes, then the actual level falls below the potential level, and violence is present in 

the system.” 

Further scrutiny of the inequitable distribution of power reveals the discriminatory nature 

of Guatemala’s mining laws. “The invisibility of indigenous peoples in public life,” writes Fox 

(2015, 155-156), “has remained the foundation upon which economic development projects have 

proceeded even as multicultural legislation empowered indigenous peoples to themselves work 

toward improving Guatemala and their position in society.” The structural inequalities produced 

by Guatemalan mining law strengthens racism embedded within civil society, manifesting itself 

in the everyday harms and traumas experienced by individuals and communities. Furthermore, 

corporate and state attitudes and behaviours towards Indigenous and campesino peoples serve to 

justify the use of violence against communities resisting the outcomes of national development 

priorities. 

 

Community Experiences of Violence Involving Canadian Metallic Mineral Mining 
Operations 

Having established the structural conditions that facilitated transnational resource extraction 

corporations into Guatemala, I now turn to three cases of Canadian mining operations involved 

in direct and indirect violence with communities: the Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal mines. 

Fieldwork experiences, combined with a review of academic and non-academic literatures, point 
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to a clear trend: communities that oppose mining operations face ongoing violence and reprisal 

for their resistance. Experiences of violence occur when mining projects are imposed and 

undertaken without proper consultation or consideration of community concerns. Each case 

illustrates the broader structural conditions that engender violence across the country. In 

response, communities have intervened to halt the destruction of their environmental, social, 

economic, political, and cultural landscapes. Each offers insight to current scenarios of violence 

that link different community struggles together. The experiences around each of these 

operations provide context for discussing community experiences around the El Tambor gold 

mine in Chapters 6 and 7. 

 The three Canadian-initiated and -owned mine sites are spread across the country, and are 

placed in areas with distinct experiences with violence. The Marlin and Fénix mines are located, 

respectively, at the edges of Guatemala’s most western and eastern departments, roughly a day’s 

drive from the capital city in either direction (see Map 1). The two mines are located in remote, 

rural settings predominantly inhabited by Indigenous Maya peoples. The El Escobal operation is 

located approximately 70 kilometres from Guatemala City, straddling the Departments of Santa 

Rosa and Jalapa. The mine has provoked resistance from both non-Indigenous campesinos and 

the Indigenous Xinka people. What started as an Indigenous struggle against violent 

development in more remote communities now involves both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples closer to urban centres. Proximity to the capital affords communities, such as those in 

the municipio of San Rafael Las Flores near the El Escobal mine, as well as in Jalapa and 

Mataquescuintla in the Department of Jalapa, greater access to support from rights-based 

organizations and journalists. In contrast, the communities around the Marlin and Fénix mines 

have less access to such networks. The physical location of a mining project plays a role in 
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communal experiences of violence and how communities oppose development-induced changes 

to space and place. 

Academic and non-academic literature documents the progression of community-based 

struggles with violent mining development in Guatemala. Publications featuring the Marlin and 

Fénix mines are plentiful, including those by Caxaj et al. (2013), Fox (2015), Gordon and 

Webber (2016), Mowforth (2014), Witte (2005), and Zarsky and Stanley (2013). Contributions 

on environmental and human rights abuses around the Marlin mine include the work of 

Castagnino (2006), Basu et al. (2010), Deonandan and Morgan (2016), North and Young (2013), 

Rights Action (2007), Willems (2010), and Zarsky and Stanley (2011). Additionally, to 

understand the structures of violence that affect the struggles of rights defenders, I pay attention 

to research that covers mounting Indigenous resistance to Marlin’s operations (Deonandan 2015; 

Dougherty 2011; Eccarius-Kelly 2007; Einbinder 2008; Fulmer et al. 2008; Imai et al. 2007; 

Macleod 2016; J.P. Laplante 2014; Laplante and Nolin 2014; Rasch 2012; Rodríguez 2009; 

Sieder 2011; Smith 2009; Urkidi 2011). Cuffe (2011) in particular details the violence of 

development experienced by Indigenous communities that resist mining on their traditional 

territories. “Repression and violence against communities organized against mining,” she writes, 

“have continued unabated during the production phase of the Marlin mine” (Cuffe 2011, ¶17). 

Research findings show that violence is an everyday reality for communities at both the 

exploration and exploitation phases of mining and now in the shutdown phase too.  

Indigenous experiences of violent development are also articulated in work covering the 

Fénix nickel mining project. Studies by Knowlton (2016), Imai et al. (2014), Mijares Peña 

(2014), Nolin and Stephens (2010), Einbinder and Nolin (2010), and North and Young (2013) all 

add to the already extensive body of literature that highlights the history of the mine during the 
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armed conflict. It is difficult to separate academic works into distinct case studies as numerous 

authors offer overlapping examples from more than one mine to support their findings (see, for 

example, Maheandiran et al. 2010). 

 Less academic attention is paid to the struggles of communities around the El Escobal 

mine, primarily due to the mine’s more recent history compared to the Fénix and Marlin projects. 

However, even newer development projects do not operate outside the landscapes of violence 

that presently engulf contemporary Guatemala. Aguilar-Støen (2015), Dougherty (2015), Gaitán 

Lara (2014), Gedicks (2015), and Luis Solano (2015) provide important critiques and analyses 

related to the operations of Tahoe Resources, and in particular emphasize the use of private 

security forces against rights defenders in the departments of Santa Rosa and Jalapa. Gedicks 

(2015, 134) writes: “The most serious human rights violations occur when mining companies 

employ private security forces in coordination with the host country’s use of police and security 

forces to repress opposition.” 

 In addition, there exists a non-academic body of resources documenting community 

resistance. Canadian-based advocacy groups such as Amnesty International Canada, Breaking 

the Silence (BTS), Kairos Canada, MiningWatch Canada, and Rights Action have all charted 

resistance efforts of Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples opposing the Marlin, Fénix, and El 

Escobal mines. These organizations have taken a postcolonial approach by sharing Guatemalan 

voices with the Canadian public in an effort to change practices in the mining industry and 

improve the situation for Guatemalans. US-based NGOs have also criticized Goldcorp and 

Tahoe Resources’ actions against rights defenders, including GHRC and NISGUA, whose 

perspectives are paralleled by UK-based Oxfam International and PBI. Several human and 

environmental rights groups in Guatemala, including the Comisión Pastoral Paz y Ecología 
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(COPAE) (Pastoral Commission on Peace and Ecology) and Madre Selva, have condemned 

Canadian companies’ lack of consultation, rights abuses against Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

peoples, and mining-associated environmental degradation. Furthermore, critical perspectives on 

the Marlin mine feature prominently in several documentary films.11 These cross-disciplinary 

contributions constitute a now quite voluminous body of literature critical of mining as 

sustainable development at Canadian-initiated and -owned mine sites. 

 

The Marlin Mine 

In the wake of the Peace Accords, Glamis Gold Ltd. was the first transnational mining company 

to arrive in Guatemala. The company operated through a wholly owned Guatemalan subsidiary, 

Montana Exploradora. Located in the western highlands of the Department of San Marcos, the 

mine sits in a remote, mountainous region inhabited by two distinct groups of Indigenous 

peoples: The Mam Maya of the municipality San Miguel Ixtahuacán and the Sipakapense Maya 

of the municipality of Sipakapa. Local inhabitants participate in subsistence agricultural 

practices, cultivating staple crops of corn, beans, coffee, and raising livestock. Historical 

expropriations and exclusions of Indigenous peoples have resulted in extreme levels of poverty 

and malnutrition in these communities (MICLA 2014; Willems 2010). 

Granted an exploration license in 1999, followed by a 25-year exploitation license in 

2003, the Marlin mine (see Appendix A, Photo 5.1) is Guatemala’s most conflictive resource 

                                                
11 Guatemalan documentaries on the Marlin mine include: El Oro o la Vida: Re-Colonización y Resistencia en 
Centro América (Gold for Life: Re-Colonization and Resistance in Central America) (2011); El Negocio de Oro: La 
Crónica de un Conflicto Anunciada (The Business of Gold: The Chronicle of a Foretold Conflict) (2009); and 
Sipakapa no se Vende: Resistencia del Pueblo Maya Ante la Minería de Oro (Sipakapa Not for Sale: Resistance of 
the Mayan People against Gold Mining) (2005). Two North American documentaries covering the mine are Gold 
Fever (2013) and Lost Paradise (2010). Defensora (Defender) (2013) highlights the resistance of the Indigenous 
Q’eqchi’ peoples to the Fénix nickel mine near El Estor. 
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extraction project (Holden and Jacobson 2008), attracting widespread international attention for 

Indigenous, human, and environmental rights violations. Despite this, Canadian ambassador to 

Guatemala, James Lambert, saw fit to state in 2004 that “through sustainable development of our 

mining resources, these communities [in Guatemala] are creating the economic, cultural and 

social infrastructure necessary to secure their future and the future of their children” (Lambert 

2004; Mychalejko 2005, 4–5). A year later, in 2005, President Berger declared that it was the 

duty of the Guatemalan government and national security forces to “protect the investors.” His 

words were voiced in relation to the actions of Indigenous peoples during a dispute on the Inter-

American highway between local communities and Goldcorp regarding the Marlin mine (Nolin 

and Stephens 2010, 37). According to Castagnino (2006), Raúl Castro Bocel died during the 

altercation near Los Encuentros, Sololá, where residents tried to block mining equipment from 

travelling on the Inter-American Highway to its destination at the Marlin mine. Several police 

officers were also injured.  

With the help of the International Finance Corporation (IFC), an arm of the World Bank, 

Glamis Gold received a US$45 million loan to initiate the Marlin mine (Eccarius-Kelly 2007; 

Shirley and Donahue 2009; Witte 2005). By 2006, with exploitation well underway, the 

Canadian mining giant Goldcorp acquired Glamis Gold in a merger, taking over global 

operations, including those at the Marlin mine (Goldcorp 2006). Goldcorp is currently the fourth-

largest gold producer globally (Basov 2017). The Marlin mine project was promoted to investors 

and the international community as a means to reduce poverty in Guatemala, mainly through 

financial injections and local job creation. According to Deonandan and Ortiz Loaiza (2016, 

299), the outcome has been very different: 
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Based on Goldcorp’s annual reporting, if the company had closed in 
2015, its lifetime revenues would have been almost U.S. $4 billion…. 
Given the stellar profits amassed by the company over the past decade, 
there is an expectation that this contribution would have led to some 
positive transformation at the local level, for example, in terms of direct 
and indirect employment, poverty reduction, local economic growth, and 
a general improvement in the well-being of the local population, but no 
official data has been collected or released to indicate what economic 
transformations, if any, have occurred in the specific municipalities. 

 

Poverty and unemployment in the region remain rampant after a decade of mining operations. A 

recent government census finds that in the municipios of San Miguel Ixtahuacán and Sipakapa, 

the two areas affected by the Marlin mine’s operations, rural poverty rates are among the highest 

in the region, at 91.1 percent and 93.2 percent respectively (Government of Guatemala 2013, 18–

19; see similar analyses in Blackwood and Stewart 2012; MacLeod 2016; van de Sandt 2009; 

Wittman and Saldivar-Tanaka 2006; Zarsky and Stanley 2011). Although the company generated 

some full- and part-time employment opportunities, local residents only accounted for 60 and 30 

percent of employees respectively in 2009 (Zarsky and Stanley 2013, 139). Goldcorp’s official 

Marlin mine webpage claims that 97 percent of their 1,582 employees are Guatemalan residents 

(Goldcorp 2017, ¶2), but does not clarify which phase of the mine’s life cycle these employment 

statistics reflect, if the jobs are full- or part-time, or what kind of transitional training programs 

are offered upon a mine’s closure. The accuracy of Goldcorp's claims is difficult to discern, as 

neither the company nor the government published detailed information regarding the types of 

jobs, pay, contracts, or retention patterns at the mine. Regardless, the company is now 

withdrawing from the area, taking employment opportunities with it.  

Goldcorp claims that their operations complied with both national and international 

requirements for public consultation, but Indigenous Mam and Sipakapanse communities 

adjacent to the mine cite a lack of consultation as a primary motivation for their resistance 
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(Mneina 2015; Yagenova and Garcia 2009; Sieder 2011). Failure to consult and inform 

communities of the mine’s operations led the communities to exercise their rights under ILO 169 

and set in motion a national movement against development projects (J.P. Laplante 2014). In his 

review of the Marlin mine’s environmental impact assessment, hydrologist Robert Moran (2004, 

10) observed: “Negative environmental impacts are likely to be considerably more significant 

than those discussed in the Marlin EIA. Based on experience at numerous similar mine sites, the 

most significant impacts are likely to be: increased competition for water … [and] likely 

degradation of local surface and ground water quality.” Residents remain concerned about the 

use of cyanide and the potential of such deadly chemicals to seep into groundwater used for 

household and subsistence agricultural use. 

Violence against rights defenders has increased. Starting in 2010, members of the Frente 

de Defensa Miguelense (FREDEMI) (San Miguel Ixtahuacán Defence Front), as well as other 

human rights defenders, reported increasing threats against their lives. Escalated violence 

followed President Colom’s decision to suspend the Marlin mine’s activities after the Inter-

American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) granted precautionary measures12 for 

members of 18 Indigenous Maya communities. An emblematic case of resistance is that of Mam 

Maya campesina Diodora Antonia Hernández Cinto, who refused to sell her plot of land to 

Goldcorp (see Appendix A, Photo 5.2). On July 7, 2010, Hernández was shot point-blank 

through her right eye by armed men who trespassed on her property. Surviving the attack, she 

continues to defend her land (Rodríguez 2011). However, corrupted local leadership devised a 

new tactic to pressure Hernández to sell to the mining company: they blocked her family’s 

                                                
12 According to the IACHR (2011, ¶1), a precautionary measure is a legal tool used to protect a person’s basic 
human rights by appealing to a state to “prevent irreparable harm to persons due to their association with an 
organization, or a community with identified or identifiable members.” 
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access to water, with serious consequences for her livestock and crops, particularly during the 

dry season (Nolin and Russell 2016a). Despite the attempt on her life and continued persecution, 

Hernández continues to live on the farm where she was born. 

Over the course of the Marlin mine’s lifespan, the project received national and 

international demands to suspend operations.13 The timeline of resistance against the company’s 

operations are littered with attacks on rights defenders, degrading environmental conditions, 

criminalization of citizens by both the company and the state, as well as deepening social 

tensions and divisions between families and neighbours (Amnesty International 2014). After 

more than 13 years of resistance, the Indigenous Maya of the Department of San Marcos 

continue their struggle for life, water, and dignity. Ignoring these efforts, Goldcorp expanded 

operations on the Indigenous Maya’s sacred territory to create what it calls an “endless mine” 

(Nolin and Russell 2016b, ¶7).  

Then, in May 2017, Goldcorp ceased production at the Marlin mine.14 In a joint statement 

by FREDEMI and Asociación Pluriculturalidad Jurídica de Guatemala (PLURIJUR) 

(Pluricultural Justice Association of Guatemala), the organizations jointly expressed favour that 

the mine is shutting down but denounced Goldcorp’s refusal to pay for the 200 documented 

                                                
13 Jennifer Moore, MiningWatch Canada's Latin American coordinator, and Amanda Kistler of the Center for 
International Environmental Law (Moore and Kistler 2011) outline repeated attempts to have the Marlin mine 
closed. These efforts, all well documented, include an appeal from the ILO regarding lack of consultation with 
Indigenous peoples; a plea from James Anaya, former United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, to respect the rights and freedoms of individuals; the IACHR granting precautionary measures 
for the 18 Indigenous Maya communities; and a request to the state of Guatemala to shut down operations at the 
mine (see also PBI 2010). When the IACHR requested that the Guatemalan government suspend operations at the 
Marlin mine, President Colom verbally supported the appeal but never required Goldcorp to comply. Goldcorp 
continued operations and made appeals to the IACHR, which eventually lifted the original request to suspend 
operations (IACHR 2014). 
14 Goldcorp lists the Marlin mine under its portfolio of “closed sites” (Goldcorp 2017), but does not offer 
information regarding why the mine shut down. In discussion with my supervisor, Nolin, who visited with 
community groups during the 2018 UNBC/Rights Action Field School Delegation, representatives from community 
organizations such as FREDEMI and PLURIJUR, among others, still fear that the mine may re-start at any time if 
conditions for further exploitation become favourable for the company.  
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cases of harms and losses caused by the mine’s operations since 2005. FREDEMI and 

PLURIJUR (in Rights Action 2017, ¶4-5) state: 

 

Thus, on June 26, 2017, we began a peaceful blockade of the entrances to 
the mine, demanding that the Guatemalan government and Goldcorp 
engage in serious discussions about how to repair the harms and losses 
they caused. 
  
We have been subject to threats and acts of intimidation by private 
security hired by Goldcorp and the National Civilian Police, including an 
incident when a police officer put his pistol to the head of one of our 
community members. We fear a violent reaction in any moment. 

 
Other critics raise additional concerns regarding a lack of laws to regulate the cessation of such a 

large-scale extraction project. In an interview in the Prensa Libre, Raúl Maas, director of 

Instituto de Investigación y Protección sobre Ambiente Natural y Sociedad (IARNA) (Institute 

for Research and Protection of the Natural Environment and Society) at Rafael Landívar 

University, identifies a “vacuum in the mining legislation” reflected in the absence of laws 

guiding the closure phase of the mining process (Maas in Bolaños 2017, ¶1). Marlin is the first 

metallic mineral mine to close under the 1997 Mining Law, leaving uncertainty regarding the 

risks to the environment and local populations in the future. 

 

The Fénix Mine 

Violence at the Fénix nickel mine (see Map 1) has unfolded in the context of Guatemala’s third 

and fourth cycles of conquest. Located an eight-hour drive from the capital city in the remote 

region of the Izabal department in eastern Guatemala, the mine’s processing plant (see Appendix 

A, Photo 5.3) sits on the shore of the country’s largest inland body of water, Lake Izabal, a few 

minutes’ drive outside the town of El Estor. Indigenous settlements are “enclosed” (Grandia 
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2012, 4) by sprawling African palm and sugar cane plantations and cattle ranches that privatized 

the fertile lowlands surrounding the lake. “Enclosure” refers to “the process of commodifying 

new aspects of human life in a way that catalyzes broader transformations in communities and 

social relations” (Grandia 2012, 4). Communities such as Lote Ocho remain displaced from their 

traditional lands and are squeezed onto the steep slopes of the Santa Cruz mountain range by 

land-intensive development projects, including the Fénix mining project. Here, communities are 

only accessible on foot or partway by pickup truck (see Appendix A, Photo 5.4). 

In 2004, INCO sold its 70 percent share in EXMIBAL (the Guatemalan government held 

the other 30 percent) to Vancouver-based company Skye Resources Inc. when the company’s 40-

year mining concession was up for renewal in 2005 (Imai et al. 2007; Nolin and Stephens 2010, 

40). Granted an extension on the original concession by MEM in 2004, Skye Resources acquired 

EXMIBAL and renamed the Guatemalan subsidiary Compañia Guatemalteca de Níquel (CGN) 

(Guatemalan Nickel Company) in an attempt to revitalize the abandoned concession (Amnesty 

International 2014). 

Strained relations between the company and communities reached a breaking point in the 

fall of 2006. By mid-September, six groups comprised of more than 400 Q’eqchi’ Maya families 

had reoccupied ancestral lands without proper titling, claiming their reoccupation as a rightful 

repossession of their historical territories granted by the state in 1965 to INCO during the armed 

conflict (Paley 2007a, ¶2). At the time of the 1960s forced evictions, land inhabited by 

Indigenous peoples was confiscated by the Guatemalan government, who then relocated 

communities to the village of Chichipate (Rodríguez 2006). Communities claim a lack of 

consultation by the Guatemalan government over the use of local lands (Knowlton 2017).   
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Between November 2006 and January 2007, military, PNC, and CGN mining security 

forces violently evicted Indigenous communities living outside El Estor. Three significant events 

are documented by journalist Paley (2007a, 2007b), photographer Rodríguez (2007), and 

Canadian filmmaker Steven Schnoor (2013). The first, on November 13, 2006, involved PNC 

forces raiding at least two communities, including Barrio La Uníon and Barrio Revolución, 

forcibly evicting the Indigenous populations. On January 8 and 9, 2007, several Q’eqchi’ Maya 

were seriously injured during another attack by PNC and soldiers (Paley 2007b; Rodríguez 

2007). During the evictions, over two dozen homes were burned, household items were 

destroyed, and 200 occupants were forced to dismantle the remaining homes (Paley 2007b; 

Rodríguez 2007; Schnoor 2013). 

Throughout January and February of 2007, more violent evictions by the company’s 

private security and the Guatemalan military and police took place. Once again, homes were 

demolished, crops damaged, and belongings were destroyed (Nolin in Kobayashi et al. 2014). 

Eleven women from the remote community of Lote Ocho allege that on January 17, 2007, they 

were gang-raped by mining company security personnel, police, and military (Einbinder and 

Nolin 2010; Klippensteins 2016) (see Appendix A, Photo 5.5). Sexual abuse by uniformed CGN 

employees of the Canadian mining firm Skye Resources Inc. has resulted in serious physical and 

psychological harm to the Indigenous women involved (Caal Caal v. HudBay Minerals Inc. 

2012).  

Rodríguez, Paley, and Schnoor document the initial evictions on November 12, 2006 and 

a secondary series of evictions on January 8 and 9, 2007 (2007; 2013). The documentation of the 

January 2007 evictions was refuted by the CEO of Skye Resources, Ian Austin (Schnoor 2013). 

Later, the Canadian ambassador to Guatemala, Kenneth Cook, claimed the images and footage 
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shot by Rodríguez and Schnoor had been falsified (Nolin and Stephens 2010). In June 2010, 

Canadian courts penalized Cook and Canada’s attorney general for making false statements 

about Schnoor's documentary, which was critical of Skye Resources’ use of force against the 

Indigenous Q’eqchi’ peoples (Klippensteins 2016). 

 A year following the evictions around El Estor, Skye Resources was in financial crisis. In 

2008, the Canadian mining company HudBay Minerals purchased and merged with Skye 

Resources for C$436 million, and acquired all liabilities associated with the Fénix mining project 

(Nolin and Stephens 2010, 41). Now owned by a third consecutive Canadian corporation, the 

Fénix mine continued to be at the centre of serious social conflict in the region. On September 

27, 2009, a prominent community leader, Adolfo Ich Chamán, was murdered, allegedly by 

Mynor Padilla, who at the time was head of mining security at the Fénix operation (Maheandiran 

et al. 2010; Russell 2009).15 At home with his wife, Angelica Choc, and their children, Ich 

Chamán heard gunshots fired towards the community of La Uníon and went to investigate. La 

Uníon sits at the north side of a compound owned by CGN. As Chamán approached CGN 

property, Padilla and approximately a dozen armed security guards are alleged to have 

surrounded Chamán and attacked him with machetes before Padilla delivered a final gunshot to 

his head (Choc v. HudBay Minerals Inc. 2013). 

 That same afternoon, a young Q’eqchi’ man named German Chub Choc was in La Uníon 

watching a soccer game in the field adjacent to the company buildings where Chamán was killed. 

While standing watching the game, Chub was allegedly approached by Padilla who drew a 

                                                
15 Charged with murder and aggravated assault following Ich Chamán’s assassination, Padilla remained on HudBay 
Minerals’ payroll while a fugitive for three years before his arrest in 2012 (Klippensteins 2017a, ¶7). Padilla’s case 
reached a verdict in Guatemalan courts on April 6, 2017. Judge Ana Leticia Pena acquitted Padilla of murder and 
aggravated assault charges, raising fears for the plaintiffs that they might be subject to retaliation for seeking justice 
(Klippenstiens 2017b). By June 1, 2017, three appeals against Padilla’s acquittal were filed by the Ministerio 
Público, CICIG, and Angelica Choc (Nolin and Russell 2017c). On September 15, 2017, a Guatemalan appeals 
court overturned the April 6 acquittal of Padilla and ordered a retrial with a new judge (Klippensteins 2017a).  
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handgun and shot Chub in the back as he attempted to flee. The bullet entered his left shoulder, 

puncturing his lung and damaging his spinal column (Chub Choc v. HudBay Minerals Inc. 

2013). Chub is now paralyzed from the waist down and uses a wheelchair to navigate the 

unpaved roads in his community (see Appendix A, Photo 5.6).  

 Community members are now pursuing legal avenues against HudBay Minerals for the 

2009 death of Ich Chamán and the maiming of Chub by mining security, in addition to the rape 

of women from the community of Lote Ocho during the 2007 evictions (Klippensteins 2013) 

(see Appendix A, Photo 5.7). In September 2010 and September 2011, plaintiffs filed three 

related lawsuits against HudBay in the Superior Court of Justice in Ontario. Following the filing 

of the legal cases in 2011, the Canadian company sold 100 percent of HudBay’s interest in the 

Fénix ferro-nickel project to Russian firm Solway Investment Group, a significant C$290 million 

loss for the Canadian mining firm (Klippensteins 2017c). In July 22, 2013, the Ontario court 

ruled that HudBay could potentially be held legally responsible in Canada for crimes committed 

abroad in Guatemala, a precedent-setting achievement by national and international legal 

standards (Klippensteins 2017c; Superior Court of Justice Ontario 2013). To date, these cases 

have yet to reach their conclusion but continue to move forward (Dubinsky and Epprecht 2016). 

By 2014, the Fénix mine was operational once again and continues to be a centre of controversy 

in the region (Hill 2014). 

 

 

El Escobal Mine 

The third Canadian-owned mining project is Tahoe Resource’s El Escobal mine (see Appendix 

A, Photo 5.8 of the processing plant, and Map 1). The El Escobal mine was initially 40 percent 
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owned and operated by Goldcorp, a percentage based on a 2010 agreement for the purchase of 

the El Escobal mining project from Goldcorp, which sold all of its shares for C$998 million in 

2015 (Solano 2015, 4; Younglai 2015, ¶2). Tahoe Resources is headed by retired Goldcorp 

president Kevin McArthur (Dougherty 2015; Solano 2015). The company operates through its 

Guatemalan subsidiary Minera San Rafael S.A. (MSR). MEM granted an exploitation license for 

the El Escobal mine in early 2013, at which time the firm began silver production through 

underground tunnels. With a sizeable investment of US$406 million, Tahoe Resources expects 

El Escobal to become one of the largest and most profitable silver mines in the world (Aguilar-

Støen 2015; IIR 2012).  

Communities in the municipalities of Mataquescuintla in Jalapa and San Rafael Las 

Flores in Santa Rosa maintain that they were not consulted prior to the awarding of the licenses 

(Elías and Sánchez 2014; Solano 2015). The Indigenous Xinka, a population of non-Maya 

peoples, are among the inhabitants of the region now being mined. The Xinka share similar 

experiences of cultural and racial oppression to those of the Indigenous Maya. During the armed 

conflict, the military targeted the Xinka over land disputes. The Sansirisay massacre, allegedly 

ordered and led by Ríos Montt in 1973, left 15 Xinka from the community of Santa María 

Xalapán dead (Aguilar-Støen 2015, 146; Nelson 1999, 23). The Indigenous Xinka and non-

Indigenous campesino communities inhabit a highly productive agricultural and ranching area 

that feeds local and international populations (MICLA 2015; Solano 2015). 

Community struggles against the El Escobal mine started shortly after Goldcorp began 

the initial transfer of ownership in 2010, selling the majority of the El Escobal mining project to 

Tahoe Resources (MICLA 2015). A detailed timeline of events is spelled out by Guatemalan 

journalist Solano (2015, 26), who states succinctly: “The case of the Escobal mining project has 
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become an emblematic case of criminalization of social protest and restrictions on the liberty of 

association and peaceful protest in Guatemala.” Targeted attacks are also documented by the 

Justice and Corporate Accountability Project (JCAP) at the Osgoode School of Law at York 

University (Imai, Gardner, and Weinberger 2016). Their report “The ‘Canada Brand’” reveals 

that, between 2012 and 2013, seven people were murdered, 29 individuals were physically 

injured, and 50 community members were arrested in connection with operations at the El 

Escobal mine (Imai et al. 2016, 14). 

 Instances of criminalization linked with Tahoe Resources’ operations, however, are far 

more extensive than the JCAP report documents. Rafael Maldonado,16 the Centro de Acción 

Legal Ambiental y Social de Guatemala (CALAS) (Centre for Environmental, Social, and Legal 

Action) director, alleges that Tahoe Resources, with the support of the Guatemalan government, 

unleashed a campaign to criminalize and slander protestors who defend their rights to 

consultation and a clean environment. Between 2011 and 2015, over 125 people were 

criminalized through various legal proceedings (Maldonado 2015). For example, on November 

5, 2011, seven leaders from the Comité en Defensa de la Vida y de la Paz de San Rafael Las 

Flores (Committee in Defence of Life and Peace in San Rafael Las Flores) were charged with 

kidnapping, terrorism, and burglary. The cases were ultimately dropped as it was clear to the 

courts that the company filed criminal complaints in an attempt to discredit community leaders 

(Maldonado 2015; Solano 2015). Tahoe Resources directed three legal actions against the 

committee’s coordinator, Óscar Roderico Morales García, between 2012 and 2014 

                                                
16 A report by the Council on Ethics for The Government Pension Fund Global (2014) notes that Maldonado 
suffered harassment for his role in challenging the mining company’s operations. On March 19 and April 3, 2014, 
Maldonado’s home was burgled in an attempt to frighten the lawyer from defending community members 
criminalized by the company. In July 2017, Amnesty International (2017, ¶1-¶2) drew attention to smear campaigns 
against members of CALAS by “suppliers of the San Rafael mining company” and the “Guatemalan Industrial 
Association” who placed advertisements in national and regional newspapers. 
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(MiningWatch 2014b; Solano 2015, 17; UDEFEGUA 2014), including accusations by MSR’s 

manager of External Affairs, Camilo Ernesto Medina Mazariegos, that Morales García uttered 

threats against mine personnel (NISGUA 2015a). In September 2015, Morales García was 

acquitted after nearly three years of political and legal setbacks (see Appendix A, Photo 5.9) 

(Rivera 2015). “Despite the large number of people who have been persecuted, denounced, 

imprisoned and taken to trial,” Maldonado (2015, 3) states, “all have managed to maintain their 

innocence before the respective courts. No advocate of resistance to the El Escobal mining 

project has been convicted of any charges.”  

While communities maintain peaceful resistance through Indigenous and grassroots 

organizations, tensions directly related to the mine have led to recurring outbreaks of violence. 

Between January and April of 2013, several incidents occurred that impacted communities 

around the El Escobal mine. On January 12, armed individuals killed two private security guards 

and injured several others employed at the mine during a late-night assault (UNHRC 2014). This 

incident appeared unconnected to any local protests against the mine (Gedicks 2015). On March 

17, four Indigenous Xinka leaders were kidnapped by a group of heavily armed men. While three 

of the men managed to escape, Exaltación Marcos Ucelo, secretary of the Xinka Parliament, was 

found dead a day later (Cuffe 2013). NISGUA (2013d, ¶2) reported that “the four Xinca [Xinka] 

leaders were on their way home from observing a community consultation in El Volcancito, San 

Rafael Las Flores when they were attacked. The community consultation is the third in a series 

of 26 referenda planned in the municipality.” The Xinka parliament, along with the local 

Committee in Defence of Life and Peace, Madre Selva, Comisión Diocesana de Defensa de la 

Naturaleza (CODIDENA) (Diocesan Committee in Defense of Nature), and CALAS, played a 

significant role in encouraging communities to demand their rights through municipal and 
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Indigenous community consultations. Despite four municipal and eight Indigenous consultations, 

and more than 200 official complaints from residents concerned with potential adverse health 

and environmental impacts, the El Escobal exploitation license was granted by MEM on April 3, 

2013 (MiningWatch 2015; Solano 2015) 17.  

Approval of the exploitation license intensified conflict in the region. On April 27, 2013, 

a group of protestors from San Rafael Las Flores approached the entrance of the El Escobal 

silver mine using a public road. To quell opposition, private security guards for MSR opened fire 

with rubber bullets on the campesinos, injuring seven of the men (Solano 2015). One of the men 

shot while attempting to flee, Adolfo Agustín García, had his nine-year-old son with him at the 

demonstration. The seven injured parties allege that the shooting was planned, ordered, and 

directed by Tahoe Resources’ security manager, Alberto Rotondo Dall’Orso (García v. Tahoe 

Resources 2014). Amnesty International (2014) found that, during the incident, Tahoe Resources 

and the government of Guatemala violated the UN Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement 

Officials and the Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement 

Officials. The report reads: 

 

The use of force by Minera San Rafael private security providers using 
rubber bullets against protesters in April 2013 was inconsistent with 
these principles. While the protestors were, according to the company, 
carrying sticks and machetes, there is no evidence that they posed a risk 
to the lives of the security guards or any other person; indeed, Tahoe’s 
own public statement does not suggest that there was any imminent 

                                                
17 Solano (2015, 9–10) documents the four “good faith” consultations in the Department of Jalapa between July 
2011 and November 2012, in addition to eight more in the Department of Santa Rosa between February and April of 
2013. The question posed to community members was: “Are you in agreement with the exploitation or mining of 
metals, the installation of geothermal energy generators, the construction of hydroelectric plants, installation of 
power lines and telecommunication towers in the territory of the municipality? YES or NO” (NISGUA 2013b, ¶4). 
All 12 communities overwhelmingly voted “No” to mining in their region: Nueva Santa Rosa (98 percent), Santa 
Rosa de Lima (98 percent), Casillas (98 percent), and Mataquescuintla (98 percent) of Jalapa; San Juan Bosco (99 
percent), Los Planes (93 percent), El Volcancito (99 percent), La Cuchilla (96 percent), Barrio Oriental (97 percent), 
Las Delicias (98 percent), El Renacimiento (100 percent), and El Chan Grande (98 percent) of Santa Rosa.  
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threat, but refers only to the fact that the protestors were ‘impeding 
traffic’ (Amnesty International 2014, 14).  

 
Gedicks (2015) observes that Tahoe Resources hired the Golan Group, the same Israeli private 

security company used by Goldcorp and HudBay Minerals to counter social opposition to 

operations at their mines. Rotondo Dall’Orso, the company’s former security manager, who 

supervised Golan Group activities, attempted to flee the country after the shooting of the seven 

campesinos. Apprehended by the public prosecutor, he was indicted on charges of causing grave 

and minor injuries, in addition to obstruction of justice (Solano 2015). Placed under house arrest 

while awaiting trial, he turned fugitive in November 2015 (NISGUA 2015b). Five police officers 

were later charged with breach of duty that enabled his escape (Vásquez 2016). Rotondo 

Dall’Orso was Apprehended by INTERPOL in Peru in January 2016 and awaits extradition back 

to Guatemala (Rivera 2017; Tahoe on Trial 2016). 

 The seven men assaulted and harmed by Tahoe Resources’ security forces brought 

forward a civil suit against the Canadian company in British Columbia in June 2014 (CCIJ 

2014). Campesinos Adolfo Agustín García, Luis Fernando García Monroy, Erick Fernando 

Castillo Pérez, Artemio Humberto Castillo Herrera, Noé Aguilar Castillo, and Misael Eberto 

Martínez Sasvín, and student Wilmer Francisco Pérez Martínez, are all seeking damages from 

Tahoe Resources for battery and negligence for the actions of Rotondo and other security 

personnel (García v. Tahoe Resources 2014). Initially, BC Supreme Court judge Laura Gerow 

ruled that the cases could not be heard in Canada, claiming the procedural costs were too high 

and inconvenient for Guatemalan plaintiffs (BTS, MiningWatch Canada, and NISGUA 2015). 

Her decision was overturned on January 26, 2017 by the BC Court of Appeal, which concluded, 

among other factors, that systemic corruption in the Guatemalan judiciary system limited the 
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potential for the plaintiffs to receive a fair trial in their home country (Garcia v. Tahoe Resources 

Inc. 2017). This case is one of five now moving through the Canadian court system. Three others 

involve HudBay Minerals, while a fourth involves plaintiffs from Eritrea filing civil lawsuits 

before the Supreme Court of British Columbia against Vancouver-based mining firm Nevsun 

Resources Ltd. over slave labour at the Bisha copper mine in the Gash-Barka province 

(MiningWatch Canada 2017a).18 

By May 2, 2013, violent confrontations between community members, the police, private 

security forces, and the state culminated in a government sanctioned 30-day estado de sitio (state 

of siege) in four municipalities around the El Escobal mining project (Cuffe 2013; OMCT and 

FIDH 2015; Solano 2015). President Pérez Molina stationed 8,500 military personnel at three 

military bases,19 suspending civil liberties and rights while escalating fear and terror reminiscent 

of the armed conflict (Croft 2013; Knowlton 2016; Solano 2015). Armed military and police 

escorted tanks and armored vehicles as they rolled into the communities concerned, “the troops 

occupied towns and set up road blockades,” writes Aguilar-Støen (2015, 146). “The state of 

siege suspended basic constitutional rights, barring public assembly and allowing the military to 

indefinitely detain anyone without charge or trial. It also lifted restrictions on searches and 

seizures. The state of siege was, however, never authorized by the Guatemalan congress.” 

                                                
18 This civil lawsuit is not the only case or regulatory investigation brought forward against Tahoe Resources related 
to the El Escobal mining project. More recently, the company’s investors filed two securities class-action lawsuits in 
the United States against the Canadian mining firm, alleging that: (1) the company failed to disclose that the Escobal 
license was in violation of the Indigenous Xinka’s rights to be consulted; (2) that the company was in violation of 
government laws and regulations; and (3) omission of the two aforementioned details misled investors (Kessler 
Topaz Meltzer and Check 2017; MiningWatch Canada 2017a). Additionally, Canadian legal and civil society groups 
have requested that the company be investigated by the BC Securities Commission (BCSC) for failing to disclose 
pertinent information to investors, including the extent of community and political opposition, significant events, or 
uncertainties that could affect the corporation’s business, and key information regarding human rights violations 
related to the El Escobal mining operation (JCAP 2017). 
19 Police and armed troops were sent to the municipalities of San Rafael Las Flores and Casillas in the Department 
of Santa Rosa, and to Jalapa and Mataquescuintla in the Jalapa Department (Aguilar-Støen 2015).  



 

 145 

Community leaders and other outspoken opponents of the mine were subjected to unchecked 

repression during the 30-day occupation. Members of the Committee in Defence of Life and 

Peace and other organizers of the community referenda had their homes raided by police, while 

others were arrested and detained for unlawful assembly (Cuffe 2013). What tenuous trust 

communities had in the state was further undermined as the limitation of civil rights and 

subsequent repression reflected the countrywide trend of increased militarization in the area with 

ongoing conflict involving a transnational corporation.  

In the aftermath of occupation, the mine continues to be the centre of controversy. On 

April 13, 2014, two members of the Resistencia Pacifica en Defensa de los Recursos Naturales 

de Mataquescuintla (Peaceful Resistance in Defence of Natural Resources of Mataquescuintla), 

were ambushed and attacked. Merilyn Topacio Reynoso Pacheco, a prominent 16-year old 

activist and youth leader, was shot and killed. Her father, Edwin Alexander Reynoso, was injured 

but survived (MiningWatch Canada 2014c). Authorities have yet to hold anyone responsible for 

the murder or the assault (Linthicum 2017). On January 16, 2017, Laura Leonor Vásquez Pineda, 

a member of the Committee in Defence of Life and Peace in San Rafael Las Flores, was shot and 

killed in her Mataquescuintla home by a group of unidentified men (Cultural Survival 2017). 

Like Reynoso Pacheco, Vásquez Pineda was a prominent rights defender in her community. In 

2013, she faced false accusations of violent crimes by the state in an attempt to criminalize her 

peaceful opposition to the mine. She was detained during the state of siege and jailed for seven 

months despite lack of evidence (BTS 2013; Mesoamerican Initiative of Women Human Rights 

Defenders 2017). These defenders have all been targeted because they inspired their 

communities to speak out and demand their rights.  
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Years of violence and community unrest related to the Escobal mining project eventually 

caught up with Tahoe Resources. On July 5, 2017, Guatemala’s Supreme Court of Justice (SCJ) 

issued a provisional decision temporarily suspending two of the company’s licenses – the 

Escobal underground silver mine in the municipality of San Rafael Las Flores, and the Juan 

Bosco exploration license that encompasses the municipalities of San Rafael Las Flores, 

Mataquescuintla, Nueva Santa Rosa, and Casillas (MiningWatch Canada 2017b, ¶3).20 The 

temporary suspension is based on lack of consultation with Indigenous populations affected by 

the El Escobal project.21 In reaction to the court’s decision, Tahoe Resources began appealing to 

Canadian and US authorities, claiming “potential judicial impropriety” on the part of the judicial 

court (MiningWatch Canada 2017b, 2017c; Tahoe Resources 2017a, 1). Moreover, the company 

continued to deny the very existence of Indigenous Xinka populations near the El Escobal 

mining operation. Jen Moore of MiningWatch Canada observes that: 

 

[W]ith the support of Guatemalan national authorities, Tahoe has been 
wishing away the presence of Indigenous people around the Escobal 
mine since 2010 when founder and then CEO, Kevin McArthur, told 
participants at the Denver Gold Conference that the Escobal project 
would not face opposition because there were no ‘indigenous issues.’ 
McArthur was just plain wrong about the absence of Xinka people or 
lack of resistance. Now the company and its shareholders are suffering 
the consequences (MiningWatch Canada 2017b, ¶9).  

 

                                                
20 The two license suspensions are related to previous criminal charges brought forward by CALAS on July 12, 
2015, against former minister of MEM, Erick Archila, and MEM mines director Fernando Castellanos. Archila and 
Castellanos are accused of violating Guatemala’s Constitution and breach of duty by granting exploitation licenses 
to Tahoe Resources without sufficient consideration of community complaints (NISGUA 2015c; Nolin and Russell 
2016f). 
21 The SCJ temporarily suspended the licenses until a pre-existing lawsuit against MEM is resolved. This case, 
brought forward by CALAS prior to the granting of the Escobal mining license in 2013, alleges discrimination and 
lack informed consultation with the Indigenous Xinka regarding the presence of the silver mine (MiningWatch 
Canada 2017b).  
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The Canadian mining company disclosed the suspension to its shareholders in a press release. 

“Despite the fact that the Escobal mine is not located in or impacting any indigenous 

communities of Guatemala,” the statement reads, “the Company understands that MEM held a 

consultation process that complied with the requirements set forth in ILO Convention 169” 

(Tahoe Resources 2017b, ¶4). Throughout the company’s attempts to have the temporary 

suspension lifted, Tahoe Resourses continued to deny the existence of Indigenous Xinka 

communities near the mine, despite clear opposition and resistance from Indigenous peoples in 

the region.  

On September 10, 2017, Tahoe Resources reported that the Guatemalan SCJ had issued a 

decision to reinstate the suspended licenses to the company’s subsidiary MSR (Tahoe Resources 

2017). This decision was later clarified on September 27, when the SCJ effectively lifted the 

temporary suspension of the company’s licenses, while issuing a ruling necessitating that the 

Guatemalan government implement a broader Indigenous consultation process (MiningWatch 

Canada 2017c, ¶1, 2017d). MEM was thereafter directed by the court to conduct a new 

consultation process regarding the El Escobal mine project. It is unclear at this time how and 

when MEM will carry out a new consultation process with the Indigenous Xinka population. At 

present, even with national and international attention pointed towards the El Escobal silver 

mine, Tahoe Resources remains present without community consent.  

 

Conclusions 

This chapter connects the multi-disciplinary literatures (from Chapter 4) that inform our 

understandings of violence with documented struggles at the Canadian-initiated and -owned 

Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal mines. Each operation exhibits direct and indirect forms of 
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violence used against communities that resist mining operations because of lack of consultation, 

potential threats to the environment and local livelihoods. Assassinations, direct assaults, 

criminalization, slander, repression, detention, and neglect are resorted to in order to silence 

those who resist. Moreover, the integration of private security forces and the remilitarization of 

society align with the neoliberalization of violence. 

Understanding present-day realities in Guatemala provides a foundational context in 

which to understand the violence of development associated with Canadian mining company 

operations discussed in subsequent chapters. The three case studies of imposed development 

cause us to rethink the promises made by transnational companies, international institutions, and 

state entities. Community experiences around each mine inform the spatialities of violence in the 

neoliberal and postconflict eras that define Guatemala’s contemporary predicament. Canada 

plays a critical role in defining space and remaking place in relation to capitalist exploitation of 

natural resources, both within and outside its borders. The neocolonial nature of our country’s 

relationship with Guatemala exemplifies the asymmetries of power that continue to exist 

between the Global North and the Global South.  

In the two chapters that follow, I connect the paradoxes and tensions played out between 

communities and transnational companies in the three distinct cases above with participants 

experiences at La Puya.   
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Chapter 6 

Mining as Violent Development: The El Tambor Gold Mine, Guatemala 

Building upon the analysis of violence developed in Chapters 4 and 5, this chapter focuses on the 

experiences of rights defenders who are targeted for their opposition to mining projects. 

Specifically, I draw attention to the resistance mounted by participants who created the new 

community of La Puya outside the entrance of the El Tambor gold mine. Individuals from the 

municipios of San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc came together to form a physical 

encampment in resistance to forcefully imposed development. From a geographical perspective, 

the reimagining of space and the formation of place in opposition to neoliberal development 

represents a counter-hegemonic experience that adds to the burgeoning opposition to mining 

seen in Guatemala and in Latin America more broadly. This chapter is intended to amplify place-

based alternatives to western-led development and to privilege the perspectives of individuals 

and communities intent on challenging the control exercised by state and non-state actors.  

Rights defenders are being killed in post-conflict Guatemala over the control of natural 

resources, making it crucial to discuss how defenders of human, Indigenous, and environmental 

rights respond to increasing risks of violence when opposing mining operations. In this chapter, I 

engage with the spaces created by ordinary people and explore how direct and indirect violence 

shape the identity and agency of community participants at La Puya. As the political activity of 

marginalized peoples is frequently omitted from accounts of neoliberal violence (Featherstone 

2008), I aim to include it in a discussion that leans on interviews with community members and 

non-profit organizers. I link first-hand experiences at La Puya with secondary grey literatures put 

forward by grassroots and non-governmental organization reports. Building from experience 



 

 150 

with other mining-related struggles in Guatemala, I provide interpretations based on fieldwork 

findings at La Puya in 2012, 2013, and 2014. 

 

Violence against Rights Defenders in Guatemala 

As outlined in Chapter 1, the term “rights defender” describes an individual, community, or an 

organization seeking to protect basic human, Indigenous, and environmental rights. Although 

organizations may distinguish rights defenders by specific categories such as “environmental” or 

“human rights,” in this dissertation anyone defending the rights of others is referred to as a rights 

defender. Rights defenders are on the front lines of resistance against the impunity of state and 

non-state actors (IACHR 2016), and their long-term work adds to the strengthening of 

democratic societies. In effect, they offer the ultimate contribution to global citizenship: 

mobilizing their lives, freedoms, and dignities in defence of others whose rights are threatened or 

violated.  

