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ABSTRACT

and

This paper investigates the relationship between place-based leadership and environmental conflicts. Focusing on France,
we examine the development and distribution of environmental conflicts, and compare them with what happens in the
European Union. We then select three case studies to analyse the behaviour of different actors or groups involved,
examining actions and initiatives that can ignite or help defuse environmental conflicts across local communities.
Findings unveil the key role of local scientists in environmental conflicts, and the emergence of non-assigned leaders
who utilise interpretive power to influence decision-making processes related to large infrastructural projects approved

at local and national levels.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the European Union (EU), the approval, commission-
ing and delivery of large infrastructure projects involves
several stakeholders from public and private domains,
and requires the input of multiple administrative levels.
The outcomes of these projects and their social and econ-
omic impacts are often far-reaching, encompassing mul-
tiple geographical areas and local administrations, within
and across countries. While there is a substantial literature
addressing the leadership of regions cities and communities
(e.g., Beer & Clower, 2014; Beer et al., 2019; Budd & San-
cino, 2016; Bowden & Liddle, 2018; Gibney et al., 2009;
Sotarauta, 2016), the terms ‘region’, ‘city’, local’ and ‘com-
munity’ are frequently used interchangeably across studies
(Ayres, 2014), making evaluating the significance of scale
related to large infrastructural projects a challenging task.
Since large projects often cross political-administrative
boundaries separating ‘cities’, ‘towns’ and ‘local authorities’,
their scale raises questions about the ‘community’ or ‘com-
munities’ they affect, and whether these terms effectively

describe neighbourhoods or localities, or something else
(Ayres, 2014; Beer & Clower, 2014). This point is salient
in view of ascertaining the type of leadership and leaders
that may be involved in these large projects, whose roles
and power would vary significantly depending on a given
project’s scale, objectives, financial justification and scope
in terms of generating development at a local level and
beyond. In addition, due to the growing concerns related
to achieving sustainable development and securing a future
for the next generations, the environmental impact of these
projects are increasingly under scrutiny by multiple observers.

Environmental conflicts are social conflicts produced
by asymmetrical access and distribution of environmental
benefits and costs. They are mostly created by power
imbalances within society, where individuals with power
and control can transfer environmental externalities
associated with production and consumption patterns to
others (Martinez-Alier et al., 2011). As such, environ-
mental conflicts are often associated with companies
exploiting sites and resources in an attempt to increase
profits and revenues, for example, by boosting
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infrastructural endowments, developing tourism potential
or making brownfield investments. These initiatives are
characterised by high environmental costs that tend to cre-
ate and expand social inequalities, increase the level of
contested claims over resources, and magnify the uneven
distribution of wealth among communities and across
countries. However, there is still a paucity of studies ana-
lysing how environmental conflicts develop; what happens
when projects find opposition across different segments of
communities and societies; how local leaders react to this
opposition; and the outcomes associated with these
relationships and processes.

The objective of this paper is to address this paucity by
exploring environmental conflicts in the EU, focusing on
France. In doing so, we analyse data provided by the EJA-
tlas, a publicly available database documenting the presence,
development and evolution of environmental conflicts
worldwide. We address the following research questions:

e How do local leaders respond to environmental con-
flicts and deal with them?

o What are the implications of these conflicts in terms of
place-based leadership?

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2
provides the theoretical background of the study, examin-
ing the literature related to place-based leadership and
defining environmental conflicts. Section 3 describes the
data used and methodology applied. Section 4 shows the
results and findings gathered from the data analysis, pre-
senting three illustrative case studies. Section 5 discusses
their implications for local leaders, economies and com-
munities. Section 6 concludes.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1. Defining place-based leadership

Place leadership, also known as place-based leadership
(PBL), is a concept that indicates the characteristics,
objectives and practice(s) related to leadership at the sub-
national scale. Within the regional studies field, PBL has
become an increasingly important model for examining
and explaining successful policy development and
implementation at the local, regional and national levels
(Beer & Clower, 2014; Sotarauta et al., 2017; Vallance
et al., 2019). Significant attention has been given to the
study of the role of leaders and leadership in local and
regional development, with a particular focus on local pol-
itical or managerial leaders. Their roles and activities often
result from relationships involving actors operating not
only within and across local or regional authorities, but
also between public and private spheres, encompassing
other entities such as community, voluntary or civic organ-
isations (Sotarauta et al., 2017).

Most scholars indicate leadership as an important fac-
tor in explaining why some cities and regions enjoy greater
economic and social prosperity than others (Collinge &
Gibney, 2010; Sotarauta et al., 2017). Despite this impor-

tance, the role of leaders and human agency in relation to
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subnational transformation is largely neglected, as
researchers in regional development devote more effort
to examining structural or institutional conditions for
economic and social growth (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017).
Much of this neglect is also due to the lack of empirical
evidence of the processes underlying PBL (Beer &
Clower, 2014). For instance, it is still unclear how the
intertwined relationships defining PBL can be effectively
reproduced in widely varying institutional systems and
across different areas and regions, especially those where
inclusive practices of collaborative governance are not
already established. Research has only recently started to
addresses the complexity of replicating multiple forms of
distributed PBL in the context of existing governance
structures (Beer et al., 2019).

At alocal, subnational level, leadership tends to rely on
the mobilisation of multiple stakeholders based within the
administrative structures, such as local authorities, or from
the civic domain comprising businesses, community groups
and universities, to develop the city or region (Sotarauta &
Beer, 2017). Leadership is then distributed across multiple
contributors and translates from collaborative efforts rather
than individual agency (Gronn, 2002). Within PBL,
Sotarauta (2016) distinguishes between ‘assigned leaders’
and ‘non-assigned leaders’, the former having a recognised
mandate for promoting regional development (e.g., elected
or appointed policymakers), and the latter having some
means of influence in local networks despite lacking any
formal role (see also Hambleton & Howard, 2013). As
such, PBL can translate into different forms of power,
for example, institutional power derived from official
roles and positions; resource power, associated with control
over funds or other rewards; interpretive power, based on
the ability to articulate visions for change shared by others;
or network power based on social capital (Sotarauta, 2016).
Likewise, the presence of individuals or groups operating
across formal and informal power layers enables the broker-
ing of local networks and partnerships to achieve shared
goals, although these intermediary and collaborative
means remain frequently underexplored (Beer et al., 2019).

