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The popular referendum in 

Ecuador (August 2023) 

to leave oil underground 

in the Yasuni National Park
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Referendum

20/08/2023
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Referendum

20/08/2023

https://resultados.cne.gob.ec/
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https://www.salvalaselva.org/donacion/11568/ecuador-el-petroleo-bajo-tierra-donacion-para-yasunidos
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• 1990 Amazonia for life

• 1996 Oilwatch is born

• 2003 Leave Crude Underground (Oilwatch)

• 2007 Launch of the Yasuní Initiative – ITT

• 2013 (August 15) Abandonment of the initiative, parliament approves the oil 

operation as "National Interest"

• 2013 Yasunidos is established, the collection of signatures begins to call a 

referendum and leave the oil underground

• 2014 750,000 signatures are collected and cancelled, appeals and all 

possible legal actions by Yasunidos are initiated.

• 2015 McGlade, Ekins, 2015, "Unburnable Fossil Fuel Resources", Nature

• 2015 The Paris Agreement does not mention fossil fuels, “common, but 

differentiated responsibilities” … five-year global stocktake (art. 14) (first 

2023), national (and global) balance sheets for mitigation and adaptation

• 2016 Oil production begins at ITT Yasuní

• 2021 Welsby D, Price J, Pye S and Ekins P 2021 "Non-extractable fossil fuels 

in a 1.5 ◦C world", Nature

• 2021 Glasgow Climate Pact

• 2023 The constitutional court approves the referendum

• 2023, August, winning the referendum

• 2023 COP28, Dubai, first commitment to abandon fossil fuels in energy 

systems
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Around climate justice  

and fossil fuel transitions



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

UNDP, 2023
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Justice issues related to fossil fuels

At least four broad categories of actors:

 those excluded from affordable energy supply and transport 

services

 those experiencing the socio-environmental effects of climate 

change

 those living in sacrifice zones where energy is produced, fossil 

fuels are extracted, transport services are delivered, 

infrastructure are settled, living daily with contaminants, noise, 

environmental degradation, slow violence

 those working in transport and energy sectors 
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Some climatic justice issues

 Different contribution on emissions of carbon dioxides

 Different contributions on land use change

 Disproportion among impacts of climate change (heat wave 

risks, floods risks, sea level rising…)

 Different access to climate adaptation solutions (… green 

gentrification)

 Intersectionality: geographicalness / economic conditions / 

cultural conditions / gender / …

 …
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2023



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

2023

Oil spills                  Gas flaring                  Oil pits                      Seismic lines   
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2020

• Procedural fairness

• Real acceptance and 

approval of the company

• Community’s autonomy to 

decline company operation

• Distribution of project benefits

• Community concerns and 

protests

• Free prior informed consent 

procedure

• Community dependence on 

companies
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Sacrifice zones

Healy, Stephens, Malin, 2019
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2013
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Massimo De Marchi, 04/05/2019
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Salvatore Pappalardo,06/2018
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Campo marginal  Tiwino 26/08/2011

Massimo De Marchi
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Water conditions - 09/08/2011

Massimo De Marchi
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Animal interactions - 09/08/2011

Massimo De Marchi



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

Sludge management - 09/08/2011

Massimo De Marchi
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Chiru isla 14/08/2011

Massimo De Marchi
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Dimensions of climate justice

Climate justice must take into account five key principles 

(Heffron, 2020; Sunio, 2021):

 Distributive

 Procedural

 Recognition

 Cosmopolitan

 Reparative
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Justice:

 between species

 between generations

 between states, communities, individuals

Nature, 31/05/2023
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Heffron, McCauley, 2018 

‘Just’ framework for the Just Transition
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Framing Just 

transition
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Frameworks of Just transition

JTRC, 2018
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…The risks of technocratic just transitions …

 The transition challenge shows different combinations between 

technocratic ecological modernization and inclusive transformative 

approaches

 There is no single just transition that emerges from the debate 

between industrial relations, climate policies, union proposals, 

climate justice movements, political ecology scholars (Krause et Al., 

2022)

 Just transitions challenge the techno-optimistic win-win framework 

to highlight the reality of winners and losers

 Protecting workers, communities and the planet requires going well 

beyond the narratives of the green growth paradigm to enter into 

the creative transformation framework of creative conflict (McIlroy, 

Brennan, Barry, 2022)

 Policy makers, activists and researchers in the field highlight the 

need for a paradigmatic change to build a new eco-social contract 

that deepens the regulatory framework of the 2030 Agenda
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Toward transformative Just Transitions

UNRISD (2021), new ecosocial contract from the normative framework 

of Agenda 2030

(i) human rights for all to make social contracts fully inclusive

(ii) a progressive fiscal contract for fair burden sharing and distributive 

justice

(iii) transforming economies and societies for sustainability and equality

(iv) a contract with nature recognising that humans are part of the global 

ecosystem

(v) addressing historical injustices through decolonisation and remedial 

action

(vi) a contract for gender justice, redistributing care and promoting 

diversity

(vii) new forms of solidarity and progressive alliances for bottom-up 

transformative change
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Building places of 

decarbonization
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Key issue

The de-carbonization of economy and society …

The transition from fossil fuel to renewable,,,

The change in energy matrixes from zombie energy to green 

energies…

Do not mean we automatically achieve inclusion, justice 

human and nature rights

… the naïve technocratic positivist narrative of technological 

transition will automatically generate a new layer of climate 

injustice”
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Approaches for policies (1)

Reveal green extractivism and lucrative transitions (Lang, Bringel, 

Manaham, 2024; Dietz, 2024)