 Rights defenders contribute positively to society in several ways. First, they inspire others 

to participate in holding government bodies and corporations accountable by rising 

consciousness around the improvement of social, political, economic, and environmental 

conditions; second, they offer the potential to reduce social and political tensions by drawing 

attention to failures in rights protections; third, they promote possibilities for reinforcing and 

sustaining peace; fourth, they raise awareness of fundamental rights and freedoms both 

nationally and internationally (Brysk 2014; IACHR 2016). The work of rights defenders 

addresses the asymmetries of power with regard to access and control over land, while ultimately 

highlighting a lack of accountability regarding decision-making processes among the political 
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and economic elite in Guatemala. The lives of rights defenders, however, are put at risk, indeed 

often openly threatened, by the state and non-state actors they seek to hold to account. 

Several internationally renowned human rights organizations provide insights into the 

situation of rights defenders by synthesizing complex global data and analyses. Reports from 

Amnesty International (2016), FrontLine Defenders (2017), Global Witness (2015, 2017) the 

IACHR (2016), the International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), the World Organization 

Against Torture (OMCT), and Observatory for the Protection of Human Rights Defenders (OBS 

2014, 2015) all assert that defenders, particularly those who protect land and environmental 

rights, face increasing aggression globally. This is especially the case when defenders oppose 

resource development projects. In their most recent annual report, FrontLine Defenders (2017) 

document the murder of 281 rights defenders in 25 countries in the span of one year. The same 

organization recorded the assassination of 130 rights defenders in 2015 (FrontLine Defenders 

2016), indicating that the killing of defenders has more than doubled — a dramatic increase. The 

report draws specific attention to the assassination of Honduran Indigenous Lenca and 

community rights defender Berta Cáceres, winner of the 2015 Goldman Environmental Prize, an 

award honouring the achievements and leadership of grassroots environmental activists from 

around the world. The murder of Cáceres “illustrates the limitations of protection when a 

government is determined to blindly pursue economic interests and ignore growing social 

tensions in communities affected by large scale projects” (FrontLine Defenders 2017, 6). Her 

assassination shocked the international rights community; it was seen as a message that even the 

most celebrated of rights defenders is not safe.  

Of those killed in 2016, nearly half were attacked defending communal rights to land, a 

cleaner environment, and Indigenous freedoms. The murders are most geographically 
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concentrated in Latin America, where 74 percent of rights defender deaths were reported in 2016 

(FrontLine Defenders 2017, 11). The overlap of assassinations with the geographic 

intensification of mining activity in Latin America is notable and significant. 

In Guatemala, rights defenders have a long history of oppression. During the early stages 

of Guatemala’s armed conflict a predominantly urban cohort of activists, students, reformist 

politicians, professors, missionaries, and trade unionists was targeted by military governments. 

Extreme violence against the Indigenous Maya in the countryside was not a directive of the army 

until the early 1980s (Garrard-Burnett 2009; Menjívar 2008; Schirmer 1998). Throughout the 

conflict era, the government implemented a strategy to attack or kill opponents, including rights 

defenders who were branded as enemies of the state (UDEFEGUA 2009).  

Patrick Ball, Paul Kobrak, and Herbet F. Spirer (1999, 16) acknowledge the difficult 

work of rights defenders in the initial stages of the conflict amidst the “counterinsurgency 

surveillance” and disappearances in Guatemala City. These authors document the military 

government’s systematic violence as early as 1966 against those who spoke out against the state, 

offering different perceptions of development. Ball et al. (1999, 4) write: “[A]t the University of 

San Carlos, the University Student Association (AEU) presented writs of habeas corpus seeking 

release of detained members of the political opposition. The government never produced the 

prisoners, but it did attack the AEU leadership, which suffered a series of killings over the next 

few years.” 

 Those who mobilized to reform state policies were targeted for disappearances, 

apprehended and killed by the government during the armed conflict. Some human and 

Indigenous rights groups, such as Comité de Unidad Campesina (CUC) (Campesino Unity 

Committee), survived repression tactics, and although they were unable to function effectively at 
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the height of the war, they began reorganizing in the early 1990s to establish the country’s 

“popular movement” (Ball et al. 1999, 5). Warren (1998, 36) observes that the popular 

movement led by post-revolutionary Indigenous activists at the turn of the twenty-first century 

was designed as an umbrella organization for peoples with a shared history of oppression. 

Grassroots groups worked to advance the rights of Indigenous peoples, campesinos, migrants, 

students, urban workers, widows from the conflict, families of the disappeared, and refugees — 

all in resistance to neoliberal and postcolonial repression. Despite the failures of the Peace 

Accords, members of the popular movement continue to focus on the creation of a pluralistic 

government based on self-determination and respect for the different ways that communities 

organize themselves (Fischer 1996; Sieder 1999).  

Today’s chronic violence causes great hardship for rights defenders. Violence is used as a 

means to silence, repress, intimidate, and dissuade (Clouser 2009). Attacks and aggressions 

targeting rights defenders include murder, threats, arbitrary detentions, persecution, 

criminalization, restriction of freedoms, and unlawful surveillance of activities (IACHR 2015a). 

Between 2000 and 2017, 5,350 aggressive attacks were reportedly made against rights defenders 

in Guatemala (UDEFEGUA 2017b) (see Appendix D, Graph 6.1). Graph 6.1 illustrates known 

attacks of defenders in Guatemala from 2000 to late-2017 reported to UDEFEGUA. The 

organization documents an unsettling trend over the past 17 years: violations against rights 

defenders increased with each successive presidency. Of all the aggressions against rights 

defenders from 2000 to 2015, eight percent occurred under the government of Alfonso Portillo 

(2000–2004), 15 percent during Berger’s presidency (2004–2008), 28 percent during the Colom 

administration (2008–2012), and 49 percent within Pérez Molina’s shortened term (2012–2015), 

(UDEFEGUA 2015, 9). UDEFEGUA’s analysis indicates that, on average, attacks made against 
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rights defenders grew from one per day during the Portillo administration to six per day while 

Pérez Molina held office. This disturbing progression illustrates that the work of rights defenders 

in Guatemala not only became more difficult but is in fact increasingly more dangerous. 

Not reflected in Graph 6.1 are the unreported attacks and aftershocks of direct violence. 

Typically, violence against rights defenders goes underreported. Violent events captured by 

UDEFEGUA represent only documented cases of threats, harassment, assaults, and deaths of 

rights defenders. Furthermore, mental-health issues — anxiety, insecurity, frustration, and 

depression — resulting from direct aggressions diminish a defender’s quality of life and overall 

wellbeing. Physical and emotional consequences of attacks represent salient manifestations of 

violence that continue to affect individual defenders as well as their families and communities 

(IACHR 2016; UDEFEGUA 2016). Such experiences are difficult to capture in any report, as 

many rights-based organizations lack the capacity to follow up with defenders over the long 

term. However, my experience during fieldwork pointed to the cumulative effects of violence 

amongst participants and community members more broadly.  

Following the election of President Jimmy Morales in 2015, attacks against rights 

defenders diminished by 50 percent. However, national and international organizations maintain 

that there is an escalation in violent aggressions against rights defenders, even if the absolute 

number of attacks has fallen sharply (FIDH 2016; GHRC 2017a; OMCT and FIDH 2015; 

UDEFEGUA 2017). In its 2015 annual report, UDEFEGUA recorded the murders of 15 rights 

defenders, and in the following year, 17 (GHRC 2017a; UDEFEGUA 2016, 2017a). These 

figures are more than double those of 2014, when seven defenders lost their lives attempting to 

protect individual and communal rights (UDEFEGUA 2015, 30). By January 2017, two rights 
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defenders had already been killed, and the year closed with 11 rights defenders murdered in total 

(UDEFEGUA 2017c). 12  

 UDEFEGUA’s multi-year analysis is also inherently spatial, highlighting the geographic 

distribution of attacks against rights defenders across the country. By tracking and monitoring  

direct violence used against rights defenders, the organization recorded events in 145 of the 338 

municipios, equivalent to 43 percent of the country’s jurisdictions. Map 4 illustrates the range of 

aggressions by municipality (UDEFEGUA 2015, 12). Areas highlighted in dark purple show 

municipalities with reports of more than 50 attacks against rights defenders over a 15-year 

period. Areas with the most attacks are ones where communities struggle against land 

dispossession from megaproject development, including mining.  

Map 4 reflects a strong spatial correlation of violence, linking the abuses used against 

rights defenders with remilitarized areas used to protect foreign and elite interests. It indicates 

that the municipios of Cobán (Alta Verapaz), Santa Cruz Barillas (Huehuetenango), San Miguel 

Ixtahuacán (San Marcos), San Juan Sacatepéquez, Guatemala City and San José del Golfo 

(Guatemala), and San Rafael Las Flores (Santa Rosa) are among those with the highest rates of 

violence against rights defenders. Under the Pérez Molina government, the state began reforming 

and strengthening the PNC through the enactment of nine Escuadrones del Cuerpo Especial de 

Reserva para la Seguridad Ciudadana (Special Reserve Public Security Squads) (IACHR 2015a, 

¶183). These squads are made up of military personnel based in the capital but extending into 

                                                
1 Between January 1 and October 31, 2017, UDEFEGUA documents the murder of 52 rights defenders, 45 of the 
deaths recorded as women (UDEFEGUA 2017d, ¶1). These murders include the 41 girls who died in the fires at the 
state-run orphanage Hogar Seguro Virgen de la Asunción on March 8, 2017 (see Goldman 2017 for details). 
UDEFEGUA (2017c, 5) alleges that these deaths are a result of structural neglect from the Ministry of Social 
Welfare and the National Civil Police. 
2 Murdered January 16, 2017, Laura Leonor Vásquez Pineda of Mataquescuintla, Jalapa, was a well-known member 
of the peaceful resistance against the Canadian-owned El Escobal silver mine. A day later, during a protest against 
the Pojom Hydroelectric project, Sebastian Alonso Juan was assassinated, allegedly by state security forces and 
paramilitary groups (GHRC 2017b). 
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neighbouring municipalities as well as other departments, most notably San Marcos, 

Quetzaltenango, Huehuetenango, Quiché, Zacapa, Chiquimula, and Izabal (Amnesty 

International 2016, 18). 

 

 

Map 4. Attacks on human rights defenders from January 2000 to July 2015. Map from UDEFEGUA 
(2015, 12) annual report. 

 

The expansion of police forces is an ongoing process of neoliberal remilitarization currently 

happening throughout the country (Alford-Jones 2013; Granovsky-Larsen 2011). Coincidently, 
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sites of police occupation are also epicentres of community resistance, including against 

Canadian-owned and initiated mines. 

 Violence against rights defenders is also gendered. Women human rights defenders 

(WHRD), defined by the United Nations (2010) as those who promote and protect the rights of 

women and gender issues, face the same risks as other rights defenders, but as women they are 

also targeted for gender-specific harassment, threats, and violence. A report by IM-Defensoras 

(2014) finds that Guatemala has the highest instances of violence against women rights 

defenders in all of Central America. In 2014, 313 women were attacked in Guatemala, nearly 

double the 126 attacks in 2012. In total, 633 women reported assaults during this three-year time 

frame. Alarmingly, women who are attacked are 50 percent more likely to be assaulted again in 

the future (IM-Defensoras 2014, 30). The IM-Defensoras’ report finds that at the regional level, 

22 percent of all assaults against women rights defenders are perpetrated by companies and 

businesses. These incidences are particularly troublesome in Guatemala, IM-Defensoras (2014, 

38) note, as “the growth in number and scope of extractive industries in the region, coupled with 

the privatization of different areas of the economy, has led to the inclusion of 

companies/businesses as perpetrators in all the countries contributing to the Regional Registry.”  

The IM-Defensoras (2014) report is consistent with UDEFEGUA’s findings (2015, 

2017). While attacks on men are more frequent (or at least more regularly reported), the average 

increase in attacks against women, UDEFEGUA observes, rose by 18.4 percent each year, 

compared to 12.6 percent increase in attacks against men. Again, the trends seen across 

government administrations are revealing. Women rights defenders represented one in every five 

assaults during the Portillo administration, compared to one in every three attacks under Pérez 
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Molina (UDEFEGUA 2015, 11). This progression is in line with worsening conditions for 

WHRD. 

 Patterns of inadequate rights protection in Guatemala are facilitated by structural 

inequalities designed by the political and economic elite to hinder social movements and 

maintain hegemonic control of the country. UDEFEGUA has documented the criminalization of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples by corporations and the Guatemalan state since 1996. 

Criminalization uses the criminal justice system against citizens as a means to delegitimize and 

demobilize the actions of those accused (MiningWatch Canada and ICLMG 2015; OMCT and 

FIDH 2015, 2016; UDEFEGUA 2009). This form of judicial repression is most evident against 

Indigenous peoples who protest development projects implemented without prior consultation 

(IACHR 2015a), but is increasingly used against non-Indigenous campesinos reflective of new 

mining concessions opening closer to urban centres (as seen at the El Escobal and El Tambor 

mining projects). The strategy of criminalization became increasingly common following 

President Arzú's modifications to the Codigo Penal de Guatemala (Guatemalan Penal Code) 

(Decreto No. 17–73) in 1997 to increase penalties against protestors who, at the time, included 

trade unionists and farmers who demanded higher wages and effective land redistribution. 

Additionally, amendments to Articles 256 and 257 of the Penal Code now include the crimes of 

“usurpation” and “aggravated encroachment,” allowing the state to criminalize the occupation of 

land (UDEFEGUA 2009, 38–39). These laws are inherently discriminatory and racist, created 

with the intent to incriminate and remove Indigenous peoples from their traditional territories to 

make way for large-scale development projects. UDEFEGUA (2016), GHRC (2016), and 
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Amnesty International (2014, 2016) all find that the government habitually criminalizes rights 

defenders, particularly in the context of megaproject development.3 

 Criminalization does not address the social problems that cause conflict, but rather makes 

political action an unlawful act, transforming defenders into criminals. OBS (OMCT and FIDH 

2015, 22) states: 

It is important to remember that the criminalization of human rights 
defenders in Guatemala has the effect of turning all political protest into 
a punishable crime. As such, the State promotes political and judicial 
policies that treat freedom of expression, the right to association and the 
right to assembly as illegitimate choices. By reacting to social conflict 
with criminal prosecutions, ‘the nature and origin of the conflict is left 
unaddressed,’ and in certain instances results in the use of violence 
[emphasis in report].  

 
Lawsuits, arbitrary arrests, illegal detentions, and campaigns of defamation — abuses of the 

judicial system for the advancement of economic interests — constitute common practices of 

criminalization Guatemala. For example, following a January 2007 protest launched by 

Indigenous Mam Maya groups living near the Marlin mine, Goldcorp initiated charges against 22 

community members. Seven of these individuals were eventually arrested and held for 12 

months before being acquitted of all charges based on lack of evidence in December 2007 

(Rights Action 2007; Rodríguez 2008). Individuals who are arrested on false charges incur 

significant financial and emotional burdens (Global Witness 2015; IACHR 2015a). The effects 

of stigmatization echo beyond the individual who is arrested or detained; family members bear 

significant consequences and are additionally burdened with the costs of lawyers, travel to and 

from court hearings, social isolation, and disruption to family and interpersonal relationships 

                                                
3 In a report submitted to the IACHR, allegations of human rights violations are highest in the transnational 
extractives sector (28 percent), and equal to complaints against retail and consumer product industries (also 28 
percent) (Working Group on Mining and Human Rights in Latin America 2014, 1). 
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between spouses (IACHR 2016). Children, too, are left vulnerable by the criminalization of a 

parent or community leader. Some families are forced to withdraw children from school and put 

them to work to cover financial costs. Fear of reprisal may be instilled in children whose daily 

lives and social dynamics are disrupted by the abuse of the country’s penal system (IACHR 

2016; Amnesty International 2016).  

 The state intentionally marginalizes its own citizens by branding them as anti-

development and terrorists. This labeling reflects a shift in the rhetoric established by American 

Cold War policies used during the armed conflict to reflect more recent language utilized post-

September 11, 2001 (Janzen 2008; Radcliffe 2007). The emergence of terrorist discourse is also 

linked to the 2004 ratification of the Dominican Republic–Central America Free Trade 

Agreement (CAFTA-DR), which promotes market-led economic development amongst 

signatories, and a shared sense of security interests (Salazar 2008). The words “terrorism” and 

“terrorist” are now frequently connected to individuals and organizations who criticize the 

government’s actions (Front Line Defenders 2013; 2016; IACHR 2016; MiningWatch Canada 

2015). UDEFEGUA’s director, Claudia Samayoa (2007, 29), observes that beginning in 2005, 

the “expansion of the terrorist concept to the classic social community activist emerged in the 

public arena” following forcefully implemented operations, such as mining, African palm 

production, and the privatization of energy. U.S. policies had a profound impact on President 

Berger, who claimed that communities resisting privatization of energy through hydroelectric 

projects were “terrorist groups supported by obscure terrorist interests” (GHRC 2008, 4). His 

statements as the highest-level government official reflect a pattern identified by several human 

rights reports, illustrating an abuse of power used to obfuscate the legitimacy of defenders 

protected under international human and Indigenous rights laws (Global Witness 2015; IACHR 
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2015a, 2015b, 2016; OBS 2014). Berger also deployed a national security discourse reflecting 

the incremental remilitarization of areas occupied by Indigenous peoples to protect economic 

interests of the ruling elite. The rhetoric of securitization provides a veneer of credibility to state 

actions against citizens and creates anxiety and fear amongst communities whose memories of 

the violence associated with the armed conflict remain vivid.  

 Rights defenders play a critical role in ensuring that development initiatives are 

sustainable, inclusive, beneficial, and environmentally safe for everyone. In Guatemala this stark 

reality raises an important question: in reaction to targeted violence by the state and non-state 

actors, what kind of spaces are created by rights defenders to protect their visions of self-

determined development? In the next section, I provide an analysis of violence used against 

rights defenders participating in the peaceful encampment of La Puya outside the El Tambor 

gold mine. Their struggle represents a case study of the worsening conditions of those in 

Guatemala who defend their land against transnational resource extraction projects supported by 

the national government. 

 

Violence Against Rights Defenders at the El Tambor Mine 

In this section, I construct a timeline of events using primary and secondary data sources 

described in Chapter 3. To create the timeline (see Appendix C, Figures 6.1 – 6.5) I conducted a 

systematic review of grey literatures produced by six NGOs and two grassroots media 

organizations: GHRC, PBI, Madre Selva, Rights Action, Amnesty International, UDEFEGUA, 

Prensa Comunitaria Km. 169, and CMI (see Table 3.2, Chapter 3). The positions offered by 

these organizations reflect a desire to challenge understandings of development prescribed by the 

Global North, and therefore resonate with the theory and practice of postcolonialism and critical 
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development geographies applied in this dissertation. Each organization or media outlet focused 

attention on the lived experiences of those opposing forms of development detrimental to 

community interests, working to amplify the rights and dignity of defenders in spaces where the 

Guatemalan government and transnational businesses have systemically sought to discriminate 

and marginalize dissident voices. 

 I also utilize company press releases, public information available on the websites of 

MEM and MARN, and official legal documents to fill in important dates corresponding to the 

development of the El Tambor mine. Radius Gold, the Canadian junior company that initiated 

the mine and that still receives royalties despite selling interests to KCA in 2012 (Radius Gold 

2016; Rights Action 2012), is the only company involved that offers public updates regarding the 

mine’s activities. KCA, a Reno, Nevada-based mining engineering and consulting firm, is a 

private corporation and does not offer public updates of its activities.  

 I triangulated events brought up during my interviews with participants with at least two 

sources from the organizations listed above. My meetings with participants are based in space-

time experiences, meaning the understandings conveyed to me as a researcher reflected their 

knowledge and experiences up until the date we spoke. Incidents that took place after the 

summer of 2013 continue to (re)shape community members’ perceptions, participation, and 

tactics of resistance against the El Tambor mine.4 To fill in the timeline after my fieldwork in 

Guatemala concluded, I rely on the documentation of more recent experiences of violence 

developed by the organizations that support La Puya’s struggles.  

                                                
4 For example, had interviews taken place after the forceful eviction of La Puya on May 23, 2014, I am confident 
participants would draw attention to the use of extreme violence by the state compared to other events such as 
company and government provocations leading up to the actions on December 7, 2012. 
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To maintain rigour, I draw on a minimum of three documents or articles to corroborate 

events that happened after my interviews in the summer of 2013. Information collected from the 

six organizations and two media sources were systematically analyzed for words, themes, and 

events that focus on instances and experiences related to violence at the El Tambor mine. I do 

not include in the timeline events that could not be verified by at least three sources (primary, 

secondary, or a combination thereof), and not all events would be reported to organizations by 

participants. Such events reflect the ongoing, everyday occurrences of violence that have become 

normalized in a resistance setting where reported crimes are often never resolved, and trust in the 

judicial system is weakened by police participation securing corporate and state interests. The 

timeline draws attention to periods of intensive and visible violence, as well as community 

responses. However, the structural violence that facilitates and operationalizes these events 

should not be ignored; nor should the aftershocks of fear, anxiety, and emotional distress go 

unacknowledged. 

 Five themes emerge that relate to experiences of violence against rights defenders at La 

Puya: (1) the creation of space and place to challenge violent development; (2) non-violent 

strategies and responses to counter violent development; (3) the use of direct violence against 

rights defenders; (4) the effects of indirect violence against rights defenders, and; (5) community 

divisions and social conflict. Several sub-themes are also explored, each materializing through 

the relay of experiences and perceptions by participants and supported by overlapping 

documentation from secondary sources. These themes preface a spatial analysis of violence 

provided in Chapter 7 through the testimony of six participants, alluded to in the timeline. 

References are identified by numbers corresponding with a bibliography in Appendix F. 



 

 164 

 Figures 6.1 to 6.5 (Appendix C) represent a timeline of violent events at La Puya in 

relation to the El Tambor mine project. The events that led to the establishment of a peaceful 

community encampment began more than a decade before its inception. In 2000, Radius 

Explorations (later Radius Gold) discovered the El Tambor gold belt in the northeastern part of 

Guatemala’s central department (CAM 2004) (see Figure 6.1, Appendix C). The Canadian 

company worked strategically with other mining firms, including American-owned Gold Fields 

Ltd. (hereafter Gold Fields) (2002–2003), in exploratory ventures to procure a viable site for the 

El Tambor mine (Radius Gold 2007), and eventually Nevada-based KCA (2008–2012), for the 

development of a metallic mineral processing plant (Radius Gold 2008). The transnational 

company operates through a Guatemalan subsidiary, EXMINGUA, founded in 2001 (Radius 

Gold 2012).  

 First issued an exploration license on November 7, 2003, under the Portillo government 

(2000–2004), the Canadian company was granted an operating exploitation license on November 

23, 2011, by the Colom administration (2008–2012). By February of 2012, MEM granted Radius 

Gold final permits to begin building for extraction (exploitation license LEXT-054-08) (MEM 

2014). Finalization of the exploitation license was issued within the first months of Peréz 

Molina’s presidential term (2012–2015). The license at the centre of the controversy is Progreso 

VII Derivada. This license is one of twelve separate open-pit and tunnel type mines over an area 

of 37.6km² known as the El Tambor (The Drum) gold mining project (EXMINGUA 2010, 54). 

MEM’s decision to award Radius Gold a final permit was done “despite the existence of a 

moratorium on licensing” (MEM 2012, 8). However, the El Tambor mine project moved 

forward, the moratorium initiated by Colom lifted by Peréz Molina in 2012. 
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The timeline of violent events at La Puya spans a 16-year period (2000 – 2016), ending 

on August 5, 2016 when the Supreme Court of Justice reaffirms the suspension of the El Tambor 

regarding lack of free, prior, and informed consent with the Indigenous Kaqchikel Maya 

population. Following the court’s decision, there is insufficient coverage of La Puya, and I am 

unable to confirm events using the methods of rigour outlined above. La Puya celebrated its sixth 

year of resistance on March 2, 2018, its struggle for justice ongoing. 

 

 

The Creation of Space and Place to Disrupt Violent Development 

The Formation of La Puya as Counter-Hegemonic Resistance 

The community of La Puya represents a unique spatial experience amidst expanding mining 

operations across Guatemala, and Latin America more broadly. Before March 2, 2012, La Puya 

did not even exist (see Appendix C, Figures 6.1 and 6.2). The space now occupied with an 

informal settlement was simply a point on a rural road connecting two neighbouring towns from 

different municipalities. Six years on, individuals and families continue to populate the space 

between San José del Golfo and El Carrizal (San Pedro Ayampuc) 24 hours a day, seven days a 

week despite multiple attempts by the Guatemalan state and non-state corporate actors to evict 

participants using direct and indirect forms of violence.  

 The utilization of space and the creation of place represents the contestation of unequal 

geographies of power that connect local, national, and international actors. The El Tambor gold 

mining project represents a space defined by domination, exclusion, and denial of local peoples. 

Opposingly, La Puya represents an alternative to western-led development through counter-

hegemonic space creation. Noel Castree (2009) suggests that local action through place-creation 
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is not only a reaction to global pressures but is an active response to them. By observing the 

creation of place as a means to demand self-determined development, we can begin to “rethink 

what constitutes power,” so that (Thrift 2009, 104-105), “we can no longer think of power as 

simply command and control.” La Puya represents an emblematic case of communities engaged 

in place-making strategies in order to have their voices heard. They also assert their rights to 

access and control space (territory), to consultation and decision-making powers (autonomy), 

and to share with networks of other subaltern struggles (solidarity). La Puya illustrates 

community members’ attempt to wrest space from the mining company through ownership of 

place, particularly in a location to which they have an emotional and spiritual connection (Tyner 

2012; see Álvaro’s testimonio in Chapter 7). José Ángel, a participant of La Puya from La 

Choleña, expresses himself thus: 

We have had our crops on this land for years — forever! We planted 10 
years ago here, and then let it go natural while we plant somewhere else. 
Then we plant over in that area [points over a ridge], and then we allow 
the natural life to recover. That’s our way of being, this is what we see 
and what we value. What we are worried about now that we know about 
the project, they want to evict communities. When you achieve an 
objective, when you build a little house, it’s so hard after struggling to 
build this little house, someone else from somewhere else comes and 
says: “We are going to take you somewhere else.” They move us, maybe 
we will be piled up on top of each other somewhere else! Eviction is 
really a worry. We spent a lot of energy and sacrifice to build. It is not 
easy for us. But now they say that the gold is more important than us, so 
get out of here (interview, July 3, 2013)! 

 

For participants, the encampment presents a practical mode of land defence and an alternative 

method of resistance: peaceful, non-violent action asserting individual and collective rights. 

 La Puya’s members have not only imagined but enacted an alternative way of living, 

creating a place-based sense of community in reaction to the dispossession of land and water by 
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the state and transnational corporations. Mario, a resident of El Carrizal, describes the special 

meaning La Puya has for him:  

This little place, for us, is a special place to come and share and carry on 
our resistance. Here we all know each other from different communities 
who came together. We didn’t know each other before, and now we all 
know each other really well. This has been the site where we have gotten 
to know each other, and where we have become family members 
(interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Participants sprang to action by building a new community to reshape spatial relations 

surrounding the El Tambor mine. La Puya represents the “geographical imagination” (Harvey 

1973, 23) of community members who literally, and metaphorically, conceptualize space for the 

future. 

 

Rationale for Resistance: The Environment, Clean Water, and Future Generations  

Interviewees from La Puya stress their rationale for gathering together as one that actualizes their 

hopes for a clean environment, safe drinking water, and opportunities for their children. 

Specifically, La Puya’s members relay their concerns for the contamination, pollution, and 

increased potential for drought associated with mining in the area. Identifying themselves as non-

Indigenous campesinos, community members are dependent on the vitality of soils and local 

aquifers in order to produce crops and sustain their animals. Naturally occurring sources of water 

used for household consumption and small-scale agriculture, respondents reported, are 

vulnerable to water scarcity, particularly in the dry season.  

 Three men from La Choleña clarified their concerns for the health of the local 

environment and the impacts of a large-scale gold mining project near their community. César 

relays his worries about the use of water use by the company: 
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We are looking after the water. We don’t want the environment to be 
contaminated. From the beginning, we didn’t have very much water here. 
The mining companies, they suck up a lot of water. That’s why we are 
here [at La Puya] (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Another participant, Don Victorino, elaborates on how the potential contamination of community 

water sources propels him to resist extractive development: 

The pollution that they are going to come and wreck everything here. We 
have noticed that there have been other places with mines there are no 
little birds, like what we hear here every morning, they are not there 
anymore. There is a place near here, a cement mine, and we have been to 
that place to work with the people there, to help raise their 
consciousness. They were trying to resist, but they haven’t been able to. 
There was a beautiful river that went down with pure good water. 
Antono Reyes went and he took photos of that beautiful creek. We went 
there again recently, and it’s now gone! It’s completely disappeared, 
gone, there isn’t any anymore. So that’s what moves us to be here, to 
struggle here. The companies they really repress us, quite a bit. And the 
heads of the mining company, then our own governments as well 
(interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
José Ángel describes the symbiotic relationship members have as campesinos with the 

environment, linking the importance of place to the community: 

For us, this struggle is really interesting. The truth is that we are aware 
that if we don’t look after nature, which is what feeds us, we will just 
disappear. Because we won’t have any more food. That’s why we are 
determined to put up with as much as we have to, for as long as we have 
to. What makes us furious is that these companies come and they buy 
people off because they have a lot of power. The government has given 
support to these projects. We all depend on nature. The governments 
don’t care about that. And even less they don’t care about original 
people’s rights. That’s why they have oppressed us (interview, July 3, 
2013). 

 

This place-based connection with the land resonates with fears for the destruction of the natural 

world, driving marginalized peoples to challenge the structures of power that threaten their lives 

and livelihoods.  
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 With the health of the local environment jeopardized, participants demonstrate concern 

for the long-term future of local communities, especially for their children.5  Conducting 

interviews at the encampment, I witnessed entire families participating together, representing an 

intergenerational initiative to raise consciousness around the multidimensional harms of mining 

and the importance self-determined development. During my interviews at La Puya, it was not 

uncommon for children to sit with their parents, or to hear youthful laughter nearby.  

 One married couple, Angela and Guillermo, see resistance as important for their children. 

Looking at his wife, Guillermo smiled and remarked: 

We have always been together. It’s not always easy, but we go 
everywhere together. We have been here in the good and the bad. We 
have celebrated and we have suffered. But it’s good for the children, and 
it’s good for our community. It’s a lesson for them that we are here. We 
get worried, our children get worried. And sometimes they get mad, but 
really it’s for their own good. Our youngest is 8 years old, and the oldest 
is 25 (interview, July 5, 2013). 

 

Mothers, daughters, fathers, and sons come to the roadblock to share in a collective sense of 

place and the building of a communal identity as peaceful defenders. At a table in La Puya’s 

kitchen one woman, who wished to remain anonymous, told us: 

We do it a lot because of the little ones. We don’t know how long we are 
going to be here, but these little ones are just starting their lives and we 
want them to have a healthy environment (interview, July 4, 2013).  

 

                                                
5 The concern of interviewees at La Puya reflect the insidious presence of “slow violence,” a term encompassing 
“violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and 
space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (Nixon 2011, 2). Slow violence often 
refers to environmental and in-direct forms of violence, such as climate change, that over time create catastrophies 
whose casualties are both human and ecological.  
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Parents and grandparents frequently speak about leaving a legacy of environmental stewardship 

for their children. When I asked why it was important to include the children at the roadblock, 

despite the threat of violence, Juan Pablo responded: 

We think this is a way to plant a good seed, to have a good harvest in the 
future. They [children] are our main strength for the women and the men 
to continue the struggle. They say: “Hey, Mom, we want to go to La 
Puya!” And there they are! They love this beautiful place and they want 
to be here (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Several community participants described teaching their children tactics of non-violence as a 

means to resolve conflict in a country where youth are increasingly caught up in postwar 

violence (see Winton 2005). Individuals involved in the resistance speak of the benefit for 

others: “Even for the children of those people who are against us, we are here for them as well,” 

says César (interview July 2, 2013). 

 

Strategic Identities 

La Puya’s members work to cultivate an identity as peaceful, non-violent rights defenders. They 

welcome anyone concerned about forceful imposition of development projects that do not take 

local people’s lives and livelihoods into account, regardless of nationality, occupation, ethnicity, 

gender, or political identity. A common slogan I heard throughout my interviews, “Somos La 

Puya” (We are La Puya), reflects a collective attempt to gain support for their movement that 

transcends the physical location of the encampment. Moreover, it became clear during 

discussions that the community intentionally does not identify any individuals as community 

leaders, to ensure that no one is singled out and targeted. 

 Neither do La Puya’s participants identify as an Indigenous, religious, or gendered 

struggle. Academic discourses of opposition to transnational mining companies are often placed 
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within two categories. The first focuses on a tactic of self-identification utilized by Indigenous 

communities, most prominently seen at the Marlin and Fénix mines, where communities stand in 

defence of Indigenous rights to ancestral lands and FPIC (Fulmer et al. 2008; Imai et al. 2007; 

J.P. Laplante 2014; Nolin and Stephens 2010; Pol and Kemper 2016; Rasch 2012; Yagenova and 

García 2009). Near the El Escobal mine, Indigenous Xinka communities, jointly with non-

Indigenous campesinos, oppose the Tahoe Resources operations (see Chapter 5). The second 

category focuses on resistance as an “anti-mining” struggle (Deonadan 2015, 27; Dougherty 

2011). However, this “anti” rhetoric plays into patterns of stigmatization created by the 

Guatemalan political elite and transnational mining companies, who portray opponents of mining 

as being “against” or “in the way” of development (Blaser et al. 2004; Pedersen 2014a, 192; 

Radcliffe 2007). 

 While both Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples participate at La Puya, the use of 

indigeneity as a label of resistance was not invoked until 2014, when the community expanded 

its tactics of non-violence to include legal action in defence of the Indigenous rights of the 

Kaqchikel Maya population in the municipality of San Pedro Ayampuc (Consejo Municipal de 

Desarrollo 2011a, 2011b). La Puya’s members identify by their professions and residential 

communities but collectively as rights defenders. This distinction is used to counter attempts by 

the state and the company who view participants as enemies of the state. 

 The community, similarly, does not identify itself in connection with any religious 

movement. However, in response to interview questions, participants openly expressed their 

faith-based beliefs. Don Catarino of La Choleña offers a clear example of how faith gives 

participants support, in addition to an explanation for events that are seemingly unexplained. 
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God plays a part in Don Catarino’s story of how champions of the mine stalk the community at 

night, and at times attack La Puya’s participants while they sleep at the encampment: 

Sometimes the same patrol car will go by seven times trying to see who 
is here. Checking us out. One night, we felt like were going to be 
attacked. But, God was here with us. God is always here, that’s for sure. 
[Someone] attacked us here, on this side, on a motorcycle. Then, out of 
no where, a goat went out and knocked him off his motorcycle. He was 
coming on his bike and the goat jumped out and knocked him off! God 
sent the goat! When the police came to catch him, he started shooting at 
the police. We don’t know if he is still under arrest. They were private 
hired guns sent to do us damage (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 

Participants at La Puya perceive God to be on their side, likening themselves to the biblical 

figure of David facing Goliath (Canadian Dimension 2013; OMCT and FIDH 2015). Seamstress 

and Sunday-school teacher Suzana Reyes finds support for resistance in her religious beliefs: 

This struggle isn’t just here, it’s everywhere. It’s the struggle for the 
whole country really. A lot of struggles have failed and people have 
fallen into the provocations, they have reacted violently. So when we 
began, we put God before everything. God would help us and defend us. 
That is what has happened up until this time. There have been really 
strong witnesses that have given their testimony through this place. And 
it is through the struggle of the people. There have been problems and 
people have felt dispirited. Then we realize that is part of the struggle 
itself and we have to learn how to overcome that. We shouldn’t care 
about what anybody says, we should only care about what we are up to. 
That is what has kept me going in the struggle (interview, July 15, 2013). 

 

 Religious organizations, such as Conferencia de Religiosos y Religiosas de Guatemala 

(CONFREGUA) (National Religious Conference of Guatemala), participate in activities with 

community members at La Puya. In her capacity with the organization, Sister Carmen views La 

Puya as a theological site: 

For me it is a place where God is present and God is speaking clearly. 
When you listen to the people there, the people say: ‘God has been with 
us!’ You hear that in their prayers. They express themselves so clearly. 
And the people who get there and when we get there, you can feel there 
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is something different there that is not present in any other place. There 
is a sense of community. There is a sense of faith, strong faith! So that’s 
why I say, and because of what they are defending which is life itself, the 
God of life is in this place. What do we mean when we say: ‘The God of 
Life?’ What are we talking about? The God of Life is right there, right 
there. So Monsignor Álvaro Ramazzini said at the mass on the 
anniversary [of La Puya], he said: ‘Without God, you would not be able 
to survive here.’ It was during Lent, and the readings talked about how 
God listens to the cries of his people Israel. And the Monsignor said: 
‘God has listened to you already! But we have to continue and we have 
to make sure that those who are in power in Guatemala listen as well.’ 
They have not listened and they have not understood what the cry of the 
people is as well, and that they have responsibility to the people 
(interview, July 8, 2013).  

 
During violent encounters with police and EXMINGUA employees, community members pray 

and sing hymns together in peaceful protest against use of direct violence. Their distaste of 

violence is attributed to their religious beliefs (see also Felicia’s testimonio in Chapter 7).  

 Like religion, the theme of gender also emerged from communal experiences at La Puya. 

Rights organizations and independent journalists highlight the importance of women’s 

participation at roadblock, but at times they identify the resistance as a women’s movement 

leading the struggle against environmental destruction and sexism in Guatemala (see, for 

example, Madre Selva 2014). Images circulating in national and international news networks of 

riot police attempting to evict members of La Puya feature women on the front lines holding 

Bibles, linking arms, and singing hymns while the men stand at the back. When used without 

context, these images give the perception that women lead the struggle while men act as passive 

participants. Based on my experience during fieldwork, the interpretation of the resistance being 

led exclusively by women minimizes the collaborative work involving both men and women, 

especially in a country like Guatemala where women are disproportionately affected by violent 

development (Amnesty International 2014; 2016). 
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During interviews, participants highlighted the cooperation and collaboration of men and 

women. The equal participation of women and men at the roadblock is a tactic of non-violence 

that Don Mario believes makes La Puya special. He recounts: 

There are women from the rural areas, but it’s the women in the city 
areas that make a difference between men and women. But here [at La 
Puya], they seem to make no difference between men and women. It’s 
really important. It’s not about gender here, it’s not on the table. It’s 
really been amazing to see the participation of men and women. There 
are some cases, like here, where the women’s organizations in the city 
have tried to say it is actually a women’s movement. And that could 
cause us trouble here! We don’t have that division here, we don’t see it 
that way (interview, July 5, 2013). 

 
Participation in daily activities, decision-making, and resistance at La Puya, relies on both men 

and women in ways that they define as equal. I witnessed women at the roadblock working in the 

kitchen and preparing meals to sustain participants throughout daily activities. I saw men 

conducting daily chores, building shelter and latrines, and speaking to visitors when they came to 

the encampment. Respondents described how, during periods of violence, women occupied the 

front lines of human barricades as a non-violent tactic. Their hope was that the predominantly 

male riot police would not physically assault women who might remind them of their 

grandmothers, mothers, sisters, and daughters (see Doña Berta’s testimonio in Chapter 7). While 

the community highlights the equity between genders at La Puya, women and men are targeted 

differently for their participation at the encampment. Moreover, as Giles (2015) points out, 

women occupy spaces of increasing vulnerability to violence in capitalist and neocolonial 

systems that work to eradicate and silence women’s participation in resistance efforts. With this 

gendered perspective in mind, it is important to recognize how members of La Puya perceive 

their resistance — as opposition that draws on the strengths of women and men together to 

challenge violent development. 
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Non-Violent Responses and Strategies to Counter Violent Development Practices 

Lack of Consultation and Exclusion from Decision-Making 

La Puya is a response to the exclusions by state and non-state actors of communities from 

decision-making that affects their daily lives. From the perspective of community members 

neither Radius Gold nor KCA properly consulted with local populations regarding the opening of 

a mine between the municipios of San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc (see Appendix C, 

Figure 6.1). Don Gabriel of El Carrizal remembers when EXMINGUA employees began talking 

to people in nearby towns prior to the El Tambor exploitation license being awarded to the 

company: 

First they started going one by one to each of the communities. The 
municipality of San José del Golfo had a little committee in each village. 
And they went to each of the houses saying it was a census, taking 
photos. They said the municipality wanted to make improvements on the 
houses. But then we noticed they were actually taking samples here. Our 
own committees were organizing this. The committees in the villages 
were in charge of confusing and tricking people. So we didn’t notice 
when they moved in here. But when they started to bring machines here, 
we noticed (interview, July 2, 2013)! 

 

EXMINGUA used meetings with small groups of community members to win acceptance for the 

project in its attempt to gain a social license to operate (see EXMINGUA 2010, 289–307). 

However, it is the Guatemalan government’s responsibility to conduct consultations with 

citizens, particularly in relation to ILO 169 (Fulmer et al. 2008; Sagebien et al. 2008). The efforts 

made by the company constitute what Deonandan and Morgan (2016, 173) describe as a “sham” 

consultation, meaning the company claims to have obtained consent from the community 

without fully articulating the project’s true objectives and intended outcomes. From the 

perspective of community members, EXMINGUA’s attempts to gain consent amongst 

communities was limited and disingenuous, and raised social tensions and fears. 
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 Further exclusions from the decision-making processes around the El Tambor mine relate 

to the environmental impact assessment. EXMINGUA and environmental consulting company 

Grupo Sierra Madre (Sierra Madre Group) submitted the EIA to MARN in 2010 (see Appendix 

C, Figure 6.1) (EXMINGUA 2010). The EIA documents anticipated negative effects of the mine 

and the remediation steps planned to minimize any environmental harm. In their work analyzing 

community resistance to megaproject development in Guatemala, Aguilar-Støen and Hirsch 

(2015) note that communities are increasingly challenging EIA documents as a means to dispute 

the current ways citizens are involved in decision-making processes in relation to large-scale 

development projects.  

 Community members of La Puya requested two independent reviews of the El Tambor 

EIA, the first conducted in 2012 by environmental engineer Robert H. Robinson and 

geotechnical engineer Steve Laudeman (see Appendix C, Figure 6.2) and the second, in 2014, 

led by hydrologist and geochemist Robert Moran (see Appendix C, Figure 6.4) (De León, 

Bastos, and Rivera 2014; Yagenova 2014). In examining the 903-page assessment, Robinson 

critiqued the Progreso VII Derivada EIA as poorly conducted and untrustworthy: “The analysis 

is so bad that it can’t help us predict or prevent the negative effects of the mine…. It gives no 

confidence that the mining company will protect the environment or the health of the 

communities” (Robinson in GHRC 2013, ¶5; Robinson and Laudeman 2012; Yagenova 2014, 

38). The community’s concerns over water use and contamination are validated by both 

independent assessments, creating “spaces for empowerment” by garnering greater community 

participation and public legitimacy through exposing ambiguities and misinformation presented 

by the company and the Guatemalan government (Aguilar-Støen and Hirsch 2017, 225). 
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 Communities in San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc live in a dry corridor where 

water is often scarce, particularly during the months from November to May. Concerned about 

prior contamination of the groundwater, José Ángel of La Choleña discussed the poor quality of 

the existing EIA, and articulated the community’s demands for the government to conduct a new 

assessment: 

In San José del Golfo they have already shut down two wells because of 
the arsenic. There is too much arsenic in there already. One is in La 
Choleña, the other in town. They [government officials] saw these really 
well founded arguments, and the agreement is that they [the company] 
will do another environmental impact study, because we believe that the 
analysis of the study is incomplete, it has a lot of holes in it. Because 
there was never any consultation! The Ministry of the Environment has 
the right to cancel this license. That is enough; the lack of consultation is 
enough to cancel the license. So, later we were able to meet with some 
other groups who have had experience with this. We decided that if they 
do another environmental analysis, they need to fix it and edit it and 
change how it’s presented. And when it’s done, we said we have to 
check back in with the communities. We wanted a study of the 
preexisting environmental problems. Because we know the arsenic in the 
water is already eight points above normal, something that the 
international health organization recognizes. We don’t know the 
outcome, we are waiting on the government and what they will say. We 
don’t know what they will say. We know and have analyzed within the 
institutions in the health ministry that they do not have enough money to 
carry out a proper study. So we want them to give us a good answer. The 
government has to cancel this license, because they know that in this 
area, it is already contaminated. The movement of the earth and the 
arsenic, it will be the extermination of us. Under the law, we have the 
right to demand the cancelation of the license. But, here in Guatemala, 
that does not happen. There is too much corruption. We have no idea 
what is going to happen next (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
José Ángel brings up the lack of consultation surrounding the El Tambor mine project but places 

emphasis on problems associated with local water supply unaddressed in the EIA as justification 

for cancelling the license. By pointing out the flaws in the documentation provided by the 

company, and the failures of government bodies to conduct due diligence, the community 

established additional legal grounds for challenging the El Tambor project. 
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Community Attempts to Dialogue with the Guatemalan Government 

As a part of the peaceful strategy to amplify their voices, community members from La Puya 

used state mechanisms to facilitate dialogue with the government. In the spring of 2012, the 

Sistema Nacional de Diálogo Permanente (SNDP) (National Permanent System of Dialogue), a 

national body in charge of mediation, was initiated to open discussion between local opposition 

and municipal officials (SNDP 2014). Meetings involved government representatives from 

MEM, MARN, and La Comisión Presidencial Coordinadora de la Política del Ejecutivo en 

Materia de Derechos Humanos (COPREDEH) (Presidential Commission for Human Rights). 

Mayors from the towns of San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc, and leaders of the 

respective Los Consejos Comunitarios de Desarrollo Urbano y Rural (COCODES) (Community 

Councils for Urban and Rural Development), were also invited to participate.6 Participants said 

this strategy was intended to give community members an opportunity to have their voices heard 

and also keep them abreast of government and company points of view. The SNDP offers a 

neutral platform for community members to voice their concerns with public representatives. 

However, participants believed that their voices were still mostly unheard and that the SNDP 

acted as a mouthpiece for the government and company (Estrada Corpeño 2016; PBI 2014). 

Nonetheless, they demonstrated willingness to participate in democratic mechanisms of dispute 

resolution. Ultimately, dialogue was insufficient and discussions broke down in early May 2014 

(see Appendix C, Figure 6.3). The community continued attempts to engage with the 

Guatemalan government despite the ongoing repression that followed. 

                                                
6 It is on public record that the SNDP (2014, 3) held various meetings between government officials and members of 
San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc in an attempt to initiate dialogue. SNDP initially met with Mayor 
Roberto Aquino of San Pedro Ayampuc on March 20, 2012. Then, on April 7 and 10, 2012, two meetings were held 
with the Mayor Elzer Fidelino Palencia of San José del Golfo, and on May 31 and June 7, 2012, meetings were held 
with the City Council of San José del Golfo and the Presidents of COCODES were held. Likewise, three meetings 
took place (May 20, June 6 and 8, 2012) with the City Council of San Pedro Ayampuc. Each meeting involved 
members of MEM and MARN, as well as COPREDEH. 
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 Remarkably, La Puya remains the only community resistance in Guatemala to have had 

an official meeting with then president Pérez Molina, and high-level officials including former 

MEM Minister Erick Archila and Minister of the Interior Héctor Mauricio López Bonilla. On 

June 12, 2013, 10 representatives from La Puya were invited to a meeting at the National Palace 

in Guatemala City where they requested that MEM revoke the El Tambor (GHRC 2013b) (see 

Appendix C, Figure 6.2). Participants said that Guatemalan officials invited representatives of 

KCA to the table, but the community refused to dialogue with the company based on fact that the 

government is ultimately responsible for issuing and cancelling licenses. At the end of 

discussions, Pérez Molina committed to revisiting the EIA as well as reevaluating mitigation 

measures proposed by the company (Amnesty International 2014). However, to date, promises 

made remain unfulfilled by both government and the company. Further attempts to dialogue have 

not resulted in any significant conflict resolution. 