Sotarauta and Pulkkinen (2011) describe PBL as clo-
sely related to ‘institutional entrepreneurs’ who work to
alter the organisational and territorial governance struc-
tures in which they are embedded. These practices and
their contemporary relevance can also be situated within
more networked forms of governance which try to inte-
grate community stakeholders as well as corporate inter-
ests. Collaborative forms of governance encourage a
more holistic approach to policy and planning processes,
focusing on improving the interconnected economic,
social, and environmental qualities of a given place (Hea-
ley, 1998). Civic leadership is fundamental for developing
this inclusive approach, but sometimes it occurs against
the backdrop of broader circumstances such as austerity
measures, posing challenges for local governments who
seek to innovate and improve the delivery of public services
while experiencing severe reductions in funding at their
disposal (Bowden & Liddle, 2018; Hambleton &
Howard, 2013). Similarly, the ability of multiple actors
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to contribute to effective PBL relies on organisations hav-
ing sufficient resources to reach their own strategic and
operational goals, so that these can be dedicated to civic
interests shared with other local stakeholders (Beer &
Clower, 2014).

Gibney et al. (2009, p. 10) state that: a ‘strategic leader-
ship of place’ is needed to capture the benefits of such
articulated relationships, facilitating interdisciplinarity
across institutional boundaries, technology themes, sub-
territories and professional cultures to promote the devel-
opment of innovation across the public and private sector
domain. This strategic approach is also required to ensure
and enhance the involvement and participation of local
communities in shaping responses to economic, environ-
mental, and other societal challenges facing cities and
regions. Thus, PBL works as a platform for diverse local
agencies to congregate and engage in problem-solving
and collective-learning processes (Nicholds et al., 2017).
However, to function effectively, these collaborative part-
nerships depend on leadership being recognised, legiti-
mated and supported amongst local communities
(Hemphill et al., 2006).

The capacity of leaders to emerge from within the com-
munity is one of the key dimensions of PBL (Collinge
et al., 2010). Only a few individuals gain enough stature
and significance to actively reshape local communities.
The way community members rise to positions of influ-
ence, and the factors assisting their emergence, can vary
significantly across countries due to differences in cultural
and societal structures, although some specific aspects of
charismatic leadership appear to be universally endorsed
across cultures (Hartog et al., 1999). Understanding how
local leaders act and share responsibility across administra-
tive, political and other structures (Collinge & Gibney,
2010), as well as understanding the boundaries dividing
them, are central aims of PBL (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017).
Equally, the processes leaders use to draw in support,
mobilise resources and expertise within communities, and
access knowledge to generate informed decisions are all
crucial to understanding PBL (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017).

In this scenario, interpretive power, thus the ability to
understand people’s behaviours and experiences in the
context of their culture, can play an important role.
Place leaders may deploy interpretive power in a range of
contexts such as: convening or mediating information to
different groups of actors; fostering collaborations or
improving the coordination between fragmented groups;
and influencing networks and dialogues (Sotarauta,
2016). Sotarauta (2016, p. 54) states that place leaders
‘need to be able to speak with many interest groups in
their “own language”, rather than alienating themselves
from the relevant networks by speaking a language the
rest of the pack does not understand or by using a rationale
that has no meaning to people’. However, PBL might not
be uniformly well-developed under all circumstances, since
some systems of government, national and regional cul-
tures, and economic and communal structures are likely
to show more robust PBL features compared with others.
As there is a paucity of research comparing PBL across

countries and regions, there is a need to better understand
whether economic and social challenges at the regional
and sub-urban level receive adequate responses from
local leaders (Budd & Sancino, 2016).

2.2. The linkage between environmental
conflicts, environmental justice and PBL

In the literature, environmental conflicts are frequently
associated with the concept of environmental justice (EJ),
linked to a social movement that endeavours to create a fairer
and more equitable distribution of environmental benefits
and burdens (Martinez-Alier, 2012). Conceptually, EJ
draws on intersecting categories such as race, gender and
class to explore structural and environmental inequality
and the complex interconnections between social justice
and environmentalism (Schlosberg & Collins, 2014).

EJ is characterised by interdisciplinarity, comprising
environmental law, environmental policy, political ecol-
ogy, governance for development and sustainability. In
the United States, EJ tends to focus on categories such
as race, gender or class (Warlenius et al., 2015). However,
in Europe, EJ is more directly associated with issues con-
cerning environmental quality, social deprivation and
equity, and sustainable development (Scheidel et al.,
2020). The link between E]J and environmental conflicts
is strong, and these conflicts occur at both the local and
global levels (Martinez-Alier et al., 2011). Many local
conflicts happen within a short commodity chain, for
example, local soil, sand or gravel extraction to build a
new road (Martinez-Alier et al., 2011). Parties involved
in these conflicts include affected communities, compa-
nies, investors and social or environmental movements.
In the literature, these are usually referred to as ‘environ-
mental defenders’, most frequently members of vulnerable
groups who employ largely non-violent forms of protest.
Their actions and activities aim to protect their homelands
from resource extraction and exposure to different types of
pollution, for example, water, radioactive, plastic, soil or
noise pollution (Scheidel et al., 2020).

Since the early 1970s, there has been increasing resist-
ance by communities all over the world opposing the
destructive operations of multinational corporations and
demanding EJ (Temper et al., 2020). Frequently, resist-
ance is promoted by environmental justice organisations
(EJOs), mostly communities of people and activists
reunited in multiple campaigns and initiatives. Environ-
mental conflicts arise over access to natural resources, the
burdens of pollution and the human abuse of ecosystems
(Akbulut et al., 2019). Material and energy consumption
are at historically high levels leading to an increase in
environmental conflicts (Bontempi et al., 2021). Activists
and social movements often expose companies adopting
ambitious corporate social responsibility (CSR) pro-
grammes in the attempt to disguise their highly entropic
production patterns (Bontempi et al., 2021).

Frequently, environmental conflicts also arise from the
complexities related to multilevel governance systems,
overlapping spaces within which the proposal, planning,
construction and operational delivery of environmentally

REGIONAL STUDIES
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sensitive projects are situated and regulated. These aspects
are also relevant for PBL in view of achieving successful
policy development and implementation across all govern-
ance levels. T'o better contextualise this issue, it is necess-
ary to discern between governing, government and
governance. Governing relates to making decisions, resol-
ving conflicts, producing public goods, coordinating pri-
vate behaviour, regulating markets, organising elections
and distributing resources (Leca, 1996). Government
refers to structure, actors, processes and outputs. Govern-
ance relates to all institutions, networks, directives, regu-
lations, norms, political and social usages, and public and
private actors that contribute to the stability of a society
(Cole, 2008).

