The mining boom in Colombia: A story framed between development, security, and environmental agendas

In the last 30 years, Colombia has followed an aggressive phase of expansion and control of the mining sector justified
under the premises of economic growth, social development, long-lasting peace, and environmental protection
(Bebbington & Bebbington, 2012; Le Billon & Levin, 2009; Merino, 2020; Orihuela, 2021). This shift has been supported
by significant institutional and policy changes to create favourable regulatory, tax, and royalty environment for
investors. Since the 2000s different governments have pursued an agenda to turn Colombia into a mining country, by
strengthening the institutionality and authority of the state to administer mineral resources and by simplifying the
procedures to request titles for mining exploration to attract more foreign direct investment (Echavarria, 2014). More
recently, the mining sector was made one of the main pillars of social and economic development by including it into
the National Development Plan (2010 to 2014). This development agenda merged with security concerns due to the
expansion of illegal mining financed and controlled by armed actors and criminal gangs, which was depriving the state
of important financial resources (Echavarria, 2014). All this happening at a time when peace negotiations (2012-2016)
with the FARC (the oldest guerrilla group in the world) were taking place is no coincidence. Their demobilisation implied
the liberation of numerous areas under their control which could be allocated for resource extraction. Additionally, the
negative environmental impacts generated by uncontrolled extraction justified the need to improve the environmental
performance of the sector. Recently, the transition to a low-carbon economy is also incentivising further extraction.
Colombia ranks sixth in Latin America in terms of copper production. Reports already show that copper production in
the country is increasing (see El Espectador, 2021). This combination of incentives and constraints have been used to
promote mineral extraction in Colombia, with different implications on the way the sector is governed. This situation
has fuelled mining conflicts all over the country, where the central government is accused of prioritizing and using
discursive and material force to promote national agendas over local livelihood concerns or territorial demands
(Bebbington & Bebbington, 2012).

In this context a master thesis could focus on:

e Developing a broader analysis of the mining debate in Colombia, especially during the periods prior to, during
and after the peace negotiations (ca. 2008 to 2020) that highlights the different discursive strategies used by
the state to pursue particular political interests.

e Comparing development, environmental, and security discourses (placing a special focus on the state) within
the mining debate at different scales — national, regional, local.

e Analysing how pro and anti-mining stakeholders strategically shape the mining discourse during the selected
time period in Colombia.

Theories: discourse analysis, content analysis, framing analysis
Methods: qualitative-interpretative, document analysis, expert interviews
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Starting date: as soon as possible

For how many students this topic is available: 1-2 (Spanish language knowledge is recommended)
Supervisor: Michael Pregernig

This master thesis is linked to Zabrina Welter’s PhD project, who will serve as additional expert guide.