 

Expanding Non-Violent Resistance to Include Legal Action 

With the support of CALAS and La Asociación de Abogados Mayas de Guatemala (Mayan 

Lawyers Association of Guatemala), La Puya initiated a series of legal challenges to the 

legitimacy of the El Tambor mine license. Starting in October 2014, community members from 

El Carrizal and El Guapinol put forward an injunction against the City Council of San Pedro 

Ayampuc for failing to consult with affected communities near the El Tambor mine (see Figure 

6.4) (GHRC 2016). Guatemalan judge Angélica Noémi Téllez Hernández ruled in favour of the 

rights defenders on the basis that the company failed to consult with communities, thus putting 

the legality of the license into question when documents accompanying the legal investigation 

revealed the company was operating without a construction permit. The judge ordered 
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EXMINGUA to suspend all building activities until proper consultation could be conducted, and 

in addition instructed the Municipal Council of San Pedro Ayampuc to ensure construction at El 

Tambor stopped within 15 days (see Appendix C, Figure 6.5, AMPARO 1592-2014 and 

AMPARO 01050-2014) (GHRC 2016). The community had to exhaust all legal measures before 

the company was finally ordered on August 5, 2016, by the Guatemalan Supreme Court of 

Justice, to definitively suspend the Progreso VII Derivada license based on the lack of free, prior, 

and informed consent with the local Indigenous Kaqchikel Maya peoples (see Appendix C, 

Figure 6.5, AMPARO 1246-2016; Nolin and Russell 2016d). It now behooves the Guatemalan 

government to conduct consultations with communities who should have been conferred with in 

the first place.  

 Legal challenges are an increasingly common method used by communities to send a 

clear message to companies and their shareholders (Maheandiran 2016).7 Court cases can be an 

effective means to slow down mining operations, and offer an opportunity to set legal precedents 

that support both the immediate struggle and others across the country. In Guatemala, however, 

corruption permeates all levels of government, so there is always the likelihood that legal 

challenges will fail. In the case of La Puya, however, the company ignored initial legal requests 

made by the courts (GHRC 2015). State support for the company and mining operations may 

explain why police were not sued to enforce the court’s 2014 decisions, illustrating that even 

when judicial bodies function effectively and secure the recognition of rights for communities, 

they do not have the power to enforce legal rulings over corporate interests. When state actors 

failed to comply with court orders to suspend the exploitation license, La Puya’s members 

                                                
7 Communities affected by the El Escobal and Fénix mines developed comprehensive legal cases against foreign-
owned mining operations at the national and international levels, including in domestic civil courts in Canada. See 
Chapter 5 for details. 
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expanded their community on March 3, 2016, to a satellite resistance space known as La Puyita, 

or little La Puya, in front of MEM’s downtown office in Guatemala City. La Puyita existed for 

more than a year under the same guiding principles and practices created at La Puya, while other 

community members maintained the encampment in front of the El Tambor mine (see Figure 

6.5).  

  KCA and EXMINGUA are under investigation by the Public Ministry for failing to 

comply with the initial judicial orders and exporting concentrate from the mine while the license 

was temporarily suspended (see Appendix C, Figure 6.5) (GHRC 2016). Abbott (2016, ¶27) 

revealed that KCA plans to appeal the decisions and counter-sue: “KCA has stated that they will 

challenge the recent court orders with a lawsuit over the violation of the rights of investment, as 

laid out through the Central American Free Trade Agreement. The firm argues that the 

Guatemalan state has violated their right to their investments through accusing them of illegal 

mining.” Transnational companies use the mechanisms put in place by neoliberal economic 

policies to assert their rights over those of Guatemalan citizens. On May 16, 2018, KCA filed a 

notice of intent to sue the Guatemalan government for US$300 million under CAFTA-DR 

(Bolaños and Gamarro 2018).8 

 At present, community members continue to occupy the encampment outside the El 

Tambor mine entrance, but remain in a state of limbo until the government of Guatemala 

conducts an official consultation with the affected communities. 

 

 

                                                
8 KCA’s claim is based on: (1) the 2016 suspension of the El Tambor mine; (2) the suspension of the company’s 
export license; and (3) alleged lack of state protection against local protests that obstructed exploitation 
(MiningWatch Canada 2018).  
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The Use of Direct Violence against Rights Defenders at La Puya 

The case of La Puya exposes the nature of violence used against rights defenders in the context 

of mining. Akin to experiences detailed in Chapter 5 related to the Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal 

mines, La Puya’s members face ongoing violence linked to both state and non-state actors. 

Participants’ testimonies and secondary literature indicate that the government and company use 

both police and former military members as private security to safeguard transnational economic 

investment at the expense of citizens’ rights and dignity.  

 There is significantly less reference by participants and grey literatures to the use of 

private security forces hired by EXMINGUA than for communities resisting (see, for example, 

Rights Action 2017 and GHRC 2013c). Due to the lack of information in secondary sources, I 

am unable to verify the violence associated with hired private security forces at the El Tambor 

site. The focus of this section therefore only emphasizes the use of state police and retired 

military personnel by the government and mining company as quasi-private security.9 Incidents 

of violence outlined by a few secondary sources involving hired private security companies did 

not meet the guidelines and methods set to establish rigour in this chapter.  

 

Guatemalan Government’s Misuse of National Police as Private Security for Transnational 
Companies 

In interviews and a review of secondary literatures, it is clear that the PNC and riot police under 

the auspices of Fuerza Especial Political (FEP) (Special Police Forces) are identified as the main 

                                                
9 In my review of secondary literature, only CMI attempts to make connections between the private security 
companies Grupo Escorpión S.A. and Blackthorne Securities and powerful political and economic actors in 
Guatemala. According to the grassroots media outlet, Grupo Escorpión S.A. is owned by Miguel Martínez Solís, 
undersecretary for Secretaria de Asuntos Administrativos y de Seguridad (SASS) (Secretariat of Administrative 
Affairs and Security of the President’s Office). Grupo Escorpión S.A. (Scorpion Group South America) ended its 
contract with EXMINGUA shortly after the violent evictions at La Puya on May 23, 2014. Newly formed 
Blackthrone Securities took up the contract shortly thereafter, but is also associated with providing security services 
to the SASS (CMI 2015).  
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perpetrators of direct violence, while other incidences may be attributed to paid company 

employees of EXMINGUA and unknown champions of the mine from local towns (Yagenova 

2014; Madre Selva 2014). While the resistance of community members remains peaceful, 

interventions by state authorities are frequently violent. The police maintain and reinforce power 

using tactics of physical and psychological abuse, harassment, and intimidation to foster spaces 

of fear and insecurity for those who uphold human, Indigenous, and environmental rights. The 

psychological and physical violence used at La Puya mirror tactics utilized during the genocide. 

 Several incidents from La Puya’s timeline illustrate the Guatemalan government’s use of 

the national police as private security and their attempts to further the militarization of police 

programs to quell social protest (see Appendix C, Figures 6.2 – 6.4). Beginning on May 8, 2012, 

PNC and riot police drove into San José del Golfo, allegedly to protect mining personnel and 

property of EXMINGUA (GHRC 2014). Residents reported between 300 and 400 PNC officers 

in the area guarding up to 50 trucks with company equipment onboard. Russell of Rights Action 

(2012, ¶3–5) relayed a communique from Frente Norte del Área Metropolitana Pueblos en 

Resistencia (FRENAM) (Northern Front of the Metropolitan Area) denouncing tactics used by 

the police against community members: 

[The PNC] blocked the streets and impeded villagers from moving 
around. Alarmed by this display of force and concerned about what was 
happening, villagers came out into the streets. Using a carefully planned 
provocation strategy, the police also closed off access to the Progreso 
mine, to stop villagers from supporting community members who were 
staging a peaceful protest on the public road across from the entrance to 
the mine. With the help of supporters of the mine, the police identified 
the houses of community leaders and stopped them from leaving their 
homes. This frightened their families and caused anxiety for those who 
wanted to help them. 

 
The police attempted to repress defenders simultaneously in different locations, harassing 

community members both at La Puya and in their home communities, effectively leaving them 



 

 184 

with no safe space to seek refuge. On December 7, 2012, police travelled through communities 

with company equipment, intent on evicting participants. Suzana Reyes recalls her experiences 

on that day: 

As I said, we feel really committed not to throw it [the resistance] aside, 
but to continue this struggle as long as we are able. For everyone, it 
doesn’t matter, even if we have to die there. That is what we believe. 
Until God decides whether we win or lose, we will be there. What 
happened on the December 7 [2012] was really hard. They [riot police] 
threw tear gas at us. But the position of the people was to lie down. They 
wanted to come over us, but we refused to move…. It was a very 
important day for us, here [in El Carrizal] as well. It was the festival of 
our patron Saint. We were really busy, but we just forgot about it and 
went to La Puya. Others stayed here [El Carrizal], because this is where a 
bunch of them [community members] were detained. We could see that 
God was with us that day, because they were bothering us, but we were 
able to overcome them that day. We spent the entire day there. Then, 
little by little, they [the riot police] went away. Their plan was to get us 
out of there, they had knocked our little buildings down. They had taken 
some of our friends prisoner that day, but in the evening they were set 
free. It was a hard day. We had no idea what was going to happen. But, 
thanks to God, the day went by, and we stayed peaceful. They have not 
bothered us since then. We do not know what is going to happen in the 
future (interview, July 15, 2013).  

 
Police frequently arrive under cover of darkness, many participants told me, frightening them. 

One woman, who wished to remain anonymous, shared the impacts of police tactics on 

community members: 

We stay the night, but it is scary. But we are here. Sometimes there are 
the police. They have come in the middle of the night, so we don’t trust 
anyone anymore. So when we spend the night we are not at peace. We 
are worried someone will come by shooting, or come in a truck and try to 
break in (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 

Ultimately, failing to trigger violent reactions from participants that would warrant their arrest, 

police eventually withdrew, unable once again to evict the encampment. 

 Arguably, the most violent incident at La Puya occurred on May 23, 2014 (see Appendix 

C, Figure 6.3). At this point, La Puya’s efforts had delayed exploitation at the El Tambor mine 
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for over two years, leaving the company anxious to start production, generate revenue, and repay 

royalty interests to the Canadian company Radius Gold. López Bonilla,10 then Minister of the 

Interior and a former military leader, ordered hundreds of PNC and FEP to accompany 

KCA/EXMINGUA mining equipment into the El Tambor mine site. The actions of the minister 

demonstrate the backing of the state for the implementation of the El Tambor mining project 

(OBS 2014). 

 On the morning of May 23, members of the Office of the UN High Commissioner, the 

SNDP, the PDH, and several other rights organizations, GHRC and PBI included, attempted to 

broker a solution between the police security contingent and the community. However, by the 

afternoon, police broke the peace, forcefully evicting protestors from the encampment (GHRC 

2014; PBI 2014; UDEFEGUA 2015). Human rights organizations document that approximately 

300 FEP and PNC mistreated men, women, and children, beating them with batons as they 

attempted to flee the encampment (Yagenova 2014). Amnesty International (2014, 18) recorded 

23 protestors and 15 police injuries suffered during the event. Human rights organizations 

condemned the excessive use of force and failure by the PNC and FEP to follow proper protocols 

(Amnesty International 2014a; GHRC 2014; PBI 2014; UDEFEGUA 2015). No court order was 

ever presented to justify the community’s eviction (Yagenova 2014). Temporarily evicted from 

the encampment, community members returned two days later to reoccupy the roadside adjacent 

to the El Tambor mine entrance (Madre Selva 2014; GHRC 2016). 

                                                
10 Schirmer (1998, 163) highlights the role played by López Bonilla as a Kaibil unit leader from the armed conflict. 
Starting as one of the oficiales jóvenes (young officers) from the 1982 coup d’état that put dictator Ríos Montt in 
power from 1982–1983, his continued role in the Guatemala government speaks to the ways in which the 
Guatemalan military maintains power in postwar society. However, on May 23, 2015, López Bonilla resigned from 
office amidst the corruption scandal that led to the resignation of President Pérez Molina (NISGUA 2015a). The 
former minister was arrested a year later in 2016, on charges of corruption (Dudley 2016). Former MEM minister, 
Erick Archila, was arrested December 13, 2016 in Miami, Florida for lack of immigration documentation and is 
awaiting extradition (Ríos 2017). 
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  By May 2015, after successive failures to evict community members from La Puya, the 

Guatemalan government erected a permanent police encampment at the El Tambor mine 

entrance to monitor community activity while providing additional security to the company 

(GHRC 2015) (see Figure 6.4). Direct police presence is a mechanism used by the Guatemalan 

state in areas of social unrest to intimidate protestors. Heavy police presence in Guatemala is 

invariably associated with wrongdoing, suggesting to outsiders that La Puya’s participants are 

suspected of criminal activity when all they are doing is exercising their rights in a peaceful and 

legal fashion. The deployment of authorities for evictions or occupation thereby leaves defenders 

increasingly open to attacks and threats either by police or supporters of the mine who believe 

the rhetoric of the state. Moreover, the use of Guatemala’s police force sends a clear message to 

community members that the state does not want to engage using non-violent means, devaluing 

mechanisms of dialogue that La Puya’s participants have attempted to utilize (PBI 2014). 

 

The Hiring of Former Military Personnel  

In addition to benefitting from state resources to facilitate their operations, the mining company 

hired former military personnel to carry out campaigns of intimidation and harassment against 

La Puya (Yagenova 2014, 63). José Ángel offered his reflection of the impacts of such activity 

on community members: 

Looking at a bit of history from the armed conflict, the people who 
suffered the most were in the rural areas. The military took over these 
regions and the land of these areas. And now, there is this plan again, the 
same plan. They take advantage of the fear that people have of the 
military. It’s proved that the mine has the backing of the military. There 
are four military men involved in this mine. But, the people have a little 
bit of consciousness that has allowed us to come together and stand up 
together. And to stand up to them. To see them, to go into these little 
areas and say: “Here are your rights. They are violating our rights!” Then 
you become a subversive in the eyes of the army. That’s why we were 
able to achieve just a little bit in this region. We don’t have this fear to 



 

 187 

demand our rights, even though military men come. There are regions 
where there were colonels who humiliated them. The colonel orders and 
the troops go and kill, that’s what the history has been. That fear is very, 
very deep within our brains in different areas. It’s important to create 
awareness, a massive awareness campaign. This is a risk if we do this, 
then we might die (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
 Former military personnel, including retired lieutenant Pablo Silas Orozco Cifuentes and 

colonels Arias Méndez y Figueroa and Selvin Morales, along with employees hired from nearby 

communities, made several attempts to remove protestors from La Puya in November and 

December 2012 (Suarez Toro 2012). Importantly, Morales served as the minister of Energy and 

Mines during the Colom administration and approved the Progreso VII Derivada licenses prior to 

being hired as EXMINGUA’s general manager (GHRC 2016; Yagenova 2014). His placement in 

the subsidiary raised serious questions of professional ethics with community members that 

extend beyond his former military connections. Participants identified company employees by 

their blue helmets, EXMINGUA t-shirts, megaphones, banners, and tools, as they made an effort 

to incite violence and fear amongst community members at La Puya. Leading the harassment 

was EXMINGUA employee Orozco Cifuentes, distinguished by participants by his yellow hard 

hat. Megaphone in hand, he harangued La Puya’s participants and independent journalists with 

violent slurs. Joana from San José del Golfo recalled some of the insults company workers aimed 

at community participants: 

They lifted a dog up and said: “This is who you are, a bitch! That’s who 
you are!” We just put our aprons on and stood up to them. They even 
brought in boxes of bananas in for gifts, because sometimes there are a 
lot of people and they run out of food. But first they say: “Here are the 
bananas for the monkeys!” To provoke us (interview, July 1, 2013).  

 
Orozco Cifuentes and Juan José Reyes Carrera, another EXMINGUA employee, were later 

charged and convicted on October 17, 2013 with crimes of coercion and uttering death threats 
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against five independent journalists during the November 22, 2012 provocations at La Puya (see 

Appendix C, Figures 6.2 and 6.3 respectively).11 However, the two men were able to pay a fine 

of approximately US$1,875 each to commute their two-year jail sentences (De Léon 2013; 

GHRC 2013, ¶6). To date, these are the only criminal convictions related to violence against 

members of La Puya, indicating a failure by authorities to carry out investigations related to 

attacks against rights defenders. 

 Related to the state’s use of violence is its reluctance to conduct investigations when 

rights defenders are attacked. Furthermore, the Guatemalan authorities fail to provide adequate 

protection for individuals who face ongoing danger. The case of Yolanda (see her testimonio in 

Chapter 7) offers a clear example of the state’s unwillingness to protect citizens who are in 

imminent risk of reprisal for defending their rights and the rights of others. After surviving an 

assassination attempt on June 13, 2012, Yolanda continued to receive threats from unknown  

sources (see Appendix C, Figure 6.2). 12 It was not until August 24, 2012, after the IACHR 

requested that the Guatemalan government adopt a precautionary measure to guarantee life and 

physical integrity of Yolanda and her immediate family, that she received a state-sponsored 

security detail (Amnesty International 2014; IACHR 2012; OAS 2012, ¶9). Judicial authorities 

never adequately investigated the violent incident, and no suspects were ever charged or 

                                                
11 Gustavo Adolfo Illescas Arita, Juan Pablo Guzmán Castillo, Francisco Sánchez Méndez, Nelton Eduardo Rivera 
González, and Ricardo Busquets Reverte are the five independent journalists (UDEFEGUA 2013, 58). Notably, 
Nelton Rivera’s articles helped formulate the timeline of violence featured in this chapter, as he continues to write 
for Prensa Comunitaria regularly.  
12 Since 2012, Yolanda and her family have endured ongoing attacks, intimidation, and harassment for their 
involvement in the resistance. UDEFEGUA (2013, 2014, 2015, 2016) documents the violence she has suffered for 
her defence of individual and community rights. In their most recent annual report, Yolanda gave an account of 
ongoing telephone harassment, including one incident, March 3, 3016, where the male caller threatened: “te vamos a 
quitar la cabeza a vos y a tus hijos” (We are going to take the head off of you and your children) (UDEFEGUA 
2016, 32). Several days later, on March 9, 2016, a written note was slipped under her door, reading: “te tenemos 
controlada tus días están contadas hija de la gran puta. Terrorista + Oquelí mierda” (We’re watching you. Your days 
are numbered, you daughter of a bitch. Terrorist and Oquelí shit!) (UDEFEGUA 2016, 32). These instances are not 
reflected in the timeline, as they are not corroborated by other sources. 
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prosecuted. OBS (2014, 129) points out: “Because land rights defenders play an essential role 

defending the rights of others and fighting against the impunity of violations of the rights of 

others, the impunity of the abuses against them produces a double impunity.” Yolanda lives 

knowing that her would-be assassins walk free. 

 Police, former military members, and local supporters of the mine are all used to suppress 

the movement at La Puya in an attempt to dissuade opposition to mining operations. Pérez 

Molina’s administration resorted to violent force, disregarding international laws protecting the 

fundamental freedoms13 to criminalize rights defenders. Those actions demonstrate a lack of 

government and police accountability, ongoing impunity, and collusion between the state and the 

company (Bastos and de León 2013). Using the rhetoric of security to protect economic 

development strategies, the state justifies the deployment of large police contingents and 

company employees to safeguard Radius/KCA/EXMINGUA mining equipment. However, rights 

defenders’ strategies of peaceful opposition present a contradiction to state discourses and 

actions. Despite the violence, La Puya’s members have managed to stall and slow the 

advancement of the El Tambor mine through the application of peaceful resistance tactics. 

 

Indirect Violence Used against Rights Defenders at La Puya 

In this section, I focus on indirect violence that can lead to direct violence in the context of 

mining. Structural violence is embedded in the neoliberal political and economic systems that 

support extractive companies in Guatemala; it depends on the social, economic, and political 

power clenched by the elite to maintain dominant perspectives of development that reinforce 

                                                
13 Article 2 of the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights Defenders obligates states to adopt legislative and 
judicial mechanisms to provide the fundamental freedoms for rights defenders (UN 1998). 
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inequality. The shared experiences of this study’s participants illustrate that, in an effort to 

subdue opposition, both the Guatemalan government and transnational corporations strategically 

operationalize forms of indirect violence that lead to direct violence. These frameworks 

ultimately result in harm to Guatemalan citizens, particularly rights defenders who voice their 

opposition to foreign-owned and forcefully imposed mining projects. 

 

The Criminalization of Rights Defenders 

Guatemala’s Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations are criminalized by multinational 

corporations and the Guatemalan government for peacefully and legally expressing visions of 

self-determined development. As expected, experiences at La Puya reflect the ongoing pattern of 

criminalization seen at the Marlin, Fénix, and El Escobal mines (see Chapter 5). Ellen Moore, 

former Program Coordinator with NISGUA, offers her perspective on the criminalization of 

community members for their opposition to the El Escobal mine: 

There has also been a lot of criminalization of individual leaders and 
human rights defenders. We see that as a very clear objective to 
destabilize and disarticulate these struggles. It’s a really great tactic to 
scare people through the use of the judicial system. You know, we all 
want the judicial system to work because impunity is terrible in 
Guatemala. But, in this case, the system is being used to dissuade protest, 
which is more legitimate than disappearing someone or threatening 
someone or killing someone, but often gets the same result, which is 
disarticulating the struggle and scaring people into not resisting or 
protesting (interview, June 26, 2013). 

 
Moore’s experiences supporting rights defenders across the country are diverse. She spoke of 

accompanying Indigenous rights defenders from Huehuetenango in their struggles against three 

hydroelectric dams in traditional territories (NISGUA 2015a), as well as championing resistance 

efforts in San Rafael Las Flores against the Canadian-owned El Escobal mine (NISGUA 2015c). 
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Although her knowledge of La Puya is limited, her understanding regarding the pursuit of 

criminalization is extensive. Speaking of La Puya, Moore notes: 

 

The resistance at La Puya is so particular and really special. And it’s not 
that other resistance movements in Guatemala are violent — they’re all 
non-violent practically and they’re all peaceful and they’re all asking for 
the same thing: the right to be consulted, the right to have information 
about what’s happening, and not be lied to about what’s going on. And to 
have the licenses revoked. That’s what people at La Puya and San Rafael 
are asking for: the revocation of the license. So, it’s not really all that 
different from San Rafael, but it is different because they have been able 
to avoid a lot of the major challenges that other places have faced, 
particularly criminalization. Obviously, the folks at La Puya have 
suffered violence and intimidation, there’s no doubt about that. And there 
have been people who have been detained and there have been legal 
processes against them, they have been criminalized. But in that case, it 
hasn’t been enough to disarticulate that struggle, to the point of them 
leaving their resistance or leaving their encampment or blockade 
(interview, June 26, 2013). 

 

Moore’s perceptions of La Puya’s strength have stood the test of time. While subsequent 

criminalization attempts have not caused the community to abandon the roadblock, the abuse of 

Guatemala’s legal system to criminalize rights defenders represents increased state support for 

foreign-owned resource extraction operations.  

 Beginning in March of 2012, the Guatemalan state, Radius Gold, and later KCA pursued 

a relentless campaign of social stigmatization and criminalization against opponents of the El 

Tambor mine, causing lasting social divisions and harms within communities (Amnesty 

International 2014; Madre Selva 2014; Yagenova 2014). Community members and human rights 

organizations share the belief that criminal proceedings are a direct result of their participation in 

the defence of environment and community rights. During a group interview, José Ángel 

candidly deconstructed the risks that he and community members face: 
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[The mine] has created divisions within the communities and even 
households. Some people have been tricked by the company’s promises. 
This is a huge problem, there’s a social destruction. It might be a division 
affecting a family, but we are all in a risky situation. We know that the 
companies are violent. And now we have this military government in 
Guatemala. The military people, they are taught to kill. So, for them, it’s 
easy to create campaigns of intimidation against us. So this is a huge risk 
for us. These situations happen and the strategy of government is just to 
create terror and criminalize the people who are working in the social 
conflicts so they can bring in different ways of repression people through 
legal means (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 

Several notable cases emerged from La Puya of judicial harassment involving false 

charges and prolonged criminal processes (PBI 2013). On May 3, 2012, Alonzo de Jesús Torres 

Catalán, Valerio Carrillo Sandoval, and Jorge Adalberto López Reyes unlawfully detained three 

former EXMINGUA employees and attempted to coerce and threaten them (GHRC 2016; Madre 

Selva 2014). On April 30, 2014, judge Félix García of the Eighth Criminal Court for Drug 

Trafficking and Environmental Crimes sentenced all three men from La Puya to nine years in 

prison, or a commutable prison sentence of Q10 per day (approximately Q32,850) (OMCT and 

FIDH 2015, 33-34). Amnesty International (2016, 51–52) assessed the case proceedings: 

According to the judgment, which Amnesty International has seen, the 
evidence on which the convictions were based consisted of statements by 
the complainants and by three witnesses, the latter based on hearsay — 
the witnesses were told what had happened by workers but were not 
themselves present during the alleged events. The expert reports referred 
to injuries sustained by workers, photographic documentation of the 
mine and the scene of the alleged offence, and the existence of La Puya 
Peaceful Resistance. Amnesty International believes the evidence 
presented by the prosecution does not serve as proof that the accused 
defenders committed a crime.  

 

Organizations supporting La Puya conclude that the sentencing infringed on the rights of the 

accused, undermining their presumed innocence, as public prosecutors neglected to provide 

sufficient evidence to demonstrate guilt (Amnesty International 2016; GHRC 2016). Speaking 
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about cases of judicial harassment, participants expressed feelings of outrage related to the 

lengthy court proceedings where hearings are postponed, delayed, and suspended indefinitely 

(see Milton’s testimonio in Chapter 7). Torres Catalán, Sandoval, and López Reyes appealed the 

judge’s decision and were acquitted of all charges on February 27, 2015 — three years after the 

initial charges were made (see Figure 6.4) (Rivera 2015). 

 While only a handful of cases involving La Puya’s participants have reached trial,14 the 

state reinforced a campaign of defamation against rights defenders publicly. When dialogue 

between La Puya and the SNDP broke down in 2015, Guatemala’s Secretary of Peace, Antonio 

Arenales Forno (2015, 3) blamed “criminal activity” and “patterns of disrespect and 

ungovernability [that] persist among communities.” His statements magnify the state’s neoliberal 

rhetoric of securitization, validating the use of force against peaceful opposition while leaving 

community members vulnerable to violent attacks by police and supporters of the mine. During 

interviews, La Puya’s women and men remained adamant that before the coming of the El 

Tambor gold mine, there were no significant conflicts in the area, and the locale was relatively 

peaceful, despite its proximity to the capital city. The state’s attempt to discredit defenders is 

particularly egregious. In Guatemala, the mere insinuation of criminality by the political and 

economic elite can be just as dangerous as actually committing any illegal acts.  

 Prior to interviews at La Puya, I sat down with the Human Rights Defender Program 

Coordinator with GHRC, Rob Mercantante, to discuss the situation of rights defenders in 

Guatemala. In his work in Guatemala, extending over 25 years, he recalls many human rights 

organizations leaving the country after the Peace Accords were signed, at a time when attacks 

against defenders had significantly diminished (UDEFEGUA 2014, 2015). However, after the 

                                                
14 According to CALAS lawyer Maldonado (2017, ¶1) there are at least ten cases of criminalization against rights 
defenders from La Puya. 
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election of Pérez Molina in 2012, Mercantante noticed “the resurgence of the extreme right and 

the legitimization” of what he calls, “the fringe” (interview, June 14, 2013). The “fringe” 

includes the far right elite who deny that genocide occurred in Guatemala and who thrust this 

viewpoint on the press and on social media in an attempt to normalize violence against 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous rights defenders. He remarks that those with political and 

economic power in Guatemala have “created a context where it’s okay to label human rights 

defenders and activists as terrorists against the state, against development, against progress” 

(interview, June 14, 2013). Mercantante highlights the effort of hidden or parallel powers to 

instigate violence against rights defenders: 

Then what follows is you have also created a situation where people can 
take matters into their own hands, and physically act out on this culture 
of rage and hate that’s been created here. So, it’s not even that I would be 
worried about this guy Mendez Ruiz [Ricardo Méndez-Ruiz Valdés, 
President of the Fundación contra el Terrorismo], you know, trying to 
take a pot-shot at me. I know that would never happen. But what about 
the people that are following him? What about the people that are 
reading his posts [on Facebook]? What about someone who gets riled up 
by this hate speech, and goes: “Hey, you know what? I can’t believe 
these gringos are doing this here, they’re slandering my country, MY 
COUNTRY, and they are terrorists.” Mendez Ruiz says they are 
terrorists, so what do you do with the terrorists? And so it’s that kind of 
context you see again and again, to depersonalize people, and as you 
belittle their worth, you open them up to these kinds of attacks, either 
verbal or physical. That’s what we’re afraid we are seeing a lot of here 
now (interview, June 14, 2013). 

 
 Mercantante describes accompanying rights defenders in their work across the country in 

his capacity with GHRC, supporting the social mobilization of communities, and using his 

position within the organization to draw international attention to cases of criminalization. He 

notes a gendered aspect of the abuse of the legal system: 

The men do seem to be criminalized more. There seems to be more 
leniency with women in the court system, and it’s probably a perverse 
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form of sexism that the judges won’t hold the women as frequently as the 
men activists (interview, June 14, 2013). 

 
Mercantante’s perceptions of patriarchy within Guatemala’s judicial system hold up in the case 

of Yolanda. She is the only woman from La Puya with a documented case of judicial 

criminalization,15 charged with false imprisonment, coercion, and uttering threats against mine 

workers along with three men on May 3, 2012. EXMINGUA employees alleged that Yolanda 

brandished a machete to incite aggression. In a misogynistic twist, her case was dismissed by 

Judge Adrián Rolando Rodríguez Arana of the Court of First Instance, because, as the judge said, 

“It would appear that a woman could not wield a machete nor carry out threatening behaviour 

because women were only able to ‘scold’” (see Appendix C, Figure 6.4; OMCT and FIDH 2015, 

35). 

 

 

Defamation Campaigns to Silence the Efforts of Defenders 

By framing community members at La Puya as violent and morally corrupt, state officials and 

the mining company aim to diminish their credibility, making them vulnerable to harassment, 

threats, assaults, intimidation, and stigmatization, all part of the criminalization tactics. 

Participants frequently brought up in conversation campaigns of defamation intent on 

disparaging the integrity and dignity of rights defenders. Women described being called “loose,” 

“prostitutes,” and “whores” even though many women and young girls attend the roadblock in 

the company of their spouses, families, and religious leaders. One woman, who did not wish to 

                                                
15 There are scattered reports of women being threatened with arrests, illegally detained, and another case of a 
female journalist being unlawfully arrested and released following a violent eviction, but again these cases did not 
meet the method for rigour established for this chapter.  
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share her identity, offered her experiences of harassment from EXMINGUA employees during 

November 2012 (see Figure 6.2): 

They insulted us. They called us loose women, and like it or not, that 
makes you furious! They said all these bad things about us. And we 
looked at them face to face. I was looking at a really fat lady [hired by 
the company]. We said: “Maybe we had better just turn our backs to 
them.” So, we looked this way instead [pointing towards the mine’s 
entrance]. Then that fat woman pushed me, and I put my foot out. When 
she pushed me, I wasn’t going to push her back or anything, but I had to 
put my foot down to stop me from falling. One of the men [from La 
Puya] was helping Yoli, because they were insulting her. They said: “I 
am tired of these bitches!” God sees everything! He even knows 
everything we are thinking. I did not even think of pushing them back. 
God is watching us! God knows even what we are thinking (interview, 
July 4, 2013). 

 
Attacks demeaning women reinforce patriarchal ideologies and delegitimize women’s work as 

defenders (see also Yolanda and Doña Berta in Chapter 7). Disparaging remarks are additionally 

circulated through rumours that stigmatize rights defenders and pressure the women who 

participate at La Puya to abandon the struggle. Women described how public and moral 

discrimination against them limited their movements and social interactions in residential areas 

outside of La Puya. María, from San José del Golfo, described what happens when she uses 

public transportation in her community: 

I get on the bus and they don’t speak to me. Others don’t speak to me. 
Before, we would speak to one another a bit. But now, it is like we are 
arch-enemies (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Isolation and exclusion from social life is a common experience that participants, particularly 

women, bring up in interviews. Alternatively, men from La Puya reported being called 

“alcoholics,” “thieves,” and “drug abusers” to undermine their credibility. Such tactics discredit 

the actions of peaceful defenders, particularly in a space where community members have 

worked hard to support unity between men and women as a method of resistance.   
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 One of the more malicious rumours to reach the community related to participants being 

paid to attend the encampment. Don Gabriel, a grandfather from El Carrizal, leaned forward 

from his chair during an interview and said: 

Someone asked me: “How much are you earning there!? You’re there for 
24 hours, you must be getting paid a lot!” And I said: “I’m not earning a 
penny here!” It is because of the love that we have for the earth itself, 
and the love of our children and their future. Even the grandchildren, and 
the children who are coming behind us. We are almost ready to check out 
[die]! We are done with our lives. But here we are for 24 hours, every 6 
days. It’s our turn. We are here for all 24 hours. No one is getting paid! 
NO! For 16 months we have been here, 24 hours a day, no one is earning 
anything (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 

To my knowledge, no one at La Puya is paid for their work defending the rights of others. 

Representatives from NGOs describe covering expenses for La Puya’s participants to travel and 

meet with other communities affected by mining, but these contributions represent putting 

fundraised donations supporting rights defenders to use, not wages. The sacrifices that 

individuals make to participate at La Puya are financial, as well as personal. Campesino farmers 

frequently said they were not working their fields on days they were at the encampment (see 

Felicia’s testimonio in Chapter 7). Small-business owners said that they close their shops while 

at La Puya, losing a day’s worth of potential sales or closing the business entirely (see Yolanda’s 

testimonio in Chapter 7). Baseless rumours are spread to damage resistance efforts. Amnesty 

International (2016, 46) reported, for example, the rumour that some of La Puya’s participants 

are paid not to oppose the El Tambor mine. Such speculations cause horizontal dissension and 

divisions within La Puya itself. 
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 Campaigns of defamation extend beyond the community to organizational and legal 

accompaniment.16 José Ángel, a member of La Puya from La Choleña, acknowledges that tactics 

of intimidation also target their supporters: 

There is a campaign of dislocation against some of the organizations that 
have defended the environment. The environmental groups and the 
lawyers who have helped us in times of oppression, they are suffering a 
lot of persecution. They have criminalized them again as well, because 
they have defended the people. And now, they accuse them of other 
things (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
Lawyers representing members of La Puya experience death threats, defamation, slander, and 

other abuses for their support of the community’s opposition. A clear example comes from 

Maldonado of CALAS, who witnessed armed men gather and shoot at a parked car outside his 

home the night of April 3, 2017 (Amnesty International 2017). For his work defending the rights 

of defenders, Maldonado has received numerous death threats. He shared one such threat sent 

using an anonymous Twitter user with rights-based media networks: Te acuerdas que te dije que 

a tu red de mafiosos y corruptos le quedaba poco tiempo? Tue res el sgte… agarrate! 

(Remember when I told you your network of gangsters and corrupt people had little time left? 

You’re next! Hold on!) (TeleSUR 2015, ¶6). 

 During fieldwork in 2013, we spoke with CALAS founder and director Yuri Melini. An 

environmental activist and lawyer, Melini has survived several assassination attempts for his 

work defending the rights of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Guatemalans. During our 

conversation, he talked about the targeting of the organization and the tactics used to discredit 

their efforts to tackle impunity in the country:  

CALAS has been the foundation of political and legal accompaniment 
for communities. We are not making any decisions for community 

                                                
16 See, for example, the defamation of PBI personnel following the violent eviction of La Puya on May 23, 2014 and 
an allegation made against me by the Guatemalan government detailed in Chapter 3. 
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members, simply giving them legal advice. The mines see us as the ones 
who are provoking this conflict. That is their strategy. They say we have 
received millions of dollars for this. There has been a campaign against 
our donor groups as well, Oxfam America, the European Union, the 
Danish Embassy, and the Norwegian Embassy. They carry on and 
continue. We have not stolen anything, we have done honest work. Our 
accounts are all good, and we are on the side of the law. We are 
accompanying people who are only demanding their own rights 
(interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
Accompaniment can come at a great cost for those supporting defenders. However, lawyers and 

rights-based organizations accompanying La Puya’s participants express a general belief that 

their work is important and sets precedents beyond the encampment.  

 

 

The Mental and Physical Anguish of Defenders Under the Threat of Violence 

Overwhelmingly, interviewees described feeling caught between oscillating emotions of fear and 

anxiety as rights defenders at La Puya. The constant, overarching threat of violence leaves 

community members in a state of uncertainty, which Guillermo expresses: 

We don’t know what’s going to happen in the future. They could come 
the same as before, or they could come back worse. We just don’t know 
(interview, July 5, 2013).  

 

Participants relayed the importance of coming to the encampment to ease their anxieties, despite 

the fact that much of the direct violence attributed to police and EXMINGUA employees 

occurred at La Puya. For some, like Ismiala, being at La Puya eases her fears of the unknown: 

We were really worried that someone could get hurt. We were worried 
that they would come with another motive. If we are all here, we are 
sharing the same trouble here. If we are at home we think: “Oh what’s 
going on, what’s going to happen” (interview, July 5, 2013)?  
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When away from La Puya, participants describe feeling preoccupied with the  threat of violence 

against community members. For others, however, being at La Puya means being anxious and 

fearful of direct violence. Despite these legitimate fears, community members continue to be 

involved at the encampment, determined to protect the rights of their community. 

 Anxiety and stress related to violence against rights defenders affects participants 

psychologically and physically. While the men interviewed only shared experiences of physical 

impacts, Amabellia, a resident of La Choleña, described how the stress of past events and the 

anticipation of future violence at the encampment affected her body: 

I had to have an operation on my bladder, because of all the fury and the 
anger I have absorbed. Yes, in my body, I had never had high blood 
pressure, but now I do. We all have nervous problems. It does affect us, 
even if we are brave people. We have strong characters, but it is still 
really hard… We feel better [coming to La Puya]! It’s better here, this is 
a good place to be (interview, July 5, 2013). 

 
Other women described aches, pains, and ongoing insomnia, worrying about another attack at the 

roadblock while they lay awake in their beds at night. Both men and women spoke of feeling 

sad, depressed, and anxious around their opposition to the El Tambor mine, signifying an 

emotional burden carried by defenders that affects their mental and physical wellbeing (see also 

Milton’s testimonio in Chapter 7). Another woman, who wished to remain anonymous, said: 

We are really worried. We get nervous all the time. We feel sad, because 
we don’t know what is going to happen (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
The violence used by the state and companies to force community members to abandon their 

cause has affected participants’ mental and physical wellbeing. Participants readily spoke of the 

emotional and corporeal anguish that limits their ability to live full, dignified lives.  
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Community Divisions and Social Conflict 

Community Divisions and Social Conflict Resulting from Direct and Indirect Violence 

Members of the resistance stressed the complex nature of community divisions and social 

conflicts around the El Tambor mine. Participants portray the divide between community 

members in surrounding towns in a distinct binary of being either “for” or “against” mining. 

Even though the encampment managed to delay operations at the gold mine, participants 

reiterated that the very presence of the company has caused irreparable cleavages amongst 

communities and families in San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc. Community members 

identify the subsidiary company, EXMINGUA, as the main culprit in manufacturing support for 

the mine by boasting claims that the area would experience economic growth, jobs, and 

prosperity, including 770 direct and indirect jobs that will benefit the municipalities as a whole 

(EXMINGUA 2016). Participants empathized with individuals in dire need of employment to 

support their families, but reiterated that the company’s false promises prey on those in 

vulnerable financial situations. Juan Pablo described how the company attempted to persuade 

some community members outside of La Puya to support the mine’s activities: 

The company gives them this and that — they promise them scholarships 
and food, and they get a little tostada and that solves all the problems. 
They were giving snacks out in the communities (interview, July 1, 
2013).  

 
Joana adds to Juan Pablo’s statement: 

They would give a chuchito, a little tostada, and they got all the kids to 
line up for their snack, and they [the company] said: “These people are 
working with us now” (interview, July 1, 2013).  
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Unlike his neighbours, Don Mario did not fall for the company’s deceptive attempts to garner 

community support: 

Total trickery! In La Choleña, there was a little group of people. They 
went to a presentation and they would get a pop and a tostada! A little 
pop that only cost Q2 [quetzales] and a tostada that cost Q1. So for Q3 
they could be bought. They would take a photo, saying that here is the 
community’s celebration or the community’s participation. They 
interview the Minister who says: “Everything has worked out really well 
here!” And they don’t tell anyone that they have just tricked everyone, 
and that nothing is legal. They are the ones who are really benefitting 
from this. The communities do not really benefit. This will all just be 
destroyed around us (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Don Mario, among many other participants, cited the Guatemalan government’s pervasive 

corruption and support for transnational mining companies as a significant underlying problem 

deepening community divisions.  

 The company attempts to drive a wedge between local residents by offering small gifts, 

the promise of employment, and expanded infrastructure that the Guatemalan government fails 

to provide. Suzana makes the connection between the small gifts given to community members 

by the company and a surge in harassment by local employees from the subsidiary in November 

2012: 

[The company] have provided scholarships for students. They also gave 
out food packages and roofing materials. Small things like that. They 
also carry on delivering them to the people who have asked, once and a 
while. A lot of people thought this was a good thing, so they started to 
support them. In November when they started bothering us, a lot of 
communities had to come and face these provocations. It was two entire 
weeks, they came again and again. They were treating us badly. They 
were saying cruel things. The idea was to get the people off the road. 
And there were some people from our community [of El Carrizal] on the 
other side who had been bought. I think they got tired, and they left. We 
didn’t get tired. We do get tired, but thanks be to God, we have the 
conviction to continue. We know that we are fighting a just fight. And if 
everyone came together with us, we would win this fight. But it’s little 
by little (interview, July 15, 2013). 
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 Beyond the divisions created broadly between opponents and proponents of the mine, La 

Puya’s participants spoke about more intimate divisions affecting their households. Several 

participants discussed separations within their immediate family. Don Gabriel spoke with great 

frustration about his brother’s wife: 

I have a sister-in-law, and her whole matrimony is divided. Their 
marriage is divided. Their home has been divided. I don’t know how to 
explain it, but the truth is sometimes you feel really upset, or angry. It’s 
my own family! So my sister-in-law is against us, and my brother is for 
us! We are not all that unified. It’s tough (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Another man, who wished to remain anonymous, also spoke in terms of community divisions: 

For me, personally, my wife comes here and we are in this together. 
Thanks be to God. But there are some families where the husband comes 
and the wife doesn’t. There are a lot of problems between them. There is 
a division. It is one of the most painful things (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Juan reflected on his experiences with divisions in the community of San José del Golfo: 

Even families and neighbours, they have all divided. They [the company] 
have been able to achieve this. So those who believe the lies, they divide 
even brothers and sisters, whole families (interview July 1, 2013).  

 

 While participants pointed to both the Canadian and American mining companies as 

causing divisions and inciting violent conflict, they also observed how the government further 

divides community members through processes of criminalization. José Ángel follows up with 

an earlier point he made regarding the impacts that the state has on social divisions within 

communities. He says: 

One example: we have lost our rights because they [the government] say 
that we are not demanding our rights but that we are trouble makers, we 
are subversives. That’s the language that they use, the government…. 
They say that we are just trouble makers (interview, July 3, 2013). 
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José Ángel speaks to the complex nature of this situation. Social divisions and community 

conflict as a result of the El Tambor mine have changed how La Puya’s protagonists live their 

lives. 

 

Conclusions 

For attempting to assert their rights in the face of imposed development, La Puya’s participants 

are subjected to ongoing campaigns of violence. These attacks, however, have not prevented 

rights defenders from continuing the struggle. The community’s perspectives on why they are 

targeted by the government and the mining company are summed up by Joana: 

[The company and the government] have seen us as a really strong 
resistance. What they are most afraid of here at La Puya is that it will 
catch on. That other communities will see what we are doing and they 
will copy us, because they’ve done everything they can. They have 
inflicted violence, they have used every tactic available to them, but they 
have not come up with a way to win here (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 

 What started as a small group of individuals blockading the El Tambor mine’s entrance 

has emerged as a new community seeking validation for alternative visions of self-determined 

development. La Puya’s story, while unique in of its own terms, is not uncommon. Rural 

populations across Guatemala have declared a resolute “No” to mining in their territories (J.P. 

Laplante 2014; United Nations 2013). Yet transnational mining companies continue in attempts 

to expand their operations and control of local landscapes, with the support of the Guatemalan 

government. 

 Five main themes emerge from research on, and at, La Puya. These are: (1) the creation 

of space and place to challenge violent development; (2) non-violent strategies to counter 
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hegemony; (3) the use of direct violence against rights defenders; (4) effects of indirect violence 

on rights defenders; and (5) community divisions and social conflicts resulting from the 

implementation of the El Tambor mine. Research findings reveal that experiences shared by 

participants from La Puya are consistent with the worsening global trends reported by 

international organizations on the situation of rights defenders.  

Resistance to the El Tambor mine illustrates a unique case within a larger context of 

expanding landscapes of violence. Canadian and American mining companies legitimize the use 

of force by the Guatemalan state and perpetuate physical and psychological violence in a fragile 

post-conflict country. For participants at La Puya and their supporters, the collective voice 

amplified through place-creation to challenge and counter hegemonic power represents a 

dignified local struggle for the protection of the environment, clean water, and the welfare of 

future generations. However, the continued violent repression of rights defenders who request 

respect for Indigenous, human, and environmental rights is deeply rooted in Guatemala’s recent 

genocide and will continue to be exacerbated by the state’s embrace of neoliberal policies. 

 This chapter represents a site-specific inquiry of violence initiated in Chapter 4 through a 

case study of the encampment known as La Puya. A detailed analysis and articulation of the 

voices included in the ethnographies of the particular feature in Chapter 7. Perspectives shared 

by Yolanda, Milton, Doña Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro in the next chapter offer overlapping 

testimonios of shared as well as individual experiences that buttress the main themes and sub-

themes drawn from La Puya’s timeline and interviews with participants. Their voices articulate 

the experiences of violent development, voices that need to be heard in the Global North.  
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Chapter 7 

Ethnographies of the Particular  

This chapter situates lived experiences from La Puya within the context of violent development 

of mining at the El Tambor gold mine. The presentation of interview responses is 

ethnographically-inspired by many researchers from geography, anthropology, and sociology, 

among them Arjun Appadurai (1991), Behar (1996), Clifford (1986), and Paul et al. (2004). 

Following Abu-Lughod (1991, 51) and Nolin (2000, 2006), however, my approach is to 

construct an “ethnography of the particular” representing the voices of six individuals whose 

lives have been dramatically impacted as they defend their rights, land, and community from the 

violence associated with transnational mining operations. 

In constructing an ethnography of the particular, I offer a “slice of life” (Denzin and 

Lincoln 2011a, 16) that gives readers insights into the agency of these selected individuals. 