These three domains can vary significantly across
countries. France, for instance, is traditionally character-
ised by a strong central authority that controls public and
private actors, based on established territorial hierarchy
and constitutional rules delivered by a powerful bureauc-
racy (Cole, 2008). In contrast, Germany’s decentralised
federal system gives the Linder political and administra-
tive salience, with territorially defined units bearing
constitutionally entrenched responsibilities, and local
authorities playing a strong political and (multi-)func-
tional role in the intergovernmental system (Wollmann,
2004). Most of the responsibility for policymaking and
legislation lies at the federal government level, but
the federal government has no formal leverage on
policy coordination at the local level (Wollmann &
Bouckaert, 2007).

Systems of multi-governance have a strong impact on
PBL development and delivery (Bentley et al., 2017).
The French territorial architecture is quite unique for sev-
eral reasons, but it is mainly characterised by a multitude of
territorial overlapping jurisdictions operating in a relatively
flexible, non-tiered system (Wollmann, 2010). Five levels
can be identified within this system: the central power or
state, the régions, the départements with assigned prefects
(representatives of the French government), the intercom-
munalife (intercommunity structures), and the town or vil-
lage councils (Orange, 2006). This fragmentation across
many levels operates as a form of multi- or polycentred
governance, with fewer rings of hierarchy compared with
multilevel or multitiered governance (Hooghe & Marks,
2001). In Germany, for comparison, this dispersion is con-
strained by limiting the levels of authority and institutional
development within the federative framework comprising
the central government, the Linder, and municipal auth-
orities (either counties or larger ‘county-free’ towns; Woll-
mann, 2010).

Another aspect of environmental conflicts concerning
PBL is the role of the state regarding economic coordi-
nation and collaboration. In France, the state controls
the mechanisms for economic coordination more than in
Germany or the UK, but French governments cannot
often achieve state-led coordination in economic policies
and initiatives (Cole, 2008). While the case of France
demonstrates a very close, sometimes inseparable,
relationship between state and industry in all fields,
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Germany shows a similarly good state—industry relation-
ship, except for environmental issues, for which it suffers
from an inflexible and costly regulatory framework (Wal-
lace, 2017).

In terms of environmental management, most regu-
lations are designed and delivered at the EU level; this
has an impact on how European governance affects mem-
bers’ multilevel dynamics. Cole (2008) claims that French
governments have succeeded in limiting multilevel gov-
ernance to the bare minimum: therefore, European gov-
ernance embeds much weaker multilevel dynamics in
France compared with Spain, Germany or Italy. The pre-
fects appointed by the French President as the state’s
representative in administrative departments or regions
perform a coordinating role in the management of EU
Structural Funds. In Germany, the federal government
does not have field offices at the regional or local level,
and so the application of federal policies as well as EU
legislation falls to the Ldnder, and within the Ldnder to
local authorities, with no interference from the federal
level (Wollmann & Bouckaert, 2007).

France’s multilevel governance system provides an
appropriate and relevant platform to explore the linkages
between environmental conflicts, EJ and PBL, making
the case of France an illuminating context for examining
environmentally sensitive projects and related conflicts at
a regional level.

3. METHODOLOGY AND DATA

The data for this study were extracted from the Global
Atlas of Environmental Justice (EJAtlas), the largest data-
base of environmental conflicts worldwide (Temper et al.,
2020). Each observation in the database combines free-
text descriptions fully referenced to sources comprising
news outlets, social media, audiovisual contents, academic
publications, corporate reports, and legislative and court
rulings available in the public domain. The description
of conflicts is voluntarily documented by researchers, stu-
dents, activists or residents. Cases are reported with coded
variables associated with different geographies and types of
conflicts, allowing for quantitative data analysis targeting
a variety of attributes and features of environmental con-
flicts in different contexts. At the end of 2023, nearly
4000 environmental conflicts were recorded on the data-
base. Since its launch in 2014, the EJAtlas has opened
new methodological opportunities in an innovative field
of research defined as ‘statistical political ecology’ (Bon-
tempi et al., 2023; Scheidel et al., 2020).

In our study, we use the EJAtlas data, first, to under-
stand the specificities of environmental conflicts in France,
and second, to investigate the roles of local actors and local
political dynamics in determining the course and outcome
of environmental conflicts. At the time of our investigation
(December 2023), 64 and 396 recorded cases of environ-
mental conflicts were documented in France and the
EU, respectively. We focused our quantitative analysis
on three mutually exclusive conflicts, distinguished by
economic sector, project status and geographical scale;
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and one non-mutually exclusive attribute which classifies
actors mobilised in a given conflict. For each classification,
we examined the percentage of environmental conflicts
related to different categories, applying a Pearson chi-
squared test (95% confidence interval) to verify whether
different categories were significantly over- or underrepre-
sented in French environmental conflicts compared with
environmental conflicts in the rest of the EU.?

Figure 1 shows the environmental conflicts analysed in
this study by economic sector and project status (see also
Table Al in Appendix A in the supplemental data online).
The map shows environmental conflicts representatively
distributed across the country. The Auvergne-Rhéne-
Alpes region shows a higher number of environmental
conflicts (12), followed by Nouvelle Aquitaine and Prov-
ence-Alps-Cote d’Azur (11, respectively); while the Ile-
de-Paris shows a higher spatial density of conflicts attrib-
uted to a higher population density as seen in general in
the EJAtlas database.

Among the French environmental conflicts, 17 pro-
jects were classified as ‘halted’, including six as ‘cancelled’.
The EJAtlas database provides in-depth information
about each of these conflicts, the associated relevant
events, and actors at national, regional, and local levels
that contributed to the discontinuation of the project.
This information was further validated by documentation
gathered from Reporterre, a French independent, non-
profit and free-access media repository that publishes
and updates a map of environmental conflicts containing
articles and press releases. The Reporterre platform pro-
vided access to interviews with different actors involved
in environmental conflicts, enhancing the identification
of PBL dynamics and increasing the comparison between
French media coverage of conflicts with coverage on inter-
national media.

