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The present work was originally presented in the form of an oral
communication at the roundtable on “Environmental Racism” at
the “7th Seminary Salvador and its Colors — Year 2021: Towards
an Anti-Racist Agenda for Brazilian, African and Black Diaspora
Cities in the Americas”. In it, I explore some results of socio-
anthropological research on the social effects of large mining
projects in Mozambique that I have been developing in recent
years!. From de 2000s onwards, Mozambique registered an
increase in these large projects encouraged by what in the
specialized literature has been called the “commodity boom” in
the international market?. In the commodity boom phase, the
large multinationals that operate in this area, if on the one hand,
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intensify production in their original exploration spaces; on the
other hand, they search for new exploration spaces.

The first of these large projects were concentrate on mining coal
in the Zambezi Valley region, mostly destined for the Asian
market. One of the milestones of this phase was the approval in
2004 of the large project operated by the Brazilian multinational
Vale for the exploration of the Moatize coal mines, after winning
the international tender made by the Mozambican government.
Due to its potential in mineral coal, Mozambique has attracted
some of the largest mining companies in the world in the field of
extractive industry, for example, the Brazilian multinational Vale
and the Anglo-Australian Rio Tinto. Vale signed the exploration
contract in 2007 and Rio Tinto entered in Mozambique in 2012
by purchasing the total shares of Riversdale Mining, thereby
acquiring the Benga coal mines, in an area equivalent to 4,560
hectares with duration of 25 years.

From that period onwards, the Vale, Rio Tinto project and other
coal exploration projects in the Zambezi Valley were replaced by
companies or joint ventures of Indian capital companies, one of
the largest markets for coal extracted in Mozambique. Some of
these joint ventures involve a consortium of state-owned
companies, such as ICVL (International Coal Ventures Private
Limited), the company that currently holds the exploration rights
for the Benga mines, acquired from Rio Rinto.

In the same way that Rio Tinto left Mozambique in the post-boom
period (a period marked by a drop in commodity prices on the
international market) in January 2021, Vale announced its
divestment in the mineral exploration project in Mozambique and
highlights the need to become a carbon neutral company by
2050. In March 2022, the Mozambican government authorized
the sale of the coal mines and the total of Vale’s operations in
Mozambique to the Indian company Vulcan Minerals in a deal



valued at US$270 million3. In other words, Indian companies are
currently dominating mineral exploration in the Zambezi Valley.

The figures 01 and 02 allow us to have an idea of the spatial

evolution of mining concessions and exploration licenses in Tete
province, in the Zambezi Valley region.

Figure 01: Research

and mineral exploration areas in Tete
Province until 2017.
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Source: Mozambique Mining Portal 2017.

Figure 02: Research and mineral exploration areas in Tete
Province until 2022.
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Therefore, it is within this context that my interest in studying
population displacements and socio-environmental conflicts in
Mozambique emerges. Why? Precisely because these large
projects is in most cases are implemented in areas occupied by a
heterogeneity of social groups that generally has different modes
of socioeconomic and cultural appropriation of the material world
and almost always lead to the displacement of this heterogeneity
of social groups. I have always been interested in understanding
how these compulsory displacement processes take place and
what the daily life dynamics of the affected populations are like.
This implies, on the one hand, analyzing how these large projects
are inserted in the territory and how the affected populations
have reacted to this insertion - which matrix of power guides the
insertion of these large projects in the communities - and on the
other hand, to analyze who are the social groups that are
expropriated from their territories by mineral projects, or in
general, who are the social groups that suffer the socio-
environmental damages of large mining projects.

The debate on environmental racism, by drawing attention to the
unequal distribution of socio-environmental damage from large
enterprises that tend to fall on the poorest and racially
subordinated social groups, has been a seminal theoretical



reference for thinking about this second question: who are the
social groups that are expropriated and suffer environmental
damage from large mining projects in Mozambique?
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The displacements of a diversity of social groups are some of the
direct impacts of the intensification since the 2000s of the
expansion of large mining projects and one of the main sources of
socio-environmental conflicts in Mozambique. As an example,
data from the Moatize District Government indicate that 1,365
families from the communities of Mithethe, Chipanga, Bagamoyo
and Malabue were displaced in the process of installing the coal
exploration project operated by the Brazilian multinational Vale
in Moatize, Tete province. Of this number, 714 families classified
as rural were relocated to the Community of Cateme,
approximately 30 km from their former places of residence and
work; 289 were classified as urban were relocated to the 25 de
Setembro neighborhood, in the Moatize village and the rest were
received the compensation.

The narratives of displaced families to Cateme, classified as rural,
denounce significant ruptures with their original ways of living,
inhabiting and producing, directly affecting the bases of their
socioeconomic reproduction. In addition to breaking with spaces
of great symbolic significance, these families are now forced to
invent new forms of socioeconomic reproduction because of what
they call limited alternatives for survival in new places.

The way which the displacement process itself was carried out
and the current relationship between the displaced populations
and the multinational company reactivates memories of violent
colonial-style practices. In other words, if on the one hand, the
large mining development projects activate in the national social
imagination the hope of a better life and the overcoming of
poverty on the other hand, it has been transforming the
territories of its implementation into spaces where — following the



conception of Walter Mignolo* — projects for the expansion of
international capital violently intersect with the stories of the
local communities that have inhabited the region since
immemorial or dated time.