Overlapping testimonios afford fuller understanding of marginalized predicaments as well as the 

opportunity to link together the “partial truths” (Clifford 1986, 7) shared by all interviewees. 

Repetition is unavoidable, and serves only to underline the occurrence of violent events. Each 

community member offers an experience that illuminates our understanding of the everyday 

forms of violence that accompany neoliberal and neocolonial practices.  

 When speaking with participants, I asked questions related to their experiences of 

violence, power, and development. In response, they discuss direct and indirect forms of 

violence that accompany the operations of Canadian and American mining companies, their 

identity as peaceful defenders, and their defence of individual and communal rights. Themes 

drawn from interviews and secondary grey literatures are featured in the previous chapter, 

articulated at even greater length in the testimonios of Yolanda, Milton, Doña Berta, Tono, 
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Felicia, and Álvaro1 that follow. I concentrate on issues identified by respondents relating to the 

violence associated with mineral resource extraction. By placing emphasis on the voices of 

individuals mounting resistance at La Puya, I address two of the driving questions of this 

research: (1) what are the lived experiences of violent development?; and (2) what are the social 

and spatial implications of violence, power, and development? These voices show us how 

mining, as a strategy for development, can have irreparable consequences for individuals and 

communities who envision alternatives to neoliberal economic growth.  

 

Yolanda Oquelí Veliz 2 

I first met Yolanda in May 2012,3 only two months after the encampment was established. It was 

a day of celebration at the peaceful resistance. Archbishop Óscar Julio Vian Morales was due to 

arrive at any moment. Members of La Puya hoped that he would support what James Rodríguez 

(2012, ¶1) calls La Puya’s “dignified and peaceful struggle against a project of death.” Yolanda 

was one of several speakers that day. Representing her community of San José del Golfo and as 

an organizer from FRENAM, Yolanda clasped the microphone close to her chest as she asked 

                                                
1 I chose to highlight the voices of these six individuals, compared to others at La Puya, for several reasons. Over the 
course of two research trips, I developed a rapport with Yolanda and Milton that led to more in-depth conversations 
about their experiences with violence at the time of interviews. While participating at the roadblock, community 
members encouraged our research team to seek out the perspectives of Doña Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro as 
these individuals frequently liaised with rights-based organizations and the media on behalf of La Puya. 
Additionally, these six individuals were commonly referred to in conversation with other members whose voices are 
highlighted in Chapter 6.  
2 I asked participants whether they were comfortable using their real names or would prefer a pseudonym for safety. 
The majority of them requested I use of their real names, while some asked me to change one of their surnames for 
greater anonymity. La Puya is a small community, many of whose members know one another either through family 
or neighbourly acquaintances. I informed participants that using their real names meant that they could be identified 
by those who might wish them harm. Despite my caution, most participants put their names forward, knowing the 
potential consequences. Thus, I have written their names as given to me in respect of their wishes to share their 
personal and collective experiences.  
3 My first visit to La Puya was as part of the UNBC/Rights Action 2012 field school to Guatemala, led by Dr. 
Catherine Nolin and Grahame Russell. Interpreter Rev. Emilie Smith was also in attendance, as was documentary 
photographer James Rodríguez. 
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Monsignor Vian Morales for his blessing in their struggle for clean water and a healthy 

environment for their children’s future. Men, women, and children of La Puya cheered and 

clapped as she finished speaking. Spirits were high as they celebrated two months of resistance 

to the El Tambor mining project. 

 Two weeks after our initial meeting, Yolanda was targeted for her outspoken role. On the 

evening of July 13, 2012, she left the roadblock at La Puya and drove on the dirt road towards 

her home in San José del Golfo. She described reaching the local cemetery a few hundred metres 

from the encampment when a motorcycle with two armed men blocked her car. They shot her 

multiple times in the back as she attempted to flee out the passenger door. Miraculously, she 

survived and was able to call for help. The bullets narrowly missed her vital organs but, to this 

day, remain lodged between her spine and kidneys. The attempt on Yolanda’s life left the 

community of La Puya and other rights defenders reeling. In the months preceding the attack, 

Yolanda had filed complaints with the Public Prosecutor’s Office about receiving death threats 

from employees and company officials from EXMINGUA, and also from local residents 

supporting the mine’s operations (Frontline Defenders 2015).  

 The Rev. Emilie Smith4 located Yolanda through solidarity networks after she was 

released from hospital. Rather than recover at home with her children, she recuperated in a safe 

house in Guatemala City. She was willing to meet with us there, based on our initial 

introductions and discussions a few weeks before her shooting. We entered Yolanda’s room, 

relieved to see her alive (see Appendix A, Photo 7.1), although she was clearly exhausted and in 

noticeable pain. She recounted her shooting and her community’s reaction to the assassination 

attempt. In those moments, she expressed many of her fears: for the lives of her children, for her 

                                                
4 The Rev. Smith provided simultaneous translation for all interviews conducted in 2013 (see Chapter 3). I reflect 
her presence in the conversations with participants when I write “we” and “us” in this chapter. 
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own life, for the natural environment, and for the future of her community. Despite Yolanda’s 

condition, elements of hope percolated our conversation, reflecting her optimism that the 

peaceful encampment would prevail. As we prepared to leave, she said: “We may be meek, but 

we are not stupid. We know our rights and we are going to fight for them” (interview, July 3, 

2013). After her recovery, Yolanda initially returned to the peaceful resistance but subsequently 

continued her struggle from a distance. 

 Returning to La Puya in the summer of 2013, we reconnected with Yolanda to learn 

about the aftermath of her assassination attempt. This time she arrived at La Puya with two 

armed security guards. The private guards were provided by the Guatemalan government two 

months after the attempted assassination when the community, human rights organizations, and 

the IACHR demanded she receive protection (see Chapter 6; Amnesty International 2014; 

IAHRC 2012; OAS 2012, ¶3). The two men assisted Yolanda’s children from the back seat of 

the white pick-up truck, and the two preschoolers raced towards the encampment’s kitchen. 

Women tending the stove greeted them warmly with food and drink. Leaving her security detail 

by the vehicle at the roadside, Yolanda acknowledged other members of the resistance before 

joining us at a table (see Appendix A, Photo 7.2).  

 We asked Yolanda how her children were coping following her assassination attempt. 

She responded: 

They are little. They are really little. However, it is amazing. This is 
where I will break down [she starts to cry]; [I suggest a pause, but she 
declines]. No, this is important. I hardly ever cry here [at La Puya]. I cry 
at home. It has really affected them. Because the one who feels it the 
strongest, who speaks about it the most is Esteban [her four-year-old 
son]. Esteban is the one who has expressed himself the most. Sometimes, 
he does not want me to come here [to La Puya] alone. Because they 
could do something nasty to me, hurt me again. This trauma is not that 
easy to overcome. We had psychological help. They [my children] were 
just finishing with diapers, but with the attempt on my life, they started 
needing diapers again. They haven’t been able to become normal again. 
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They wake up crying: “Mommy! Mommy! Don’t let them hurt you!” At 
one point I felt that it was my fault, because I had done this. If I hadn’t 
gotten involved in all of this what would have happened? Nothing would 
have happened to them. [She begins to cry again.] But it is for them that I 
am struggling (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 

Yolanda’s son is not the only one emotionally and physically affected by her traumatic 

experience. She describes the reaction of her three-year-old daughter: 

Little Jimena, she expresses herself another way. She was eating the tips 
of her fingers. She was just chewing her nails all the way down and 
chewing her flesh (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 

Yolanda continued to recount her children’s reactions to everyday routines following her 

shooting: 

When I went to the bathroom, they would wait outside the bathroom. I 
couldn’t be away from them for a minute. They were just terrified. This 
has been what has hurt me the most. So that’s the most painful to see that 
they’ve had to endure this. He [Esteban] recounts everything that 
happens. He says that, I was at La Puya and then the bad men hurt me. 
And when they [friends] took the car, they took it away and left it at my 
house. My sister says she [Jimena] was crying, hugging the car. And he 
[Esteban] said: “Mommy what happened to you?” And she [Jimena] 
said: “What’s going on!?” Esteban said: “They hurt my Mommy. They 
hurt my Mommy and she died.” Because they hadn’t seen me. This was 
really powerful. He’s just a little guy, and he has lived it in the most 
serious way. I am afraid that when they listen, and they hear fireworks, 
they run to find me and they ask me if I am okay. This isn’t normal for 
children that little. This is what hurts me. But it also makes me stronger. 
One day when they are grown up I will explain everything to them, and I 
will ask them for forgiveness. Because I was such a troublesome mother, 
a fighting mother. But I think that they will understand that it was for the 
good of everyone, not just them (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
The trauma of Yolanda’s shooting has impacted the lives of both her children. Her decision to be 

part of La Puya’s resistance comes with significant personal costs. Across the globe, rights 

defenders sacrifice their personal wellbeing for their community’s survival. Such individuals, 
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especially at the grassroots level, are often unknown outside of their communities or national 

borders (Justice and Peace Netherlands 2010).  

 In their defence of life and land, rights defenders face financially and politically powerful 

groups who have the means and resources to maintain the status quo. Yolanda is no exception: 

I did have a job. Sometimes I have been hungry, because I have only 
been able to put together money for gas, and not for food. We just have 
to put up with [this]. Before the resistance, I had a little business of 
fertilizers and agricultural products. But after dedicating most of my life 
to the resistance and after the attempt on my life I was not able to 
continue. I couldn’t keep up just being at the counter of my business. 
That’s been really hard. We had to shut it down (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
Yolanda’s small business closed as a result of her shooting. When we asked how she survives 

without work, she volunteered: 

God doesn’t let his birds go hungry. He knows how I survive, I don’t 
know. He knows what I need. It’s just by faith (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
We did not press her further to find out how she makes ends meet. While her courage and 

conviction are impressive, it must be understood that rights defenders incur serious emotional 

and financial costs that burden and strain their daily lives (Amnesty International 2016; Juárez 

2013). Yolanda described her hardships in paying for her home, food for her family, gas for 

transportation, security expenses, legal fees, and many other expenses. Rights defenders are not 

paid to carry out the socio-political work they take on in defence of community well-being. 

 Yolanda faces continuous defamation and criminalization from mine employees, pro-

mining advocates from the two municipalities, and government officials.5  She describes the 

impact of rumours spread among communities: 

                                                
5 The year following our interview Yolanda - see Chapter 5 and 6 - was charged with “‘false imprisonment’, 
‘coercion’ and ‘threats’ (including brandishing a machete)” (Frontline Defenders 2015, ¶1). The case was dismissed 
in May 2014 after the prosecution failed to produce evidence to support such claims (OMCT and FIDH 2015, 35).  
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It has been so strong [bad] because we have had to face defamation. 
They have accused us of being prostitutes. They say we come here to do 
our shifts, because what we want are more lovers. It’s been really hard 
for women to be here (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
This form of gender-based violence6 is frequent; economic development legitimizes 

discriminatory discourses directed towards defenders who pose a threat to the status quo (IM-

Defensoras 2014; JASS and Nobel Women’s Initiative 2012). Such experiences are expressed by 

other participants in this dissertation (see Doña Berta’s testimonio below). 

 With the support of allied non-profit organizations,7 Yolanda travels around the world to 

share her experiences. She uses her voice to amplify the experiences of rights defenders above 

campaigns of criminalization and defamation. She spoke in Brussels about her community’s 

experiences at La Puya: 

I was in the European Parliament. I was saying… trying to create 
awareness with the parliamentarians there. They have been sold another 
image. We wanted them to know first hand, what was the truth about the 
people in the resistance. We were not people that had been manipulated 
and we weren’t people imposing development or progress. But we were 
worried that they ignored the health and the future of the children to give 
a license to an extraction company, and to open the door all the way to 
the transnational companies. The cost to the people in the communities 
was life itself. So, this has stolen from us peace and has taken away this 
tranquility and some of us have even lost our families. It’s been a really 
strong social conflict. So, for sure, it is my proposal in Europe to say to 
them that I wasn’t a member of an organization or an NGO, I was just a 
person who had suffered. It was an attempt on my life, criminalization of 
my life and the repression by my own government and defamation for 
being a woman. I felt brave to go and speak to them, so they would know 
the truth and the reality (interview, July 3, 2013). 

                                                
6 Gender-based violence is defined in this dissertation using the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, 
Punishment and Eradication of Violence Against Women “Conventions of Belem do Para” (1994), which states: 
“violence against women shall be understood as any act or conduct, based on gender, which causes death or 
physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, whether in the public or the private sphere” (OAS 
1994, Article 1). 
7 GHRC, MiningWatch Canada, BTS, NISGUA, and FrontLine Defenders, among many others, have all organized 
and co-sponsored speaking tours with various human rights defenders in Guatemala who resist Canadian mining 
company operations in their territories. These allied groups understand the value of testimonio and the importance of 
sharing first hand experiences with members of the Global North who may have no personal understanding of the 
impacts of resource-based development.  
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Yolanda's delegations are an attempt to shift the scales of power by disrupting the imagined 

geographies conceptualized by political actors from the Global North about peoples and places in 

the Global South. Her actions challenge top-down development practices, which traditionally 

operate via vertical hierarchy of decision-making and policy implementation. Yolanda not only 

voices how decisions made in the Global North negatively affect livelihoods in the Global South 

– she demands change.   

 Our conversation shifted back to experiences at La Puya. Several dates, notably ones in 

November and December 2012, stand out for Yolanda. She recounts two related events in 

particular: 

One of the most powerful situations I have seen was the harassment in 
November on the part of the company. They [community members] were 
really strong and brave and they put themselves on the front lines to 
resist. The repression, verbal and physical, and psychological on the part 
of the company, I have my deepest respects to these ladies [for what they 
endured]. Then on the 7th of December, we were the ones who threw 
ourselves down on the front line to block the riot police. This was really 
strong. It wasn’t easy to see the boots of the riot police right in your face. 
These are powerful experiences. They have been really painful, but also 
we have been empowered. We have seen that our role is powerful 
(interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
We asked Yolanda to recount a defining moment in the community’s resilience, and how it 

shaped resistance. She told us: 

… the moment when the people understood, profoundly, that this had to 
be a peaceful struggle. When they knew this had to be non-violent…. 
Another thing has been the participation of women. The men, 
courageously as well, that they have to wait behind and let the women 
stand in the front. In a country as macho as this one, that is not an easy 
thing to achieve. So for me, that has been a huge satisfaction. When I’ve 
been frustrated, I think about them and that gives me the power to 
continue (interview, July 3, 2013).  
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For Yolanda, one of the most important steps in their growth as a community was women and 

men’s shared participation in non-violent resistance. Together they created an alternative 

community based on protecting the environment, mutual respect, and dignity. 

 Their model of non-violent action is an example for La Puya’s youth. Children see the 

behaviour of their parents and community members first-hand. In a country marked by grim 

statistics on violence, educating their youth in the ways of peace gives the community hope for 

the future. Yolanda elaborates: 

Another of the satisfactions has been that the children, and my own 
children, are going to be great leaders in the future. What we are teaching 
them here, couldn’t have been learned anywhere else, they are learning 
on the ground. They are going to be good professional people and good 
people, really conscientious. The faith that we are also receiving is going 
to serve them the rest of their lives. And for everyone around them. This 
is for everyone. They are going to give their own testimonio of faith, of 
struggle and of resistance and for a better world (interview, July 3, 
2013). 

 
Yolanda spoke frequently the importance of non-violence in her children’s education. While the 

impact of these teachings is difficult to measure, to the parents it is clear that La Puya’s children 

are paying attention. Esteban even emulates his mother’s actions. Yolanda reveals: 

He plays that he is detaining the mining company. I said: “Play a 
different game, son.” But he plays that he is in the resistance. This has 
marked our lives (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
Community-based teachings of non-violence offer foundations for alternative development 

practices for generations to come. Children become active participants in shaping their 

community’s vision. In Photo 7.3 (Appendix A), two children from La Puya hold up a new 

banner brought by BTS coordinator Lisa Rankin from Nova Scotia. Eagerly, the children 

unfurled the painted bedsheet and choose where to place their new sign of solidarity. 
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Communities who resist megaproject development do so in the hope that their children and 

subsequent generations have a future free of rights violations. Yolanda asks: 

Has it all been worth it? I do this for my children, and all children. It’s 
work. It’s a struggle. It’s a risk that I have undertaken for the future 
generations. It’s worth it to run the risk (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
 Yolanda 's resistance is dedicated to all the youth in the municipios of San José del Golfo 

and San Pedro Ayampuc. This social movement means to empower all participants but, in 

particular, future generations who will inherit the land. Both municipalities have very young 

populations, making it increasingly important for youth to be engaged in issues that will affect 

them as adults. Yolanda states: 

One of my most immediate requests is that the young people become 
aware of what is going on so they can be responsible for this beautiful 
world that we have. If they become professionals, but have this 
awareness and a conviction of defending the earth, we would be living a 
different history. This is a huge challenge to change the consciousness of 
those who have so much, who live in affluence. To help them see that the 
true life is to live in peace and health. They can struggle for this 
everyday. I think if the young people could study this, they would not 
participate with these companies, through their own conviction they 
would try (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
Yolanda does not romanticize the struggle. While La Puya’s parents hope to influence their 

children and promote greater stewardship of the environment, this work is difficult to carry out. 

She relays:  

They [the adults] have also been empowered a lot through this struggle. 
They know that they are defending with a lot of dignity, the future of the 
children. There has been a lot of suffering, a lot of unhappiness. It [the 
opposition] hasn’t been strong enough though to make them throw this 
over and stop struggling (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
For Yolanda the struggle makes the difference between life and death. Drawing from the 

traumatic experience of her shooting, she confides: 
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I decided to come back, it wasn’t easy. I had to. It was really strong, the 
need and the love to struggle was stronger than the pain that it had 
caused me (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
Despite the overwhelming probability that they will be targeted, rights defenders find the 

strength to continue their struggle. In situations of injustice, community members are left with 

one of two choices: resist or succumb. Whether they choose to resist or not, they are faced with 

violence. Those who step up face imminent danger, whereas those who choose not to resist 

resign themselves to the slow violence associated with mining. For members of La Puya the 

latter is a death sentence. For many, including Yolanda, it is simply not an option: 

Even through this terrible pain, this fury. Of course we are absolutely 
furious! And my fury, sometimes makes me feel frustrated, and 
sometimes I feel powerless when I see so much injustice. I am telling the 
story of my children, and it hurts me, but I am alive! There are a lot of 
children in Guatemala who do not have their parents anymore, for the 
same thing, for standing up and resisting these projects and being killed. 
This hurts me terribly too. It doesn’t hurt, what’s just happening to me, 
because I know if my children suffer. There are others that don’t have 
parents at all. This awareness, only God gives you. He has spoken with 
people here. It’s not just our struggle, it’s the struggle of everybody. It’s 
the same struggle somewhere else, and it should hurt us too, the suffering 
of others. Because I think that we are all one body, a human body, we are 
all resisting injustice. We are all children of God. We can’t forget about 
the pain of others. We can’t just say: “If it just hurts you, it doesn’t 
happen to me, it’s not my problem.” We have this consciousness, this 
awareness, this humility to understand that what happens to you, happens 
to others. If we could all just think in the same way, we would have a 
stronger power, and it would be harder for our enemies. If we could 
unify our struggles and our consciousness and really feel what is 
happening to the other person (interview, July 3, 2013). 

 
 Non-violent action at La Puya is seen as an example for other resistance movements 

across Guatemala to emmulate. In fact, several communities affected by megaproject 

developments reached out to La Puya to learn from their experiences. For example, members of 

the Committee for the Defence of Life and Peace in San Rafael Las Flores (near Tahoe 

Resources’ El Escobal silver mine) contacted Yolanda early on in their struggle: 
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When San Rafael [Las Flores] started to resist, they phoned us. They 
called me. They asked and said they were going to organize against the 
company, they were going to look to us, to copy us, that we were their 
example and they wanted to be the same. And [asked] if we could visit 
them. I went two or three times to their place of resistance and I spoke 
with the men so they would let the women participate. I could explain to 
them a bit about how women were involved here, and how this had 
broken and undone the company and the government. So they were 
convinced about this. I think they were working on that, but there were 
infiltrators in their group as well, and they turned the resistance around. 
There were other people who went and created the problems, it wasn’t 
the people who were in the resistance (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 

Yolanda recounted with pride other community-to-community interactions with Santa Cruz 

Barillas, where since 2007 the Indigenous community has resisted the presence of a Spanish-

owned Cambalam hydroelectric plant within Indigenous territories (GHRC 2013): 

The people in Barillas … said they were organizing resistance through 
our example. They asked us to come. It was a bit hard for me. We don’t 
have all that much money. I didn’t have enough to pay for bus fare to get 
there. So I really wanted to, my will was to be with them. But financially 
I just couldn’t make it. But I was talking to them all the time on the 
phone, helping them out. Telling them what they should do and what 
they shouldn’t do. I was in Nebaj. I got to know a lot of people who had 
heard about our struggle, who had heard about me. I hadn’t heard of 
them. But I was able to share, and what I spoke to them about was to 
hold tight to the hand of God. If they wanted to achieve anything at all 
they had to be non-violent. My message was also to them, was that 
whatever happened to them, also happened to us (interview, July 3, 
2013). 

 
Though she was unable to travel to Santa Cruz Barillas at that time, Yolanda was able to join 

resistance efforts in the municipality of Jalapa after four Indigenous Xinka community activists 

were disappeared (see Chapter 4). She travelled with the Bishop of Huehuetenango, Álvaro 

Leonel Ramazzini Imeri:8  

                                                
8Monsignor Ramazzini is a prominent human rights defender in Guatemala who uses his position within the local, 
national, and international communities to denounce violence attributed to Canadian mining companies and other 
megaproject development projects in Guatemala that gravely affect the population. In 2008, Monsignor Ramazzini 
received death threats for his opposition to Goldcorp’s Marlin Mine in San Marcos (GHRC 2008).  
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In [Santa María] Xelapán, when they kidnapped the four leaders and one 
of them was killed, I went there. Risking my own life, I went with 
[Monsignor] Ramazzini, we went together. We were able to get there. In 
a dialogue around the table, with the government and the people, and 
helping the leaders understand what they needed to say to pressure the 
government to make Roberto González appear after he had [been] 
disappeared (interview, July 3, 2013).  

 
To date, no one has been held responsible for the kidnappings and killing of Indigenous Xinka 

peoples who resist Tahoe Resources’ silver mine. These deaths are a reminder to rights defenders 

of the precariousness of their struggle in the face of powerful neoliberal economic entities. 

 In other communities across Guatemala, resistance to neoliberal economic development 

is widening. Finding strength and support in each other’s struggles, communities connect in 

unique ways. Before the imposition of resource extraction megaprojects, and the violence 

associated with them, communities had few ties to one another. Today, their shared experiences 

of development link them in a wider social movement demanding respect and dignity while 

promoting alternatives to development. This spatial connection of solidarity supports rights 

defenders across Guatemala who face violence simply for exercising their rights. For Yolanda, 

the struggle will continue: 

I worry that they could kill me at any moment. What I am most afraid of 
is for my children. They are little, they are so little. I wouldn’t want them 
to be left alone in life. It has been a big change. Now I feel that life is 
worth more than I ever felt it before. I’ve always said that you have to 
leave your sign, your mark in life. I think my mark will be stronger now. 
My life will have more of an impact in this life. That’s what I think, and 
that gives me the strength to keep going (interview, July 3, 2013).9 

 

 

                                                
9 Yolanda has since left the resistance as a result of threats and harassment.  
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Milton Cerrera 

I met Milton, like Yolanda, in May 2012 at La Puya’s celebration of life. Milton speaks English 

and has spent time in the United States and Canada, one of thousands who leave Guatemala 

annually in the hope of finding financial security abroad (Moran-Taylor 2008; Taylor et al. 

2004). Wearing a striped shirt and a Michigan ball cap (see Appendix A, Photo 7.4), Milton 

stood holding a copy of the Prensa Libre newspaper. He read aloud parts of an article 

highlighting the destruction caused by mining in other communities across in Guatemala. The 

article, “Vecinos piden ayuda por afección extraña” (“Neighbours call for help for rare 

condition”), describes citizens from the village of Agua Caliente affected by skin diseases linked 

to water pollution from the El Sastre10 mine (García 2012). The company’s owners are accused 

of environmental damage, water contamination, and health violations as the result of a leeching 

tailings pond affecting the community (García 2012; Nolasco 2011). In his speech, Milton 

described the negative health impacts on Agua Caliente, a town in the neighbouring municipality 

of San Antonio La Paz in the Department of El Progreso. He emphasized La Puya’s peaceful 

resistance as a viable method to stop mining-related abuses in the two municipios of San José del 

Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc. 

 In a small group, we walked up the hill past La Puya for a better look at the El Tambor 

ridge. From this vantage point, we could see the site Radius Gold intended for exploitation 

operations. The ridge showed signs of human disturbance (see Appendix A, Photo 7.5), the 

hillside cut away by machines, exposing rich red soils. The first marks of development’s 

environmental violence scarred the lush green forests surrounding La Puya.  

                                                
10 Initiated by the Canadian mining company EUROGIN Resources Ltd. and later owned by Canada’s Argonaut 
Gold, the El Sastre mining license is now owned by local Guatemalan investors (Dougherty 2015).  
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 Milton and I remained in contact and reconnected upon my return in 2013. During the 

first days of my primary fieldwork, La Puya’s participants asked international observers and 

local solidarity networks to meet them in the capital city. A small group representing La Puya 

had been invited to the presidential palace to dialogue with President Peréz Molina and his 

ministers. Residents of La Puya came by the busload, bearing posters, banners, and signs 

expressing opposition to resource extraction in their communities. Songs and chants of resistance 

filled the side street beside the palace as members from La Puya waited in the hot sun for their 

colleagues to emerge from the meeting. They cheered: ¡Presente! ¡Presente!¡La Puya es 

presente! (We’re here! We’re here! La Puya is here!) I found Milton among this group. In Photo 

7.6 (Appendix A), he speaks with Rob Mercatante of GHRC. A friendly protestor joins their 

conversation but keeps his sign visible: No a la mineria de metales en Guatemala / Sí al 

desarrollo justo / Sí a los bosques / Sí al agua / Sí a la vida (No to metallic mineral mining in 

Guatemala / Yes to just development / Yes to the forests / Yes to water / Yes to life). As an 

international observer and activist in solidarity, I stood with them and other members of the 

peaceful resistance. We decided to hold a more formal interview at La Puya in the weeks 

following the event. 

On the day of our meeting, Milton arrived at La Puya in a small truck with his two sons, 

Milton Jr. and Ricardo. Although Milton’s shift at the encampment was not scheduled for several 

days, he and his sons visit frequently. We ask him to reflect on the past year and a half of 

resistance. In English he said: 

 

La Puya is very special. We are fighting against a big, big monster. I 
mean, how can we be up against such a big monster for over a year now! 
It still is a big question. I mean the first day, when we started this, no one 
thought it would be this long. We asked ourselves: “What’s going to 
happen!? We’ve been here for a week, so what’s going to happen?” 
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Nobody says anything. Everybody was worried! We knew it was going 
to happen for a week, or maybe for a month, but nobody asks themselves 
that anymore here. You don’t see the people asking: “What’s going to 
happen?” Well, maybe a little bit. We’re scared, but not like the first 
days. The little towns of San Pedro [Ayampuc], a little town here, 
another one there, they come here and we are so peaceful. We have never 
had problems, we’ve never been organized. It’s the first organization that 
we have had here. The political members here from the communities said 
we were only going to stay, maybe, two weeks, three weeks. Well, we 
stayed here a year and a half! I mean for them, it’s unpredictable that we 
stayed all that time. All the effort that a lot of people did, a lot of people 
worked really hard. In a year and a half, we have little problems here and 
there, but we are still handling this (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 

When asked to elaborate on why he joined the resistance at La Puya, he added: 

We are really very short on water. We don’t have water! Every year, it’s 
worse and worse. The people know that’s the problem. I was saying the 
other day to you [at the Presidential Palace], in El Carrizal sometimes 
they only have water once, maybe twice a week for one hour. Two hours 
a week, sometimes two hours every two weeks! I mean that’s not enough 
water for a family of five or six people! In La Choleña, they have water 
for one hour every two days. In the main town, when we are lucky we 
have one hour a day — that’s when we are lucky! Sometimes we only 
have an hour every two days. They are supposed to be able to have water 
two hours a day, but there’s not enough (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
The communities are water insecure; some smaller communities receive water twice a week for 

an hour at a time, while others in more urban centres receive water once a day for an hour. 

Participants at La Puya believe the mine endangers an already scarce water supply. Under the 

1997 Mining Law in Guatemala, transnational corporations can use as much water as needed 

without paying tax (MEM 1997). However, community members must pay for municipal water 

services (Consejo Municipal de Desarrollo 2011a, 2011b). Milton draws our attention to the 

region’s physical geography, including the country’s bi-seasonal weather: 

It is a dry corridor. It’s a very dry corridor. Over here is the dry part of 
Guatemala, the desert. Over this way, I call it the little desert, because 
from the month of November to the middle of April there is no water 
(interview, July 1, 2013). 
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In Guatemala, the rainy season begins mid-May and ends in October. Proposing water-intensive 

development projects, such as mining, only adds to the problem. Milton is a farmer, and his 

livelihood depends on the health of the natural environment. Without water, he is unable to 

provide for his family.  

 There are few means of employment beyond crop and livestock production within the 

two municipalities. Out of necessity, Milton has made several trips to the United States and 

Canada in order to send remittances back to his family. He is not the only one in his community 

finding it hard to earn a living in his own country: 

It’s very difficult. The people over here, they only can do it in the rainy 
months. There is no irrigation and the government doesn’t care about the 
poor people. They only care about themselves. We don’t have close 
rivers that we can pull water from. We don’t have that. So it’s a big 
problem for us. Especially because they want to buy all those lands 
where people want grow their crops. They sell all those lands, where are 
the people going to go? The company said they would hire 80 people for 
jobs — 80 jobs. We don’t have engineers, we don’t have geologists, we 
only have people with cleaning skills, hard-working people. There’s only 
going to be about 10 jobs — 10 jobs for 30,000 people? It’s ridiculous! 
It’s insulting. Plus, 10 jobs is nothing for what the mine is going to leave 
for us. We have 40 percent of our population living in the United States. 
They are gone, legally and illegally. The main support here at La Puya 
comes from those communities. One main one is in Stanford, 
Connecticut. Unbelievable, but there are 10,000 people there from this 
area. And Long Island, they have a lot of our people (interview, July 1, 
2013). 

 
When we asked Milton how people in San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc made ends 

meet, he said: 

The main money that we have from here are remittances. The agriculture 
and the cattle, the people do not do well with. We have a lot of coffee 
farms too, but coffee prices went down a lot last year, so it’s hard. 

So it’s hard to survive here. Like I say, the people here survive with 
money that comes from the United States. Especially with the 
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immigration laws in the United States, I mean where are people going to 
go if they sell their land here? (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 

Lack of access to land and water has ripple effects throughout communities as individuals leave 

to secure their family’s well-being (Hunter, Luna, and Norton 2015). Milton left his home in San 

José del Golfo for the first time when he was 17 years old. He headed to Canada because he felt 

its immigration policies were less strict than those in the United States. Despite finding 

employment in Canada, he always comes home to Guatemala. We asked him why his 

community means so much to him. He explained: 

My ancestors founded San José [del Golfo], so we love this little place. 
We love it because all my family comes from here. Generations and 
generations are from here. We don’t want to be a mining city, because it 
is going to kill us! How many people are going to come from the 
outside? We don’t have crimes here. I mean here we have a little bit, but 
people that drink or people who moved to San José from other places, 
who brought drinking and drugs. There are only two or three people who 
died this year. Sometimes, though, we have gone years without any 
killings! Robberies, maybe twice a year. That’s all we have. It’s very 
peaceful. If the mine comes, it’s going to be all kinds of people from 
everywhere else. That’s another problem, a social problem (interview, 
July 1, 2013). 

 
Perceptions of peace mark Milton’s deep sense of place in San José del Golfo. Feelings of 

security and safety are important to him, especially in such close proximity to the capital city 

where violent crime rates are the highest in the country (Dudley 2017).  

 Increasingly, Milton is concerned with the social cohesion in his community. Although 

he described the town of San José del Golfo as relatively peaceful, numerous social divisions and 

conflicts have become evident since the mining company’s arrival. Milton describes the ruptures 

in families divided over the presence of the mine: 

It is very sad. There are cases where one of my friends, he helped me and 
stayed with me, but his wife is working for the mining company. When 
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we had a conflict here [at La Puya], the wife was on that side, and the 
husband was on this side. They’ve got two kids. One daughter was on 
that side with the mother, the other kid was on our side. There are two 
cases like that here, where the parents were on this side and the wife or 
kids were on that side. There was another case where a grandfather and 
the daughters was on this side, and his son and his grandsons were on 
that side. The uncle was with us. But the kid was about 22 years old and 
needed money, so he was over there. The conflict was on November 9–
23 [2012]. It was very sad to see that. The whole family! The brother on 
this side, the sister on that side. Fighting each other, saying to one 
another: “I will kill you!” It’s just fighting for nothing, because the 
company just gave them money to come and say those things. It was 
very, very sad. The military leaders manipulate people with money, and 
they come and say whatever! (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Transnational mining companies arrive promising jobs, salaries, and benefits (Nolin and 

Stephens 2010). Those who already struggle economically find the offers appealing, as 

employment is often scarce. Neighbour is pitted against neighbour in the fight for jobs, 

polarizing communal perspectives of development. As Milton describes it, companies can 

exacerbate situations of social tension.  

 Milton’s first-hand experience with violent development have marked his life. He spoke 

at length about his illegal detention during a standoff between La Puya and the PNC. In the hours 

before daylight on December 7, 2012,11 riot police filled the streets of San José del Golfo and 

headed towards La Puya. Milton and his eldest son were among the 25 members keeping watch 

at the mine’s entrance overnight. At 6 a.m., they woke to the sound of police trucks coming up 

the dirt road. Milton describes the events of his first arrest and his experiences with police 

brutality: 

There was a young guy with me, and I said: “Take the camera and run! 
Don’t let them take the camera.” Fourteen cops followed him. He was 
just 17 years old. He started running through the corn field. We know the 
properties around here, but the cops had never been here. So he knew 

                                                
11 December 7, 2012, is notably one of the most influential dates in La Puya’s timeline. During interviews, nearly all 
participants spoke about the attempted eviction and used this day as a reference in time and collective memory of the 
resistance’s history (see Appendix C, Figure 6.2). 
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where to go. Others heard Telémaco [PNC chief Telémaco Pérez García] 
say: “Whoever doesn’t go into handcuffs, shoot them in the head.” I 
didn’t hear that, though. The others were young people with us. The first 
guy to be taken was me. They jumped right on top of my head and then 
my throat. After I got hit, they targeted the older people, because others 
had retreated farther back. Even my son, I had my wallet with my 
Canadian driver’s license, I gave him my wallet right before so he could 
run with it. My oldest one was with me. He’s Milton Jr., Ricardo was not 
with me. My son was sleeping with us that night, and I gave him my 
wallet so when I got arrested he could run. Then all the journalists started 
coming. They held me about half an hour here, but as soon as the 
journalists come, they move us about half a kilometre that way. As soon 
as journalists started taking pictures of us, they move. When they saw the 
journalists, they took us and drove us away to another police station. The 
worst part was that the drive from here to the police station, they started 
saying to us: “Oh, they killed five people back there. There are 100 
people arrested” (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
The physical and psychological mistreatment of the four men from La Puya continued. Milton 

recounted how he and Tomas de Jesús Aquino, Francisco Oliva, and Izabel Muralles were 

illegally detained by police under the directive of Police Chief Pérez García (Madre Selva 2012; 

UDEFEGUA 2013, 48). While in police custody, the men were not allowed to call their families, 

or have access to legal representation. Meanwhile, police continued to torment Milton with 

misinformation: 

Police members that were with us in the truck started saying that to us. I 
mean, I left my son there! The other guy left his daughter there! I mean 
everybody left someone here, family or relative. So I didn’t remember 
that I had left my son until they started saying that five people were dead. 
Then suddenly: “Whoa! I left my son! My God, is he dead!? I hope he’s 
not dead!” But it wasn’t true, but I didn’t know because of the way that 
they came in the morning with us. All 40 of them. It was really heavy 
handed. We thought they were coming to do whatever they wanted. 
When we were in the trucks, they destroyed the little huts there [at the 
entrance of La Puya]. They throw everything, they went about one 
kilometre from here and threw things up and down the road. But how 
could we know that our friends and family were not dead? It was torture! 
By law, they have six hours to take you before a judge so you can be 
formally charged. They got us eight and a half hours with no food, and 
we were arrested at 6 a.m., so they have to have us to a judge by 12 p.m. 
But they didn’t do this. They told the reporters that we were arrested at 8 
a.m. By the time we were in front of a judge it was 2:30 p.m. So they 
falsified the time we were arrested. Plus, you know, when you are old 
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you have problems. When we were at the police station for two hours, 
they didn’t bring us inside, they let us fry in the sun. Plus, we were 
nervous, tense, because they say they have people dead! (interview, July 
1, 2013). 

 
 Milton did not see the inside of a courtroom until well into the afternoon. He was not 

given water, food, or the opportunity to use the bathroom. After taking the four men from La 

Puya to the capital, a judge sent them back to the courts in the local municipality of San Pedro 

Ayampuc (Madre Selva 2012). However, they were not informed by police why they were being 

moved again. 

I started asking: “Hey, what’s happening here!? Where are we going!?” 
They said: “Oh, we are going to the court.” But I said: “This is not the 
road to the court!” I thought they were going to shoot me or something! 
Or torture us! I said: “This is not the road to the court!” It was the 
psychological torture! I think they were expecting us to start crying. 
Because really it was like a kidnapping for us. They wanted us to give 
up. But the people didn’t respond. That’s why they took us on the little 
roads. They kidnap us to give more time for the people to change their 
minds. People at La Puya were asking: “Where are they!?” And there 
were a bunch of lawyers waiting for us at the main court. My wife, my 
mom, they did not know where we were! “Where did they take them!? 
No one knows where they are!” Disappearances happened in Guatemala! 
Torture! They took us away to make the people here [at La Puya] change 
their minds, to make them scared. So we got to the main court. In the 
main court we were there for an hour and a half. We didn’t get to go into 
the main court. They kept us in the trucks. In Guatemala City, they have 
got three police trucks in front of us, and four behind us, like we are 
dangerous criminals (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
The police use excessive force and resources to create the impression that defenders like Milton 

are dangerous criminals. As police approached the encampment early in the morning of 

December 7, 2012, Milton stood his ground until members of the PNC struck him in the head, 

causing him to fall to the ground unconscious. He and the three others arrested were within their 

rights of peaceful assembly but were still illegally detained. Later in the day, judge Lluvía Isabel 

Velásquez Soto from the municipality of San José del Golfo released the four men based on lack 
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of evidence (UDEFEGUA 2013, 49; Yagenova et al. 2015, 154). The PNC claimed the men had 

attacked them with a wooden board full of rusty nails, but the judge felt the older men were too 

frail to swing the weapon presented as evidence. Milton counts his experience as a lucky one, but 

not without personal consequences: 

So by 6:30 p.m. or 7 p.m. the charges were dropped, because the judge 
couldn’t figure out how the old men could swing a board. I don’t know 
how the judge can change their mind. So, no charges! We have no 
charges at all. So by the time we came to La Puya it was 10 p.m. and 
everyone was here. So all that happened while the big day was 
happening here [La Puya]. I asked myself, we are close to the city, a lot 
of journalists can come right away, how can people from the Marlin 
Mine or in El Estor who are in remote areas? Nobody out there can help 
them. It’s very sad. I didn’t realize that myself until I got captured. I 
didn’t think of how the people get by. While all this was happening, what 
did my wife think, my mother? All of the people! (interview, July 1, 
2013). 

 
 In the wake of the traumatic event, Milton reflected not only on his own experience, but 

of similar ones all across Guatemala. La Puya is less than an hour by car to the capital where 

many non-governmental organizations, journalists, and other solidarity networks are based. 

Communities around the Marlin Mine in the west and the Fénix mine to the east are at least six 

to eight hours away, respectively. Milton’s first-hand experience of police brutality, 

psychological torture, and mistreatment has left a deep impression: 

I know my rights! That’s the thing. What’s very sad, was that when I left 
Guatemala when I was very young, I never got myself. But now, for 
myself, it was like there was one Milton before, and a different Milton 
after my arrest. I mean I had never been inside a police car! I lived 21 
years in Canada and in the States. I had never been arrested, never gotten 
a ticket, nothing! I’d never been in any problems with the police in my 
life. So I feel guilty for nothing. I never did anything! They tortured me. 
It was psychological torture for me. I am suffering now. 

For me, after the first few days, I could not talk about it. Myself, I have a 
lot of depression from this event. I didn’t want to talk about it, even with 
the journalists and the news. I didn’t want to talk. But after a while, I 
realized that I had to talk about it! I had to go to human relations and tell 
them what happened. Especially with this government right now in 
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Guatemala, it’s tougher. I say to myself, if I am suffering this close to the 
city with all these organizations around me, and I know so many 
journalists. I am someone who now has a lot of contacts with the 
journalists. And through that, I made a lot of journalists my friends. It’s 
still like that, even after what happened to me. I mean how the people 
from El Estor or San Rafael [Las Flores], how they can suffer, I can see 
it (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Embodied expressions of suffering, such as anxiety, stress, and the depression that Milton speaks 

of are frequently seen among rights defenders in Guatemala (see for example the work of Caxaj 

2013, 24, around the Marlin Mine). The criminalization of rights defenders undermines their 

mental wellbeing, putting their physical and psychological integrity at risk when defending their 

most basic rights (IACHR 2015).  

 Milton’s eldest son, Milton Jr., was sleeping at the roadblock the night his father was 

arrested. I asked how the teenager coped with his father’s criminalization. Milton responded: 

I think my son, the older one, had never been in something like that. I 
think it marked his life. It marked his life, because a few days ago he was 
getting upset about the new police chief, Telémaco. He’s paying more 
attention to the news now. Before, he didn’t care, he was just a little kid. 
Now he doesn’t want to leave Guatemala. Now he is worried. He is 
worried about what happened. But he loves to come here, he loves to 
come and stay overnight here with me. I thought he was going to be 
afraid after what happened, but he seems to enjoy coming here. He loves 
it (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Milton playfully tousled his son’s hair as we talked about him. Milton Jr. shyly nodded in 

agreement as his father spoke and smiled. Milton’s arrest is an event that his family will not 

forget.  

My wife called my son to go home. It was terrible. The police had 
thrown a bunch of tear gas! I heard my son was crying on the phone to 
her, saying: “They’ve taken my dad and I’ve run away!” And my wife 
was crying on the phone. He was only 14 at that time. The thing is that 
the people were here, and my son told me that the tear gas bombs were 
being thrown right over his head. A miracle happened here. A lot of 
people were here, and when the policemen came it was terrible. But 
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nobody was hurt. When they told me they had bombs, they didn’t hit 
anyone with them. The wind was going the other way, so when the 
people were being targeted the gas went the other way. The wind was 
blowing against the police. It was one bomb where it got through, and 
my son told me it was right on top of his head, but it didn’t explode. So 
one of the guys who was here, threw it down into an area where there 
was no one. Only God knows how we survived (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
In the wake of the police attack, Milton Jr. has become a more active participant at La Puya. He 

continues to learn from community members who are exemplars of non-violent action. 

 Life has not been easy for the Cerrera family since joining the resistance. The family has 

faced serious repression and aggression from provocateurs in the community of San José del 

Golfo. Milton spoke about the small goats he raises for meat. His small farm generates 

employment in the area, as several workers assist him in day-to-day management. Just two 

weeks before company and police repression started at La Puya in November 2012, Milton 

returned home to find all of his animals slaughtered in the fields:  

Yeah. I have a couple of workers, they come and work with me. I have to 
tell them what to do now and again. I also have goats, you know, like a 
goat farm. It’s not called goats, but “pelibuey” — half goat and half 
sheep, mostly for meat. But they killed them. The mining people, they 
sent people to kill them in October [2012]. They killed 18 animals on my 
farm. 

I loved my animals. That day, it felt like I had a heart attack when I saw 
all my animals dead. They covered their tracks. They brought dogs and 
machetes and they hit them in the stomachs, and the rest they killed with 
dogs. My dogs are so familiar with the pelibuey, it wasn’t them. They 
would never hurt them. They killed them in a line [lined them up in the 
field] (interview, July 1, 2013). 

 
Milton believes the slaughter of his pelibuey was a threat by the company. He says the Cerreras 

are not the only ones to suffer such losses at the hands of pro-mining community members. 

It was about two weeks before they started conflicts here; they killed 
Álvaro’s tilapia farm too. They killed his fish in La Choleña (interview, 
July 1, 2013). 
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The assault on human rights defenders’ livelihoods are linked to their participation at the 

peaceful resistance. Milton never experienced vandalization or intimidation tactics until he began 

taking part in the resistance against the El Tambor mine. He views these targeted attacks as 

strategic methods to provoke anger and retaliation and to dissuade him from returning to La 

Puya. He described feeling singled out by provocateurs, because of his position against the 

mine’s operations. 

 As we concluded our interview, I asked Milton how he feels after the attempts made to 

stigmatize and criminalize his participation. He replied: 

A lot of pressure. So now I come at night and I stay at night, and some 
days I stay in the daytime.  Before I was doing 24 hours when I was in 
charge of my group. But, I think I needed to relax (interview, July 1, 
2013).  

 

Milton continues to be an active member of the La Puya community. It was clear in our 

interview that his experiences had changed his life, but not his convictions as a steward of the 

environment and his community. No matter what happens, La Puya remains a special place for 

him: 

Always I think, there is no hell, there is no heaven. Heaven is here. 
That’s what I believe (interview, July 1, 2013).  

 

Doña Berta 

On the day of our meeting, Doña Berta came to La Puya with the help of her son, Álvaro. A 

seventy-year-old woman, she positioned herself on an elevated platform often used for religious 

mass or musical entertainment (see Appendix A, Photo 7.7). From this viewpoint, she could see 

everything and everyone at La Puya. As her health waxes and wanes – she has good days and 
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bad days – Doña Berta is unable to commit to a full 24 hour shift. However, sickness does not 

stop Doña Berta’s resistance. With the help of her children she still joins her community for a 

few hours each day. She laments: 

I have not been well. But, I am most worried that I will become sick and 
not be able to come to the resistance. My boy says: “Don’t worry, I’ll 
drive you, I’ll take you to the resistance! And then I will come and take 
you back.” I have a good son. Álvaro is a good son (interview, July 6, 
2013). 

 
Coming to La Puya fills Doña Berta with a renewed sense of life. She explained how important it 

is for her to participate physically with her community. 

When people ask: “Where’s Doña Berta?” They answer: “She’s at the 
resistance!” Sometimes I can come, and other times it’s not possible. I 
would be here if I could. I would be here everyday (interview, July 6, 
2013). 

 
 Doña Berta has a dark sense of humour. She spoke of her life as though it would end 

tomorrow, and if it did, she demanded that her body be brought to La Puya. As though we were 

lawyers documenting her last will and testament, she requested: 

On the day that I die, I want my wake to be here at the resistance! I told 
my son: “You be careful, you’d better not have my wake at home! I 
don’t want it at home.” From here [La Puya] straight to the cemetery! It’s 
just a short-cut to the cemetery (interview, July 6, 2013). 