4. RESULTS

4.1. Overview of environmental conflicts in
France

Environmental conflicts in the nuclear energy sector (14)
and construction/infrastructure sector are significantly
overrepresented in France compared with the rest of the
EU (p = 0.002 and 0.048, respectively). This reflects
both the French national energy policy, largely based on
nuclear power, as well as the transport policy based on
large infrastructures (Hecht, 2009). Projects within these
domains are frequently named grands projets inutiles’ by
the EJOs campaigning against them (Aguilera, 2021). In
contrast, conflicts addressing projects and initiatives
associated with fossil fuels, mining, waste and water man-
agement are fewer than in the rest of Europe, albeit our
analysis found no statistical significance. This most likely
reflects the relatively low contribution of extractive activi-
ties to France’s economy (Figure 2).

Frequently, local actors play a leading role in environ-
mental conflicts involving extractive projects in both
France and the EU (Figure 3a). These are mostly resi-
dents’ and citizens’ communities (87%), EJOs (71%),

local government and political parties (67%) and local
scientists and professionals (57%). Social movements
(64%) and farmers (45%) are also prominent in France,
the two groups being significantly more represented than
in other EU countries (p = 0.039 and 0.016, respectively),
probably due to the centralised decision-making processes
and related structures across companies and local govern-
ment bodies in the country. While such a high level of cen-
tralisation may not integrate well with the interests and
grievances of marginalised social groups and peripheral
segments of French society, the potential stalemate created
by formal organisational and governance structures seems
compensated by the emergence of social movements,
residents’ groups and workers’ organisations (such as
farming networks) at a local level (Appleton, 2013). Find-
ings confirm the predominant relevance of local move-
ments in environmental conflicts in France and
worldwide, corroborating evidence provided by Scheidel
et al. (2020).

In comparison with conflicts documented in the rest of
the EU, environmental conflicts in France tend to occur
more at the regional level, than at a lower geographical
and administrative scale (Figure 3b) (» = 0.001 and
0.028, respectively). Half of the cases identified in France
occur at a local scale (51%), with more than four in 10
occurring at the regional level (44%) and just a tiny min-
ority (3%) cases attaining a national scale. In contrast,
two in three cases detected across the EU unfold at a
local scale. It appears that the projects sparking conflicts
in France are larger and have broader geographical impli-
cations for local communities across different geographical
contexts and settings, with local groups of activists and
campaigners showing a higher level of awareness about
the effects of projects felt beyond their immediate spatial
proximity. Moreover, local and regional networks of
activities and campaigners might be readier and more fre-
quently mobilised in resisting projects across the country,
with French EJOs having relatively stronger solidarity
links between regional groups compared with their EU
equivalents.

Using an algorithm-assisted matching process to conso-
lidate subsidiaries, mergers and acquisitions, and dupli-
cations into single entries, we extracted from the sample of
French cases a subsample comprising the companies most
frequently involved in environmental conflicts. Results in
Table 1 indicate that most companies are involved in a single
environmental conflict, with fewer companies involved in
two or more conflicts. However, the exercise identifies
EDF, VINCI and SNCF as the companies most frequently
involved in environmental conflicts in France.

The data show that 28 projects were reported as halted,
thus either operationally paused or cancelled, at the time of
data collection (Figure 3¢). This figure accounts for about
45% of the projects analysed, and is significantly higher in
France compared with the rest of the EU (p = 0.034).
Aside from the effective campaigns promoted by local
EJOs, projects might be halted or cancelled due to
business case losses, which may result in project abandon-
ments, or failure to obtain relevant permits to continue

REGIONAL STUDIES
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Figure 1. Map of environmental conflicts in France by type of project and industry.

operations. In some sectors, halted projects outnumber
those still ongoing, as in the case of tourism recreation

and water management.

This aspect was further examined by developing a
binomial regression model, aimed at verifying the

REGIONAL STUDIES

relationship between halted projects in the EU and the
involvement of local actors, with mobilised groups used
as independent variables. Local scientists and pro-
fessionals, defined by the EJAtlas as ‘individuals or collec-
tives providing professional, scientific, and technical
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EJAtlas cases in France and the EU by sector
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Figure 2. Distribution of EJAtlas conflicts by sector of activity
comparing between France and the rest of the European
Union.

Note: Counts are in bars.

knowledge to support claims for EJ’, appear to be the most
relevant group among those investigated in the analysis.
Results in Table 2 show a significant, positive relationship
between the mobilisation of local scientists and halted pro-
jects, with Z-odds indicating a more than twice probability
for projects to be halted when local scientists are involved
in the conflict.

The model found no significant associations with
mobilisation of neighbours, local EJOs or local govern-
ment. Similarly, the inclusion of interaction variables
associated with French cases did not generate any signifi-
cant results.

4.2. Selected case studies

The quantitative analysis presented in the previous section
identified an overrepresentation of halted projects in
France compared with the rest of the EU. Based on this
finding, we focus on cancelled projects, thus projects
whose completion has been abandoned or scrapped, to
understand how their termination affects local populations
and ecosystems in France. In doing so, we select three case
studies to illustrate, examine and discuss the role of PBL in
French environmental conflicts. The three cases can help
with improving our understanding of the leadership mech-
anisms exerted by different actors (assigned and non-
assigned leaders, campaigners and scientists, EJOs) within
local environmental conflicts. Two of the selected projects
relate to transport infrastructure, while one project relates
to nuclear energy, reflecting the predominance of environ-
mental conflicts across these sectors in France compared

with the EU. Moreover, the selected case studies see the
involvement of EDF and VINCI, the two companies
associated with the highest number of environmental con-
flicts in France.

4.3. Notre Dame des Landes (NDL) airport

The first case refers to the construction of the Aéroport du
Grand Ouest in the NDL area. The airport was due to
replace Nantes Atlantique Airport, and to serve as an inter-
national gateway for France’s north-western regions. In
2008, the French government approved a Declaration ’Uti-
lite Publiqgue (DUP), declaring the project of public utility
based on the outcomes of a public inquiry launched to assess
the value and benefits of the planned infrastructures. The
DUP provides a mandate to project managers to deliver
all the necessary work related to the project, including the
power to expropriate land and carry out engineering
works. In the case of NDL, the DUP enabled planning
for infrastructure projects associated with the new airport,
such as the construction of a high-speed train line connect-
ing Nantes with major French cities. However, the DUP
can also be used to halt or cancel projects.