Decisions for project implementation were taken centrally; there
is a subordination of the wills of the affected people denying the
possibility of being protagonists of their own destiny, as well as
deciding on where and how to live; paternalistic relationship
practices prevail, as well as the uses of intimidation and police
violence. As an example: in 2012, approximately two years after
the displacement undertaken by the Vale project, the community
of Cateme, where the populations classified as rural were
resettled, demanding the fulfillment of the various promises made
for de Brazilian multinational Vale (access to water, fertile land,
energy, compensation, collective transport, health, education,
etc.), blocked the railway line for the coal transport that passes a
few meters from the community of Cateme. At the request of the
company, this collective action was violently repressed by an elite
unit of the Police which reinforces the prevalence of violent
corporation’s practices of controlling and managing the
resistances by appropriating of state repression apparatuses.

The populations had unsuccessfully attempted a dialogue with
the company. The collective action was the alternative found to
overcome the company's indifference to their demands. The
international repercussion of the violence carried out made the
company later accept some demands made by the displaced
communities: the electrification of houses, the expansion of water
access holes, paving of the access roads to the community, just
to cite a few examples. This just goes to show that they weren't
unfounded claims. They were not blocking the coal railway of
mere opportunism, but because some promises made were not
being kept, so the use of police violence is unjustified.

“MIGNOLO, W. Historias locais/projetos globais: colonialidade, saberes subalternos e
pensamento liminar. Belo Horizonte: UFMG, 2003.



It was common during fieldwork to hear words such as: “please
do not denounce me...”; “I'll tell you, but don't say that I said
it...”; “there are people who are taken to the village at night,
that's why please don't denounce my name...”. That words shows
the persistence of typical practices of what sociologist Luc
Boltanski calls “domination by terror”>. They are practices that
remind us of dictatorial regimes and, therefore, are unacceptable
in democratic regimes such as our country constitutionally is®°.

In other words, authoritarianism, guardianship and the “neglect”
of the life projects of the various affected families have marked
the process of displacement imposed by the current large mining
projects. There has been no concern with the destiny of the
displaced populations and the integral continuity of their logics of
social and economic production, organization and reproduction -
as Mozambican law requires - but with their departure at all
costs from the place to boost corporation resource exploitation. It
is the prevalence of this logic that makes the development of
these large projects to be followed by a continuous and perverse
process of violation of human rights.

The reality of the daily life of displaced populations in Moatize
denounces the violence of corporation practices and the unequal
cost of large-scale mining, but it is not the only relevant impact.
The other is related to extraction technology, which is
characterized by an open-air blasting system, considered by
experts to be highly polluting. These impacts directly affect the
populations of the surrounding areas and are experienced by
them through noise pollution and dust rains. It is through these
experiences that they activate mechanisms of resistance and it is
through the narratives of what has been lived and what has been
experienced that this impact is made visible in the public arena.
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For example, one of the field narratives in Moatize tells us:

“When they detonate explosives there, everything goes dark, the
water is like coffee. Dust soils the houses and no one can spread
flour outside the house anymore. That's why we now have major
problems with access to drinking water. Their dust comes out of
the mine straight into the houses, into the flour and into the river
water. We've already made several cards. One we deliver to Vale.
Another one we handed over to the [Moatize] government. But we
got no response so far. They just don't answer us. The
government doesn't even bother to come here to see our reality of
life. We are Mozambicans because we have a Mozambican ID,
that's all, but we don't have any rights””.

The pollution caused by open-air blasting technology causes, for
example, what in the specialized literature is called
“deslocamento in situ”®: people remained in the places, but the
places are completely unstructured, which forces them to change
their strategies for everyday life. They are not expropriated from
their territory, but they are expropriated, for example, from a
healthy environment. This is, for example, the reality of the daily
life of the remaining populations of the Bagamoyo neighborhood
and the populations of the Catete community, in the
surroundings of Vale's coal exploration project in Moatize, who
experience pollution by dust rains caused by the dynamiting of
the mine area.

Ethnographic evidence shows that most populations
compulsorily displaced from their territories have peasant
characteristics of social and economic production, organization
and reproduction. A peasantry characterized by what we can call
the “pluriactivities”, because they do not depend exclusively on
agricultural production, they combine with other forms of

7 SR. I.H. Entrevista realizada na Comunidade de Catete. Moatize, 2017.
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income. Families that live in the surroundings of the exploration
areas that are currently forced to live in a degraded environment
and in daily contact with the pollution caused by the technology
of blasting the mine present the same characteristics.

These data reaffirm what has already been denounced in several
studies carried out in Brazil, for example,® by showing that
mining company’s aggressive and harmful socio-environmental
practices affect highly the low-income populations, peasants,
indigenous peoples, and racially discriminated groups, among
other “subalternized” social groups. Some of these damages are
known to companies that do little to prevent them. They do little
precisely because these social groups are seen as disposable
subjects that can be sacrificed in the name of “progress,
modernization and improvement of living conditions for all”. In
this context, the way is paved for the rights violation of the
affected populations and is imposed a dangerous reality where
only the will and power of large corporations prevails.
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