 
While Doña Berta spoke lightheartedly about her own mortality, she gestured towards the 

cemetery down the road towards San José del Golfo, the same burial ground where Yolanda was 

shot the year before. Doña Berta reflected positively on her life as a mother, campesina, and 

community member: 

I am a housewife and a farmer. I have never been anywhere but here. I 
raised all my children here. I worked to bring in the corn. I have always 
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had enough, thanks be to God. I have been so lucky with my children. I 
don’t have any single one with any problems or vices. None of them. 
They don’t drink, they don’t smoke. They are dedicated to their wives 
and husbands. There have been deaths of others [in the community]. 
Sometimes the fathers have their vices and their children are something 
to behold. But thanks be to God, my eleven living children are okay 
(interview, July 6, 2013). 

 
 Doña Berta prides herself on her family’s successes; defined not by great wealth or notoriety, 

but rather their health and dignity. We asked her how many grandchildren she has, and she 

replied exuberantly: 

[I have] 36 grandchildren! And I have 10 great-grandchildren. It’s 
enough to have a party just with the family. A huge party! (interview, 
July 6, 2013). 

 
Doña Berta beamed with pride. Her family is her lifeblood, her reason for resistance.  

 The presence of El Tambor mine has caused many fractures in Doña Berta’s family. 

Some of her children believe the mine will bring prosperity to the area, while others support their 

mother’s participation, believing that resource extraction will ultimately harm their way of life 

and the environment. Doña Berta explained: 

I sometimes feel that things are not good and that makes me sad. I have 
one of my daughters and two son-in-laws that you can’t say anything to. 
They are in favour of this mine. My daughter won’t speak to me 
anymore. And she won’t let me see the grandchildren (interview, July 6, 
2013). 

 
Great sadness washed over Doña Berta’s face as she spoke of her family’s divisions. The 

promise of jobs and wealth for communities has many residents of San José del Golfo and San 

Pedro Ayampuc at odds with one another. In an area where employment is scarce, transnational 

mining companies have preyed on the dire economic conditions in order to garner support from 

many community members. She continued: 
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It’s painful. [My daughter] she only comes by once a month, once every 
two months. She only speaks to her dad. She won’t speak to me at all. 
She just turns her head away, she turns her back to me. That hurts me. 
But, at the same time I think, I am not doing anything bad. The anger is 
that I am mixed up in this. You know, I am doing this with my children, 
with my son. You know I have eleven other children that are alive 
(interview, July 6, 2013). 

 

Despite being shunned by her daughter, Doña Berta continues to advocate for the health of her 

family, her community, and the environment as best she can. Ultimately, she participates in the 

struggle not for herself, but for the future of others. She declares: 

There are so many young people. And this [mining operation] is going to 
provoke illnesses. This is my struggle. If it was just for me? No, there are 
so many little ones. Not only my grandchildren, but so many others. We 
have to protect the water. We have to protect the trees. This is the most 
beautiful area. As soon as it rains, everything turns green. Once the mine 
comes, this will just be finished off totally. This is the struggle 
(interview, July 6, 2013). 

 
“It’s the struggle,” she would echo again and again throughout our conversation. Doña Berta 

speaks of her resistance on both a personal and collective level; acknowledging her family’s 

strife, as well as centuries of colonial practices that continue to oppress communities in 

Guatemala.  

 As a campesina, Doña Berta understands the risks of water scarcity. Without water, her 

family’s corn crop would fail and her family’s livelihood would be lost: 

There is already a water shortage. We don’t have enough water. If this 
[mine] goes through, we are just going to have a drought! And that’s 
what we have to do, we have to work together to resist! (interview, July 
6, 2013). 

 
The threat of losing the local water supply to a transnational corporation motivates many 

participants from La Puya to resist. Guatemalan citizens have a right to equal access to water 
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(Article 68 of the Código Municipal 2002, 21). The proposed El Tambor mine will consume 155 

cubic metres of water per day to facilitate processes of metallic minerals extraction; roughly the 

equivalent one year of consumption by a single Guatemalan family (GHRC 2015, ¶11). Lack of 

regulation by the Guatemalan government over transnational mining operations threatens water 

and food security placing rural livelihoods at risk. With no consultation prior to the El Tambor 

mine’s exploration, residents of San José del Golfo and San Pedro Ayampuc were given no 

guarantees by the company regarding water availability once the mine starts operations. 

Moreover, community members fear the mine will contaminate the limited water that is 

available, which directly affects the health and livelihoods of residents.12  

 I knew of Doña Berta well before our meeting. Photos taken by journalists and human 

rights organizations documenting the attempted eviction of December 7, 2012 captured a striking 

image that prominently features Doña Berta. Lying face down on a blanket in the dirt, several 

community members used their bodies to block the entrance of the El Tambor mine. Doña Berta 

grasped a portrait of the Virgin Mary in front of her as she watched riot police attempt to 

illegally evict the blockade. Although unplanned, her dress matched the cloth of her patron saint. 

The image went viral across national and international grassroots news media outlets and 

overnight Doña Berta’s face became recognizable to those following La Puya’s struggles. 

Although we were meeting la famosa Doña Berta, she remained her humble self: 

It made me proud when I came out in the picture, but it wasn’t my fault. I 
didn’t make them take the picture. I didn’t know this was going to go all 
over the world. It happened without me wanting it to happen. But there 
are some people that are bothered by me. And I just don’t pay them any 
attention. It’s the struggle (interview, July 6, 2013). 

 
                                                
12 Residents of the two municipalities are aware of naturally occurring levels of arsenic in the area. There is a great 
deal of concern over how the presence of a mine would alter already sensitive chemical levels in the local water 
supply (Robinson and Laudeman 2012). 
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Doña Berta’s children, some of whom live in the United States, were shocked to see the family 

matriarch in the photo. She told us:  

My boy, who is over there [in the United States working], he said: 
“Mom! You don’t know how worried I was!” I said: “Why were you so 
worried? What happened?” He said: “I saw you!” I asked: “Where did 
you see me?” “And you weren’t worried mom?” There are a lot of 
people here. He’s the one who is in the States. A lot of family members 
are in the States and they all saw the photo. One of my daughters-in-law 
was calling and calling. She wanted to know what was going on. Because 
they saw me thrown on the highway and wanted to know what was going 
on! But there you go! You have to have peace, and you have to ask God 
for peace. We camp at this resistance to keep the struggle (interview, 
July 6, 2013). 

 

 On December 7, 2012, Doña Berta arrived at La Puya and joined her community in 

resistance, laying down at the base of the blockade with other women, men, and children. 

Hundreds of riot police flooded the gully and began tearing down community banners and 

dismantling the community’s kitchen piece by piece (GHRC 2015). Those on the frontline of 

defence bore the brunt of physical and psychological tactics employed by the riot police. Doña 

Berta recalled: 

I wasn’t thinking about anything. I just wanted to be there and stop them 
from coming through. Because they really mess you up and they really 
make you feel terrible and scared [riot police]. Those things [tear gas] 
that they throw at you! Argh! A lot of them were there! They were 
throwing it and I don’t know why, but I didn’t feel any of it. I have no 
idea why, it was affecting other people, but not me! Sometimes you feel 
bad. And you see in the newspaper and everything. Well I didn’t know 
what was happening, but I wanted to be there to help (interview, July 6, 
2013). 

 
Although no one was badly injured, many feared for their lives as tactics of intimidation and 

repression worsened. As the riot police edged closer, community members maintained their 

mandate of non-violence, linking arms and singing hymns. Doña Berta remembers these 

moments, as they defined the historic day: 
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There were so many [riot police] that we sang, and we just kept singing. 
There are some who are really involved in the church who really know 
all the songs, and others too who really didn’t know too much. We were 
lighting candles to our Lord. It was just a pure miracle that they were not 
able to get through. This is where we laid down the first time on the 7th 
[she points to the road]. They were all up the hill there [points up the hill 
towards San José del Golfo]. And they yelled at us because we were 
blocking the main road [lying down]. So we moved a little, and we left 
this path open and then laid in front of the gate (interview, July 6, 2013).  

 

Surrounded, with nowhere to go, La Puya’s participants held their position. Although on the 

ground, Doña Berta could see and hear what was going on around her. She continued to sing as 

she observed the police strategizing how to remove the rights defenders. She divulges: 

We were really upset, you know. They were hitting their shields with 
their batons. It was scary. When they saw me with the picture of the 
Virgin and the candle, some of the police that were standing there you 
could see that they were crying behind their big masks. So when they 
saw me, one of the Ministers said, I don’t know who he was. He said: 
“Why didn’t you get through? Why didn’t you break through!?” And 
they said to him: “And how are we supposed to go through if there is a 
little old lady with the picture of the Virgin? How are we supposed to 
break through?” Maybe for some it was a joke, maybe it’s made some of 
them mad. But in the end it worked (interview, July 6, 2013).  

 

The events of December 7, 2012 are recalled by many of La Puya’s participants as a meaningful 

victory. Despite opportunities for violent responses, the community maintained a strong non-

violent presence throughout the day.  

 The mere presence of the El Tambor mine poses a threat to Doña Berta, her family and 

community. Her participation has come at great personal cost. Despite challenges, she continues 

to express the importance of protecting the local water supply and the environment for 

generations to come. Before ending our interview, we asked Doña Berta if she had any lasting 

words to take back to Canada. She remarked: 
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What I would like is people to join together and come to visit. I have 
heard that some people come by, but it’s been hard. We will change the 
minds of the mining company. And people from Canada could come and 
help us! That’s what I ask God for. God accompanies us. There isn’t a 
night that I don’t ask God to protect us and watch over those who stay 
here overnight. I have been to every mass but one, because I had a 
headache. But I have been to all of them. If there is a meeting they let me 
know about it, and I am there! (interview, July 6, 2013).  

 
Despite sharp divisions within her family and community, Doña Berta holds on to her 

convictions. In all her capacity, she continues to be an active voice in community of La Puya and 

an advocate for human and environmental rights. One day, her great-grandchildren will see her 

photo and learn of her participation in the resistance against violent development that spread 

across Guatemala. 

 

Antonio “Tono” Reyes  

Tono asked to meet at the outskirts of San Pedro, the main town in the municipio of San Pedro 

Ayampuc. From Guatemala City we drove through Zone 18, one of the most violent districts of 

the capital, and all the country. In 2000, the military established a base in this zone in an attempt 

to quell the endemic violence. Sadly, the murder rate continues to rise, indicating that military 

occupation did not have the desired result (Hernández Batres 2013). Zone 18 provides an 

alternate route to La Puya, sharing a municipal boundary with several communities in San Pedro 

Ayampuc.13 Driving along dirt roads, we passed numerous lush green milpas (see Appendix A, 

Photo 7.8) hugging the El Tambor mountain side. From the window of his parked truck, Tono 

                                                
13 There are two ways to get to La Puya from Guatemala City; through San José del Golfo (25 minutes by car), or 
through San Pedro (40 minutes by car). We decided to go through Zone 18 to better understand those living in the 
two municipalities in tandem with the outskirts of the capital city. Importantly, the National Civil Police take both 
routes when dispatched to La Puya.  
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greeted our team with a smile, tipped his hat, and asked us to follow him to La Puya, where we 

could speak openly. 

 At the roadblock, we sat under the tree canopy on chairs in a circle (see Appendix A, 

Photo 7.9). Other members of the resistance joined our group to participate in the conversation. 

Speaking in the open with a group is a method of transparency practiced at the resistance. Those 

who visit La Puya for the first time often ask to speak to the leaders of the resistance. Tono 

carefully corrects such a designation: 

I don’t consider myself a leader! No one really, neither men nor women, 
none of us consider ourselves leaders. This has helped us a lot. So that 
the repression from the government or the mining company, doesn’t just 
see one person, no one specifically. Who’s organizing this? Nobody. 
Everyone. It’s a way that we defend ourselves (interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
Organizing the community to function with no identifiable leaders is a strategy to keep 

provocateurs from targeting key individuals at La Puya. In sharing responsibility of their 

movement’s direction, members make decisions collectively based on equal participation and 

voice.14 Tono believes these strategies, applying fundamental principles of democracy to their 

community, are useful: 

It’s really worked for us. In part, this has been due to the analysis we 
have made as a collective. When we knew that there was this risk of 
mining exploitation, some people had their consciousness moved and 
they felt like they had to do something. And at first what we did, and 
what we could do, was let everyone else know in the community the 
risks that we were under (interview, July 16, 2013). 

 

                                                
14 The strategy has had mixed success for members of La Puya. While the community does not identify key leaders, 
local and international media sources have focused on several individuals, some of whom are situated within this 
ethnography of the particular. I see this tactic as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the community needs 
passionate representatives to engage the media and NGOs to hear their plight, while on the other, speaking out in 
Guatemala makes anyone a target for violent oppression.  
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The mining companies did not consult with communities prior to receiving reconnaissance, 

exploration, or exploitation licenses from the Guatemalan government. Thus, many locals had no 

knowledge of the proposed mine, nor did they anticipate the impacts of resource extraction in 

their communities. In late 2011, rights defenders in the area started an awareness campaign about 

the detrimental impact of mining through the municipalities of San José del Golfo and San Pedro 

Ayampuc. These activities were met with micro-aggressions by elected municipal officials. Tono 

remembered: 

Of course, we had a number of limitations. Our limitations were the local 
authorities and the municipal mayors. They had been in favour of the 
mining projects. They told people not to participate in the information 
sessions, that they would take away the government services, the 
government services like bags of food, things like that in social 
programs. So when the communities were informed, different 
communities agreed that we had to do something (interview, July 16, 
2013).  

 
Threatening to suspend social services to those who participate in community-run information 

sessions is a blatant form of repression by elected representatives (Collins 2009). As Tono 

describes, such threats actually inspired many in the community to join the struggle for their 

rights. 

 When I asked Tono how the community decided to organize, he explained that strategies 

had to be developed and agreed upon collectively. Scarcely any members had participated in acts 

of civil disobedience before and even fewer had experience with organizing a social movement. 

Tono recalled the early days of La Puya in 2012: 

We didn’t organize, we didn’t make a plan. This resistance came on the 
2nd of March 2012. From my point of view, it was just an accident, it 
was a chance. A machine was coming down here to open the wells 
inside, and a woman was driving her car and she just put it across the 
road. And more and more people came. That’s where it happened, up on 
top of the hill over there! That’s how this all started. Nobody planned it. 
We had a few meetings in some of the communities like El Carrizal, La 
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Choleña, eight or fifteen days later. But from the 2nd of March, people 
just stayed here 24 hours. But we spoke with other people who could 
advise us. Some advisors said we should just go home, there is nothing 
you can do here. But the people said: “No! We are staying as long as it is 
necessary.”  Some people just moved in for 10 days straight! They were 
getting really tired and worn out (interview, July 16, 2013).  

 
Eventually, Tono explained, La Puya’s participants organized a systematized method of 

resistance; to avoid fatigue, six groups were each delegated 24-hour shifts on a six-day rotation 

at the entrance of the mine. Participants volunteer a day away from work, family, and other 

commitments in order to maintain a presence at the mine gate.  

 La Puya’s collective approach also includes (dis)identifying themselves from other 

recognizable groups. As described by community members, for example, La Puya is not 

identified as an Indigenous struggle nor is the resistance associated with any religious or political 

groups. Perhaps this is to clarify their goals, or to avoid appropriation by other movements. 

Regardless, La Puya’s participants have created an open space inclusive of anyone who opposes 

violent resource extraction. Tono elaborates: 

Something really important, which is that here, there’s different basic co-
principles. One is that there is no religious flag flying here. You can be 
Catholic, Evangelical, Protestant, somebody here might not believe in 
God. So not having a religious banner here, anyone here is welcome. 
Any kind of spiritual person. You can see there is a Catholic alter over 
there, and the Maya one here. There is no religious flag, there is no 
political party flag, no political parties are owners of this struggle. 

But there are people here from all the different political parties. In this 
place there is no political flag, we respect one another. There is no ethnic 
banner. This isn’t a mestizo struggle, this isn’t a Maya struggle. It doesn’t 
matter what colour we are, what language you speak, the struggle is for 
all men and women. There is no gender banner here. This is not a 
woman’s struggle here, or a man’s struggle. This isn’t a campesino 
struggle, or a teacher’s struggle or a doctor’s struggle, this is everyone’s 
struggle. So those principles really helped the resistance to continue 
(interview, July 16, 2013). 
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The people collectively own the struggle; they live through it in their everyday actions. La Puya 

is open to anyone who supports their cause, regardless of socio-cultural connections or 

differences. This methodology of resistance is best summarized in one of many banners hanging 

along the roadside: Somos La Puya (We are La Puya). 

 In response to the national and international attention generated by La Puya’s non-violent 

movement, President Peréz Molina invited community representatives to the National Palace to 

dialogue with the government, an invitation not extended to any other community resistance 

group during his term. Before accepting the invitation, La Puya’s members gathered to decide 

how to respond to the President’s request. Tono recalled: 

Anytime we have to make a decision, a strong decision, for example to 
speak out about something, then we decide that collectively in an 
assembly with all of the people that represent different communities. For 
example, we had to have a dialogue within the national system. No one 
person or a group of people makes that decision. On the 12th of June, we 
went to speak with Otto Peréz Molina. There was a whole bunch of 
community discussions before, to decide whether or not to go, to decide 
what we were going to say, what we were going to defend collectively 
(interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
After several deliberations, La Puya’s members elected ten representatives to meet with Peréz 

Molina. On June 12, 2013, the community arrived in buses at the National Palace to support their 

representatives. Tono recounted his thoughts before entering the meeting: 

We decided collectively that we will speak with the government, because 
that’s where the license was approved. We know that the government, 
the Ministry of Energy and Mines and of the Environment, Ministry of 
National Defence, the army, they are the same as the mining company. 
So in the end, all of them obey a global economic order, and a national 
economic order for a very small group of people. We know the law a bit. 
And we know that we have rights to oppose this. So we know this 
position is that we are willing to dialogue with the government, with the 
executive power, because they are the ones who approved the mine 
(interview, July 16, 2013).  
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Tono, Yolanda, and eight other community members met inside the National Palace with the 

president and ministers, while community members maintained a peaceful presence along the 

sidewalks outside (see Appendix A, Photo 7.10).15  

 Upon entering the meeting, La Puya’s representatives were surprised to see Daniel 

Kappes, CEO of KCA, sitting across the table with a handful of mining executives. The resource 

extraction company had been invited unbeknownst to La Puya, Tono explained: 

The intention of the president was that we negotiate with the miners, 
because when we went in, Daniel Kappes was there inside. The mining 
executives were there. The president and the minister said they didn’t 
want us to record anything. They had a definite plan, but we stood up and 
we said: “If we can’t record this, we are not coming in to talk.” So they 
allowed us to talk and bring the independent media. Logically, we 
demanded that the mining company leave. We did not know that they 
were going to be there. They had a plan, but it didn’t work, thanks to 
God. So we asked the president to remove the mining guys, and he did 
(interview, July 16, 2013).  

 
Early on, La Puya’s members decided that discussions with the mining company would be 

counterproductive: 

First of all, we are not having any discussion whatsoever with the mining 
company. Why not? Because the mining company wants to exploit, that 
is their only objective. And we don’t want their exploitation. There is 
nothing to talk about, nothing, NOTHING! It’s absolutely impossible. 
Because to speak with the mining company is to accept, in one way or 
another, with what conditions this exploitation would happen, and we are 
not going to let that happen. So, it’s as if they are going to kill us, and in 
what way are they going to kill us. We’re not going to negotiate the 
killing at all. So that’s an important thing (interview, July 16, 2013). 

 

                                                
15As I mentioned in my interview with Milton, I stood in solidarity as a witness of the peaceful resistance outside of 
the National Palace. Together, we waited several hours before Tono, Yolanda, Álvaro, and others emerged from the 
high-profile meeting.  
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The mine will devastate the municipality’s landscapes, and with it, erode the community’s 

physical and social health. La Puya’s ultimate goal is the cancellation of the mining license 

granted by the Guatemalan government. Tono continued: 

What we can say to the government is that we are willing to talk about it. 
But, to the mine, the only thing we can say is: “You don’t go further than 
this.” For example, the mining company and the government even has 
said we are violating national law. They have said that we are violating 
private property. We said: “No, we’re not invading your private property. 
We are blocking a project that is going to affect us as a community. And 
the law says that if a project is going to affect communities, they have 
the right to resist.” So these are things that we put on the table, and what 
has the greatest power and weight is that we have rights as a community 
(interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
 After Kappes and KCA executives were removed from the room, La Puya’s participants 

cited the absence of proper consultation and problems associated with the EIA conducted by the 

company (GHRC 2013; Robinson and Laudeman 2012). Tono recounted the conversation 

between La Puya’s representatives and the Heads of State: 

We spoke to just him [the President] and the Ministers of the Interior, of 
Energy and Mines, [and] of the Environment. Logically, they wanted to 
convince us that this was not going to cause damage. We defended our 
positions. We are waiting to see what else is going to happen. So it 
wasn’t a dialogue really, it was just coming closer to look at this in some 
way to find a solution to this conflict. We haven’t gotten very far. From 
our point of view the government doesn’t have any political will 
(interview, July 16, 2013).  

 
Claiming that mining has no impact is an attempt to diminish the community’s concerns in order 

to advance neoliberal economic development in the region. Ultimately, Tono believes that 

citizens must hold elected representatives accountable. However, this is easier said than done: 

We know perfectly well that in the end true change and a functional 
change has to start from the government system. And to speak about that 
automatically, we as the people have put a President in who will really 
defend the people. And Mayors who defend the land and Ministers who 
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act as they should. The only way to do that is through voting (interview, 
July 16, 2013). 

 
To date, no concrete commitments from the President’s Office have been made to La Puya. 

Regardless, participating in a conversation with the president of Guatemala is an 

accomplishment for the community. While Peréz Molina did not cancel the El Tambor 

exploitation license, La Puya is still the first group to meet with a sitting president to demand 

their rights as citizens over a transnational mining corporation (see Appendix A, Photo 7.11). 

Countering hegemonic power through non-violent action, little by little, tilts the scales in favour 

of La Puya’s resistance. 

 As an active member of the resistance, Tono has experienced his own share of violence, 

necessitating adaptations to safeguard his own life:  

My own personal life has changed as well, a lot, so much! Because, the 
simple reason that here in Guatemala, violence has been a common 
thing. The violence in the sense that people who say the truth, and people 
that fight against injustice and people who fight for human rights usually 
are killed. So, automatically to start resisting these mining companies, 
automatically our lives are at risk. So to know that our lives are at risk, 
thanks to the accompaniment from the organizations have helped us to 
think of how to prevent these things, how to look after ourselves 
(interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
We asked Tono for a specific example of how his life had changed as rights defender. He 

responded: 

Thanks to the accompaniment from the organizations [they] have helped 
us to think, how to prevent these things, how to look after ourselves. I 
used to go wherever I wanted to, walking, but I don’t do that anymore. 
For example, if I want to go to the circus or the fair, I don’t go anymore 
because it’s too dangerous (interview, July 16, 2013). 

 

Restricting his movements to safeguard his life, Tono has to plan each day carefully to avoid 

potential violence. Each day, at least one rights defender is attacked in Guatemala (JASS and 
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Nobel Women’s Initiative 2012). La Puya’s participants must anticipate multiple forms of 

violence in their everyday lives. While such precautions are necessary, they infringe upon 

individuals’ quality of life. 

 Tono stated that the problems with mining in Guatemala relate to a systemic violence that 

undermines community participation in policy making decisions. Under several international free 

trade agreements, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and DR-

CAFTA, mining companies retain the right to sue entire countries if their exploitation licenses 

are revoked (Provost and Kennard 2015; Pedersen 2015). 16  La Puya’s demand is simple: the 

cancellation of the El Tambor mining license. However, Tono articulates the complications 

created by capitalist free trade markets:  

Well, here the future is really uncertain. We just don’t know. We don’t 
know what could happen. The hope that we have is that God will help us 
and that the government will cancel the mining license. It could happen. 
But the company itself could make a case against the Guatemalan 
government, because they were given the license, but were not able to 
work. And to charge them [the government], God knows how many 
millions of dollars. The company has the right to do that, because they 
were given the right to make a tunnel and they have the right to demand 
and sue the Guatemalan government. Not us as people, because we did 
not give them that license. The Government gave them the license in the 
name of the Guatemalan state. So, this is a good probability of what 
could happen. So at the end the Guatemalan state would have to pay this, 
but it would be a lesson for them, for those in government (interview, 
July 16, 2013). 

 

                                                
16 See, for example, the case of Pacific Rim mining corporation (now OceanaGold) and El Salvador (Board 2015; 
Roden 2014), where the Canadian-Australian-based company sued the Central American country for US$301 
million after their exploitation license was cancelled due to citizens concerns over the vitality of local water 
supplies. The case was brought before the World Bank’s arbitration tribunal known as the International Centre for 
Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID). OceanaGold lost the case and was ordered to pay US$8 million towards 
El Salvador’s legal fees (Pac Rim Cayman LLC v. The Republic of El Salvador 2016). 
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Tono repeated that the communities never granted the Canadian or American mining companies 

social license to operate within the municipalities. He continues to worry about the damage the 

El Tambor mine could cause his community:  

There is terrible damage at every level. Whatever you want to mention, 
the mining exploitation affects everything. In this region, there is gold 
just beneath us, and there is deep gold. What that means is that they want 
to come in and start exploitation, they will turn everything upside down. 
This would leave a terrible damage. We wouldn’t be able to grow food 
here, ever, never again. This would affect us through our nutrition, the 
economic life. Most people here live off their crops and they would be 
without work. It’s just terrible. This is just one mine, and they talk about 
14 that they want to carry out here (interview, July 16, 2013). 

 
For Tono, the promised prosperity from the mine is meaningless if the environment is degraded. 

 I asked Tono if he had any final words I could take back to Canada. He requested I share 

the following: 

The message that I would give and that we think would really help us in 
other moments is that you make this denunciation about what is 
happening here. The government in Guatemala, what the transnational 
companies are doing, and these actions that violate the rights of 
Guatemalan citizens. The projects that come to do in Guatemala and 
come with this little label of development is completely false. 
Exploitation, it is damage, and in many cases it is death itself. So if you 
speak of this case, don’t just speak about it here, speak about all of 
Guatemala, of all Latin America and of all the countries of the Global 
South. This has helped us a lot, this international denunciation. In one 
way or another, this has made a wall [barrier] against repression, so the 
world knows we are here for life, defending the natural world, the right 
to water and defending our rights, so that future generations can have 
their right to live as well. We have no way of paying you back for this. 
There is a universal law, which is about universal compensation. God is 
the one in charge of this, and God will pay you back for the work you 
have done (interview, July 16, 2013).  

 
Tono expresses his unwavering selflessness as a human rights defender. He cares about his 

community and the environment, but also about the other populations that are negatively 
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impacted by resource extraction. Tono’s requests for others to join in this struggle are hard to 

ignore.  

 

Felicia Moreyes 

We arrived at La Puya early in the morning, just as the sun came over the El Tambor ridge, 

warming the earth as the rains from the day before evaporated. As we approached the 

encampment, colourful parrots sang in the trees as if to welcome us. Those who had slept 

overnight at the roadblock quietly went about their morning routines, readying themselves for the 

day. We extended our salutations as we followed the smell of coffee. We found Felicia in the 

kitchen, cooking and preparing breakfast for the community (see Appendix A, Photo 7.12). Her 

day had begun long before we arrived. An apron over her skirt, she fanned the fires in the 

kitchen; wisps of her long black hair danced as the heat from the flames grew. Delegating tasks, 

talking with other community members, or caring for her disabled daughter, she was constantly 

on the move. Under her watch, everything ran like clockwork. 

 Felicia offered us coffee at a table as she continued preparing breakfast. She multitasked 

while we spoke about her involvement at La Puya. Felicia joined the resistance in March 2012, 

with her husband and children. As a family, the Moreyes participate at La Puya in weekly shifts 

and on special community occasions. 

We thought we would be here 15 days, two weeks, or a month. Not this 
long. On our first anniversary, we had a big party. We had Christmas 
here, Mother’s Day, we had every one of these marvelous days here [at 
La Puya] (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Using this space to mark important socio-cultural events deepens Felicia’s connection with La 

Puya. She has documented the community’s struggle, archiving personal experiences, newspaper 
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articles, and pictures of key events that shape and define La Puya’s struggle. She shared with us 

her hopes of producing a book as a record of the community’s resistance. Her work, she says, 

will represent an archive of communal history for her children and grandchildren. As she 

continued to make tortillas for participants, we began discussing her experiences at La Puya. 

 Felicia is a housewife and a campesina. She and her family leave their cornfields on days 

they participate at La Puya, losing one day of work and potential economic earnings. Yet, she 

does not regret participating in the encampment. Rather, she believes that protecting the earth is 

an investment in the future: 

Yes, there are extra costs. We have to pay for our transportation [to get to 
La Puya]. We could spend it here, or somewhere else, but God blesses us 
in other ways. So, we don’t actually feel economic burden at all as 
campesinos. So, we don’t consider this a lost day, but a day when we 
receive double reward, because God is rewarding us doubly for being 
here. God watches over us. If it wasn’t for him, we would be dead! God 
left the natural world for us, and for us to be the caretakers of it. There is 
a holy mass every month here. All of us, we think about this as a way of 
blessing us, it’s creating a mantel of protection over us, these prayers 
(interview, July 2, 2013).  

 
A deeply spiritual woman, Felicia believes it is her duty to protect the earth and all of its 

inhabitants. Religion plays a dominant role in her personal experiences in the resistance (see 

Appendix A, Photo 7.13). During our interview, Felicia frequently referred to a higher power to 

explain her understandings of the community’s successes. She notes devotedly:  

The basic groundwork that we have here, we really believe in God. 
Everything is about God, and we really respect God. That has really 
helped us with our deep faith. So when there have been problems, and 
when we have problems, we pray. The foundational piece of this 
resistance is our belief in God. The first thing that we did was hand 
ourselves over to God, and God put his hand on us. We have seen 
clearly, absolutely without doubt, the hand of God in everything that we 
have done (interview, July 2, 2013).  
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Felicia’s belief in an omnipotent being shapes her specific experiences with La Puya as space 

and place, as in the occasion of May 8, 2012 when police attempted to violently evict her and 

other members: 

Last year in May, the 8th of May at 1 [a.m.] in the morning, the company 
came and they brought the police. They brought their machines, ready to 
go in. We saw the lights and we started to pray. This little altar was there 
on that side [points to altar next to the kitchen]. And we started praying 
and praying. By 3 [a.m.] in the morning, they had left! That was the first 
time there was a really strong confrontation with the police (interview, 
July 2, 2013). 

 

She went on to talk about her experiences on December 7 of the same year: 

On the 7th of December [2012] they fired tear gas at us. We spent the 
whole day here! [There were] about seven patrols, with 15 police in each 
patrol. They were here all day and they wanted to stomp all over us and 
get in. So we started to sing, and we started to pray. We started singing 
religious hymns and it was as if they calmed down. A man from El 
Carrizal started to preach to the policemen himself. He was reading the 
Bible, and he told them: “We’re doing this for your children as well.” 
There were police who began to cry! They were really touched in their 
hearts. They started to cry and said: “This isn’t our work! But they sent 
us to do this, what do we do?!” That’s how we have been able to carry 
out this struggle, by putting God first (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Like Doña Berta, Felicia endured attempted evictions and violence on behalf of transnational 

mining companies. In their interviews they illustrate how their experiences with violence are 

guided by their religion, which helps to shape their identities as peaceful, non-violent defenders. 

 Felicia wanted to talk further about the events of December 7. Although she was not 

scheduled to attend the roadblock that day, she and her family dropped what they were doing and 

joined the community when riot police arrived: 

We had to come, I wasn’t here when it started. There was another group 
here who called us and we came as fast as we could. It was amazing! 
Such an amazing amount of police. And the people on that side [motions 
to the gate] wouldn’t let them in. A lot of people came. There were four 
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men who went to jail. They picked them up and took them to jail, but 
they [the police] told us a number of people had died. In… [She stops 
suddenly] (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 

As Felicia recounted the event, an unmarked vehicle drove slowly through the encampment. As 

La Puya is on an active roadway, cars, motorcycles, and buses are regular parts of the daily 

routine (see Appendix A, Photo 7.14). Often, drivers who support the resistance slow to a crawl, 

roll down their windows, honk their horns, and show solidarity by engaging with members of the 

resistance. During our weeks at the encampment, we witnessed numerous people stop to drop off 

food and water and sharing local news before heading towards town. Those who do not support 

La Puya’s presence often drive through quickly, keeping their windows closed and refraining 

from acknowledging participants. This vehicle was acting suspicious, causing Felicia to pause 

abruptly. Someone called over to our small group, warning us that the truck had made several 

passes in the past few hours. The community feared that the driver worked for the mine and was 

conducting surveillance. Felicia’s husband passed a camera to a young man who followed the 

vehicle on his motorbike. An hour later, the motorcyclist returned to share pictures of the driver 

and license plate. Members of the resistance remain vigilant, even on seemingly quiet mornings.  

Once the vehicle left, Felicia tended to a few items in the kitchen before picking up where 

she left off. On December 7, she said: 

In El Carrizal, members of the community blocked the road so other 
[police] patrols that were trying to get into La Puya couldn’t. So, some 
from the community blocked other police from coming, while others 
came down to join the resistance. I was furious when I saw them. I 
thought it would be our last day here! And when they started shooting 
teargas against us! People were praying. There was an older lady with 
the image of the Virgin. We prayed and we sang and we got what we 
wanted (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Despite these difficult days, Felicia continues returning to La Puya. 



 

 251 

 Felicia has a strong connection with the earth. She champions the rights of the planet and 

her community (see Appendix A, Photo 7.15). She shared her ideas of what should be done with 

the land that La Puya defends. 

The land, we would like it to be a protected area. Not a mining area. 
Moving the earth itself will cause a lot of contamination. There is already 
a high level of arsenic here, the water is already contaminated. Turning 
the earth over, that acid will damage the environment. That’s why we are 
here. We are peacefully resisting until the government cancels the 
license. That’s the only way that we will know it is over, and they will 
not be able to trick us again (interview, July 2, 2013).  

 

We asked Felicia what she meant by being “tricked.” She responded: 

They only lie! So, they [the Guatemalan government] had given the 
license, but they said they hadn’t yet. So they are only liars. We are 
afraid they will say: “Oh, we’ve cancelled it.” But, in reality, they 
haven’t cancelled it. This is our land, this is our ancestral land. How can 
we leave our ancestral lands? (interview, July 2, 2013). 

 
Years of violence and corruption left Guatemalans deeply distrustful of their own government 

and the transnational companies doing business within the country (Sánchez 2008). Community 

members remain suspicious of the company and government’s promises as a result of escalating 

forms of violence used against communities. Felicia holds an enduring sense of place connected 

to the lands surrounding her farm and community. She understands the impacts on them that 

mining will have: 

We are aware of the pollution that mining brings. The environmental 
impact study said that they would be evicting communities. How are we 
going to leave our land and go somewhere else? (interview, July 2, 
2013). 
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The EIA process is supposed to provide citizens with the opportunity to review and contribute to 

decision making regarding the mine. Without access to information, community members cannot 

make informed decisions related to the impacts of the mine. 

 The presence of the El Tambor mine has created intense social divisions within the 

communities of San Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo. Felicia widened our understandings 

of communal divisions by alluding to the economic instability in the region: 

The divisions, yes. People are really divided because they have their own 
interests in mind. Or, even more needs, because people are so poor there 
is a need itself. There are lot of views from the other side [pro-mining], 
but they might not be aware of it [our views], they might not understand 
totally [our views]. They do it because they have need, that’s the only 
reason. My own family, everyone is here, we are all on the same side 
(interview, July 2, 2013).  

 

According to Felicia, numerous families in the municipalities struggle daily to survive. Some 

community members, convinced by the rhetoric spread by the company and Guatemalan 

government, believe the mine will alleviate their poverty. Felicia shared her perspectives on the 

type of development the company has brought thus far: 

So people who are not aware, those who have their own interests in 
mind, they have gotten scholarships, they [EXMINGUA S.A.] have 
given them a little food. That is how they have won over people. They 
gave money for highways and for some health clinics. They were helping 
out (interview, July 2, 2013).  

 
Felicia, as well as other participants, discussed how money for school supplies, food, small 

infrastructure projects, and health clinics are distributed unevenly to community members who 

sign agreements in support of the mine. We wanted to know more about this point and asked her 

to elaborate. 
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They have signed a commitment with them. They feel as though they 
have taken something from them [the company], they have to give 
something back. Those people who do not give us support, they feel 
embarrassed now, because they received support and they can’t come. 
They know that they are being watched if they come here (interview, 
July 2, 2013).  

 
From Felicia’s perspective, small handouts from the company divide the community and incite 

social conflict. Those who accept tokens do not participate at La Puya. Felicia believes this 

strategy keeps those who might otherwise be supportive of the peaceful resistance from offering 

solidarity: 

This is sad, because everyone here has great needs. It’s very complicated. 
If people were not poor, they wouldn’t let them take advantage of us. 
They really do take advantage of the need that people have (interview, 
July 2, 2013).  

 

Astutely, Felicia sees through the mining company’s tactics to divide and conquer the local 

population. Small gifts are rarely free and create distrust amongst community members.  

 Felicia redirects our attention to the health of the environment in her community, a 

principal mandate of the peaceful resistance at La Puya. She is especially concerned about the 

use of water in the two municipalities. Familiar with the processes of gold extraction, she fears 

that when the mine begins operations, further hardships will befall communities. 

They will use a lot of water to wash the gold. And it’s lower down. They 
will pollute, contaminate, and take away the water for the communities 
who are higher up. Those who are higher up will have their water taken 
away and that will be the end of their life. Separate from this, there 
already is a real lack of water. With a mine these problems will be much, 
much worse (interview, July 2, 2013).  

 
La Puya’s encampment has no running water. The community lives off of barrels brought in by 

members or allied organizations (see Appendix A, Photo 7.16). While Felicia has running water 
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in her home, she reminds us that a regular water supply is a luxury. Her family often goes days 

without water. Without water, she explained, the environment will be ruined: 

We are doing this for our children, because we are on our way out! But 
the children, and my grandchildren will be damaged. We understand that 
this area will be destroyed with the mine. It will be without trees, there 
won’t be little animals. Behind these trees there are other communities. 
They’re downstream! If they destroy the land here, and if they destroy 
the trees and the vegetation the earth itself will move on top of the other 
communities (interview, July 2, 2013).  

 

Felicia’s demonstrates localized environmental knowledge, describing how local deforestation in 

Guatemala has devastating impacts on communities at lower elevations in the rainy season. 

Mudslides and landslides destroy local communities environmentally, socially and economically; 

water supplies, forests, and roadways are often impacted for years following a slide event.17 

Costs to repair infrastructure and property and address injuries, and indirect costs, such as loss of 

livestock or crops, have lasting economic impacts on communities. It is costly to assess and 

stabilize potential landslide sites, and such remediation measures are rarely discussed with 

communities living adjacent to resource extraction operations. 

 As our interview came to an end, we ask Felicia if she wished to say anything directly to 

those in the Global North who may be unaware of the struggle at La Puya. She responded: 

Tell them that there are other possibilities. We need help to stop this. If 
they find it within their hearts to work together. Those who come with 
money to make investments, they meet up here with the corrupt 
government, and it’s this perfect combination of companies with money 
and the corrupt government that come to take advantage of the poor. If 
you can help us confront that, God will repay them. It’s about the young 
people. We have to take care of the natural world, not destroy it 
(interview, July 2, 2013).  

 

                                                
17 As outlined by San Pedro Ayamhuc’s development plan (INE 2014), this area is mountainous and soils are 
affected by erosion. 
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Felicia poignantly addressed a need for alternatives to mining within her community and more 

widely throughout the world. So long as mining damages the earth, Felicia will be at the 

roadblock, fighting for her children’s rights to a clean and healthy environment. 

 

Álvaro Sandoval Palencia 

We were fortunate to have the opportunity to meet with Álvaro. Álvaro was chosen by his 

community to represent La Puya at the KCA AGM in Reno, Nevada on June 26, 2013 (GHRC 

2015). He travelled to the United States to draw attention to La Puya’s struggles and to connect 

with solidarity groups and transnational allies. Álvaro beamed with pride through his salt-and-

pepper moustache: 

The first time we went, I went with Tono Reyes. We went to 
Washington, D.C., and we got a diploma for our peaceful resistance from 
the Guatemala Human Rights Commission/USA. Then we went to the 
30th anniversary of their organization. It was really important (interview, 
July 4, 2013). 

 
Álvaro had returned a few days before our interview. Many community members had still not 

heard about his trip. On a warm overcast afternoon, he invited us to sit down at a table already 

occupied by several other members of the resistance (see Appendix A, Photo 7.17). A few more 

people joined the table, curious of our conversation and of Álvaro’s experiences abroad. As he 

spoke, he twiddled a screw between his hands on the wooden table. He talked about standing 

outside the shareholders meeting, listening to music, and participating in a Cantastoria street 

theatre piece, “A Tale of Two Communities” (GHRC 2016, ¶22), written for the demonstration: 

We were really hoping to get the media out to listen to us. To let other 
people know from other organizations out there, to see this direct 
relationship between us. You could feel the support and the struggle 
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there. Many people say: “You are able to do what we have never been 
able to do, and you are in our hearts.” Of course, there were some people 
who were worried about what had happened. And about what might 
happen to us here. But I asked that they send letters to their governments 
and human rights groups, and that they pray for us (interview, July 4, 
2013).  

 
 A retired police officer from the nearby community of La Choleña, Álvaro recalls 

advocating for justice in the community as an adolescent. While visibly too young for retirement, 

he explained that he left the PNC because he could not find justice within the force. He said: 

I never cared for injustice. The truth be told, I was a policeman. I had a 
high rank, and I always wanted things to be done well…. I am retired. 
The truth is I have always dreamed about people being respected. People 
are only used by those who have the power. That’s something that has 
touched me (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 

Álvaro’s first experience with social justice issues came from a local priest who took him and 

other children under his wing. Álvaro recalled the cleric fondly as a mentor who encouraged his 

growth as a rights defender at a young age: 

He always spoke out about injustices, about what was happening. For 
me, I had that understanding already. I asked: “How come there is so 
much poverty? How come there is so much injustice? Why can the 
military do whatever they want? How come there are only places of 
power in the military?” If you didn’t have any connections with the 
military you couldn’t get anything done. So since then, I think I learned 
this and I carried it out. I was a participant more or less in a revolutionary 
movement when I was a kid, and I studied. We were with those who 
would talk about it, here in this space! I would run to here! I had no idea 
what would happen in this space (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
When Álvaro was a child, he and his friends would meet on the road between San José del Golfo 

and San Pedro Ayampuc, the exact place that La Puya sits today. Long before the roadblock 

became a community, it was already a site of resistance. Álvaro believes his consciousness 
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surrounding human rights and social justice began in this space. Years later, this site still holds 

significance for him:  

Yes. You can feel it. I haven’t felt tired being here. When I come here, I 
don’t want to leave again. I think it’s a complementariness of the earth, 
the people, the land. This has come to bring us together. It makes us feel 
trust and security. We are mestizos. Here is divided. In San Pedro there 
are some Indigenous peoples, but one way or another we are related. We 
have to learn that the struggle has brought us greater awareness. There 
has been more of an exchange of experiences. For example, Evangelicals 
come here, Catholics come here and the Maya come to celebrate in 
ceremony. Everything that brings us together here is welcome (interview, 
July 4, 2013).  

 

Álvaro believes in creating a welcoming space where community voices can be heard, where 

they can be equal participants in the community’s direction and feel part of a social group. 

Empowered by his memories and participation, he has helped to create a space where all who 

come in peace are welcome.  

 La Puya’s peaceful struggle has drawn the attention of numerous national and 

transnational solidarity groups. Many have visited the roadblock to participate and show 

solidarity. Álvaro describes meeting many people in the past few years and reflects on the 

movement’s progress and process: 

I think everyone has come from different places. Even people from India 
have come here. Friends of the Earth came. They came from different 
countries. The truth is, we tried to record everything that happened. We 
haven't all been here all the time, so we don’t all know everything, 
nobody knows every experience. But people have come from everywhere 
around the world. This is something important (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Álvaro touches on the diversity of experiences for each participant at La Puya, representing a 

collective testimonio that emerges and widens with each passing event in La Puya’s history. 

Álvaro spoke about his own experiences, as well as those told to him by others in the resistance. 
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He believes La Puya’s peaceful mandate is the community’s greatest success, but also one of its 

considerable challenges. 

Recognition of this non-violent struggle, I think, is the only thing we 
have. When we lived through the armed conflict, it is a time that is over 
now. There are people who still think that we have to act with violence, 
because there have been some who have said “Yes, we have to get 
together and do something now!” But we do not all agree. We are not 
[all] in that place (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
During times of repression, Álvaro explains, some community members have contemplated 

violent acts, but rather than acting on such urges, they shared their impulses with others at La 

Puya. The community provides support to those who become disheartened by provocations. Each 

confrontation has challenged La Puya’s participants to strengthen their resolve to remain non-

violent. Álvaro admits that this has not been easy: 

So this struggle has been the best path. It is dignified, it’s difficult, it’s 
tiring, it’s hard. We have had experience. First they oppressed us, then 
they provoked us. And then they say: “Oh, we’ve done nothing, we want 
to chat with you!” As you noticed what happened, how the things have 
unfolded here. Things don’t just happen like magic here, there has been a 
process to lead us to this place (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Álvaro looked to his companions around the table, who nodded their heads in agreement. 

 During our time at La Puya, we listened to numerous accounts by community members 

of tactics of intimidation and violence used against them. Álvaro wanted to talk about personal as 

well as communal experiences that have shaped his perspectives. Before the roadblock was 

erected, he and other participants organized marches to raise awareness around mining in the 

community: 

Before they [the company] started working here, we had a march in San 
Pedro Ayampuc, and we had two marches in San José del Golfo, and 
[Monsignor] Ramazzini came to speak to us about what he thought about 
mining. And those activities, don Tono was the one who was organizing 
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the groups. The first group was from La Choleña; Yolanda wasn’t part of 
it yet, she was a later conquest! [laughs] When the second march 
happened and [Monsignor] Ramazzini came, they [company workers and 
supporters] splattered the houses with yellow paint and that was the first 
campaign of intimidation against us (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Why yellow paint? we asked. 

It means in transit that yellow is the prevention. Meaning to say: “If you 
keep on this path, something bad is going happen.” Photographs were 
taken. Denunciations were made. There were telephone threats, and Yoli 
[Yolanda] and her husband where the most affected. Yoli’s husband isn’t 
from here, so we think that they just wanted to scare them off. Yolanda 
was very active. They went and threw a firecracker bomb at her house 
(interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Vandalism directed at the residences of those who marched was just the beginning. The 

municipalities are home to a number of small aldeas, in which most people know one another. 

Participants in the early marches were easily recognizable to locals initially hired by the 

company. Having a well-known and powerful ally from the church such Bishop Ramazzini 

would have garnered further attention. Álvaro’s friends and fellow organizers, Tono and 

Yolanda, were also targets of initial repression tactics. 