An opposition movement to the NDL project was
quickly formed on the initiative of farmers and local
EJOs, who questioned the need for such large infrastruc-
tures to be built. According to the Syndicate Mixte
d’Etudes, an accounting consultancy, project costs were
distributed among VINCI, the company commissioned
to realise the project (€315 million, 56.6% of total invest-
ment); and public funds (€241 million, 43.3%) for which
the French government and the Loire-Atlantique
Regional Assembly contributed €125.5 million and
€115.5 million, respectively. Aside from the (alleged)
waste of public money, opponents also denounced the
negative impact on the local environment and ecosystem,
the detrimental implications in terms of climate change,
and the negative effects on land usage and regional farm-
ing activity in the region. Michael Dubromel, a local EJ
campaigner, stated:

The balance of the region also raises the question of trans-
port: how will we get to NDL airport, located 27 km from
Nantes city centre? The tram-train and Brittany-Pays de
Loire high-speed line projects, which would also have an
impact on the environment and agriculture, are currently
hypothetical. When it opens, Notre-Dame-des-Landes
will only be served by bus. It will therefore be preferable to
travel by private car.

(extracted from Reporterre, 2008)

The Loire-Atlantique Regional Assembly and the City of
Nantes, both led by left-wing coalitions, supported the
project, deeming it necessary to enhance faster and more
efficient transport connections for one of France’s fast-
est-growing regions. In contrast, Solidarité Ecologique, a
local EJO, proposed an upgrade the Nantes Atlantique
Airport instead of building the new airport, arguing that
to preserve the region’s rich and diverse ecosystems no
new site should be developed in the NDL area. Soon

REGIONAL STUDIES
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Figure 3. Comparisons between actors mobilised (a), scale of conflict (b) and project status (c) related to environmental conflicts

in France and the rest of the European Union.
Note: Counts are in bars.

after, a group of councillors formed the ‘Collective of City
Councilors doubting the Relevance of the Airport
(CEPDA). The group quickly gathered the support of
1000 elected representatives and 200 members of local
administrations (Jaunet, 2019). CEPDA commissioned

CE Delft, a Dutch private consultancy company, to pre-
pare a social cost-benefit analysis of the project. Com-
pleted in October 2011, the CE Delft report identified
limited economic benefits associated with the new NDL

airport (Brinke & Faber, 2011).

Table 1. Companies involved in environmental conflicts identified in France.

Country of Cases in Cases
ID Company Category Multinational origin France overseas
7180 EDF Nuclear energy Yes France 17 27
7 VINCI Group Construction, infrastructure and Yes France 7 14
built environment
3114 SNCF Construction, infrastructure and Yes France 5 6
built environment
521  Total SA Fossil fuels/energy Yes France 3 41
346  Areva Nuclear energy Yes France 3 16
5181 Bouygues Travaux Industrial and utilities conflicts No France 3 5
Publics
- Other French a Miscellaneous France 14 60
companies
- Other companies ¢ Miscellaneous No 12 127
Total 64 286

Note: “Mineral ores and building materials extraction; tourism recreation; industrial and utilities conflicts; infrastructure and built environment; biomass
and land conflicts (forests, agriculture, fisheries and livestock management); fossil fuels and climate justice/energy; water management; nuclear energy;

nuclear.

REGIONAL STUDIES
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Table 2. Binomial regression model (dependant variable: project cancelled).

Independent variable Coefficient SE Z-value p-value
Neighbours (n = 374) 0.18121 0.35695 0.508 0.6117
Local environmental justice organisations (n = 345) 0.21585 0.31591 0.683 0.4944
Local government (n = 266) -0.01813 0.26848 —0.068 0.9461

Local scientists/professionals (n = 243) 0.61946 0.26945 2.299 0.0215

Note: N = 463; the size of the subsample for each independent variable is provided in parentheses.

Despite several demonstrations between December
2011 and February 2012, and the involvement of inter-
national EJOs, the NDL project continued. Evictions
started in March 2012, but many residents refused to
leave and instead became squatters, joining the anti-air-
port protests by building wood shacks and occupying the
land. Several attempts to evict the squatters turned into
riots with police using tear gas to break up camps of pro-
testers (Oberti, 2012). Among the many police interven-
tions in this conflict, Operation Cesar marked a turning
point in the fight against the airport. On 17 November
2013, a mass demonstration brought approximately
20,000 people to the NDL to reoccupy the site with
tents and wooden shacks. The official acronym previously
used to identify the area, Zone a Développer (ZAD —
‘Development Area’), was renamed Zone a Defendre
(‘Area to Defend’). Riot police moved back in, clashing
with occupants in the first weekend of the protest. Tear
gas and rubber bullets were fired and several police officers
and protesters were injured (Schofield, 2012). The Paris
terrorist attacks of November 2015 forced the authorities
to cancel a second large police operation planned for Jan-
uary 2016. The ZAD was no longer a government priority,
with occupants remaining in their camp.

In 2016, Ségoléne Royal, Minister of Ecology, asked
the Inspectorate General to investigate alternative options
for the construction of the NDL airport. The report, sub-
mitted to the Ministry of Ecology in April 2016, stated:

The mission found no trace ... of any operational thinking
in favour of the airport project’s area of influence. This
means that there is no regional planning strategy. It is there-
fore essential to take the time to build a joint regional pro-
ject, based on the region’s assets. And to do this with all
the residents and stakeholders.

(extracted from Reporterre, 2016)

After the report, French President Francois Hollande
announced a local referendum in the Loire-Atlantique
region on the future of the NDL project. On 26 June
2016, the date of the referendum, occupants and protesters
were still living in the ZAD; local EJOs and farming
groups were fervently opposed to the project, while most
residents and business groups supported it.

In the end, the electorate voted in favour of the con-
struction of the NDL airport with a 55.7% majority.
Results revealed a regional divide, with towns and villages
within spatial proximity to the planned NDL airport vot-
ing overwhelmingly against the project. Opponents

denounced irregularities related to the ballot; the two
main opponent groups, ZADists and the Association of
People Affected by the NDL project (ACIPA) released

this statement the day after the referendum:

We will persist in our efforts to live, farm, and protect this
bocage. We will defend it with great determination as it rep-
resents a beacon of hope that cannot be extinguished in the
face of the destruction of life and the commodification of the
world. We urge all supporters and committees in France and
beyond to mobilize and increase their vigilance in the com-
ing weeks and months. It should be noted that there will not
be an airport at NDL.

(extracted from Reporterre, 2016)

The ZAD occupation continued, making the 1600-hec-
tare enclave an autonomous commune from the French
government, with police unable to enter or control it.
On 7 May 2017, the newly elected French President
Emmanuel Macron made resolving the NDL issue a pri-
ority of his mandate. Eight months after his election,
Edouard Philippe, French Prime Minister, announced
the cancellation of the NDL project.