Decolonize energy transition (Hamouchene, 2024; Bassey, 2024)

Avoid accumualtion and dispossession by decarbonization (Yanez, 

Moreno, 2024)

Do we rely on greater polluters to save the planet? (Feffer, Lander, 2024)

Designing systemic regional transition (Campo, Escobar, 2024)

Building transformative eco-social justice and New Eco-territorial 

internationalization (Lang, Bringel, Manaham, 2024; Bringel, Fernandes, 

2024)
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Approaches for policies (2)

Form just transiton to radical transformation (Clarke, Lipsig-Mummé 2020) 

 To accelerate academic awareness

 Growing awareness of transformative changes 

 Future conditional and climate apartheid 

Using conflict transformation approaches (McIlroy, Brennan, Barry, 2022)

 Winners

 Losers

 Limits of Social Dialogue in the Eco-Modernist Frame

Making low-carbon places (Sareen et Al., 2023)

 The inclusive collective process of making

 The framing of low carbon

 Focusing on places not jut project
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The transition requires 

recognition of the hydrocarbon 

landscape

Decostructing 

petroleumscapes

Recognizing oil landscapes, 

and critically discussing them, is 

the first step towards any 

change.
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Multiscalar actions 1: 

Geovisualize: the World Atlas of 

Unburnable Carbon
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Leave the oil in the soil

Leave the coal in the hole

Leave the tar sands in the land

Leave the gas under the grass

I will not dance to your beat 

Nnimmo Bassey

Cochabamba - 20 April 2010
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Oil and Gas in the Amazon rainforest
 In January 2019, the first article in the world that presents a 

synthesis of fossil fuel extraction activities in the Amazon was 
published

 And it defines geographical criteria for leaving fossil fuels 
underground
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Codato et Al., 2019

10.5% (620,679 km2) oil and gas concessions

5.065 wells

461.786 km, seismic lines 2D y 3D
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Geovisualizing interactions:

Where to leave hydrocarbons 

underground

Protected areas and 

indigenous territories

Exploration and 

exploitation of 

hydrocarbons
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Oil and Gas 

in the 

Amazon

 35% of the Bolivian and 
Colombian Amazon is 
covered by oil and gas 
blocks.

 In Peru, around 24% of 
indigenous territories are 
covered by oil and gas 
blocks.
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Codato et Al. 2022



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

Extra-activismo 

en territorios 

extra-ordinarios: 

mapeos emergentes 

de la Yasunización

Massimo De Marchi, 

Salvatore Eugenio Pappalardo

Matt Finer, Daniele Codato, 

Alberto Diantini, Francesco Ferrarese
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• Ending expansion (‘non-proliferation’)

• Phasing out fossil fuels (‘disarmament’) 

• A global just transition (‘peaceful use’) 

Fossil Fuel 

Non Proliferation Treaty
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Multiscalar actions 2: 

Climatic justice in the Amazon 

Rainforest: socila movements and 

extreme citizen science



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

Participatory mapping and extreme citizen science
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Report in Spanish - Support for the campaign: “Turn off the 

lighters - Apague los mecheros” and winning the lawsuit 

2019
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 Processing National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) Nightfire annual dataset (VIIRS) 
and GIS-based method to identify new flaring sites from 
daily detections

 23.5% of gas flaring sites and 18.4% of volumes of all oil 
industries operating in Ecuador are located within the 
Yasuní Biosphere Reserve (YBR)

 We detected 34 additional flaring sites not included in the 
NOAA dataset: 12 in the YBR and one in Tiputini field, a 
key area for biological and cultural diversity conservation

 At least 10 indigenous communities, 18 populated centers 
and 10 schools are located in the potentially affected area

 Gas flaring can be used as a policy indicator to monitor 
the implementation of sustainable development practices 
in complex territories

Unburnable and Unleakable Carbon 

in Western Amazon…
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Facchineli et. Al, 2020
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Report in Spanish - Support for the campaign: “Turn off the 

lighters - Apague los mecheros” and winning the lawsuit 
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Resuts: empowerment of local communities
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results: empowerment of local communities
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2022

https://ona.io/amazonya19/111556/492463

www.climate-justice.earth/amazonya/index.html



JFFT – Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence - massimo.demarchi@dicea.unipd.it

 This work presents the first participatory mapping initiative 
of gas flaring at a regional scale, carried out completely 
through open source data and software

 We identified 295 never mapped gas flaring sites through 
participatory mapping

 The extent of gas flaring activities is well beyond the 
official data provided by the Ecuadorian Ministry of 
Environment and National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration Nightfire annual datasets

 Existing datasets map only 24% and 33% of the sites, 
respectively

 Seventy five of the detected sites were in the Yasuní 
Biosphere Reserve

 39 of the identified sites were venting instead of flaring, a 
phenomenon never before documented in the Ecuadorian 
Amazon

Extreme citizen science …
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Facchineli et. Al, 2022
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Facchineli et. Al, 2022
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Challenges of climate justice: 

multi-situate multitudes 

David Orr “The knowledge, skills, attitudes and values needed 

to industrialize the earth are not necessarily the same as those 

that will be needed to heal the earth or build lasting economies 

and good communities based on principles of equity and 

sustainability”

David Orr, 2004. Earth in Mind: On Education, Environment, 

and the Human Prospect. Publisher: Island Press

A free multitude is guided more by hope than by fear, while a 

submissive crowd is guided more by fear than by hope. The 

former seeks to cultivate life, while the latter simply avoids 

death.

BARUCH SPINOZA, 1670, Theological-political treaty, p. 120