 Shortly after La Puya’s birth, tactics of intimidation ramped up. As the community grew 

stronger, so too did the harassments. Álvaro described how flyers were distributed to slander 

women participating in the roadblock: 

Then the psychological warfare started again. The leaflets saying that the 
women who came here were prostitutes. That some of them came here 
because we wanted money. A bunch of things, so that people would lose 
their hope and leave. This hasn’t ended. This has carried on (interview, 
July 4, 2013). 

 
The men around the table made noises of disgust as Álvaro highlighted specific instances of 

gender-based violence perpetrated on behalf of Radius Gold and later KCA. Rumours circulated 
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by workers for the company created a sense of suspicion, mistrust, and doubt amongst members 

of the municipality. However, despite these attempts to dissuade participation, La Puya’s 

membership has grown. As a consequence, methods of intimidation intensified; the company 

attempted to win over community members with small development initiatives: 

The company is giving scholarships, backpacks, and medical 
consultations. They got people together in their offices and they said 
things to people so they would share it with their neighbours and so that 
they would be against us. [Then] it started. They couldn’t get in with 
their machines. They tried to get in. They brought gas in by helicopter. 
The minister of Energy and Mines is the son of the head of the local 
radio. The helicopter had the logo of this radio station on it. [Érick] 
Archila is his name, the father is the owner and the son is the minister. 
The radio station is from Antigua. So there are government papers that 
came down from the helicopter saying that people were losing hope and 
that this resistance would end. By the end of April [2012], they did 
everything they needed there, but they needed to get in, they needed the 
machines to get in. They needed to break down the infrastructure [of the 
resistance] (interview, July 4, 2013).  

 
Reports of helicopters flying over the roadblock and buzzing over communities are widespread 

(Hernández and Ochoa 2012). Álvaro used his arm to illustrate how the helicopters flew low 

over fields tended by farmers, buzzing houses and circling La Puya. During the armed conflict in 

Guatemala, military helicopters would surveil Indigenous Maya territories as an act of 

government-sponsored terrorism (Melville and Lykes 1992). Álvaro says the helicopters are 

linked to government officials, highlighting an ongoing issue of collusion related to the El 

Tambor mine. While he does not believe the military are flying these helicopters, they are 

actively used to intimidate members of the resistance: 

Before the 8th of May [2012], some of the military called us, and some 
sent us messages. Some of them wanted to speak with us. There were 
four military. There were people that were told that if they didn’t come 
here anymore they would get a house. If they didn’t support the 
resistance anymore. Then on the 8th of May, at 1 am they came. There 
were 28 cars from the company, and riot police came. They couldn’t get 
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past us, so they continued with the psychological war (interview, July 4, 
2013). 

 
Other participants described being barricaded in their houses by former military personnel, 

unable to escape or travel to the roadblock during days of intense oppression.  

 Álvaro connects the instances of repression with the Canadian mining company, Radius 

Gold. For him, the defining moment of the company’s tenure was the targeted shooting and 

assassination attempt against Yolanda: 

And then the 13th of June was the attack on Yolanda. It was their hope 
that people would be filled with fear and that they would leave this place. 
Another hope was that people would get angry and would burn the 
offices and the machinery and would fall through the trap of provocation 
to justify repression. They were not able to either plant this terror or 
cause this fall, and on top of it they tried to kill her! She has been the 
most visible figure in this resistance. The Canadian company Radius 
Gold then sell to KCA. They were partners before, so they sold their 
parts supposedly to KCA in pieces. First they begin the negotiations, and 
once they get through to get the exploitation license they open the doors 
(interview, July 4, 2013).  

 
The repression did not stop after Radius Gold sold the primary assets of the El Tambor project to 

KCA. The US-based company continued to violently target and suppress the movement at La 

Puya, following in the footsteps of their Canadian partner. Álvaro elaborates: 

This new company [KCA] has a new strategy. They took a helicopter [to 
pass out flyers] and said again there were going to be scholarships for 
school, for the police and nursing school. Even scholarships to be a 
secretary in the planning department of the Guatemala Presidency. All of 
these things are related to the state. You can see the direct relationship 
between the company and the government. They get people to participate 
in courses that they are going to give as well. Because it’s people that are 
going to work in the mines. Heavy machinery operators, laboratory 
workers, construction, electricity. So they throw these fliers all over the 
place. And women show up to these meetings. They end up giving 
beauty courses, baking courses, sometimes twice a week for two hours. 
They graduated them. And they did give training for electricians, 
construction, beauty and baking desserts. And now this two month plan 
is over.  
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They sent out t-shirts to those who participated that said: “Responsible 
Mining.” So people could see it, and they could see that yes, there were 
people supporting the company. The meetings that would happen every 
afternoon from 4 to 6pm, they met in the afternoons and they would hand 
out cola to everyone. You would get a little tostada, a little chuchito and 
they felt they were also a part of the company. But the plan was really 
that the company would hire 30 people, and the company paid for their 
healthcare and the company could say that they had employees. But after 
they tried to get rid of us here, in May, they hired new people. The 
strategy was really to prepare people to confront us. So apart from those 
30 that they had hired as employees, they [the company] came here and 
said: “Hey, you wanna earn $50 bucks?” Some drunks, some drug 
addicts, they just went around and picked up people from all around. And 
also they picked up some people locally. And they said to them: “Come, 
we are going to give you a job! If you just go break up the protest, we 
will pay you!” They were just tricking people. They were never able to 
get more people than we had here [at La Puya]. What they wanted to do 
was create this conflict between us. It’s really difficult. I think you have 
seen the videos. That’s the case of what’s happening here, the man we 
brought to legal justice for abusing us (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Álvaro further discussed events from November and December of 2012, highlighting the 

harassment and threats made by Pablo Silas Orozco, a former military lieutenant and coordinator 

for the subsidiary EXMINUGA. While ownership of the El Tambor mining project has changed, 

the methods of violence have not, and in fact have intensified. Despite violent attempts to 

dismantle the encampment, the community continues to demand that the Guatemalan 

Government cancel the El Tambor mining license. 

 Álvaro was nominated to represent La Puya at the presidential palace on June 12, 2013. 

Then a year and a half into their struggle, La Puya’s members were cautious of such a high-

profile meeting. Álvaro explained the community was concerned that President Pérez Molina 

and his ministers would attempt to manipulate the public’s perception of the meeting. He was 

right to be concerned: 

So, we were here [at La Puya] until about 9 at night. We decided, the 
group of us, that we were not going to give into the government. Then 
Yolanda got the call, saying they would receive us at the meeting. We 
spoke with the media guys, deciding who would go. They made the list. 
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The funny thing, in the Presidential house, we got through the first set of 
doors to get to the meeting. Then they said only 10 people from the 
community. So we said: “If they’re [the media] not going, we will just 
turn around and go back!” Security said: “No, just the 10.” But then the 
Vice Minister of Development said: “Why don’t you go in, it’s an 
opportunity to make your statement.” We said: “Well, if the media 
doesn’t get in, we are not going in. But we will wait here to see what 
happens.” Then the Minister of Energy and Mines said: “Mr. President is 
waiting for you, and you don’t want to see him?” But we said: “If the 
media does not go, then we do not go!” He went to check with the 
president. Then he came back: “Mr. President says it’s okay. As long as 
they don’t give the information out to the media.” What they wanted to 
do was to not let us record anything, we weren’t even allowed in with 
cell phones. They wanted to manipulate the media in favour of them 
(interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
For the first time, La Puya’s representatives were able to voice their concerns directly to the 

highest level of government in Guatemala. Álvaro continued: 

What we said to them was that we were really worried about the water 
situation, worried about the pollution. The waters are already 
contaminated with eight percent above the level of arsenic. We were 
worried about the displacement of communities like the environmental 
impact statement says. We were worried about other mining projects that 
are in the region. But the president came, and he asked about the 
eviction. He asked the minister: “Will there be evictions?” He said: 
“No.” The president asked: “Will there be more projects?” He replied: 
“No, there will be none.” In the end, the Minister of the Environment 
said: “The interesting thing is that we could visit and see if the mining 
company is following through with the environmental impact 
assessment.” The Minister spoke of how we would audit the work. And 
the Minister spoke of reviewing the environmental impact study. So for 
us it was better to review the study and see how it was. Well, they 
proposed to us to go in and review the study. They would go to the 
communities and give the information. Because they say there is 
opposition in the communities, because the people don’t know better. So 
those three points, we answered them. That the communities were 
informed about the government’s responsibilities, but for the moment, it 
was not the best moment. It was more important for them to give us more 
information.  

But that before they come in, they have to commit to us that they are not 
going to evict us, and they are not going to repress us. After that, they do 
a study of the quantity of projects that they are going to authorize and the 
displacement it will cause. That they make a plan for how they are going 
to respond to contamination that already exists within the water. Also, to 
see what they are going to respond to us. There is a law, access to 
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information, that they have 30 days to respond, to see if they are going to 
answer us. We would like to know if we are going to be repressed or not. 
So that’s where we are, more or less (interview, July 4, 2013).  

 
Pérez Molina proposed that a new EIA be conducted and evaluated by the government and 

communities. While Álvaro stressed that the meeting was an important one, he was not overly 

optimistic of the results. 

 No concrete actions have resulted from La Puya’s meeting with the president. During our 

interviews, community members were still on high alert in anticipation of any further threats or 

attacks during our interviews. Álvaro leaned across the table and stared directly into my eyes: 

Something I want to tell you. They distributed an anonymous letter, but 
we know it was from the company, saying that we swore we were going 
to down the helicopter. And they said that we have the weapons to down 
their helicopters. And they dared us. The helicopters went right over the 
houses in the community. That was in La Choleña. You really see they 
are trying to provoke us to fall into violence. But thanks be to God, we 
have not (interview, July 4, 2013). 

 
Álvaro discussed numerous events in which people, who he believes were in direct contact with 

the government as well as the mining company, came and attempted to sabotage the resistance 

effort. One man came with a can of gasoline intending to burn the gate and equipment inside the 

mine. No one from the community had ever seen him before, despite his claims of allegiance to 

their cause. Another example was an armed gunman on a motorcycle who would come through 

La Puya in the dark of night, firing a gun at sandbags lining the community altar. In both cases, 

the community detained the men for the police to apprehend. Members of La Puya saw these 

agitators in the days following, having been released by local police without charges.  

 Daily, Álvaro fears for the safety of his family. His mother, Doña Berta, and his wife and 

daughter all come to La Puya regularly. 
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It is really worrying of course. Because you can see that those tough 
days, my mother was here. My wife was here. My daughter was here and 
I was here. And what if they detained me, or them, or all four of us! I 
said to my daughter: “I will be a bit further back.” It is worrying. We 
know that we have done nothing wrong (interview, July 4, 2013).  

 
Álvaro’s attention was drawn away to the other side of the encampment where his mother, Doña 

Berta, was ready to go home. Grateful to Álvaro for sharing his testimony, we shook hands and 

said our goodbyes. At that moment, large trucks carrying equipment rolled through La Puya to 

the mine’s entrance, making it nearly impossible for us to hear one another. The smell of diesel 

filled our nostrils as the vibrations of the trucks shook the earth. Álvaro left us with one final 

reminder: 

 

The coordinates that are in the license, it ends up grabbing more of San 
José del Golfo than San Pedro Ayampuc. But other projects are coming 
behind it (interview, July 4, 2013).  

 

Conclusions 

 The testimonios of Yolanda, Milton, Doña Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro offer distinct 

yet overlapping experiences of violence used against rights defenders in the context of mining in 

Guatemala. Each participant highlights one or more of the key themes identified in Chapter 6: (1) 

the creation of space and place to challenge violent development; (2) non-violent strategies and 

responses to counter violent development; (3) the use of direct violence against rights defenders; 

(4) the effects of indirect violence against rights defenders; and (5) community divisions and 

social conflict. Many described their participation at La Puya as the choice between life and 

death, and they continue to struggle even though violence used against them by the state and 

mining company has escalated since these interviews were conducted in the summer of 2013. 
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 In terms of participants’ experiences described in Chapters 6 and 7, the practice of 

peaceful resistance is one tactic used by marginalized peoples to counter hegemonic violence. 

Non-violence defines their movement and identity. Participants believe that they are protecting 

their rights and the rights of their communities, and safeguarding the environment for future 

generations. La Puya’s members seek to protect their lives and livelihoods from mining projects 

that threaten local water supplies and create extensive social divisions among community 

members and within families.  

 As outlined in Chapter 6, research findings reveal that, as rights defenders, La Puya’s 

members face escalating forms of violence intended to silence their efforts towards self-

determined development and respect for human, Indigenous, and environmental rights. In the 

context of violent development in Guatemala, La Puya offers a clear example of how a peaceful 

resistance movement can be successful, but at significant personal and collective costs. Despite 

the risks, La Puya’s participants continue to struggle for their rights, and their resistance efforts 

are frequently drawn upon for inspiration by other mining-affected communities across 

Guatemala, building and strengthening grassroots resistance against forcefully imposed 

development.  
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Part 3 Canadian Dimensions: Views from Farther Afield 
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Chapter 8 

Whose Development? State and Corporate Discourses of Canadian Mining 

Company Operations 

In April 2016, newly elected Prime Minister Justin Trudeau received a letter signed by over 200 

Latin American organizations calling on Canada’s highest elected official to hold his country’s 

mining companies accountable for rights violations in the Global South. The diverse groups that 

endorsed the letter had years of direct experiences with Canadian companies whose activities 

exacerbated social conflict, violence, and environmental destruction. The letter states that “under 

prior administration, Canada’s human rights performance deteriorated considerably, not only in 

the eyes of the international community, but also from the perspective of the individuals, peoples 

and communities that live with the negative impact of Canadian extractive projects” (Letter to 

Prime Minister Trudeau 2016, 2; MiningWatch Canada 2016). Referring specifically to the 

effects of former Conservative Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s (2006–2015) neoliberal 

policies, which expanded Canada’s mining and development reach, the letter implores Trudeau 

to re-evaluate current practices and recommit the country to upholding human rights abroad. 

Almost two years later, the Liberal government announced the establishment of a new 

independent office for the Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE). 1 The 

                                                
1 On January 17, 2018, International Trade Minister François-Philippe Champagne (GAC 2018) announced a new, 
independent office for the Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Entreprise (CORE). The initial scope of the 
office is to include industries such as mining, oil and gas, and garment making, but will expand investigative 
capacities to other sectors in the future (Chow Oved 2018). Amnesty International (2018, ¶1) states with some hope: 
“After more than 10 years of campaigning from thousands of Amnesty supporters and other caring Canadians, today 
the federal government finally announced the creation of a human rights ombudsperson. This new office, called A 
Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise, will help position Canada as a global leader in business and 
human rights. It is a vital step towards ensuring justice for individuals and communities who have been harmed by 
the overseas activities of Canadian companies.” A promising first step towards acknowledging and addressing 
human rights abuses abroad, but the office’s effectiveness remains to be seen.  
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ombudsperson is promised the powers to investigate allegations of human rights abuses 

connected with Canadian corporations operating abroad. Aside from the establishment of the 

CORE office the Trudeau government, alas, has done little to respond in a responsible and 

meaningful way to pleas for action.  

This chapter seeks to address the discourses of power, violence, and development that 

prevent citizens in Canada, and elsewhere, from being made more aware of the harmful effects 

of mining in the Global South. Critical inquiry into Canadian government and mining company 

promotion of resource extraction is by no means new. Research to date has primarily focused on 

Canada’s pro-business financial and legal structures (Blackwood and Stewart 2012; Deneault 

and Sacher 2012; De Souza 2016; Gordon and Webber 2016), corporatized international foreign 

policy (Chapnick 2016; Douglas and Kindornay 2013; Kane 2016), shifting approaches to 

overseas development funding initiatives (Barry-Shaw and Oja Jay 2012; Black and Tiessen 

2007; Brown 2007, 2012; Brown, den Heyer, and Black 2016; Coumans 2011, 2013; Engler 

2009; Studnicki-Gizbert and Bazo 2013), and the promotion of voluntary CSR policies2 

(Coumans 2010; Bodruzic 2015; Dashwood 2007; Dashwood and Puplampu 2010; Keenan 

2013; Kuyek 2006; Sagebien et al. 2008; Wudrick 2015). Exactly how these discourses are 

constructed and disseminated is in need of further exploration, particularly as, according to 

Gordon and Webber (2016, 3), in the Global North “the scale of violence and destruction meted 

out by Canadian companies and the security forces supporting them is downplayed.” In Chapter 

1, I asked: “How do mining companies and the Guatemalan and Canadian governments exercise 

                                                
2 There is an ongoing debate regarding the definition, characteristics, effectiveness, and side effects of CSR 
employed by corporations, governments, and civil society (J.P. Laplante 2014). Aligned with Joan Kuyek (2006, 
214), I perceive the use of CSR policies as an “industry effort to control the debate, to define the problem and thus 
its resolution.” I agree with Laplante and Nolin’s (2011) conception of CSR’s application by the state and corporate 
entities as pure public relations spin. 
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power through discourses of development?” To answer this question, in part I consider how the 

Canadian government, mining industry, and extractive companies construct and circulate 

discourses of development in an attempt to gain acceptance and support for neocolonial 

expansion. 

 Beyond Kothari’s (2006) call to explore postcolonial spaces occupied by others (see 

Chapter 2), I contend that it is also important to understand the spatiality of power by 

investigating areas controlled by agents whose actions produce, perform, and imagine 

neocolonial realities that operationalize violence at the ground level. I investigate three distinct 

spaces of overlapping corporate, government, and industry control: (1) the PDAC annual mining 

conference in Toronto, Ontario; (2) Canadian government documents obtained through a request 

for ATI; and (3) Radius Gold press releases and publicly available letters distributed by KCA. 

Analysis of data affords a glimpse at how power operates to smother oppositional voices. “Third 

World reality is inscribed with precision and persistence by the discourses and the practices of 

economists, planners, nutritionists, demographers, and the like,” Escobar (1992, 25) asserts, 

“making it difficult for people to define their own interests in their own terms — in many cases 

actually disabling them to do so.” Spaces controlled by state and corporate actors illuminate the 

complex, subtle, and even overt ways in which the elite of the Global North produce and sustain 

harmful postcolonial contexts in the Global South.  

 

A Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) of Three Spaces of Hegemonic Power 

Current applications of resource extraction, according to Bourgois (2004), facilitate unequal 

processes of exploitation that further entrench Canada’s political and economic domination 

abroad while leaving lasting social and environmental harms at the ground level. As a result, 
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communities in the Global South are deprived of the freedoms and resources needed to live 

dignified and healthy lives— the very definition of structural violence (Butler 2015). I apply 

CDA to the three interconnected spaces to establish a discursive framework of power used by 

hegemonic actors. CDA is defined by van Dijk (1993, 249) as the “study of the relations between 

discourse, power, dominance, social inequality and the position of the discourse analysis in such 

social relationships” (see also Fairclough 2001). For postcolonial geographers, decoding the texts 

and performances presented by hegemonic actors allows for a greater understanding of the ways 

in which people from the Global South are represented and exploited (Barnett 2008).  

In exposing structural violence, I opt for what Lazar (2010, 145) calls “feminist analytical 

activism.” In connecting structural violence with discourses of development, Karlberg (2013, 4) 

observes that: 

structural violence, in turn, is often sustained by the underlying structure, 
or language, of relevant discourses. In this regard, discourses have 
internal properties and implicit rules that can be analyzed like other 
social structures. Discourses, thus conceived, can contribute to structural 
violence when they perpetuate patterns of thought and talk that foster 
injustice, inequity, and oppression. 

 
Discourses of development advanced by the Canadian government, mining industry, and 

extractive companies weave together complex asymmetrical power relationships that allow 

violence to emerge in distinct spaces. In support of participants’ voices presented in Chapters 6 

and 7, this chapter aims to document and illuminate the normalized ways in which hegemonic 

powers shape the world. I adapt Fairclough (1993) and Waitt’s (2005, 2016) framework for 

analyzing public discourse to challenge the silence and exclusion created by industry and 

government (see Appendix B, Table 8.1). Fairclough (1993, 136; emphasis by author) constructs 

a three-dimensional framework of analysis whereby “each discursive event has three dimensions 
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or facets: it is a spoken or written language text, it is an instance of discourse practice involving 

the production and interpretation of text, and it is a piece of social practice.” Waitt (2005, 188) 

observes pertinently: “When geographers have conducted discourse analysis they have often 

given voice to how texts operate in processes of social and spatial marginalization …. [t]he 

outcomes are expected to enhance the quality of lives of people denied access to possibilities and 

resources.” To achieve this aim Waitt (2016) suggests that geographers weave together different 

source materials that illustrate how power is (re)created and sustained with an intended audience.  

In Table 8.1 (Appendix B), I present an analysis of three interwoven spaces of power 

approached through CDA. The first space represents the nexus of power fostered by Canadian 

mining industry and its supporters, including the Canadian government. In 2016 and 2017, I 

attended the PDAC conference, an annual four-day meeting known as the largest gathering of 

mining professionals in the world. While in attendance, I applied ethnographically-inspired 

methods of direct observation, note-taking, photography, and audio recording to capture public 

presentations of what Dirkseier and Helbrecht (2010, 39) call a “situational space” of 

performance, one enacted by government and corporate representatives. Themes of silence, 

nationalism, and duplicity emerged in my field notes and later reflections. After further review of 

my field notes and audio recordings, overlapping sub-themes of security, appropriation, and 

exclusion also became apparent. I transcribed the presentations of conference participants whose 

statements address these key themes and integrated their material in my analysis.  

I chose to participate in the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Event Series, which is 

mounted, according to PDAC (2017, 27), to “provide a forum for learning and discussion on a 

range of issues related to CSR in the mining industry, and … aims to reflect both the industry’s 

challenges and successes in this area, emphasizing the value of learning from one another’s 
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experiences.” These sessions focused on companies becoming drivers of development, making 

the CSR Event Series critical to the investigation of how power and dominance are discursively 

produced. Discussions at the PDAC conference help contextualize how performance spaces are 

intended to solidify, (re)enforce, and sustain control over development objectives. Attending the 

PDAC afforded me an opportunity to witness first-hand how the Canadian government promotes 

the mining industry while also observing whose voices were conspicuously absent from 

discussions. 

 Second, as critical discourse analysis is also concerned with how people gain access to 

forms of textual discourse (Dijk 1993; Fairclough 2001; Lazar 2010), I discuss my experiences 

of filing an ATI request with the Canadian government (see Table 8.1, Appendix B). Prior to 

applying, I consulted academics who had experience filing ATI requests and drew from 

experiences presented in the handbook prepared by Jamie Brownlee and Kevin Walby (2015). 

The type of knowledge gained from ATI requests is different from what is found on government 

and company websites. Brownlee and Walby (2015, 1) note that ATI files offer “information that 

illustrates how power operates in democratic societies, exposes the often secretive dealings 

between state and corporate elites, and is critical to developing resistance strategies and 

promoting social justice.” ATI files can therefore be of relevance to postcolonial and critical 

development scholars not only, as Jobb (2015) notes, as a source for analysis but as a useful tool 

to hold governments accountable for their actions. 

 The ATI request targeted communications among Canadian government agencies based 

in Ottawa, the Canadian Embassy in Guatemala, and Canadian mining companies operating in 

Guatemala from 2010 to 2016. I chose this timeframe based on the licenses initially granted to 

Canadian junior company Radius Gold in the hopes of capturing communications between the 
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company and government regarding resistance efforts at La Puya. Keywords in this search 

focused on the presence of community opposition and attempted to capture all written documents 

available (emails, internal briefings, reports, press releases, and other items of correspondence or 

communication). Unfortunately, of the 430 pages of documentation received, much of the 

contents related to mining operations are redacted, making an analysis related to violence near 

impossible. In response, I engaged silence as a category to analyze government documents and 

reviewed 114 emails, 12 press releases, six internal briefs, four reports, three letters, two 

presentation documents, and one standing committee transcript for ways that government and 

corporate representatives fill spaces of silence.3 For example, emails were coded for spaces of 

silence to grapple with the means through which government employees deflected claims of 

violence. Codes included: ignoring claims of violence; removing/redacting names, places, or 

discussions; promoting positive actions by companies; or exclusion. Reflections on the ATI 

process, including valuable feedback from government caseworkers, further illuminate how 

government and industry apply techniques to silence opposition and thereby facilitate conditions 

in which violence can occur. I place particular emphasis on communications with the Office of 

the Extractives Sector CSR Counsellor (hereafter the CSR Counsellor) in Ottawa. 

 A third discussion arises from press releases and public letters made available by Radius 

Gold and KCA (see Appendix B, Table 8.1). Although I had occasion to converse with the CEO 

of KCA, Daniel Kappes, at PDAC in both 2016 and 2017, he requested that our discussion 

remain off the record. I circumvent his decision by analyzing corporate press releases and open 

letters made available by Radius Gold and KCA to discern how power and violence are 

(re)produced through these texts. I collected, coded, and analyzed 16 corporate press releases 

                                                
3 The ATI document included a 41-page unedited transcript from the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs and 
International Development discussing Bill C-300.  
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from Radius Gold and four public letters from KCA. I categorized documents into three groups 

depending on the nature of the publication: technical, financial, or direct response. Latent 

themes, such as exclusion, silence, denial, and duplicity were evident in the CEOs’ assertions. I 

organized categories, themes, and supporting quotes in a Numbers spreadsheet, making it easy to 

compare and cross-reference the analysis of corporate texts with discourses from the PDAC, ATI 

file, and those offered by participants from La Puya to make explicit “discursive strategies” (Pol 

and Kemper 2016, 17) used to silence and marginalize voices of opposition.  

Silence is a distinguishing feature of structural violence, as will be seen through three 

overlapping themes explored below: nationalism, duplicity, and stigmatization. These themes 

surfaced during fieldwork at the PDAC, and were later collated with ATI data sets in order to 

establish replicable patterns that reflect the phenomena of structural violence as an unseen, 

explicit means to maintain power. Events identified in corporate documents mesh with La Puya’s 

timeline of violence explored (in Chapter 6) and reflect the intent to control narratives and public 

perceptions of company operations during peak times of conflict. 

Experiences at the PDAC, filing an ATI request in Canada, and analyzing corporate press 

releases and letters offer a glimpse of the mechanisms and mindset that enable government and 

corporate actors to champion their discourses and consider their voices authoritative.  

 

The Annual Conference of Prospectors and Developers Association (PDAC) of Canada 

In March 2016 and 2017, I travelled Toronto to attend the PDAC annual international 

convention. There, I observed conference proceedings, interacted with employees at company 

booths, and attended sessions led by government and industry specialists, ever on the alert for 

pertinent thesis material. Though not the first academic to attend and record activities at this 
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conference, none has yet approached an analysis of the PDAC with a geographical lens of 

violence, nor have activist and feminist methodological positionings been applied to PDAC 

proceedings.4 

 The conference attendance totaled 22,000 individuals in 2016 and more than 24,000 in 

2017 (PDAC 2016a, 2017).5 Investors, analysts, mining executives, geologists, prospectors, 

government officials, lawyers, students, and many others from over different 125 countries 

descended on Toronto for a four-day convention reporting on, and promoting, resource 

extraction activities. PDAC hosted a strong turnout of Canadian government officials, including 

25 federal parliamentarians, six provincial and territorial ministers, and two premiers in 2016 

alone (PDAC 2016b, ¶4). Members of the industry organization PDAC (2016c, 32) are 

predominantly Canadian (74 percent), the United States (10 percent) and Latin American and 

Caribbean (6 percent). Visibly, conference participants were predominantly white males, 

reflecting the industry’s overall gender composition. According to Statistics Canada, women 

represented only 22 percent of persons employed in resource extraction nationally in 2015 

(Statistics Canada 2016). Conference booklets and presentations boasted the participation of 

more than 500 self-identified Indigenous people from Canada (PDAC 2016c, 12) while 

highlighting the industry as the largest private sector employer of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis 

peoples in the country, providing roughly 10,000 jobs (NRCan 2016).  

                                                
4Two rich examples of fieldwork at the PDAC come from Canadian Studies researcher Paula Butler (2015) and 
cultural anthropologist Sabine Luning (2012). From her observations at the PDAC in 2002, Butler (2015) provides a 
discursive critique of the racailized distribution of power of Canadian mining companies operating in Africa. 
Luning's (2012) work poignantly describes how PDAC programming in 2007 and 2010 propagated frameworks of 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and their effects on company and community relationships in Burkina Faso. 
5 In sheer size, the PDAC is the largest conference I have ever attended. However, numerous conference participants 
informed me that, as a result of the mineral downturn, the conference was remarkably smaller than years previous, 
when annual attendance swelled to over 30,000 delegates (PDAC 2013).  
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 Scheduled technical programs, panels, presentations, trade shows, and the investors 

exchange sector encompass all eight levels of the Toronto Metro Convention Centre (TMCC).6 

PDAC participants literally descend deeper and deeper into subterranean meeting areas to 

discuss the future of global mining operations, a notable irony considering the nature of the 

industry. Attendees are bombarded with advertisements extolling the virtues mining firms such 

as Goldcorp, Barrick Gold, IAMGOLD, Rio Tinto, Vale, and HudBay Minerals. For example, 

Photo 8.1 (Appendix A) captures Goldcorp’s assertive slogans: “our strength is people,” 

“together, creating sustainable value” and “responsible mining,” encapsulating but three 

development discourses present before even attending the CSR Event Series. The Trade Show 

and Investors Exchange filled the lowest level with company booths offering the latest resource 

extraction technologies and services (see Appendix A, Photo 8.2). Positioned amidst the 

company displays were national, provincial, and territorial pavilions, as well as country-specific 

booths, including sponsors from South America represented by Chile, Peru, and Ecuador. 

Country booths offered presentations by government representatives on how to obtain mining 

licenses, conduct foreign business, follow tax regulations, and more, to encourage transnational 

investment.  

 It was here that I found a booth hosted by US-based company KCA. I introduced myself 

to company employees tending the display, and asked if I could have a closer look at materials 

and samples showcased at their tables. My interest in the company was welcomed. In 

comparison to other company booths that sported the newest, most advanced technologies, 

KCA’s display more closely resembled a high-school science project (see Appendix A, Photo 

                                                
6 The conference is not limited to Toronto’s subterranean region. Several conference delegates shared details of the 
lavish company-sponsored parties and events used to facilitate after-hours networking at the Fairmont Royal York 
Hotel across the street and at other nearby establishments. 



 

 278 

8.3). Mounted images of KCA’s operating facilities in the United States and Central America 

hung on the back panels, while front and side tables displayed mineral samples with small labels 

identifying their origin. Leaflets, photographs, and diagrams promoted the global success of 

several co-owned and co-operated facilities, but there was no mention of their only fully-owned 

project at the El Tambor mine in Guatemala, with the exception of a single rock sample 

displayed on the table (see Appendix A, Photo 8.4). 

 I inquired as to why the company did not showcase its El Tambor venture. Responses 

from company employees made reference to ongoing community conflict, but the remarks 

framed opposition to the gold mining project as isolated to a few individuals who were anti-

mining and therefore anti-development. One employee went so far as to say that community 

members who resist operations are paid by an NGO to stop the mine’s production. When I asked 

for proof of such allegations, they declined to answer and directed me to the company’s CEO. I 

took the opportunity to speak to Kappes at both the 2016 and 2017 PDAC conferences, but twice 

he declined to make statements on the record. 

 At the opening ceremonies, former PDAC Presidents Rodney Thomas (2016) and Glenn 

Mullan (2017), along with Canada’s Minister of Natural Resources, Jim Carr, and Ontario 

Regional Chief Isidore Day Wiindawtegowinini, set the tone for the conference. The presidents 

acknowledged the Mississauga and Port Credit First Nations, and invited Knowledge and 

Wisdom Keeper Ed Sackaney to open with a traditional smudge. The inclusion of an Indigenous 

cultural practice struck me as a cursory act of tokenism, a superficial engagement without 

historical context (Powless 2015). Following Sackaney’s welcome, he addressed the crowd of 

international and national government and industry representatives: 

It is good to see that the resource developers are starting to acknowledge 
the fact that they need our involvement. Sometimes, the obstacles are the 
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governments. They may talk a good dance, but there has got to be more. 
When this current Liberal government was elected, sunny days were 
proclaimed — sunny days! Well, I can tell you now, as I stand in 
Indigenous country it is getting mighty cloudy. It’s no longer clear and 
sunny. I hope that message gets to that young man that is leading this 
country. It’s okay to say nice things, but it’s different to actually do them 
(Ed Sackaney, PDAC Opening Ceremonies, March 6, 2017). 

 
Sackaney shared his lack of faith in the new federal government, a contrast to the year before 

when he expressed optimism regarding Prime Minister Trudeau’s promises to better support 

nation-to-nation relations with Indigenous peoples. Sackaney’s perspective matches recent 

evidence presented by Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) to the Broadbent 

Institute (Stanley 2017, ¶13): Carolyn Bennett, the Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs, 

claims that federal money is going towards bettering services for Indigenous children on 

reserves, the Liberal government’s “spending priorities seem to have much more to do with 

mining and corporate access to Indigenous land and resources.” While attending PDAC, I 

noticed little change between the policies of Conservative and Liberal governments, leading First 

Nations representatives to turn to industry support to fill the economic void systematically 

created by the Canadian state.  

 Following the formal opening, I attended the CSR Event Series where discourses of 

development remained prominent. Using what Waitt (2016, 294) calls “purposeful sampling,”7 I 

chose sessions organized by branches of the Government of Canada, industry leaders, and non-

profit organizations whose focus on development initiatives were linked to expanding resource 

extraction operations. The seven sessions I attended, all relevant to my investigations, are listed 

in Table 8.2 (Appendix B). 

                                                
7 Hay (2016, 453) describes “purposeful sampling” as a technique of obtaining a specific group of data based on 
identified characteristics, which “aims to uncover information-rich phenomena/participants that can shed light on 
issues of central importance to the study.”  
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In 2016, the majority of panel speakers in the CSR Event Series were industry and 

government representatives. A year later, a select few non-profit organizations, such as Oxfam 

International and the International Committee of the Red Cross, as well as several academics 

were invited to lead conversations (see Appendix B, Table 8.2). I noted the presence of a small 

number of First Nations panel representatives who held dual identities as Indigenous peoples and 

company or industry consultants. The roles played by NGOs and First Nations representatives, it 

appeared, were to speak for communities noticeably absent from panel conversations. To my 

knowledge, no community members unaffiliated with individual companies or the industry as a 

whole presented in any CSR panels in either 2016 or 2017, making the rhetoric of dialogue 

involving company engagements with communities both one-sided and oriented towards the 

success of mining operations.  

 

Reflections on an Access to Information (ATI) Request 

In September 2016, I submitted an Access to Information (ATI) request to the Government of 

Canada, specifically asking for all records of communications between January 2010 to October 

2016 among GAC, the Canadian Embassy in Guatemala, and Canadian mining companies 

(specific to Radius Gold, but not excluding HudBay Minerals, Goldcorp, or Tahoe Resources). 

The government could not complete my ATI request within the first 30 days in accordance with 

the Access to Information Act (The Act 1985) (paragraph 9(1)(a)), and granted themselves a 

120-day extension to complete the task. By March 20, 2017 I received 397 pages of emails, 

memos, corporate presentations, and documents, and after further delay, an additional 32 pages 

on March 29, 2017. While the time delay was not excessive, the final document included heavily 

redacted information specifically pertaining to the El Tambor mine in Guatemala. 
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 The information released revealed four barriers to accessing information similar to those 

described by criminologist Jeffery Monaghan (2015, 54): (1) government control of information; 

(2) resource and time delays; (3) inconsistencies in document retrieval; and (4) discretion of 

redaction procedures. To begin, from my view, relevant portions of the ATI files enclosed are 

exempt, or redacted, pursuant to The Act under paragraphs 20(1)(b) involving trade secrets of a 

third party, 21(1)(a) advice or recommendations developed by or for a government institution or 

a minister of the Crown, and 21(1)(b) an account of consultations or deliberations in which 

directors, officers, employees of a government institution, a minister of the Crown, or the staff of 

a ministry participate (see Appendix C, Figure 8.1). Upon further inquiry, a government 

caseworker informed me that third party redactions meant that the mining companies involved 

had an opportunity to censor “commercially sensitive”8 information (personal communication, 

May 10, 2017; see Appendix C, Figure 8.2, for example). This contradiction represents a 

noticeable failure of transparency on the part of the Canadian government. In other words, 

companies determine what information is deemed appropriate, particularly as revelations of 

rights violations may affect a companies’ bottom lines and tarnish Canadian companies’ 

reputations. 

 The ATI request triggered responses from several branches of government, among them, 

the Latin American and Caribbean Bureau; Innovation, Science, and Economic Development 

Canada; the Canadian Trade Commissioner Service; and the CSR Counsellor. Duplicates of 

documents were deleted by the caseworker and were sent in no specific order, date, or theme. 

When I inquired as to which offices sent specific information, it became evident that the CSR 

Counsellor had not sent any files.  

                                                
8 Unfortunately, no technical definition exists in The Act regarding the limitations of “commercially sensitive” 
information, which creates tensions between public and private interests of transparency and confidentiality. 
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 The CSR Counsellor represents one of Canada’s two mechanisms for reviewing 

allegations of corporate wrongdoing overseas (Lindsay 2012; North and Young 2013).9 The CSR 

Counsellor acts a “non-judicial grievance officer” whose primary mandate is to mediate disputes 

between local communities and Canadian mining companies (Coumans 2014, 4; Government of 

Canada 2009).10 Critiques of the CSR Counsellor’s office are plentiful. Both academics 

(Coumans 2014; Dougherty 2016; Imai et al. 2014; Lindsay 2012) and members of civil society 

(CNCA/RCRCE 2016; MiningWatch Canada 2016; Chartrand 2015), draw attention to a lack of 

faith in the office’s arms-length impartiality and the CSR Counsellor’s restricted capacity to 

make binding recommendations. According to the caseworker, the CSR Counsellor’s office had 

“no records to provide in response” (personal communication, April 27, 2017). I requested 

follow-up, which revealed that the CSR Counsellor’s staff did not adequately search their records 

pursuant to The Act. An email between the ATI caseworker and the Office of the CSR 

Counsellor revealed attempts to explain the absence of documents: 

The Office of the Counsellor became operational in 2010, working out of 
offices located in Toronto.  The first Counsellor resigned her position in 
October 2013.  The Office was dormant from early 2014 until a new 
Counsellor was appointed and assumed the position in May 2015, but 
working out of Ottawa. Part of the Office’s hard copy records from 2010 
– 2014 are archived in Toronto. However, from what I can tell, short of 
digging out and sifting through the files in Toronto, the Office appears 
not to have been in direct communication about these particular issues 

                                                
9 The other method available for dispute resolution is the National Contact Point (NCP), an interdepartmental 
committee designed to promote awareness of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) on responsible business conduct (GAC 2017). NCP is 
supported by GAC as a mechanism to ensure that the social, economic, and environmental impact of Canadian 
businesses are respectful of communities within which they work. The NCP forum is intended to facilitate dialogue 
and engagement when disputes over company activities occur (GAC 2016). Critiques of the NCP’s process are well 
documented in a recent report written by non-profit organizations Above Ground and MiningWatch Canada (2016), 
who assert that this component of the Canadian government’s CSR strategy lacks independence, involves 
unnecessary delays that affect communities, lacks follow-up procedures on recommendations, and has consistently 
failed to provide effective remedy for aggrieved communities. 
10 The CSR Counsellor’s office was enacted under Canada’s first CSR strategy, Building the Canadian Advantage: 
A Corporate Social Responsibility Strategy for the Canadian Extractive Sector Abroad, launched in 2009 
(Government of Canada 2009).  



 

 283 

with any of the named companies.  The Office’s interactions focused on 
projects and operations in Mexico, Argentina, Mauritania (ATI request 
electronic follow-up, May 10, 2017).  

 
The CSR Counsellor chose not to go “digging out” and so gather or release information. I 

persisted, requesting that the Toronto archive be searched, as required under The Act. I was 

informed that the CSR Counsellor would send a government representative to search the Toronto 

office, but no records were sent. The CSR Counsellor sent a one-page response more specifically 

related to his time in Guatemala in 2016: 

During the summer of 2016, the Office and Embassy did prepare for the 
Counsellor’s trip to Guatemala, which occurred in August 2016.  In 
advance of the visit, the Office was in communication with the Embassy 
and with the two companies whose operations the Counsellor hoped to 
visit while in Guatemala – Tahoe Resources’ Escobal Mine, and 
Goldcorp’s Marlin Mine. These communications were limited to the 
logistics and scheduling of the mine site visits and topics of greatest 
interest to the Counsellor. When visiting the two locations, the 
Counsellor and accompanying Embassy staff were briefed on the mines’ 
operations, including some of their technical aspects. In the case of the 
Marlin Mine, Goldcorp’s vision for the closure of the mine was also 
discussed. Both companies spent time explaining their social investment 
and training initiatives with local communities. This was conveyed by 
way of power point presentations, tours of the mines and mine facilities, 
visits to a few community projects, and meetings with local community 
representatives. These visits and meetings were organized by the 
companies. Neither digital nor hard copies of the presentations were 
made available to the Office; however a copy of Minera San Rafael’s 
Social Report 2014 was provided. This same report is available on line 
at  http://www.tahoecsr.com/minera-san-rafael-releases-2014-social-
report-2/ and provides a summary of past and planned community 
engagement, social investment and environmental management. 

The Counsellor and his assistant do have some hand written notes taken 
during the site visits and conversations with company staff which 
mention some of the mines’ current activities, including community 
development and dialogue initiatives. None of the interactions with the 
companies or with the Embassy involved discussions on how the 
companies planned to “deal with opposition to their plans and anti-
mining activities” per se, although there may have been more general 
conversations relating to the challenges posed to government, companies 
and communities by the contentiousness surrounding extractive activities 
in Guatemala. There were conversations with company staff, particularly 
at the mine sites, on how they planned to improve their consultation and 
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engagement with communities in general and resolve existing issues with 
local communities in amicable ways (ATI request electronic follow-up, 
May 10, 2017). 

 
Although the official response is that no records exist, it is clear that some documents do exist 

but are not included at the CSR Counsellor’s discretion. A significant element in the response 

above demonstrates how the Office of the CSR Counsellor rationalizes limiting the disclosure of 

records. Unfortunately, the CSR Counsellor’s visit to Guatemala in August 2016 seemed only to 

include visits to two Canadian mine sites owned by Tahoe Resources and Goldcorp, companies 

that continue to be at odds with communities surrounding their extractive operations. Evidence 

triangulated from the ATI file confirms that Goldcorp requested that the CSR Counsellor meet 

with company-selected community leaders (ATI File, August 9, 2016, 385) (see Appendix C, 

Figure 8.3). There is no mention of meetings with community members or grassroots non-profit 

organizations who oppose Canadian mining projects and have experienced violence or conflict in 

their communities as a result of extractive operations. I was able to speak directly to the CSR 

Counsellor at the PDAC meetings in 2017; he mentioned the planned release of a report based on 

findings from his Guatemala delegation. This report, however, has yet to appear.11  

 Despite the reluctance to disclose information, elements of how companies respond to 

opposition from communities can be gleaned from the ATI files. Email communications between 

Senior Trade Commissioners of the Canadian Embassy (Guatemala), the International Trade 

Portfolio and Responsible Business Conduct Division, Commercial Counsellors of the Canadian 

Embassy, Media Relations for GAC, the Central America and Caribbean Relations Division, the 

Canadian ambassador to Guatemala, and unnamed mining company representatives offer insight 

                                                
11  To date, the CSR Counsellor (GAC 2017) has published one trip report (“Honduras Country Trip Overview”) 
since taking office in 2015. 
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into three methods of response. In the face of allegations of wrongdoing, companies: (1) robustly 

expand their CSR initiatives to raise public awareness of the corporate good they afford 

communities; (2) emphasize their efforts to conduct consultation at varying stages of a mining 

operation’s development;12 and/or (3) offer to dialogue with aggrieved communities to resolve 

issues in amicable ways, if they do not outright reject the allegations to begin with. 

Representatives of the Canadian government encourage these methods of response, even going 

as far to suggest that companies boost their corporate image by using Twitter to communicate 

about their interactions with communities (ATI file, April 21, 2016, 393).13 

 Many conversations relayed between the various branches of government involve 

responding to delegations and letters of concern from Canadian citizens regarding the actions of 

Canadian mining companies operating abroad. Such communications rely on information 

provided by the companies and rarely, if ever, involve input from affected communities. Several 

chains of emails illustrate the strategies put in place to deflect allegations of wrongdoing to 

placate media, NGO, and civil society inquiries. Discussions ultimately attempt to “set the record 

straight” from the perspective of powerful actors from the Global North. In an email, Senior 

Desk Officer, Dail Singh, writes to Media Relations Spokesperson, François Lasalle , requesting 

assistance in response to enquiries from a reporter with The Guardian (ATI File, November 17, 

                                                
12 J.P. Laplante (2014, 25) outlines the controversy of Goldcorp’s attempted consultations with Indigenous Maya 
communities around the Marlin mine as earlier examples of the tactics used by companies to gain acceptance in 
communities and provide shareholders with assurance of local support. 
13 In an email, the Commercial Counsellor for Guatemala and Belize, Laura Dalby, relayed a suggested media 
strategy from the Canadian government to an undisclosed representative of Entre Mares de Guatemala, S.A., 
Goldcorp’s subsidiary in Guatemala following the death of Guatemalan employee Jaime Otero Pérez López at the 
Marlin mine on April 14, 2016 (see Nolin and Russell 2016e for details). In her email, Dalby writes: “Thank you for 
coming to the breakfast this morning. I just wanted to take a moment to relay comments that I’ve received from at 
least 3 people regarding Goldcorp’s media strategy. Everyone has commented that Goldcorp should be doing more 
to provide information on events and updates at the mine, particularly in light of last week’s tragedy. I know 
Goldcorp has issued the 2 news releases, however, it could also ‘tweet’ updates and publish information when 
Goldcorp meets or engages with the community to provide updates to them. [redacted] For your consideration” (ATI 
file, April 21, 2016, 393).  
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2015, 69). Commercial Counsellor, Dalby, adds to the email conversation with misinformation 

by encouraging the Embassy team to share that Tahoe Resources is no longer a Canadian 

company having moved their head office to Nevada (ATI File, November 17, 2015, 68; see 

Appendix C, Figure 8.4). “Truth is what counts as true within the system of rules for particular 

discourse” assert Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2002, 165), “power is that which annexes, 

determines, and verifies truth.” Embassy officials highlight Canada’s current policy document 

Doing Business the Canadian Way (2014, ¶2) as an effective, voluntary strategy to promoting 

“Canadian values” and high “ethical standards” in their emails to members of civil society, the 

media, and corporations. Following this paper trail has proven to be extremely difficult, as many 

emails conclude with government officials avoiding written documentation of controversial 

issues, instead using phone calls or face-to-face interactions (James 2015, 106). 

 Gordon and Webber (2016) and Imai (et al. 2016) have had better luck in their ATI file 

requests than I did. This limitation, in part, may be related to my narrowing down key term 

search. While authors in Brownlee and Walby (2015, 25) instruct first-time applicants to “adopt 

a surgical approach” when applying for ATI files, my attempts may have been too precise, 

allowing government and corporate actors to selectively exclude documents that may have 

otherwise proven fruitful. Unfortunately, I was unable to follow-up with further ATI requests 

due to time constraints. Regardless, the redactions related to the mine sites under study indicate 

extreme caution, bordering on censorship, in the selection and presentation of included files.  