4.4. A45 motorway in Lyon
The second case study refers to the proposed construction
of the A45 motorway, with the objective of doubling the
existing A47 motorway to better connect the cities of
Lyon and Saint Etienne, in the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes
region. Although the first feasibility studies for this project
date back to 1993, it was only in 2016 that Laurent Wau-
quiez, at the time President of the Auvergne-Rhone-
Alpes, proposed the A45 project again by labelling the
A47 motorway dangerous. Supported by the French Min-
istry of Transport, the project received €845 million in
funds provided by the French government (50%), the
regional assembly (25%) and the metropolitan authority
of Saint Etienne (25%). Design and execution of the project
was commissioned to VINCI, a multinational company.
The presence of VINCI, and the large budget awarded
to the project, attracted criticism from Europe Ecologie les
Verts, the French Green Party, and from Sauvegarde des
Coteaux du Lyonnais (SCL), a local EJO which deemed
the A45 project costly and unnecessary. According to
SCL, the project would have needed an investment of at
least €1.2 billion, a much higher figure than the allocated
funds of €845 million (World Highways, 2016). In
addition, the planned opening in 2022 and the 55-year
concession to VINCI raised doubts about the project’s

REGIONAL STUDIES
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potential to fuel regional development and growth. Maur-
ice Fish, President of SCL, stated:

VINCI has become the preferred specialist of the oligarchs
who rule over us, profiting from useless, imposed Major Pro-
jects financed by public money. As with the NDL Airport,
this is a costly and harmful project, on arable land, when
alternatives exist.

(extracted from Reporterre, 2016)

SCL started campaigning against the A45 in 2016, pro-
posing alternatives to the A45 project such as promoting
the region’s agricultural sector. This counter-response
reflected concerns about threats to the livelihoods of
many local farmers who sold their produce along the
route of the planned new motorway. In support of their
argument, members of SCL organised a two-day festival
featuring concerts and a farmers’ market. The initiative
attracted an attendance of about 1500, increased SCL
membership by signing up young adults and students,
and brought other residents’ groups to join the protest.
The initiative included the creation of a representative
logo, a dedicated website,* and campaigns on multiple
social media platforms such as Twitter (now X) and Face-
book. A protest flag with the representative logo was
unveiled at the top of a watchtower six metres above one
of the hills where the first phase of construction was
planned.

In 2017, a new group called Les Naturalistes joined the
protest. Their membership mostly comprised environ-
mental activists and students, many of whom acted as ‘bio-
diversity watchers’ on behalf of local research programmes,
monitoring local breeds and specimens. About 60 natural-
ists of all ages and specialties came together annually to
create an inventory of the flora and fauna in the region.
This exercise produced about 4000 data points comprising
information related to between 400 and 500 different
fauna and flora species living in the areas affected by the
A45 project.

Les Naturalistes drew attention to one specific strip of
land threatened by the project, identifying the presence of
around 100 protected species. Between June and July
2017, under the coordination of Rhéne-Alpes Federation
for the Protection of Nature (FRAPNA), they released
this statement:

Beyond the scientific interest of collecting data and learning
more about the environmental impact by the freeway, the
aim is above all strategic. Other environmental associations
in protests have already demonstrated their effectiveness in
drawing up a counter-expertise that is valid in court, as in
Notre Dame des Landes.

(FRAPNA, Reporterre 2017)

In October 2017, campaign leaders sent a letter to Elisa-
beth Borne, Minister for Ecological Transition, reaffirm-
ing their concerns about the project, its incompatibility
with environmental protection laws and the inconsisten-
cies with the commitments made by the French
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government with international partners about climate
change. In support of their claims, they provided the out-
comes of independent studies indicating an 85% increase
in greenhouse gas emissions by 2035, compared with
2004 levels.

Support for the project at Saint Etienne and Lyon was
mixed. While Saint Etienne City Council launched a pub-
lic poster campaign entitled Je la Veux’ (1 Want It’ -
referring to the A45), councillors at Lyon City Council
were more reticent, and most councillors at the
Auvergne-Rhoéne-Alpes  Regional Assembly openly
opposed the project. Although a DUP for the A45 was
approved in February 2018, the project was cancelled
that July, with the Ministry of Ecology publishing a final
report suggesting alternative roads and railways to the
A45. The €400 million initially allocated by the French
government to the project were reallocated to the restruc-
turing of the A47 motorway and improving the railway
between Saint Etienne and Lyon.

Despite this cancellation, however, crucial questions
remained about the role of the Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes
Regional ~ Assembly  and  its  environmental
preservation and green transition objectives. Maxime
Combes, a leading campaigner against the A45 project,
summarises:

What kind of regional project do we want? How can we
reduce the need for mobility and improve the quality of
transport? Do we want local public services and the reloca-
tion of activities and the economy, or do we want people
to always have to travel between Lyon and Saint-Etienne?
Do we want to bring in new farmers and feed ourselves
with high-quality, environmentally-friendly produce, or do
we want to pave over farmland? And how do we go about
reducing polluting gas emissions and protecting biodiversity?

(extracted from Reporterre, 2018)

4.5. Nuclear power plant at Fessenheim

The third case study refers to the project of building four
nuclear reactors at Fessenheim, (Grand Est region) in the
Rhine Valley, an area at significant risk of flooding and
earthquakes. In July 1970, national and local media first
broadcasted news of the proposed plant. EDF, the com-
pany commissioned to deliver the project, already owned
the land required to build two of the four reactors, and
needed to acquire the same amount of land within spatial
proximity to build the remaining two reactors. As a
response to environmental risks posed by the building of
a nuclear power plant in their community, local environ-
mental activists created the Comité pour la Sauvegarde
de Fessenheim et du Rhin (CSFR) in September 1970.
CSFR members started occupying the land identified by
the EDF. Jean-Jacques Rettig, founder of CSFR, stated:

As we don’t want a nuclear power station here, we don’t need
the meteorological pylon you've just built to find out which
way the steam from the cooling towers will go. If you remove
this pylon, we will cease our occupation.

(extracted from Reporterre, 2008)
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In April 1971, the first major public demonstration against
civil nuclear power in Fessenheim attracted about 1500
participants, including 100 from across the German border
less than a mile away. Other protests and mass demon-
strations followed, attracting thousands each time, but
these did not deter the French government, and work to
build the plant started in January 1975. On 23 February,
about 30,000 people reoccupied the site identified for
the new reactors. Plans to remove protesters were aban-
doned by the French government due to the large numbers
involved and the risk of attracting more adverse publicity.
On 21 March, despite a local French court withdrawing
the construction licence for the plant, the project contin-
ued with the two new reactors starting to function in
1977. The number of demonstrations and participants
increased over time, peaking with the first large-scale
environmental protests attracting 70,000 participants.
Protestors came mainly from along the Rhine Valley,
where other nuclear power plant projects notably Wyhl
(Germany) and Kaiseraugst (Switzerland) were met with
fierce local opposition rooted around proposed construc-
tion sites. Public concerns about nuclear energy increased
after mass demonstrations at Wyhl, a location in the
Baden region, 40 km north of Fessenheim, identified for
a new nuclear plant project, widening the numbers
opposed to nuclear energy projects across different seg-
ments of the local population. In the end, the Wyhl plan
project was abandoned in 1975. This outcome is likely
to have contributed to the cancellation of another nuclear
energy plant project at Kaiseraugst in Switzerland, near the
French border, which was also never realised.

Meanwhile, at Fessenheim, only two reactors of the
initially planned four were built, with works related to
Reactor 1 and Reactor 2 completed between 1971 and
1977, and between 1972 and 1978, respectively. Three
local and global elements proved decisive to the abandon-
ment of plans for Reactor 3 and Reactor 4. The relentless
campaigning of the Alsatian anti-nuclear movement did
not end with the commissioning of the two Fessenheim
reactors in 1977-78, nor with the abandonment of the
12 others that had been planned in the Rhine Valley
between Basel and Lauterbourg. Along the CSFR, new
associations and local groups joined the protests: Stop Fes-
senheim, Stop Transports-Halte au Nucléaire, Citoyens
Vigilants des Environs de Fessenheim, and Sortir du
Nucléaire Network.

In the aftermath of the nuclear incident at Chernobyl
in April 1986, the Commission de Recherche et d’Infor-
mation Indépendantes sur la Radioactivit¢ (CRIIRAD),
an independent organisation founded by a group of
scientists, started collecting information about levels of
radioactive contamination in France. Faced with the
impossibility of obtaining reliable data from the French
government and companies operating in the nuclear
energy sector, CRIIRAD decided to carry out its own
measurements, setting up an independent radioactivity
analysis in the Alsace region. The analysis, conducted in
1988, revealed significant levels of caesium-137 radio-
active contamination.’

Demonstrations calling for the closure of the Fessen-
heim power plant continued throughout the 1980s—early
2000s, becoming more frequent from 2008 onwards,
after the French Nuclear Safety Authority (ASN)
expressed formal concerns against EDF for its lack of
rigour in operating the nuclear power plant. The Fukush-
ima (Japan) accident in March 2011 caused a further shift
in public opinion regarding nuclear energy in France,
Germany and Switzerland, reinvigorating the environ-
mental campaigns of groups such as CSFR and the Sortir
du Nucléaire Network. In June 2011, a roughly 5-km-long
human chain formed around the site at Fessenheim. In
2012, the French Presidential Candidate Francgois Hol-
lande (Socialist Party) pledged to shut the nuclear plant
if elected, as a prerequisite for an electoral pact with the
Green Party.

Planning for ceasing operations at Fessenheim started
after Hollande’s election in the same year, although the
announced deadline to close the nuclear power plant by
the end of 2016 was not met. Between 2014 and 2017,
the leaders of EJOs and resident groups met six times
with four successive interministerial delegates appointed
to oversee the nuclear power plant closure. In January
2018, a meeting was called between local campaigner lea-
ders and Sébastien Lecornu, Secretary of State for Ecolo-
gic Transition. The meeting paved the way to a French—
German binational strategy for decommissioning Fessen-
heim and led to the Project for the Future of the Fessen-
heim Territory (PAT), a programmatic document
providing a roadmap for industrial reconversion that
brought together relevant public and private stakeholders
in France and Germany.

The PAT was then signed by the parties involved and
approved in April 2018.° The Fessenheim nuclear power
plant formally ceased operations in 2020, but the wider
environmental conflict is far from being concluded. In Feb-
ruary 2022, President Macron announced the construction
of six new second-generation nuclear reactors by 2035. In
May 2023, the proposal to build a new nuclear reactor in
proximity of Fessenheim made by Frédéric Bierry, Presi-
dent of the European Community of Alsace, faced strong
opposition from the Mayor of Fessenheim, the local
EJOs and the Green Party. More recently, in January
2024, the French government announced plans for a further
eight reactors (Reuters, 2024). These initiatives could be
interpreted as an attempt to counteract the French opposi-
tion, notably the extreme right led by Marine Le Pen,
which has turned more strongly towards nuclear energy.”

5. DISCUSSION

5.1. Cross-examination of the selected case
studies

Table 3 provides an overview of the three selected case
studies, setting out the multiple actors and institutions in
each conflict, the associated PBL mechanisms, and the
roles played by assigned and non-assigned leaders. The
three case studies shed light on the breadth and depth of

environmental conflicts, revealing the wide range of issues

REGIONAL STUDIES
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Table 3. Cross-comparison of selected case studies.

Fessenheim nuclear power

Themes/aspects NDL airport (West) A45 motorway (Sud East) plant

Description e Construction of a new airport e Construction of a new o Construction of four
and annexed high-speed motorway nuclear reactors
trainline infrastructures

Triggers for o Negative impact on the local e Negative impact on the local e Public concerns about

environmental
conflict

Public organisations e
funding .

Private organisations e
Formal agreements o

Assigned national .
leaders®
Assigned regional .
leaders®
Assigned local .
leaders®
Non-assigned .

regional leaders?

Non-assigned local .
leaders?