 

Press Releases and Public Letters: Mechanisms of Corporate Control 

Radius Gold (see Chapter 6) is a junior exploration company with shareholders and publicly 

traded stocks (TSX.V: RDU). The company is a member of a six-firm network represented by 



 

 287 

GoldGroup (2012), based in Vancouver, British Columbia. From time to time, the company 

website (www.radiusgold.com) provides updates to investors. Sixteen publicly available press 

releases involving the El Tambor gold mine are archived, from March 2004 to June 2016 — four 

years after the company officially sold assets to KCA. While some might argue that the sale of 

the El Tambor mine site has absolved the company of any further links to violence and rights 

violations, the company and their investors continued to receive financial gains from mining 

operations in Guatemala. In fact, Radius Gold’s CEO Simon Ridgeway confirmed in a press 

release that the El Tambor mine is one of the principal sources of income that kept the company 

afloat during the mineral markets downturn in 2015: “We're fortunate to have royalty income 

from the Tambor Gold mine so presently we do not have to liquidate any of our holdings to 

finance activities” (Radius Gold press release, February 1, 2016, ¶3). 

 From March 2004 to June 2012, investor briefs on the website primarily provide 

technical updates on metallurgical findings and expected profitability from gold deposits at El 

Tambor. Secondary updates include partnerships with other exploration and engineering firms 

specializing in services outside the purview of the junior company, including its affiliation with 

KCA, which began in June 2008 (Radius Gold 2008). A week following Yolanda’s shooting, 

Radius Gold sought to reassure investors with a statement on the violence at the El Tambor 

mine. CEO Simon Ridgeway states: 

We're in disbelief over the shooting. We have no idea what the shooting 
is related to and the circumstances are under investigation by the police, 
but regardless of the cause, nothing can be achieved by violence and we 
utterly condemn it. We've been in touch with the local and national 
authorities to see what we can do to assist in the investigation of the 
incident, and we've also been speaking to the Canadian embassy in 
Guatemala City to keep them updated (Radius Gold press release, June 
20, 2012).  

 



 

 288 

Ridgeway attempts to distance the company from the assassination attempt without 

contextualizing Yolanda’s connection with La Puya or the resistance efforts of the community to 

the mine’s presence more generally. The company fails to mention other events of violence, 

intimidation, and suppression by the Guatemalan police in communications with investors. Up to 

this point, investor updates are devoid of any reports of community interaction, as though the 

mine exists in a landscape without people. The first acknowledgement of community resistance 

comes after Guatemala’s Supreme Court temporarily suspended the El Tambor mine in February 

2016, when Radius Gold was forced to share with investors why royalty revenues had been 

abruptly cut off (Radius Gold press release, May 11, 2016). 

 Nevada-based KCA is a privately held corporation with no legal obligations to make 

public their plans or details of operation. That said, open letters written by Daniel Kappes, 

KCA’s CEO are available, responding to civil society concerns regarding violence and 

repression at La Puya. Kappes has disseminated four letters via email, all of which were 

published online by the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, a non-profit organization 

dedicated to advancing human rights in businesses to eliminate corporate abuses. Kappes placed 

at least one paid advertisement in Guatemala’s national newspaper, Prensa Libre, as a means 

counter the negative image of the El Tambor mine after the Guatemala’s Supreme Court 

suspended operations (Amnesty International 2016; Prensa Libre 2016).  

 In an April 6, 2016 advertisement, Kappes appeals directly to President Jimmy Morales 

to safeguard transnational economic investments in Guatemala. The letter positions KCA’s 

subsidiary EXMINGUA as a benevolent company whose operations ensure a win-win for 

communities by bringing “sustainable development projects” to the region (Kappes 2016, ¶6). 

Kappes (2016, ¶5) writes:  
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In our business, Exploraciones Mineras de Guatemala S.A., 
EXMINGUA, we believe and we invest in Guatemala’s potential. Proof 
of this is that for eight years we have invested tens of millions of dollars 
in San Pedro Ayampuc and San José del Golfo. In this time we have 
operated a business with the expectation that it will generate dividends 
for us, stable jobs for our workers, and taxes for the government. This 
project fits in with the ideals of sustained and responsible economic 
growth, in all senses. As a result, San José del Golfo and San Pedro 
Ayampuc have seen the birth of many successful local businesses; 
improvements to homes and infrastructure are visible. And the majority 
of residents refer to the mine as “good” for development in the region. 
Moreover, we support municipalities by paying teacher salaries and 
health services. 

 
Kappes presents the local subsidiary as a driving force for economic development by providing 

needed jobs, infrastructure, and social services in the municipalities. His letter casts doubt on the 

Supreme Court’s decision to suspend, albeit temporarily, mine operations until proper 

consultation with the Indigenous Kaqchikel Maya peoples takes place. To further his argument, 

Kappes moves to discredit the NGOs working with communities in opposition of the El Tambor 

Mine: 

But because we are dedicated to the mining industry, apart from being 
one of the few sustainable development projects in the area, we are a 
target of NGOs, both national and international, whose only objective is 
to curtail any type of development for Guatemala. Why do they do it? Do 
they really believe keeping people in poverty will achieve some type of 
development? 

No. It is proven that radical NGOs are a huge business. The people that 
direct them earn high salaries, and they don’t produce anything nor pay 
taxes. In fact, these organizations are businesses that take money from 
taxes and European governments and use it to paralyze and destroy 
economic development in Guatemala. They are, in reality, enemies of 
this beautiful country. We believe that, in the framework of rule of law, 
this negative activity should be limited. 

Mr. Morales, as President of Guatemala, it is in your power to establish a 
political and social atmosphere to construct, starting now, the future of 
Guatemala. Please, and with all due respect, we need a clear policy in 
support of mining that results in a better life for Guatemalans (Kappes 
2016, ¶6-8).  
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Kappes mobilizes development discourses to position anyone who opposes mining as “enemies” 

of the state. His letter echoes the narratives used by Guatemala’s political and economic elite to 

justify their siding with development initiatives. His attempts to rouse hegemonic powers to 

protect corporate interests undermines the state’s responsibility to protect citizens as well as local 

population’s rights to self-determined development.  

 Together, these texts exemplify discourses of power and development used to influence 

public perception of company operations, articulated as such to smother opposition to resource 

extraction projects that bring violence and division to communities across Guatemala.14 

 

Discourses of Power, Violence, and Development 

This section is divided into three parts, in which I categorize analyses of the multi-dimensional 

discourses obtained from the PDAC, ATI file, and public corporate letters. I use available texts 

to identify the ways in which discourses are used to silence the claims made by opponents to 

Canadian mining operations in Guatemala. Two significant themes emerge: those of nationalism 

and duplicity, which undermine the ability of community perspectives to be heard and taken 

seriously in the Global North. With these themes as a backdrop, I discuss ways in which the 

state, industry, and companies seek to stigmatize and marginalize those who offer alternative 

perspectives to discourses of mining as development.  

 

 

                                                
14 Neither the Canadian company Radius Gold nor the American firm KCA offer any public policies related to CSR 
initiatives in host communities, making verification of statements made in press releases and public documents 
difficult. 
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Structural Violence, Nationalism, and the “Canadian Brand” 

Postcolonial scholars challenge the embrace of nationalism by powerful actors to elevate a 

country’s self-image as orthodoxy (Ashcroft, Griffithe, and Tiffin 2002). Canada’s 

institutionalized nationalism is enacted to justify and advance economic interests through 

development initiatives. At PDAC opening ceremonies in 2016 and 2017, Canada’s Minister of 

Natural Resources, Jim Carr, began his address by hailing Canada as the world leader in mining: 

When the world wants to talk about mining and minerals, it comes to 
Canada, they come to Toronto. Canada is the prime destination for 
mineral exploration…. The Canadian brand is recognized around the 
world as a mining leader in sustainable development, advanced practices, 
and anticorruption policies. Canada’s miners have a remarkable story to 
tell about innovation, environmental stewardship, Indigenous 
engagement, and corporate social responsibility (Jim Carr, PDAC 
Opening Ceremonies, March 7, 2016).  

 
Carr legitimizes government support for the mining industry by drawing on colonial 

understandings of Canada’s history with resource extraction. The combination of experience, 

ethical practices, and financial and legal frameworks, as well as limited state regulation on 

operations abroad makes Canada — and more specifically, Toronto — the ideal place for 

corporations to domicile their headquarters (Denault and Sacher 2012; Gordon and Webber 

2016). Carr goes one step further to endorse Canadian companies who conduct business 

responsibly and sustainably with respect to the environment and to Indigenous peoples in 

particular.  

 Repeating his message in 2017, Minister Carr reinforced nationalist discourses by 

reproducing the perspective that Canadian mining companies are community oriented and 

environmentally conscious. He reaffirmed: 

We continue to promote collaboration through our green mining 
initiative, an industry driven and government delivered partnership for 
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research and development. By working together, we are finding practical 
solutions to the industry’s greatest challenges. Everything from 
improving waste management to increasing energy efficiency. There is a 
direct connection between these efforts and the sustainable development 
of our mineral resources, where we are enhancing productivity and 
competitiveness, improving environmental performance, and ensuring 
social license. These are the hallmarks of the Canadian brand, and 
around the world the maple leaf is recognized as a symbol of mining 
expertise and cutting-edge technologies, equipment, and services (Jim 
Carr, PDAC Opening Ceremonies, March 6, 2017). 

 

Implying continuity between the former Conservative and present Liberal federal governments, 

Carr positions Canada’s mineral industry as a leading force for good on the world stage of 

resource extraction. A visit to the Government of Canada booth in the Trade Show sector in 2016 

and 2017 further illustrated the Liberal government’s promotion of Canadian mining operations 

provincially, territorially, and internationally, one heralded even more vigorously than their 

Conservative predecessors. Aligned with Canada’s 150th celebrations, programming at the 

Canadian government pavilion emphasized the legacy of Canadian mining and the industry-

supportive policies that are central aspects of the Canadian brand. 

 The incongruity of Minister Carr’s remarks regarding Canadian influence and practices 

abroad was not lost on legal scholar Imai, director of the Justice and Corporate Accountability 

Project of York University’s Osgoode Law School. In 2016 Imai (et al. 2016, 4) published a 

report documenting incidents of violence associated with Canadian mining companies in Central 

and South America from 2000 to 2015. The report registers events involving 28 Canadian 

resource extraction companies that led to the death of 44 individuals, 403 injuries, and 709 cases 

of criminalization, spread geographically across 13 countries. Like the signatories of the letter to 

Prime Minister Trudeau referred to above, Imai et al. (2016, 5) shed light on the lack of 

government oversight of Canadian companies operating with disregard of human, Indigenous, 

and environmental rights. They write: 
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The Canadian government continues to promote the “Canada Brand” by 
relying on voluntary, non-enforceable Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) codes to measure company conduct. The two main government 
offices responsible for CSR are the Office of the Extractive Sector 
Corporate Social Responsibility Counsellor (CSR Counsellor) and the 
National Contact Point (NCP) under the Organization of Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD). Neither office conducts 
investigations, nor do they have the power to sanction companies directly 
or compensate victims. Their only power is to recommend the 
withdrawal of Canadian government financial and embassy support. 
There is no indication that there is any systematic review of company 
behaviour nor any publicly available information to indicate that the 
current CSR Counsellor has responded to reports of violence or 
considered withdrawing Canadian embassy support.  

 
The report scrutinizes Canada’s voluntary principles for self-regulation and identifies the state as 

having limited power to hold companies accountable when violating rights abroad. Underscored 

in the report is the pervasiveness of structural violence. They illuminate incidents of direct 

violence through death and injury, and indirectly though acts of criminalization, all the while 

alluding to the proximity of these violations of subsidiary and parent companies supported by the 

Canadian government. In a television interview six months after the publication of “The ‘Canada 

Brand,’” Imai said that the co-authors had written to each of the 28 mining companies identified 

in his report, requesting their response regarding key findings, but received no response (The 

Agenda, May 31, 2017).  

 At PDAC and in ATI files, policies promoting corporate social responsibility are married 

to Canadian nationalism to convey that Canadian companies operate at a higher moral and 

ethical standard than resource extraction firms from other nations. Minister Carr’s statements 

exude government support for the universal application of corporate social responsibility as the 

foundation of “best practices” and “potential road maps for other resource sectors to follow” (Jim 

Carr, PDAC Opening Ceremonies, March 7, 2016). Similarly, Canada’s updated CSR strategy, 

Doing Business the Canadian Way (Government of Canada 2014), attempts to promote 
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“Canadian values” and the “highest ethical standards.” However, there are no legal or financial 

consequences for companies that do not meet the voluntary guidelines or remedy for 

communities who seek redress (Blackwood and Stewart 2012; Coumans 2012; Seck 2011). 

 The Canadian Embassy in Guatemala promotes the work of mining companies through 

diplomatic channels and activities (Keenan 2010; Nolin and Stephens 2010). Email chains in the 

ATI file draw attention to the embassy’s carefully constructed responses to civil society and 

media inquiries regarding violence involving Canadian mining companies in Guatemala. Media 

responses drafted for former Ambassador Leeann McKechnie again promoted Canadian 

exceptionalism: “Canada’s own experiences demonstrate that mining can contribute to national 

and local economic development and we are prepared to share our models and systems with 

Guatemala” (ATI file, June 24, 2010, 279). The state lends legitimacy to the Canadian mining 

industry and companies based on a historical experience of mining that fails to reveal the 

industry’s internal colonization, its record of violence, or ongoing Indigenous rights violations in 

Canada (Butler 2015; Hall 2012).  

 Conditions of structural violence are advanced by the everyday practices of nationalism 

that protect the image of Canadian mining companies and overshadow any conflicts that could 

bring down the facade of Canadian benevolence. By helping to promote mining as a viable 

means of economic development, the Canadian government legitimizes its expansion. 

Furthermore, the Canadian government’s current mechanisms to monitor the conduct of mining 

companies operating abroad are the Office of the CSR Counsellor and the NCP. Canada’s failure 

to address allegations of rights abuses abroad is heavily criticized in a 2015 report by the United 

Nations Human Rights Committee on the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

(ICCPR). Ultimately, the committee recommended that Canada “establish an independent 
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mechanism with powers to investigate human rights abuses by such corporations abroad” 

(United Nations 2015, 2). On January 17, 2018, the Liberal government established a new, 

independent office for the CORE. How effective this new office will prove to be is source of 

concern.  

 

Dialectical Duping: The Asymmetrical Discourses of Corporate Social Responsibility 

The presentations and texts used for analysis in this chapter call to mind the concept of duping, 

incisively engaged by cultural anthropologist Diane M. Nelson (2009) in her book Reckoning: 

The Ends of War in Guatemala. Nelson’s examination of Guatemala’s post-war period from 

1996 to 2005 points directly to how many Guatemalans apply discourses of “duping,” “being 

duped,” and “duplicity” to reflections on their everyday lives and identities forged during the 

armed conflict. She draws attention to acts of duplicity in an interview with a former civil patrol 

leader from Joyabaj who says to her, “I have two faces. One I show to the army, the other I show 

to my people” (Nelson 2009, 14). This perception of being “doubled over” (Nelson 2009, xxviii) 

by powers outside of one’s control is central to her argument and an overarching theme explored 

through textured state and corporate discourses. The politics of duplicity, from which corporate 

social responsibility policies stem, offer rhetorical commitments to western-based development 

without revealing neocolonial intentions to exploit foreign lands and peoples for resources. State- 

and corporate-led duplicity become instrumental mechanism of control when shaping the 

narrative of resource extraction. 

 Canada’s two-faced policies and practices related to human, Indigenous, and 

environmental rights have not gone unnoticed. Although Canada promoted the peace process in 

Guatemala and participated in strengthening human rights during the Peace Accords, political 
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scientist Marc-André Anzueto (2017) notes that by the turn of the century Canada had shifted its 

foreign policy approaches to align more closely with the neoliberal economic world order under 

tropes of development and securitization. “Amidst the Guatemalan transition experiences from 

the early 1980s through the mid-1990s,” Anzueto (2017, 2) writes, “the doors of the Canadian 

embassy and government were open to many Guatemalan civil society activists, but after the 

signing of the peace accords they progressively closed because of the mining activity in 

Guatemala of the early 2000s.” Suffusing the texts, images, and presentations examined for this 

chapter is a neoliberal corporate agenda, one that promotes profits, at all costs, over people. 

Moreover, state and corporate actors are willing allies, supporting one another with complicity. 

This tactic is designed to strengthen acceptance and support for mining operations while 

simultaneously duping community members, shareholders, governments, and even activists 

themselves into believing that mining is a conducive form of development.  

 Embedded within state and corporate CSR discourses are asymmetrical terms like 

“partnership,” “sustainability,” “collaboration,” and “dialogue,” which act as fraudulent concepts 

designed to serve a neoliberal economic framework (see also Power 2003, 132; Pieterse 2000). 

The application of these terms assumes equitable power relations between parties without 

considering the diverse historical and social conditions affecting community participation and 

involvement (Power 2003; Pieterse 2000). State and corporate representatives who employ these 

buzzwords as a part of their CSR frameworks offer limited information on specifically how 

projects will be sustainable, bring development, or offer long-term opportunities. Ultimately, 

writes Angeles (2004, 67), the institutions that choose to incorporate a “development and ...” 

model fail to address the development issues they claim to solve. Each of the above-mentioned 

terms are all the key ingredients in what Pieterse (1995, 184) calls “add and stir” development. 
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These toxic terms would benefit from scrutiny when applied by corporations to socially and 

environmentally destructive practices like mining. Corporate efforts to include these terms reflect 

mandates outlined by the post-Washington Consensus in the early 2000s, set out to achieve 

“socially responsible capitalism” (Canel et al. 2010, 8).  

 For example, discussions on partnering for development became a major topic of 

attention during the CSR Event Series in 2017. The opening session, “Why Partnering for 

Development Is the Future of Mining” (2017), offered a preview of the new Development 

Partner Institute (DPI), an organization built by the mining industry and select stakeholders to 

reposition the narrative of violence and conflict plaguing companies operating abroad. An initial 

part of the session, chaired by Peter Bryant of Clareo, invited perspectives from three (male) 

CEOs: Mark Cutifani of Anglo American, John Bianchini of Hatch, and Gordon Bogden of 

Black Loon Metals. Rather than downplay situations of tension between communities and 

companies, CEO representatives on the panel used conflict as fodder for casting the industry’s 

identity as catalysts in society for social change. In his opening remarks, Cutifani attempted to 

shifted the narrative away from violations of human, Indigenous, or environmental rights 

towards the creation of a space for dialogue: 

The idea of the [Development Partnership] Institute is to create a safe 
space for dialogue, to create a space where no one organization, whether 
it be the mining industry or government sponsored multilateral 
organizations, like the UN, whether it be faith-based groups, NGO 
representatives — Oxfam or Indigenous groups — or other concerns or 
related parties, it is a place to discuss without one having the sponsorship 
and therefore being seen to leaning the debate in a different direction. It’s 
about having those conversations where we have great institutions, like 
the ICMM, inputting a part of the conversation, but not sponsoring the 
conversation, which was the greatest push back we have had from the 
NGOs. No one institution should be sponsoring it, it should be a much 
broader conversation about the role of mining in society. We are 
confident enough as miners, in terms of our role in society — if it’s not 
grown, it’s mined. What we are looking for is a better platform and a 
broader conversation and to help explain our story. And for us to listen 
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better, and understand how we can do our job better and make sure that 
those may not be seeing the benefits of mining, or in fact may be 
disenfranchised, and help make sure that we bring them along the 
journey (Mark Cutifani, PDAC panel, March 5, 2017).  

 

Cutifani’s remarks suggest that opposition from civil society emanates from a lack of education 

regarding the benefits that mining has to offer. He reinforces the notion that mining companies 

have not had an adequate “platform” to share their perspectives. The focus on dialogue, in 

particular, tacitly neglects imbalances of power when creating a “safe space” for companies to 

negotiate. Safe for whom? The duplicitous exclusion of community voices exemplifies that 

dialogue between companies and communities is not neutral; the primary function of dialogue in 

this case is to maintain control and manufacture acceptance of resource extraction rather than 

respect communal rights to reject mining as a means for development. 

 While government CSR policies and initiatives such as Building the Canadian Advantage 

(Government of Canada 2009), Doing Business the Canadian Way (Government of Canada 

2014), and the CSR Checklist for Canadian Mining Companies Working Abroad (Government of 

Canada 2015) are embraced by corporate actors as a means to showcase their benevolent actions 

as intrinsic to Canadian values and national identity, their underlying agenda is actually quite 

different. As mentioned earlier, corporate perspectives on conflict and violence shifted at PDAC 

between 2016 and 2017. In 2017, panelists from the CSR sessions “Why Partnering for 

Development Is the Future of Mining” and “Where is the Trust? Redefining Mining’s Social 

Contract” (see Table 8.2) acknowledged that resource extraction can have profound and 

sometimes negative impacts on communities and the environment. Panelists from the session 

“Why Partnering for Development Is the Future of Mining” in particular made the argument that 

early-stage investment in community relations was overall better for business, costing less over 



 

 299 

the lifespan of the mine than dealing with community resistance and conflict later on. The net 

benefit of companies investing in the early phases of mining activity in communities was a topic 

of discussion in the session on “Security and Human Rights at the Exploration Stage” session. 

This perception is also captured in an analysis by Wudrick (2015, 69), who writes that the 

Canadian Embassy’s Trade Commissioner Service “promotes CSR solely on the basis of self-

interested economic pragmatism.”  

Repeatedly during PDAC session on partnering for development, Hatch director 

Bianchini cited a research paper by lawyer Rachel Davis and geologist-turned-political scientist 

Daniel M. Franks, “Costs of Company-Community Conflict in the Extractive Sector” (2014). 

Using this report, Bianchini focused on capitalist discourses of “cost” associated with delays in 

operations as a result of opposition; tropes of security, project modification, risk management, 

material damage, lost productivity, capital, and personnel amounted to multi-billion dollar losses 

for individual companies and the resource extraction industry as a whole. Discussions during this 

session indicate that economic performance remains the central preoccupation of mining 

companies, contradicting the ethical concerns and responsibilities elevated through their 

development discourses. Unfortunately, companies draw communities into dialogue on 

development efforts primarily as a method of social control to safeguard corporate interests, 

further displayed in the sessions “Social Conflict in the Extractive Sector” and “Security and 

Human Rights at the Exploration Stage.” 

 

Stigmatizing Opponents of Canadian Mining Operations 

In this section, I offer four observations of how state and corporate representatives attempt to 

shape the perceptions of mining operations through “the politics of representation” (Power 2003, 
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116): (1) anti-development and anti-mining; (2) balancing the story/setting the record straight; 

(3) vilification of NGOs that support community resistance; and, (4) representations of violence. 

Percolating state and corporate discourses, these tactics stigmatize the work of rights defenders. 

The report “In the National Interest? Criminalization of Land and Environmental Defenders in 

the Americas” notes that this indirect method of control may precipitate violence in communities 

that oppose mining projects:  

Stigmatization is a key element in laying the groundwork for a process of 
criminalization. People in positions of authority, whether members of a 
government administration, media commentators, representatives from 
citizen or non-governmental organizations or representatives of the 
armed forces, publicly label legitimate dissent and those involved as 
troublemakers; as being manipulated, or as people from outside a given 
area with a vested interest; as terrorists or whose activities are likely to 
inflame the activities of armed groups; as enemies of the state, the 
national interest and/or political opponents (MiningWatch Canada and 
ICLMG 2015, 14).  

 
Such tactics of marginalization work, and are made possible in the first instance, by elite 

safeguarding of the Canada brand and CSR initiatives that promote mining as a viable option for 

economic progress. However, when one understands the overlapping complexities stemming 

from ongoing cycles of conquest in Guatemala (see Chapter 4), it is easy to see why 

stigmatization by actors in the Global North results in direct violence for community members in 

the Global South. 

 

Anti-Development and Anti-Mining  

The Canadian government, mining industry, and company representatives describe opponents of 

mining operations as anti-development and anti-mining in an attempt to delegitimize community 

concerns and accusations of abuse. By situating themselves as pro-development, state and 
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corporate actors create a negative view of communities as malevolently “in the way” of progress 

(Blaser et al. 2004). While no definitive definition of development is given by company or 

government representatives, chosen data sets indicate that the level of development achieved in 

communities is calculated according to the number of jobs created, economic revenue generated, 

and money invested as a result of mining activity in a region. However, as elaborated on in 

earlier chapters, mining offers only temporary employment for a limited number of residents, 

and in Guatemala royalties received in the municipality where the mine is located amount to a 

mere 0.5 percent of the total one percent left in the country (Nolin and Stephens 2010; Pedersen 

2014a).  

 Kappes, CEO of KCA, maintains that participants from La Puya are against progress, that 

they do not want jobs or other perceived economic benefits from mining. He writes an open 

letter in response to concerned Canadian and American citizens: “[P]eople who oppose us are the 

same type of people who supported the [Guatemalan] civil war... They want to keep the people 

poor, uneducated, and totally submissive” (Kappes, personal communication, 2012). Kappes 

makes use of the Cold War rhetoric based on ideological supremacy used by the military during 

Guatemala’s bloody armed conflict. Moreover, he provides a rationale for development 

intervention to justify mining in areas perceived as underdeveloped. He attempts to cast doubt on 

oppositional voices by presenting a sanitized view of mining operations as a problem-free 

method of progress.  

 In a separate response to the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, Kappes 

reinforces his points: “The anti-mining protestors have not presented any human rights 

issues. Nor are there any health issues. The protest at the gate is encouraged and fomented (and 

paid for) by groups who are opposed in principle to any type of development, and who think that 



 

 302 

all corporate behaviour is evil” (Kappes, January 5, 2013). He claims that the El Tambor 

operation has not and will not cause any rights violations. He omits from his response mention of 

events of direct violence, including the shooting, arrests, and harassment of community members 

described in Chapters 6 and 7. His response attempts to “other” community members and their 

supporters, as though they have been duped by extremist ideology. His misrepresentation of 

alternative perspectives sets the terms under which conflicts are discussed and understood by 

actors in the Global North (Power 2003).  

 

Balancing the Story/Setting the Record Straight 

Corporate discourses reflect a pervasive perspective that mining companies get a bad rap based 

on untruthful or unbalanced points of view. Companies portray themselves as targets of bias and 

misinformation spread by non-profit organizations, media, and communities that oppose mining 

development. Additionally, companies make an effort to publicize their CSR work as though it 

makes up for any wrongdoing, to which they do not admit. The discourses of a “balanced” 

perspective of mining operations repetitiously appear in corporate and government exchanges 

found in PDAC sessions, in ATI files, and in corporate letters in response to critiques of 

extraction operations. As already elaborated on in Chapter 2, the concept of “balance” from a 

postcolonial and critical development perspective is power laden and illustrates a lack of 

understanding of the imbalances of power at play between state and corporate actors from the 

Global North and communities in the Global South. Not only are the terms of exchange between 

companies and communities inequitable, given the exploitative nature of mining, but 

representations of experience with mining operations are almost never within community 

control. 
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 In an email from Goldcorp to the Commercial Counsellor in Guatemala City, the 

corporate representative initiated a special meeting with Canada’s CSR Counsellor during his 

visit to Guatemala in 2016: “Given the mandate of the Counsellor, it will be nice if you consider 

the following people to meet with him. These are community leaders that may contribute with a 

positive view to the talks and provide balance to the criteria and a particular view of the state of 

affairs in communities” (ATI file, August 9, 2016, 385, my emphasis; see again Appendix C, 

Figure 8.3). The company hand-selected community members near the Marlin mine to provide 

controlled perspectives of their operations to representatives of the Canadian government. 

Similarly, in a communication between Senior Trade Commissioner Nathalie Samson and a 

representative of Radius Gold, the Embassy offers connecting the company with consultants to 

“get some more balanced information out in the field” (ATI File, June 22, 2012, 21). Both 

Embassy and corporate representatives portray community perspectives as negative and therefore 

not legitimate sources of information. Such manipulations serve to undermine marginalized 

voices and control narratives around conflict by promoting corporate-sponsored development 

initiatives. 

 Kappes similarly promotes his company’s altruism while simultaneously refuting 

allegations of wrongdoing by non-profit organizations. He attempts to set the record straight in 

response to featured articles posted in October and November 2012 on the websites of GHRC 

(2012) and the Centre for International Environmental Law (CIEL 2012) regarding company 

violence against community members at La Puya:  

You have featured our company (Kappes, Cassiday & Associates) and 
our Progreso VII project [El Tambor] in Guatemala prominently on your 
website as a project to be opposed. However, this project will contribute 
nearly US$10 million per year to the economy of an area which now 
lives in poverty. Contrary to what you have published on your website, 
we spent three years working within the local communities to address the 
social and environmental issues, and we held many community 
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workshops to get the local people involved. We will not pollute, or 
commandeer the local water supply.  

Contrary to what you have published on your website, we own the land 
on which we will work. We have bought this land, on a fully voluntary 
basis, from local landowners. The [US] $10 million per year which we 
feed into the local economies will be done with a total land disturbance 
which is less than that occupied by a large shopping center – and the 
disturbance will disappear once we are finished. Over the past two years, 
in spite of us not being in production yet, we have spent over 
US$300,000 in supplying school books and lunches to the local school 
kids; in funding medical and dental clinics; and in generally being a 
positive influence in the local communities (Daniel Kappes, November 
22, 2012).  

 

Kappes summarizes the company’s economic power and the ways in which KCA has interacted 

with communities around the El Tambor mine through short-term development initiatives. He 

seeks to legitimize the mine’s presence by depicting communities as poor, and thereby incapable 

of determining their own futures without the influx of capital from a transnational company. He 

attempts, furthermore, to pacify concerns surrounding the mine’s environmental impact by 

declaring that mining has no impacts. Yet, research findings from academic and non-academic 

studies across the globe (Bebbington et al. 2008; Bebbington and Williams 2008; Jenkins and 

Yakovleva 2006; MiningWatch Canada 2014d; Veltmeyer 2013) demonstrate that there is 

significant evidence of the negative environmental impacts of open pit mining on both the 

physical landscape, local ecological biomes, and water sources. To say that mining does not 

cause environmental destruction speaks once again to corporate duplicity intended to pacify any 

resistance on the part of local peoples.  

 Kappes attempts to set the record straight on the El Tambor mine in a follow-up response, 

directed to the Business and Human Rights Resource Centre. He states: 

My comments in this letter have been largely subjective, not substantive, 
because we have not been able to identify any substantive issues. 
Regarding the non-substantive issues:  things like people being worried 
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about their water supply, air quality, or quality of life: we have had an 
on-going effort for the past three years in which we placed 
knowledgeable people in the local communities with an attempt to 
identify and address these issues. This culminated in November 2012 
with a series of about 30 informal “happenings” where we set up simple 
food tables and served over 4,000 taco lunches in several of the local 
villages near the mine. The people on our side were educated locals, to 
ensure that the dialog would not be threatening in any way. We received 
some questions which were answered to everyone’s satisfaction, and we 
generally received a lot of expression of local support. So we are doing 
everything we think is possible to reach out to, educate, and dialog with, 
the local communities (Daniel Kappes, January 5, 2013). 

 
For Kappes, community members who do not see the benefit of mining are in need of re-

education from the mine’s local proponents at “taco lunches.” He reinforces the polarization of 

local communities between proponents and opponents of the mine, deepening already deadly 

tensions within the municipalities.  

 

The Vilification of NGOs That Support Community Resistance Efforts  

As discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, the state and mining companies frequently engage in acts to 

undermine rights defenders by stigmatizing and criminalizing acts of dissent. In an effort to 

remain in control of the evolving situation at La Puya, representatives from KCA and the 

company’s Guatemalan subsidiary EXMINGUA initiated a campaign against lawyers and non-

governmental organizations to delegitimize their efforts to support the community’s peaceful 

resistance. For example, Kappes published an op-ed piece in Guatemala’s national newspaper, 

Prensa Libre, on April 6, 2016 a few months following the temporary suspension of the El 

Tambor mining operation by Guatemala’s Supreme Court. Kappes addresses the article directly 

to President Jimmy Morales:  

Nevertheless, in Guatemala there are powerful Non-Governmental 
Organizations, NGOs, that think socialism, terrorism and anarchy are the 
best forms of governing a society. For that reason, now more than ever, 
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strengthening the rule of law continues to be imperative. Guatemala, 
contrary to these anti-values and mistaken ideas, needs businessmen that 
generate wealth, individuals, families or associations. And in peace, 
everyone subject to the law, democracy blooms and economic growth 
becomes possible (Kappes 2016, ¶4; Amnesty International 2016, 49).  

 
The company unjustly accuses non-profit organizations of terrorism and calls for the Guatemalan 

government to intervene to protect corporate interests as though they represent the whole of 

society. Opponents of El Tambor mine are positioned as impediments to progress by preventing 

the mine from operating and thereby limiting the lives and economic potential of local 

communities. Such claims mirror those used during the armed conflict to incite violence against 

the Indigenous Maya and campesino peoples (Schirmer 1999). Moreover, the company blames 

acts of direct violence connected to the mine on communities and non-profit organizations. Like 

Kappes in his open letters, they claim that the small number of people at the mine’s entrance are 

paid by NGOs to be there (Kappes, January 5, 2013), a point that is refuted by participants in 

Chapters 6 and 7.  

 In support of KCA, Radius Gold also attempted to delegitimize the work of La Puya’s 

legal defence by Guatemalan lawyers at CALAS. Although the company no longer owns the El 

Tambor mine property, they updated investors after the mine’s license was suspended by the 

Guatemalan Supreme Court:  

The suspension was in response to an Amparo (essentially a lawsuit 
brought as a guarantee of protection of an individual's constitutional 
rights) brought against the mine by CALAS (Centro de Acción Legal 
Ambiental y Social de Guatemala), an NGO focused on environmental 
and social issues….  

CALAS’s legal action for ‘social justice’ has now resulted in the loss of 
hundreds of permanent jobs at a fully-permitted mine that was regularly 
inspected by the Guatemalan government and was operating in full 
compliance with the local mining and environmental regulations (Radius 
Gold press release, June 14, 2016).  
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The Canadian junior company attempts to reassure shareholders that the mine’s operations are in 

full compliance with Guatemalan regulations and blames the stagnation of revenues and job 

layoffs on the non-profit legal firm. The company’s own environmental impact assessment 

(EXMINGUA 2010, 23) contradicts its statement, estimating that during the operational phase of 

the mine 94 jobs will be offered to community members, not the “hundreds” its press release 

touts. The company casts doubt on the issue of improper consultation with local Indigenous 

peoples and threatens legal action to re-open the mine. The vilification of non-profit 

organizations incites violence against rights defenders. Maldonado, La Puya’s legal 

representative, is on an Amnesty International (2016) watch list for the attacks he and other 

members of CALAS have received related to defence of community rights. The words of the 

Canadian company flames animosity, creating an atmosphere of violence that endangers targeted 

members of the organization and communities.  

 From the ATI request, Goldcorp is seen stigmatizing non-profit organizations that 

support the work of rights defenders. The Canadian non-profit organization Rights Action comes 

under scrutiny from a Goldcorp employee and embassy officials. In an email from a Goldcorp 

representative responding to Senior Trade Commissioner Nathalie Samson, the mining company 

employee states:  

Concerning the Rights Action tour, yes we are aware of the visit. They 
do this every year during summer vacations. Due to our experiences in 
the past we avoid any contact with this group as they have a pre-
established agenda and allowing them to visit the mine (as we have in the 
past) just gives them the opportunity to attack Marlin/Goldcorp with 
better pictures and material than we provide. We have confirmed that 
they are not interested in a constructive dialogue only on looking for 
ways to make the company and the mine look bad and don’t even 
consider anything we say or show during the visits. This is very 
unfortunate but it is the reality of what happens in the field. It is also 
unfortunate that innocent tourists are mis-leaded [sic] by these “guided” 
tours where they only show elements to manipulate information (ATI 
file, June 11, 2012, 11).  
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The representative attempts to delegitimize Rights Action’s educational delegations by 

questioning the organization’s accountability and motivations, framing the NGO as antagonistic, 

unwilling to dialogue, and misleading student participants. As a further example, Senior Trade 

Commissioner Samson, informs corporate representatives about a coordinated “Continental Day 

of Action Against Canadian Mega Resource Extraction” (ATI File, August 1, 2012, 6). Samson 

sends a press release for the transnational protest to four members of the GoldGroup network 

(ATI File, August 7, 2012, 5). She writes: “We received a visit of about 14 but from the usual 

suspects and not very legitimate in Guatemala. More interested in obtaining footage for their 

videos than actually establishing constructive dialogue as it has been their custom. Anyways, 

let’s stay in contact to see what comes out of this new effort” (ATI File, August 7, 4). From the 

ATI file, representatives of the Canadian state and corporate entities share information over 

email regarding delegations, domestic and international protests, conferences, and tribunals 

related to mining operations in an effort to keep one step ahead of any incidents that may tarnish 

the Canadian brand. 

 

Representations of Violence  

Representations of violence vary amongst state and corporate representatives. Some meet 

allegations of violence with silence, while others obfuscate claims by representing their 

companies as victims. At PDAC, discussions of violence and conflict at the companies-

community level were vastly downplayed. For example, the CSR Counsellor presentation 

“Getting It Right: How the Office of the Extractive Sector CSR Counsellor and the National 

Contact Point Can Help Companies Address CSR Challenges Abroad” offered a lax approach 

towards prevention and remedy of violence experienced in communities as a result of Canadian 
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mining activities. Knowing that the field of CSR was created in response to conflicts between 

corporate interests and community needs, CSR Counsellor Jeffrey Davidson declared: “We’re 

not looking for bad behaviour. We’re presuming that everyone is trying their best” (Davidson, 

PDAC presentation, March 7, 2016). Davidson made specific reference to the Canadian 

Embassy’s role in promoting Canadian industries abroad, stating that an important facet of his 

job is to “support the efforts of our Trade Commissioners on post, because under the new 

strategy they have been directed to advocate for social responsibility in country. And also, to 

have eyes and ears on the ground in case bad things begin to happen” (Davidson, PDAC 

presentation, March 7, 2016). Problems around transparency emerged when Davidson discussed 

his methods for monitoring issues of violence in communities. He revealed that details of 

community-corporate conflicts, such as the sexual violence at Barrick Gold’s Porgera mine,15 are 

not made public to protect the reputation of extractive resource companies. Davidson talked at 

length about offering assistance to companies, such as a phone call to the Trade Commissioner’s 

Office, when “bad things begin to happen” (Davidson, PDAC presentation, March 7, 2016), but 

in order to downplay corporate violence never explicitly stated what these “bad things” are 

related to human, Indigenous, and environmental rights abuses. 

 In Guatemala, incidents of violence are explained by corporate entities as inevitable 

realities in a post-conflict country, normalizing events to diminish their seriousness and 

disassociate mining operations from incidents in communities. Kappes attempts to persuade 

readers of his open letter that violence in the communities of San José del Golfo and San Pedro 

                                                
15 Susan M. Manning (2016) raises the voices of the women in the Porgera Valley, Papua New Guinea who suffered 
sexual violence at the hands of Barrick Gold’s security personnel. “Sexual violence and Barrick’s inadequate 
response,” writes Manning (2016, 575), “is just one manifestation of broader structural violence in the global mining 
industry and capitalist system.” Unlike the 11 women of Lote Ocho, the women of Porgera waived their rights to 
pursue civil court cases by accepting financial compensation from the company.  
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Ayampuc has been incited by anti-mining protestors and the company is the victim of 

circumstance: 

It is interesting to note that the only violence which has occurred in the 
nine months of gate action are: 

1) The anti-mining protestors kidnapped and stripped three of the 
company-hired guards at the gate. A local magistrate had to come and 
negotiate with the anti-mining protestors who then released the guards. 
The whole affair lasted only several hours. 

2) One of the company workers was cut on the hand by a machete 
yielded [sic] by one of the anti-mining protestors.  The injury did not do 
permanent damage. 

3) Yolanda Oquelí, a prominent spokesperson for the anti-mining 
protestors, was shot and ended up in the hospital for two days. Both sides 
urged the police to conduct a detailed investigation, but so far the police 
have not issued a formal report.  It appears that the most likely assailant 
was motivated by personal or local issues, not related to the mining 
protest.  Of course, for us (the mining company) there is nothing 
whatsoever to be gained and a lot to be lost if we were to shoot one of 
the protestors (Kappes, January 5, 2013). 

 

From Kappes’ perspective, La Puya is the source of conflict, and therefore the fault for any 

violence experienced in the area lies with opponents of the El Tambor mine. He goes further to 

insinuate that Yolanda’s attempted assassination was the result of “personal or local issues,” 

which casts aspersions on her moral character while distancing her assault from the presence of 

the mine. Kappes’ statements impede the work of rights defenders by spreading false information 

leading to the criminalization of community members in Guatemala. He goes a step further, 

contradicting himself in the same letter: “Given the fact that the protest has been on-going for 

nine months now, the lack of violent acts is an amazing testament to the responsible behaviour 

on both sides” (Kappes, January 5, 2013). While he starts off by blaming members of La Puya 

for violence, he follows up by stating that both sides have remained virtually peaceful. 
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 Companies outlined in this dissertation rebuke incidents of direct violence in 

communities related to mining operations thereby failing to recognize their role in instigating 

social conflict in complex postcolonial landscapes. Their denunciation of violent acts is an effort 

to distance company operations from incidents and reassure shareholders that their investments 

are secure. Radius Gold’s first mention of communities near the El Tambor mine came after 

Yolanda’s 2012 shooting. The company states: 

On June 13, a local activist, Yolanda Oquelí Veliz, was shot and 
wounded by as-yet-unidentified attackers. Local police are investigating 
the incident. Radius wishes Ms. Veliz a speedy and full recovery and 
categorically condemns the shooting. Further, Radius's management 
urges all stakeholders and community members around the Tambor 
project to refrain from the use of violence as a means to settle disputes…. 

The Company has recently become aware of various inflammatory 
articles on the internet directly linking it to the shooting of Ms. Veliz. 
Any such assertions are ridiculous and completely untrue and can only 
add to the local tensions. Radius has always denounced the use of 
violence, and the Company and its employees have never engaged in, 
incited, or supported violence within the communities in which it works 
(Radius Gold press release, June 20, 2012). 

 
Once again, the company redirects blame, claiming to be the casualty of community violence, 

bad press, and agitative ideologies in an attempt to garner public sympathy. Such manipulation 

also characterizes bulletins issued by state, industry, and corporate authorities. In this way, 

representatives of the Canadian government and mining companies apply tactics of dismissal, 

delegitimization, and dissuasion denigrate those who oppose and resist the harmful 

“development” of their communities. 

 

Conclusions 

This chapter analyzes discourses propagated by the Canadian government and the mining 

industry that charge development and fuel violence. Canada’s endorsement of the industry, 
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rooted in in colonial practice and postcolonial mining rhetoric, promotes Canadian companies as 

benevolent global leaders in resource extraction. This promotion veils duplicitous actions on the 

part of state, industry, and company representatives; it presents an appearance of responsible 

development practices to investors and communities, while simultaneously undermining voices 

of opposition and propagating conflict. The championing of both nationalist and CSR narratives 

enables knowledge produced in the Global North to be perceived as more legitimate and truthful 

than voices of opposition from the Global South. Rights defenders are stigmatized for their 

resistance to Canadian-owned and initiated mining operations, which in the context of 

Guatemala can have lethal consequences for community members and their supporters. It is 

therefore crucial to expose state- and corporate-led duplicity and to challenge these actors’ 

complicity in maintaining the status quo. 

 State, industry, and corporate texts respond to opposition from communities in the Global 

South with silence, denial, and stigmatization. Violence experienced in communities is 

reformulated as hardship for corporate entities, who blame community members for their own 

circumstances after mining companies implement projects in areas without proper consultation. 

Such responses help mask the actions of resource extraction companies that have negative 

consequences in communities that envision alternatives to mining as a means of development. In 

this way, Canadian mining companies like Radius Gold evade responsibility for direct and 

indirect rights violations.  
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Chapter 9 

Conclusions  

Spaces of Hope  

When speaking with participants from La Puya at the El Tambor gold mine, I concluded our 

interviews with the same final question: “What would you like Canadians to know about the 

struggle at La Puya?” Many responses were similar to that of Susana, who said: 

My message would be for the young people, that they should study and 
look at the places where conflicts are happening. They should become 
aware of what is going on. This reality will affect them too. A lot of 
times, we think we are far away and disconnected. But any problem that 
affects us affects everyone. They should be aware of this. They should 
look for the correct information. Sometimes, they only see what they 
think is good, the supposedly good things. It might bring some benefit, 
but not for us, or those who are isolated. What they bring us is sickness. 
Maybe it could be development, but for the long-term it’s not 
development — not what they are talking about. So, I think they should 
look for the right information and become aware of this (interview, July 
15, 2013).  

 

Community members overwhelmingly asked that I share their interviews with Canadians in the 

hopes that public outrage over the violence would trigger the Canadian government to hold 

extractive corporations accountable for human, Indigenous, and environmental rights abuses. 

This request often led to further conversations about how the Canadian government extends 

financial, legal, and political support to extractive companies in the name of development.  

 One community member asked: “The government in Canada — Do they know what is 

going on here? Do they agree with what is happening here and with other countries in Central 

America?” (interview, July 4, 2013). Most participants were not surprised when I linked 

Canadian government policies and practices to their experiences of violence, but were noticeably 
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disappointed. They too had been duped by Canada’s image as a peaceful and friendly nation. 

Regardless, participants still asked that I use my position as a Canadian to draw attention to their 

struggles in the hopes of affecting change in the Global North while supporting their resistance 

in the Global South. 

 Since returning to Canada, I have participated in over 50 public events putting 

participants’ requests into action (see Appendix G). I seek to amplify voices from the margins at 

invited talks to local church and advocacy groups, academic classes and conferences, on the 

streets during protests, and at fundraising events for communities; no venue is too big or small 

when discussing our involvement as Canadians with violence in Guatemala. I use these spaces in 

my attempt to challenge the ways that Canadians see the world in the hopes of expanding 

transnational solidarity to challenge neoliberal development practices that dominate and 

disenfranchise peoples in the Global South.  

 As an example, I responded to a public call for photos made by the Canadian Museum for 

Human Rights (CMHR) in Winnipeg, Manitoba, in 2016 by submitting an environmental portrait 

of Indigenous Q’eqchi’ Maya community member Irma Yolanda Choc Cac, one of the 11 

women involved in the HudBay Mineral trials in Canada. The image, “Landscapes of 

Resistance” (2012; see Appendix A, Photo 5.5),1 was one of 70 selected from over a thousand 

entries and is on display in the Points of View photography exhibition at the museum, online, and 

in a print catalogue as documentation of Canada’s engagement with human rights at the 

sesquicentennial. Thousands of Canadians are seeing the image of Choc Cac standing in the 

burnt remains of her home and learn of the struggles facing rights defenders involving Canadian 

                                                
1 “Landscapes of Resistance” also won first prize for The Art of Research Photo Contest at Queen’s University in 
2018. The image is now part of a permanent collection in promotion of research at Queen’s.  
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mining companies abroad. However, even at the CMHR the issue of Canadian mining violence 

abroad is a contentious subject.  

 I received notice from the museum that the photograph was available to view online prior 

to the exhibition opening in May 2017. To my complete shock, the museum’s curators had re-

written the text accompanying the image, removing Choc Cac’s indigeneity, reference to the 

civil court cases in Canada, and HudBay Minerals name. I communicated to the CMHR 

representatives that erasing details of Choc Cac’s testimony silenced her voice while 

safeguarding the company’s reputation. Over email, I requested the museum’s rationale 

regarding the exclusion of HudBay Minerals from the photograph caption. The company is 

involved in civil court cases on public record. There is no legitimate reason to exclude the 

Canadian mining firm’s name. Thereafter, I was invited to re-write the text accompanying the 

photograph to include the company’s name. This I did, the caption accompanying my 

photograph reading: “Lote Ocho, Guatemala: Irma Yolanda Choc Cac is one of eleven 

Indigenous Q’eqchi’ Maya women pursuing a civil court case against Canadian mining company 

HudBay Minerals for sexual assaults allegedly committed during a violent eviction of her 

community from their ancestral lands in 2007.” Upon visiting the CMHR for the Points of View 

opening in June 2017, I discovered HudBay Minerals’ name on a special donor plaque 

immediately outside the exhibition hall. Recognized as a “friend” of the museum (Lehrer 2015, 

213), HudBay Minerals donated C$1 million to mark the company’s 80th anniversary in 

Manitoba in 2008. Although the CMHR aims to highlight the importance of human rights, it is a 

space of contradictions.  

 At the end of my presentations, most audience members respond in dismay at the idea of 

Canada’s growing reputation and involvement with conflicts and violence abroad. Confronted 
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with these counter-narratives, some ask me: “What can we do?” For many, including myself, the 

capitalist system that underpins neoliberal economic development is far too daunting for any one 

individual to change. In truth, my own experiences researching and analyzing the lived 

experiences of violence often leaves me with conflicting feelings of despair and hope, falling in 

line with tensions expressed by Gramsci’s (1990, 175) words, “pessimism of the intellect, 

optimism of the will.”  

 When responding to the question, I offer three “spaces of hope” (Harvey 2000) for those 

who are keen to participate in the decolonization of development practices: (1) local resistances; 

(2) Canadian legal jurisdictions; and (3) transnational advocacy. First and foremost, I encourage 

listeners to become aware of places like La Puya, as these locations represent communal 

articulations of hope and optimism. Such community-based struggles not only reveal spaces of 

power and violence that connect people in place but also (re)make and (re)define locales for 

radical transformation. La Puya’s methods for peaceful, non-violent resistance are studied by 

other communities across Guatemala, and beyond, creating alliances that focus on people-

centred practices specific to the needs of locals. Their struggle inspires others to defend human 

rights and dignities by holding state and non-state actors accountable. There is immense hope 

embedded in the work of rights defenders that cannot be ignored. 

 I offer audience members another example of the power of grassroots resistance from 

neighbouring El Salvador, where, in 2008, public outcry to protect the country’s dwindling 

supply of clean water led the government to place a moratorium on mining (Achtenberg 2011, 

2014). Existing mining licenses were revoked, putting extractive companies out of business at a 

time when the price of gold was over US$1,000 per ounce. Then, in response, Canada-

Australia’s Pacific Rim Mining Corporation (now OceanaGold) brought an investor-state lawsuit 
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against the country of El Salvador for US$301 million (Broad and Fischer-Mackey 2017; Garrod 

and Macdonald 2016; MiningWatch 2016). This case threatened democratic decision-making 

processes in El Salvador and challenged even more the impoverished country’s ability to provide 

its citizens with basic social services in health care and education.  

 Disputes between countries and companies are increasingly heard at the International 

Centre for the Settlement of Investment Disputes, an arbitration tribunal of the World Bank. 

According to MiningWatch Canada (2015, ¶5), the number of investor-state suits has risen from 

only three in 2000 to 169 in 2013, half of them involving Latin America. Ultimately, 

corporations have the ability to remove decision-making power from citizens of poor nations by 

financially strong-arming them in international courts. In the case of El Salvador, however, the 

outcome was not in favour of the Canadian mining company. After seven years, the ICSID ruled 

against OceanaGold, ordering the company to pay US$8 million dollars towards El Salvador’s 

legal fees (Pac Rim Cayman LLC v. The Republic of El Salvador 2016). On March 29, 2017, the 

national legislature voted to ban metal mining outright, making El Salvador the first country in 

the world to prohibit mining for gold and other precious metals on its sovereign territory 

(MiningWatch Canada 2017e; Odell, Bebbington, and Frey 2017). What started as grassroots 

resistance in local communities grew into a nation-wide movement protecting water and life over 

profits.  

 A second space of hope lies in the pursuit of criminal and legal reforms in Canada. Four 

civil court cases are currently underway, three involving HudBay Minerals and one Tahoe 

Resources, all of them precedent-setting, radically challenging the ways that mining companies, 

and by extension the Canadian government, conduct business abroad. Guatemala’s judicial 

bodies need to be strengthened before local peoples can receive justice in their own domestic 
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courts; the acquittal on May 19, 2017 of HudBay Minerals’ former head of security Mynor 

Padilla for the murder of Adolfo Ich Chamán is a stark reminder to communities and advocacy 

groups of the (un)predictability of Guatemala’s legal spaces (MiningWatch Canada 2017e; 

Rights Action 2017). Following the acquittal, Murray Klippenstein, the lead lawyer for the 

Guatemalan plaintiffs against HudBay Minerals in Canada, remarked in despair: “The 

Guatemalan legal system is corrupt and seeking justice there is, sadly, hopeless, especially 

against large international corporate interests like HudBay. It is common for judges to be bribed, 

witnesses threatened, and powerful interests protected. That's precisely why Angelica's and 

German's [two other plaintiffs] best hope for justice against HudBay has always been in 

Canadian courts” (MiningWatch Canada 2017e, ¶2; Rights Action 2017, ¶8).  

 Additionally, justice in Guatemala will only work when the state’s own judiciary bodies 

hold enough power and authority to ensure that politicians and corporate executives abide by 

court rulings. KCA continued operations at the El Tambor mine after the Guatemalan Supreme 

Court gave notice of the suspension of their exploitation license in February 2016. KCA’s 

actions illustrate unwillingness of transnational mining companies to abide by domestic court 

decisions that infringe on their corporate profits (see Chapter 5). The impunity given by the 

Guatemalan state’s reluctance to intervene also sets limitations on the likelihood for justice 

within the country. Undoubtedly, Canadian courts remain the most realistic option for aggrieved 

rights defenders, and the best hope for corporate accountability regarding violations of human, 

Indigenous, and environmental rights (Imai et al. 2014). While these cases move forward in 

Canada, albeit slowly, rights defenders in Guatemala continue to be criminalized, threatened, and 

attacked for seeking justice abroad (Rights Action 2016, 2017).  
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 A third space of hope involves supporting and strengthening efforts of transnational 

advocacy. Communities resisting neoliberal development do not succeed on their own; their 

struggles hinge, in the face of violence, on multilayered strategies involving organized 

opposition, legal defence, and alliances built within and beyond national borders. In order for 

resistance to be successful, rights defenders must challenge state and non-state actors and their 

repressive practices “from above and below” (Brysk 1993, 259). On the ground, La Puya’s 

efforts focus on the political power structures of the Guatemalan state, particularly the Ministry 

of Energy and Mines, which granted the El Tambor mine licenses to foreign-owned mining 

companies. But this strategy alone is not enough.  

 Transnational advocacy groups, among them Amnesty International, GHRC, 

MiningWatch Canada, and Rights Action, work to monitor, document, and share the experiences 

of rights defenders. Such strengthening of transnational solidarity efforts plays a significant role 

in amplifying the voices of marginalized peoples while also applying pressure on the Canadian 

government and mining companies to adhere to international rights-based norms and standards. 

Additionally, advocacy groups that monitor rights violations aid regional-level actors, such as the 

Inter-American Human Rights Commission, which have the capacity to make recommendations 

for improving human rights through institutional strengthening (IAHRC 2016). In their review of 

civil-society resistance to Canadian mining operations, Thomas and Mitra (2017, 56) find that 

alliances between local level resistance and transnational advocacy groups have created “new 

opportunities for movements to access legal recourse and to increase awareness of their plight.” 

Collaboration between local and global defenders, working together to challenge harmful 

development, therefore offers great hope for change. 
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Findings and Contributions 

My research responds to calls of injustice shared by Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

Guatemalans, whose everyday lives are impacted by the violence of forcefully imposed mining 

operations. The majority of these foreign-owned projects are initiated and/or owned by Canadian 

companies. This reality links Canada to the experiences of violence endured not only by 

members of La Puya but also by other Guatemalan communities, including San Rafael Las 

Flores, El Estor, San Miguel Ixtahuacán, and San Marcos, whose collective oppositions also 

constitute emblematic landscapes of resistance. Research questions and objectives outlined in 

Chapter 1, are designed to challenge western perceptions of development and foster greater 

consideration of peoples affected by neocolonial development practices. My interests lie broadly 

in the social and spatial implications of power, violence, and development as experienced by 

rights defenders in Guatemala. 

 My research findings, inspired by postcolonial and critical development literatures, 

challenge mainstream discourses and practices that portray mining as a neutral and 

unproblematic form of resource exploitation. Focusing on local participant voices better informs 

us of the violent effects of development in Guatemala. Documenting the experiences of La Puya 

represents but one case study among several in Guatemala, where communities are scarred by 

the harmful effects of development. 

 Research findings also make a methodological contribution by engaging with progressive 

methodologies in response to postcolonial concerns of positionality, reflexivity, and rigour. The 

dissertation the relevance of activism within academia, though not undertaken without risk. An 

unsubstantiated allegation made against me by the Guatemalan government (see Chapter 2) 

serves as a cautionary tale. I encourage activist researchers to remain vigilant as they pursue 
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studies such as mine, in which the dynamics of power are ever evolving, and community 

resistance endures. 

 When analyzing the unequal relationships of power that affect populations in the Global 

South, conceptualizations of violence (structural, environmental, cultural, and direct) become 

inseparable from the spatial and temporal experiences of community members. Geographers 

have overlooked violence as a lens of analysis, and relatively few studies acknowledge it when 

recognizing the root causes of injustice. In Chapters 4 and 5, I lay the groundwork for 

understanding current tensions between the old and new forms of violence in Guatemala, which 

overlap to create near-impossible conditions for rights defenders to navigate without risking their 

lives and livelihoods.  

 Drawing from secondary reports and participants’ experiences in Chapter 6, I explore the 

violence faced by rights defenders in Guatemala. A timeline situating episodes of direct and 

indirect violence offers an intimate look at La Puya’s evolution, as well as acknowledging 

community responses. Participants attribute much of the direct violence to the Guatemalan 

government’s misuse of the national civil police as private security for the companies and the 

hiring of former military personnel by the subsidiary to terrorize community members into 

submission. Events of direct and indirect violence leave traumatic impressions on the lives of 

participants. Ongoing indirect violence through campaigns of criminalization, stigmatization, and 

defamation collide with experiences of direct violence like assaults, intimidation, and the 

destruction of property to leave lasting mental and physical anguish amongst defenders. These 

experiences have often been gendered; men typically suffered criminalization and imprisonment, 

women endured varying forms of social isolation for their participation at the roadblock. For 
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participants, one of the biggest challenges for the future involves addressing deep family and 

community divisions caused by the mine’s presence. 

 The critical focus on community members from La Puya in Chapter 7 highlights the 

agency of one community and its capacity to counter violent development. In writing an 

ethnography of the particular, I amplify the voices of six community members — Yolanda, 

Milton, Doña Berta, Tono, Felicia, and Álvaro — whose overlapping experiences illuminate the 

realities and consequences of neoliberal development. These community members articulate 

three important aspects when mounting opposition: (1) creating a physical space for place-based 

practices that confront and challenge hegemonic power; (2) devising non-violent responses and 

strategies when countering direct and indirect violence; and (3) formulating a movement with 

open identities to draw support from anyone concerned about the environment, clean water, and 

the welfare of future generations. Although community members mount resistance peacefully, 

they describe experiences of direct and indirect violence that dramatically alter their lives and 

those of their families.  

 This dissertation aims to amplify the experiences at La Puya in contrast with the 

imagined geographies of development shaped by the political and corporate elite. I argue in 

Chapter 8 that the institutionalization of mining as benevolent is itself a form of structural 

violence. Discourses of hegemonic powers are used to maintain dominance by silencing, 

undermining, and stigmatizing rights defenders and their advocates. My experiences at two 

annual conferences of the Prospectors and Developers Association of Canada, filing an ATI 

request, and perusal of corporate documents reveal three broad strategies to disempower 

marginalized populations and precipitate the conditions for direct violence to occur. The 

Canadian government, mining industry, and corporate enterprises become accomplices to 
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violence by (1) institutionalizing nationalist rhetoric promoting Canadian mining around the 

world; (2) creating policies and practices that conceal a neoliberal agenda that seeks to maximize 

profits at all costs; and (3) dominating narratives by ignoring opposition, stigmatizing and 

vilifying opponent’s supporters, misrepresenting experiences of violence in communities, or a 

combination there of. Violence in Guatemala related to resource extraction will not stop until 

powerful actors are held accountable for the system of dispossession and exploitation they 

espouse through development discourses. Knowing the ways in which powerful actors attempt to 

obfuscate experiences of violence affords rights defenders and their advocates the tools needed 

to counter attempts to silence communities.  

 Donald W. Meinig ’s (1979) seminal article, “The Beholding Eye: Ten Versions of the 

Same Scene,” is useful in juxtaposing contested discourses of development. Meinig (1979, 34) 

points out the unlikelihood of different cultures seeing a landscape in the same way: “Any 

landscape is composed not only of what lies before our eyes but what also lies within our heads.” 

Henderson, Nolin, and Peccerelli (2014) also observe that individuals project their own beliefs 

and values onto a particular landscape, accounting for contrasting interpretations of the same 

location. Historical experiences in a particular place, as well as a viewer’s positionality 

(dependent on class, race, ethnicity, culture, and gender) will influence the perception of a 

landscape. For example, invoking Meinig’s “versions,” a transnational mining company might 

view landscape as a means for economic potential (wealth) through exploitation (ideology), 

whereas as community perspectives presented in Chapters 6 and 7 offer views of the same scene 

representing people’s homes (habitat), environment (place), or a place for cultural connection 

(wealth again, but with differently situated significance).  
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 Although his essay does not delve into specific optics, the effects of culture on landscape 

are critical to Meinig’s (1979) work, and I argue that so too are the impacts of violence. While 

two groups may apply different values to the same landscape, the ways in which one group 

attempts to dominate the other represents hegemonic power at work. The Canadian government, 

mining industry, and extractive corporations work to control the way that people and places are 

perceived in the Global North by presenting distorted images — places characterized as remote 

and occupied by local populations who are objectified as underdeveloped. The creation of 

imagined geographies is an aspect of neocolonialism (Nash 2002; Power 2003; Radcliffe 2005) 

deployed against communities in the Global South who oppose neoliberal development (Galtung 

1990). 

 

Future Research, Final Remarks 

As a result of the expansion of Canadian mining companies across the Global South, there is no 

shortage of potential research with marginalized communities related to the violence associated 

with extractive development, particularly in Guatemala. For example, Radius Gold’s new Holly-

Banderas project (roughly 110 kilometres east of Guatemala City in the Department of 

Chiquimula) warrants study, relations between community and mining company foremost of all 

(Radius Gold 2018). Another Canadian mining company, Bluestone Resources, recently 

acquired Goldcorp’s Cerro Blanco mine, and has already provoked concerns among local 

communities (Solano in Rights Action 2017). Local opposition to Gunpoint Exploration’s El 

Escorpión project is also ongoing (MiningWatch 2016). Regardless of where future studies are 

taken up in the Global South, researchers would be well served to focus on issues of 

development decolonization, listening for community narratives and facilitating them being 
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heard. Investigations into the cultural histories of today’s diverse societies will help frame these 

neglected perspectives by highlighting the actions of communities that resist domination and 

suppression. 

 Although there are discrete differences between communities and their experiences with 

development, resistance around mining in Guatemala inevitably stems from the fact that mining 

projects are forcefully imposed, foreign-owned, applied without proper consultation, and lack 

integrated environmental, cultural, and social considerations prior to implementation. Even if 

mining companies took these considerations into account, Guatemala still faces two significant 

hurdles: (1) a ruling elite that benefits from how the resources of Indigenous Maya and 

campesino communities are presently exploited; and (2) a lack of procedures to enforce laws and 

conduct inspections, which currently has no mechanism in place to compensate community 

members for damage or violations caused by extraction (Amnesty International 2014; Elías and 

Sánchez 2014). Whether or not newly proposed government legislation has improved the 

situation also warrants attention.2 

 One of the most frustrating episodes I encountered in the course of my research involved 

the request for consultation of ATI files. The wait for documents to materialize was time 

consuming in the extreme and when they did arrive I was limited in my ability to assess their 

contents due to redactions, disorder, and disconnection between texts, and government control of 

transparency. An effective future research strategy would be to submit a secondary ATI 

application requesting the paper trail of communications between state and non-state actors 

regarding submitted files. Starting this process early on would allow time for several attempts to 

narrow searches, request additional information, and consult with government caseworkers. Such 

                                                
2 See Guía Operativa Para la Implementación de la Consulta a Pueblos Indígenas (Operative Guidelines for 
Implementing Consultations with Indigenous Peoples) (Government of Guatemala 2017). 
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initiatives would surely increase the integrity of the ATI process; improved transparency will 

enhance our understanding of Canada’s corporate behaviour overseas and, perhaps more 

importantly, raise political consciousness to effect change in Canada.  

 On March 2, 2018, La Puya celebrated six years of opposition to the El Tambor mining 

project. What started as a small group of individuals blockading the mine’s entrance has evolved 

into a community seeking respect and dignity for self-determined development. La Puya’s 

experiences offer a unique communal history and a portrait of pluralistic identities within 

Guatemala’s landscapes of resistance to unwanted development. Rural populations across 

Guatemala have declared, loud and clear, a resounding “No” to mining in their territories (J.P. 

Laplante 2014; United Nations 2013), yet mining companies and the Guatemalan government 

are too enveloped in neoliberal economic discourse to listen. Aware of institutional weakness 

and the poor track record for the protection of citizen’s rights in Guatemala, the Canadian 

government and transnational corporations continue to promote mining as an appropriate means 

of development. Based on the experiences and testimonios offered by participants from La Puya, 

it is clear that if the state and mining companies do not respect the rights of local populations or 

their environments, then the minerals should be left in the ground. Gold only serves to increase 

the wealth of those who need it least. 
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Appendix A – Photos 
 

Photo 1.1. Walking into La Puya, a pathway of pine needles guides visitors towards the centre of the 
peaceful encampment (all photos by the author unless stated otherwise).  

Photo 1.2. La Puya’s members make final preparations of the Catholic altar. The sign above reads: Por la 
Vida, Por el Agua, Por l@s Nin@s (For Life, for Water, for the Children). 
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Photo 1.3. Yolanda (holding microphone) addresses Monsignor Morales during his visit to La Puya, May 
23, 2012. 

Photo 5.1. The Marlin mine, first owned by Glamis Gold Ltd. (2003–2006), later merged with Goldcorp 
(2006–present). This 2014 image shows one of Marlin’s open pits. 
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Photo 5.2. On her farm in San José de la Esperanza, San Marcos, rights defender Diodora Antonia 
Hernández Cinto (left) takes time out from tending her sheep and cattle to share her experiences with 

members of the 2014 UNBC/Rights Action Field School Delegation. 

Photo 5.3. The Fénix mine, first owned by Canada’s INCO (1960–2004), followed by Canadian 
companies Skye Resources (2004 – 2008) and HudBay Minerals (2008–2011). This photo, taken in 2010, 

features the mine’s mothballed (from the INCO days) processing plant located near Lake Izabal. The 
mining project and its newly built ProNiCo metal processing facility and power plant is operated by 

Solway Investment Group (2011–present) (Solway Group 2016). 
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Photo 5.4. The view from the back of a pickup truck of sparsely populated settlements en route to the 
remote community of Lote Ocho. 

Photo 5.5. Indigenous Maya Q’eqchi woman Irma Yolanda Choc Cac stands in the charred remains of her 
former home in Lote Ocho high in the Santa Cruz mountain range. She is one of eleven women allegedly 

gang-raped by Skye Resources (HudBay Minerals) mining security, Guatemalan military, and police 
(Caal Caal v. HudBay Minerals Inc. 2012). 
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Photo 5.6. Sitting in his home in the community of La Uníon in 2012, German Chub Choc described his 
traumatic attack by the head of HudBay Minerals private security, Mynor Padilla. 

Photo 5.7. After the Ontario court ruled that all three civil suits involving HudBay Minerals would move 
forward in Canada in 2013, plaintiffs including widow Angelica Choc (front left in white), Rosa Elbira 
Choc Ich (front centre in black), and German Chub (front right in green plaid) met at the PanAmerican 

Hotel in Guatemala City to issue a press release. The three lead plaintiffs are flanked by six of the eleven 
women (back row), two lawyers, and rights defender Raúl Caal (back right, behind Chub).  
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Photo 5.8. The El Escobal silver mine is owned and operated by Canadian mining company Tahoe 
Resources (2013–present). This photo was taken on a farm property adjacent to the mine’s processing 

facilities in 2014. 

Photo 5.9. Oscar Marales García (left) stands with UNBC/Rights Action delegate Merle Davis in a 
pasture adjacent to Tahoe Resource’s El Escobal processing facilities. The sign, created by members of 

the Mining Injustice Solidarity Network (MISN) of Toronto, reads: “Goldcorp makes us sick.” Goldcorp 
owned 40 percent of the El Escobal operation. 
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Photo 7.1. Yolanda sits up on her bed in the safe house in Guatemala City. She smiles, happy to be alive, 
when the camera is put away she acknowledges the pain of the bullets still lodged in her back. 

 

Photo 7.2. The Rev. Smith (front right, in red) translates as Yolanda (sitting next to the Rev. Smith) 
responds to interview questions. Community members sit quietly and listen, occasionally joining in the 

conversation in support of Yolanda’s statements and the resistance movement.  
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Photo 7.3. “Solidarity from Turtle Island,” reads the banner, representing solidarity with the community 
of La Puya from Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadians from Nova Scotia.  

 

Photo 7.4. Milton speaking May 26, 2012, to La Puya and visitors about the environmental and health 
dangers of mining in Guatemala. 
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Photo 7.5. The El Tambor ridge from the roadside near La Puya in 2012.  

 

Photo 7.6. Milton (straw hat) talks to Rob Mercatante of GHRC (left) at La Puya demonstration, June 12, 
2013 at the Presidential Palace in Guatemala City. 
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Photo 7.7 Doña Berta sitting on the stage at La Puya following our interview. 
 

Photo 7.8. One of the many milpas (cornfields) along the dirt road to La Puya. 
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Photo 7.9. Tono (centre in straw hat) speaking amongst members of La Puya during our interview at the 
resistance. 

 

Photo 7.10. Community members from La Puya stand outside the presidential palace as ten members 
from the resistance dialogue with the president and Minister of the Interior.  
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Photo 7.11. Tono (second from left), Álvaro, Yolanda, and other members of La Puya’s resistance stand 
outside the presidential palace following the meeting with the president and his ministers. 

 

Photo 7.12. Breakfast at La Puya includes ripe plantains fried over the kitchen’s open flames. 
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Photo 7.13. Adjacent to La Puya’s kitchen is an altar for worship described by Felicia. Although difficult 
to see, the community’s Alice Zachmann Human Rights Defender Award from 2012 (GHRC 2012) sits in 

the picture frame as a reminder of the work accomplished at La Puya. 
 

Photo 7.14. View from the El Tambor mine’s entrance looking back at La Puya’s encampment. The 
community kitchen and the open, active roadway are visible from this vantage point. 
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Photo 7.15. Felicia (centre) plays “Mother Earth” in a live street theatre piece at La Puya. Although 
unplanned, it seemed serendipitous that she be selected to play such a crucial role in the performance.  

 

Photo 7.16. There is no running water at La Puya. The Rev. Smith stands with two children washing 
dishes at the pila (a wash basin), which holds water brought to the encampment by local supporters. Blue 

water containers hold reserves, and large pans catch rain. Here, water is a precious commodity.  
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Photo 7.17. Álvaro (left) shares his interview space with other members of La Puya’s resistance. 

Together, we listen to him share his experiences and perspectives.  
 

Photo 8.1. Goldcorp’s advertisements at PDAC 2017 present discourses such as “responsible mining,” 
and “sustainable” practices to conference attendees. 
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Photo 8.2. PDAC 2016 Trade Show, spanning half of the lowest level of the TMCC. The other half, of 
equal size, houses the Investor Exchange exhibitions. 

 

Photo 8.3. KCA’s Trade Show Booth at PDAC 2016. Samples of minerals collected from sites lined the 
tables, while photos display operations. The booth was set up identically in 2016 and 2017. 
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Photo 8.4. Mineral samples represent the only evidence of the El Tambor mine’s operations at the KCA 
booth in 2016.  
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Appendix B – Tables  

Table 2.1 Geographical Perspectives of Postcolonial Theory and Critical Development 

Table 2.1. Derived from Escobar (2012), Lawson (2014), Nash (2002), Simon (2006), and Power (2003). 

 Postcolonial Theory Critical Development Geographies 

Definition: 

Analyzes and responds to the cultural 
legacies of colonialism and imperialism as 

they exist today. Postcolonial theory address 
the consequences of hegemonic control by 
external (as well as internal) exploitation of 

peoples and lands. 

Analyzes and responds to contradictions of 
uneven development in the Global South. 

Critical development geographies highlight 
identity, difference, subjectivity, 

knowledge, and power in relation to 
capitalist development and globalization.   

Emergence in 
Geography: 1980s 1990s 

Supporters: 
Interdisciplinary: cultural; historical; 

Marxists; postmodern; poststructuralist; 
feminists; urban  

Interdisciplinary: cultural; Marxists; 
feminists; anarchists; postcolonial theorists 

Landmark 
Contributions

: 

Stuart Corbridge (1993a); Jonathan Crush 
(1995a); Derek Gregory (1994); Stuart Hall 

(1996); David Simon (1998) 

Jonathan Crush (1995a); Chris Dixon and 
Michael J. Heffernan (1991); Arturo 

Escobar ([1995] 2012); Gustavo Esteva 
(1992); Marcus Power (2003); Allen Pred 

and Michael Watts (1992) 

Concerned 
With: 

The diverse, uneven, contested, and violent 
impacts of colonial legacies on cultures and 
histories of colonized peoples and places. 

Stresses decolonizing the discipline. 
Additionally concerned with neocolonialism 

as a condition of postcolonialism.  

The importance of identity, difference, 
subjectivity, knowledge, and power 

associated with development discourses and 
practice. Postdevelopment, a stream of 

critical development, believes that 
development is neocolonial practice that 

creates uneven and violent geographies to 
the detriment of peoples in the Global 

South. 

Focus On: 

Two facets: (1) critical analysis of 
domination and suppression from the 

historical to contemporary; and (2) the 
production of counter-narratives of 

resistance to colonial and imperial powers 
that focus on identity and subjectivity. 

Alternative voices historically silenced in 
mainstream development literature; 

resistance to mainstream development; self-
determined development. 

Strengths: 

Critical acknowledgement of historical and 
present harms of colonialism, 

postcolonialism, and imperialism; 
decolonizing writing; emphasizes voices of 

resistance to material development; sees 
development as neocolonial discourse.  

Critiquing development practices; focus on 
marginalized voices; disentangling the 
nexus of power and violence; people-

centred; promotes self-determined 
development; solidarity with pluralistic 

grassroots movements. 

Criticisms: 

Too theoretical; need for reflexivity and 
positionality among western academics; 

production of knowledge still within western 
academia; greater focus on decolonization 

needed.  

Approach lacks action; postdevelopment 
seen as too radical for some; positionality of 
scholars in the Global North writing about 

the Global South.  
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Table 2.2 Components of Power 

Forces The use of power by others, often as coercion, persuasion or influence; an action 
taken by individuals or groups in a specific context. 

Practices The use of power via the application of specific knowledge within a situation. 

Processes The use of power as methods of action over time, which adapt, change, or 
develop depending on the nature of events. 

Relations The application of power via social, economic, political, and cultural links within 
and between individuals, groups, institutions and organizations.  

 
Table 2.2. Entanglements of power used to frame analyses of dominating postcolonial actors and 

localized resistance in Guatemala (adapted from Sharp et al. 2000, 21). 
 

 

 

 

Table 3.1. Interview Participants. 
 

La Puya 

Interviews Male (total) Female (total) 

One-on-One 4 4 
Group 13 11 

Non-Profit Organizations (NGOs) 

Category of NGO Male (total) Female (total) 
Human Rights 1 3 

Legal 2 - 
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Table 3.2 Secondary Data Sources from Non-Profit Organizations 

Non-Profit 
Organization Data Type Data Range Items Reviewed Total 

Items 

Guatemala Human 
Rights 

Commission/USA 
(GHRC/USA) 

Reports, websites, 
blog, briefs, urgent 

actions, letters, 
news articles, 

petitions, 
newsletter (El 

Quetzal) 

2012—June  
2017 

1 report, 1 dedicated 
webpage, 9 newspaper 

articles, 9 newsletters, 4 
petitions, 3 open letters, 

29 blog entries. 

56 

Peace Brigades 
International (PBI) 

Newsletters, 
reports, urgent 

actions 
2012—June  

2017 
40 newsletters, 2 

articles 42 

Madre Selva Reports 2012—June  
2017 

3 reports, 21 press 
releases 24 

Rights Action Urgent actions, 
letters 

2012—June  
2017 

25 press releases; 2 
letters 27 

Amnesty 
International 

(Canada) 

Reports, websites, 
briefs, action 

campaigns, news 
releases 

2012—June  
2017 

1 report, 2 action 
campaigns (letter 
writing/“Open for 
Justice”, 6 press 

releases 

9 

La Unidad de Protección 
a Defensoras y 

Defensores de Derechos 
Humanos, Guatemala 

(UDEFEGUA) 

Reports, press 
releases  

2012—June  
2017 

6 reports, 2 press 
releases 8 

Prensa Comunitaria 
Km 169 

Digital articles, 
report 

2012—June  
2017 94 articles 94 

Centro de Medios 
Independientes 

(CMI) 
Digital articles 2012—June  

2017 83 articles 83 

   Total Items Reviewed: 343 
Table 3.2. Secondary data sources from non-profit organizations supporting the community of La Puya. 
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Table 4.1 Literature Concerning Violence in Guatemala 

Table 4.1. Selected academic literature on violence in Guatemala reviewed using the typology of violence 
established in Chapter 2. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Author Direct  
Violence 

Structural 
Violence 

Cultural 
Violence 

Environmental 
Violence 

Symbolic 
Violence 

Fischer and Benson 2006 ✓ ✓ ✓   

Fox 2015   ✓ ✓ ✓  

Foxen 2010 ✓ ✓ ✓   

Fulmer, Godoy, and Neff 2008 ✓ ✓  ✓  

Gedicks 2015  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

Glebbeek 2009 ✓ ✓ ✓   

Godoy-Paiz 2005 ✓ ✓   ✓ 

Godoy-Paiz 2008 ✓ ✓    

Grandia 2012 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

Grandin, Levenson, and Oglesby 2011 ✓ ✓ ✓   

Granovsky-Larsen 2013 ✓ ✓ ✓   

Henderson, Nolin, and Peccerelli 2014  ✓ ✓ ✓   

Imai, Mehranvar, and Sander 2007 ✓  ✓   

Isaacs and Schwartz 2013 ✓ ✓	 ✓   

Knowlton 2016 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

Kurtenbach 2014 ✓ ✓    

Laplante and Nolin 2014 ✓ ✓  ✓  

Little and Smith 2009 ✓ ✓ ✓	   
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Table 8.1 Three-Dimensional Framework for Critical Discourse Analysis 

 PDAC ATI Public Company 
Letters 

Discourse 
dissemination verbal and written written written 

Space/location Toronto Canada (Ottawa); 
Guatemala national; international 

Discourse 
operationalized 
by 

Government of Canada; 
Natural Resources 
Canada; Canadian 
mining companies; 
international mining 
companies; industry 
specialists/consultants; 
prospectors; lawyers; 
financial advisors 

Global Affairs Canada 
(Canada and Latin 
America and Caribbean 
sector); Canadian Trade 
Commissioner Service 
(Canadian Embassy in 
Guatemala); Innovation, 
Science, and Economic 
Development Portfolio; 
third parties (mining 
companies) 

Radius Gold; Kappes, 
Cassiday & Associates 
(KCA) 

Item analyzed 
(number) 

PDAC sessions (7); 
conference booklets (2); 
corporate document 
handouts (3); 
government documents 
(4); advertisements 

emails (114); 
company/government 
press releases (12); 
internal briefs (6); 
reports (4); letters (3); 
presentations (2); 
transcripts (1) 

press releases (16); 
public letters (4) 

Themes present 
silence; nationalism; 
security; duplicity; 
appropriation; exclusion 

silence; exclusion; 
duplicity 

Silence; exclusion; 
appropriation; deception 

 
Table 8.1. Using Fairclough’s (1993) three-dimensional framework of discourse analysis, I apply his 

technique to analyze the spaces of power and domination produced by the Canadian government and mining 
industry. 
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Table 8.2. CSR Event Series sessions attended during the 2016 and 2017 PDAC convention related to 
mining as a form of development.  

Table 8.2 Sessions Attended at the PDAC CSR Event Series (2016 and 2017) 

2016 

Session Title Organizer Panelists 

Corruption and Bribery: Using an Effective 
Compliance Program to Manage Risk 

Export Development 
Canada (EDC); 
Transparency 

International Canada; 
Global Compact 
Canada Network 

Peter Dent, Deloitte Forensics; Jonathan 
Drimmer, Barrick Gold Corporation, Global 
Compact Canada Network; Martin Mueller, 
Transparency International Canada; Signi 
Schneider, Export Development Canada (EDC) 

The Extractive Sector Transparency 
Measures Act (ESTEMA)  

Natural Resources 
Canada (NRCan) 

David Fuss, NRCan; Mark Pearson, NRCan; 
John Mullally, Goldcorp Inc. 

Getting It Right: How the Office of the 
Extractive Sector CSR Counsellor and the 

National Contact Point Can Help Companies 
Address CSR Challenges Abroad 

Global Affairs Canada 
(GAC) 

Alexandra Lamont, Global Affairs Canada 
(GAC); Alana Heath, Barrick Gold Corp.; 
Jeffery Davidson, Office of the Extractive 
Sector Corporate Social Responsibility 
Counsellor (CSR Counsellor) 

2017 

Why Partnering For Development is the 
Future of Mining 

Development Partner 
Institute (DPI) and 
Kellogg Innovation 

Centre 

Peter Bryant, Clareo and DPI; Mark Cutifani, 
Anglo American; John Bianchini, Hatch; 
Gordon Bogden, Black Loon Metals Inc.; 
Kulvir Gill, DPI; Rev. Sémamus Rinn, 
Interfaith Centre on Corporate Responsibility; 
Mark Podlasly, Mlaka’pamux Legacy Trust; 
Veronica Nyham Jones, International Finance 
Corporation; Jeff Geipel, Engineers Without 
Borders and Mining Shared Value 

Where is the Trust? Redefining Mining’s 
Social Contract 

International Council 
on Mining and Metals 

(ICMM) 

Aidan Davy, ICMM; Sheila Khama, World 
Bank Group; Elaine Dorward-King, Newmont 
Mining Corporation; Chris Coulter, 
GlobeScan; Ray Offenheiser, Oxfam America 

Social Conflict in the Extractive Sector: 
Developing Good Security Practices 

Geneva Centre for 
Democratic Control of 

Armed Forces 

Stéfanie van Hlatky, Queen’s University; 
Almere Retief, Rio Tinto; Patricia Peña, GAC; 
Claude Voillat, International Committee for 
the Red Cross 

Security and Human Rights at the 
Exploration Stage PDAC and GAC 

Georgina Galloway, GAC; Nadim Kara, 
PDAC; Lucia Hernandez, Geneva Centre for 
the Democratic Control of Armed Forces 
(DCAF); Jeffery Davidson, CSR Counsellor 
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Appendix C – Figures  

 
Figure 2.1. Galtung's (1990) violence triangle adapted to include the environment as part of the frame of 

analysis when examining the overlapping and entangled forms of violence in Guatemala. 
 

 
Figure 2.2. Private message sent to the researcher following a false accusation by the Guatemalan 

government. 
 



 

 424 

 

20
00

20
01

M
ay

 3
1,

 2
01

0
20

11
A

ug
us

t/S
ep

te
m

be
r 

20
11

N
ov

em
be

r 2
3,

 
20

11
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

7,
 

20
12

M
ar

ch
 1

, 2
01

2

C
an

ad
ia

n 
Ju

ni
or

 R
ad

iu
s G

ol
d 

In
c.

 
di

sc
ov

er
s g

ol
d 

be
lt 

an
d 

re
ce

iv
es

 
co

nc
es

si
on

 (1
1,

 1
5,

 3
7)

.

R
ad

iu
s G

ol
d 

In
c.

 fo
rm

s j
oi

nt
 

ve
nt

ur
e 

w
ith

 G
ol

d 
Fi

el
ds

 L
td

., 
a 

So
ut

h 
A

fr
ic

an
 e

xp
lo

ra
tio

n 
fir

m
. 

(1
1,

 3
6,

 3
7)

.

En
vi

ro
nm

en
ta

l I
m

pa
ct

 A
ss

es
sm

en
t 

(E
IA

) s
ub

m
itt

ed
 b

y 
EX

M
IN

G
U

A
 

S.
A

. t
o 

th
e 

M
in

is
try

 o
f t

he
En

vi
ro

nm
en

t (
M

A
R

N
) (

5,
 1

1,
 1

5)
. Fi

gu
re

 6
.1

 T
im

el
in

e 
at

 L
a 

Pu
ya

C
om

m
un

iti
es

 b
eg

in
 

de
m

on
st

ra
tin

g 
an

d 
ra

is
in

g 
aw

ar
en

es
s o

f t
he

 m
in

in
g 

pr
oj

ec
t 

in
 S

an
 P

ed
ro

 A
ya

m
pu

c
an

d 
Sa

n 
Jo

sé
 d

el
 G

ol
fo

(in
te

rv
ie

w
s 2

01
3,

 
15

, 3
3)

.C
om

m
un

ity
 le

ad
er

s o
pp

os
in

g 
th

e 
El

 
Ta

m
bo

rm
in

e 
pr

oj
ec

t f
ile

 fi
rs

t 
co

m
pl

ai
nt

s w
ith

 th
e 

Pu
bl

ic
 

Pr
os

ec
ut

or
's 

O
ff

ic
e 

re
ga

rd
in

g 
de

at
h 

th
re

at
s a

nd
 h

ar
as

sm
en

t a
ga

in
st

 ri
gh

ts
 

de
fe

nd
er

s (
in

te
rv

ie
w

s 2
01

3,
 1

, 5
6)

. 

Ex
pl

oi
ta

tio
n 

lic
en

se
 fo

r t
he

 E
l 

Ta
m

bo
rp

ro
je

ct
 (P

R
O

G
R

ES
O

 V
II

 
D

ER
IV

A
D

A
) g

ra
nt

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
M

in
is

try
 

of
 E

ne
rg

y 
an

d 
M

in
es

. (
in

te
rv

ie
w

s 
20

13
, 3

, 4
2)

.

R
ad

iu
s G

ol
d 

be
gi

ns
 c

on
st

ru
ct

io
n 

at
 th

e 
El

 T
am

bo
rm

in
e 

si
te

 w
ith

 jo
in

t v
en

tu
re

 
pa

rtn
er

 K
ap

pe
s, 

C
as

si
da

y,
 a

nd
 

A
ss

oc
ia

te
s (

K
C

A
) (

in
te

rv
ie

w
s 2

01
3,

 
15

, 5
7)

. Es
te

lla
 R

ey
es

 b
lo

ck
s t

he
 

tra
ns

po
rta

tio
n 

of
 m

in
in

g 
m

ac
hi

ne
ry

 th
ro

ug
h 

th
e 

en
tra

nc
e 

of
 th

e 
El

 T
am

bo
r

m
in

e 
w

ith
 h

er
 v

eh
ic

le
 a

nd
 

ca
lls

 fo
r c

om
m

un
ity

 su
pp

or
t 

(in
te

rv
ie

w
s 2

01
3,

 2
1,

 5
7)

.



 

 425 

 



 

 426 

 



 

 427 

 



 

 428 

 



 

 429 

Figure 8.1 ATI Redaction. 

Figure 8.1. Screenshot of redactions in Access to Information (ATI) request made at the discretion of 
third parties related to The Act (1985) under paragraphs 20(1)(b). 
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Figure 8.2. ATI Redaction. 

Figure 8.2. Another example of redactions in the ATI request made at the discretion of third parties 
related to The Act (1985) under paragraphs 20(1)(b). 
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Figure 8.3 Request for CSR Counsellor to Meet with Selected Community Members. 

Figure 8.3. A Goldcorp representative writes Commercial Counsellor for Guatemala and Belize, Laura 
Dalby, requesting that the CSR Counsellor meet with select community members to offer a “positive 

view” of the company’s operations. 
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Figure 8.4 Embassy Response to News Enquiry. 

 

Figure 8.4. In response to a reporter, Commercial Counsellor Laura Dalby offers misinformation to a 
team of Embassy staff tasked with responding to The Guardian’s enquiries. She states that Tahoe 

Resources is no longer a Canadian company in an attempt to distance Canada from the violence at the El 
Escobal mine.   
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Appendix D – Graphs  

 
Graph 4.1 Homicides in Guatemala and Canada (2000-2015) 

 

 
Compiled from Gagne (2016), Statistics Canada (2016), and UNODC (2013). 
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Documented attacks against rights defenders in Guatemala from January 2000 – October 2017 
(UDEFEGUA 2017b).  
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Graph 6.1 Attacks Against Human Rights Defenders in Guatemala, 2000-2017
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Appendix E – General Research Ethics Board (GREB) Approval (2012) and GREB 
Approved Interview Questions – Community Members (2012) 

 

Please note that the title of this PhD research has changed over time. 

 

 
March 27, 2012 
 
Miss Alexandra Pedersen 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Department of Geography 
Queen's University 
Kingston, ON  K7L 3N6 
 
GREB Ref #: GGEO-130-12; Romeo # 6006717 
Title: "GGEO-130-12 "A Culture of Terror, Not a Terrorist Culture: Indigenous Maya Resistance to 
Canadian Extractive Industries in Guatemala."" 
 
Dear Miss Pedersen: 
 
The General Research Ethics Board (GREB), by means of a delegated board review, has cleared your proposal 
entitled "GGEO-130-12 "A Culture of Terror, Not a Terrorist Culture: Indigenous Maya Resistance to 
Canadian Extractive Industries in Guatemala."" for ethical compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS) 
and Queen's ethics policies. In accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (article D.1.6) and Senate Terms of 
Reference (article G), your project has been cleared for one year. At the end of each year, the GREB will ask if your 
project has been completed and if not, what changes have occurred or will occur in the next year. 
 
You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB, with a copy to your unit REB, of any adverse event(s) that 
occur during this one year period (access this form at https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and click 
Events - GREB Adverse Event Report). An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or 
unexpected event that alters the level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial 
change in approach to a participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the GREB 
within 48 hours. 
 
You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For 
example you must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, and implementation of new 
procedures. To make an amendment, access the application at https://eservices.queensu.ca/romeo_researcher/ and 
click Events - GREB Amendment to Approved Study Form. These changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics 
Coordinator, Gail Irving, at the Office of Research Services or irvingg@queensu.ca for further review and clearance 
by the GREB or GREB Chair. 
 
On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research.  
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
Joan Stevenson, Ph.D.  
Professor and Chair  
General Research Ethics Board  
 
cc:  Dr. George Lovell, Faculty Supervisor  
 Dr. Mark Rosenberg / Dr. John Holmes, Chair, Unit REB  
 Joan Knox, Dept. Admin.  
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Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 
The following outline shows potential questions that may be asked in each interview and focus group with 
Indigenous Individuals, Indigenous Community members, Human Rights Defenders (HRDs), Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), Grassroots organizations, or person(s) who have been negatively 
impacted by Canadian mining companies. 
 
1. General Questions:  
a) Name 

b) Sex 

c) Age 

d) Occupation 

e) Name of Community participant lives in 

f) How long have you lived there? 

g) How are you situated in your community? 

h) What languages do you speak? 

 
2. In-Depth Questions for Indigenous Peoples/Grassroots Organizations/NGO’s/HRDs:  
a) What was your life like before the mining company moved into your region? 

b) Can you describe what the community was like before the mining company arrived? 

c) How has the mining company/or the mine impacted your community? 

d) How has the mine impacted your identity as an Indigenous Maya? 

d) Have you ever been threatened for your positioning towards the mine? 

e) Have you ever been threatened/intimidated/attacked for your positioning against the mine? 

i) Who threatened/intimidated/attacked you?  

ii)  Can you please describe the events leading up to, during and after you were 
threatened/intimidated/attacked? 

f) Has anyone ever called you a “terrorist” or a “destabilizer” for your positioning against the mine? 

i) If yes, can you please describe how that makes you feel? 

ii) What impact does being called a “terrorist” or a “destabilizer” have on you as an individual and 
in your community? 

g) Can you tell me how you or your community have resisted the mining company’s presence?  

i) Have you held a peaceful protest? 

ii) Have you held a demonstration? 

iii) Have you or your community organized together to create a grassroots movement? ** 

h) Can you describe what you would like to see happen with the mine? 

i) Have you ever tried to reach the mining company personally to voice your concerns or your situation 
related to the mine? 

i) If yes, what was the mining company’s reaction? 
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ii)  If no, why not? 

j) Have you ever attempted to reach the Canadian Embassy to describe how the mining company has 
impacted you or your community? 

i) If yes, how were you treated? Were your complaints to the Embassy taken seriously? 

ii) If no, can you please describe why you have not attempted to reach the Canadian Embassy? 

k) If you could ask the mining company a question, what would it be? 

l) Are you aware of the rights you have as an Indigenous person, or as a human being?  

m) Do you feel you, or your community were properly consulted about the use of Indigenous territory by 
the mining company or the Guatemalan government?  

i) If yes, what process did the mining company or the Guatemalan government use to gain 
consent of the community? 

ii)  If no, what should have been done? 

n) Do you feel you are treated differently because you are Indigenous/Human Rights Defender by other 
community members, the police, the military or the government? 

o) How has the mine changed the physical landscape of your home or community? 

p) Has the mine changed your connection with the earth? ** 

i) If yes, how? 

q) How has the mine changed the social relationships between you, your family, friends or community? 

r) What has the mine impacted the most in your life? 

s) Does the mine represent what it means to be Maya? 

t) Is the mine an example of a vision of life you, or your community hold? 

u) Do you have children? 

i) If yes, how many? 

ii)  Has their childhood been different than yours as a result of the mine? 

iii) How has the mine impacted their childhood? 

v) Have you considered leaving the area? 

 i) If yes, where would you go? 

 ii) If no, why have you considered staying? 

w) Has the relationship between men and women changed in the community because of the mine?  

 i) If yes, how has it changed? Can you please describe the relationship between  men and 
women? 

 ii) If no, has it changed at all? Can you please describe how it is? 

x) Do you have any further comments or areas you wish to discuss that have not been mentioned?  
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