Power mechanisms o
used by assigned
leaders .

environment, climate change
implications, negative effects
on land usage and regional
farming activity, public money
wastage

French government (60%)
Regional Loire-Atlantique
assembly (40%)

VINCI group and SNCF
Declaration d'Utilite Publique
(DUP — declaration of public
interest)

French government President
(+)

French government Minister of
Ecology (-)

Regional assembly (+)

City of Nantes (+)

Solidarité Ecologique, a local
EJO ()

‘Collective of City Councillors
doubting the Relevance of the
Airport’ (CEPDA) (-)
Association de Défense des
Exploitants Concernés par
I’Aéroport (ADECA), ZADists
and Association of People
Affected by the NDL project
(ACIPA)

Evictions with policy authority
(coercive power)

Local referendum (institutional
power)

biodiversity and regional
farming activity, public money
wastage

French government: Ministry
of Transport (50%)

Regional Auvergne-Rhone-
Alpes assembly (25%)

City of Saint Etienne (25%)
VINCI group

DUP

French government (+)
Minister of Transport (+)

President of the Region (+)

City of Saint Etienne (+)
City of Lyon (-)
French Green Party

Sauvegarde des Coteaux du
Lyonnais (SCL) (-)

Public poster campaign
entitled Je la Veux' ('l wantit’ —
referring to the A45) created by
the City of Saint Etienne
(interpretive power)

nuclear energy, radioactive
contamination

e French government (100%)

o EDF
« DUP

French government President

(+)

o City of Fessenheim (+)

e French Green Party (-)

o Comité pour la Sauvegarde
de Fessenheim et du Rhin
(CSFR) (-)

e Stop Fessenheim (-)

o Stop Transports-Halte au
Nucléaire (-)

o Sortir du Nucléaire Network

)
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Table 3. Continued.

Themes/aspects NDL airport (West)

A45 motorway (Sud East)

Fessenheim nuclear power
plant

Power mechanisms e Private consultancy company e

used by non- report on social cost-benefit
assigned leaders analysis (interpretive power)
o Multiple pacific protests .

(network power)

Area to defend ZAD residing .
(coercive power)

Power mechanism .
used by local non-
assigned leaders

Events o Terrorist attacks .
o New French President and

government elected

Regional e Local farming in region .
development and o French government
actual leaders o ZADists

Naturalistas flora and fauna
inventory report (interpretative
power)

Pacific protests around
concerts and farmer markets
(network power)

Campaigns on multiple social
media platforms (network
power)

Letter sent to the Minister of
Ecology (institutional power)
Area to defend ZAD residing
(coercive power)

New President of the Region
elected

Regional environmental and
social projects focus on
mobility and biodiversity
protection

New President of the Region —
assigned leader

e Independent radioactivity
analysis (interpretive
power)

o Multiple pacific protests
involving German EJO
associations (international
network power)

e Area to defend ZAD
residing (coercive power)

e Nuclear incident occurred
at Three Mile Island, PA,
USA

o Victory of the Green Party
in the local election

e New French President and
government elected

e French—-German binational
strategic agreement for
decommissioning
Fessenheim

Note: ®In favour of the project (+) and against the project (-).
EJO, environmental justice organisation; ZAD, Zone & Développer.

affecting approved, ongoing, or cancelled projects, and
how these unfold over time. This approach usefully illumi-
nates the different lines along which local leadership, for-
mal or informal, can act or develop in each conflict.

A variety of key themes, trajectories and dynamics,
emerge when examining and comparing the three projects.
In the NDL case, the French government approved a
DUP for the project, while a large cross-party coalition
of local administrators started to campaign against it. In
the A45 case, the three main local administrations
involved in the project had different views, with one
local administration even turning against the project
once the French government approved the DUP. Both
cases suggest the absence of strategic leadership as
described by Gibney et al. (2009). This leadership deficit
likely galvanised opposition from residents and EJOs,
thereby widening the platform of discontent. The lack of
consensus among leaders diluted key messages about the
perceived economic benefits of the projects, shifting the
focus exclusively to environmental costs. A more inclusive
dialogue between local administrative leaders, residents,

and EJOs in the very early stages of the project approval
may have limited resource wastage and prevented the
rise (or progression) of environmental conflicts.

This view is corroborated by the environmental conflict
surrounding the nuclear power plant at Fessenheim: most
residents initially supported the project for its economic
returns, but revolted against it when its scale and wider
impact became clearer. The cross-border collaboration
between French and German protesters enlarged the
sense of an ‘affected community’ going beyond the plant’s
location, spanning different areas of the Rhine. This situ-
ation demonstrates how PBL can be conditioned not only
by the circumstances of each locality, but also by the very
issue under focus (Connell & McManus, 2011; Sotarauta
et al., 2017).

Another theme highlighted by our analysis is the emer-
gence of non-assigned leaders and the variety of strategies
they can adopt to oppose contentious projects. For
instance, the NDL airport project shows how the ZADists
used multiple communication strategies to attract new
members and expand their networks within protest
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movements. Social media was effectively utilised to expand
public participation, fuelling clashes between police and
protestors and making the ZAD symbolically significant
as a display of coercive power in environmental conflict.
Inspired by the NDL airport project, EJOs involved in
the A45 motorway scheme organised a series of events
including a farmers’ market, festivals, and roundtable dis-
cussions, thereby integrating ecological initiatives into the
regional infrastructure project.

The above findings reveal the increasing role played by
‘bottom-up’ leadership from within the community. For
instance, the emergence of locally based leadership
through collective action plans generated in the ZAD
made it the central place for demonstrations. The protest
progressively involved new actors, unlocking resources
and knowledge from different components of the protest
that contributed to the design of an alternative vision of
regional development. Evidence gathered from the case
studies show how formally assigned leaders failed to
anticipate or identify the emergence of new leaders and
roles from the protest, missing opportunities for collabora-
tive solutions. This article confirms the need for assigned
leaders with institutional power to work within and across
imprecise institutional boundaries (Liddle, 2010; Sotar-
auta, 2019). In the presence of environmental conflicts,
assigned leaders must learn how to act in ill-defined terri-
tories such as those characterised by protests.

5.2. PBL and local actors in environmental
conflicts

The power mechanisms captured across the three case
studies seem to follow a similar line of events. First, the
involvement of large companies in projects approved by
nationally assigned leaders generates a conflict between
competing economic and environmental interests. Second,
the presence and/or creation of EJOs serves as a display of
institutional power opposing the project, with local scien-
tist/professionals and non-local consultants working colla-
boratively to pool knowledge to enhance both the
coherence and legitimacy of opponents. Third, the trans-
lation of interpretive power into institutional power facili-
tates decision-making processes such as cost-benefit
analyses, shifting the debate from local to national levels.
Finally, the shift of power from local to non-local and
national assigned leaders eventually leads to overwhelming
pressure to cancel projects, generating significant long-
term implications in terms of regional economic
development.

Our analysis identified the significant role played by
local scientists and professionals in environmental conflicts
and the consequences of this involvement in terms of PBL.
In the case of the NDL project, the cost-benefit analysis
commissioned by non-assigned leaders to an independent
consulting company enhanced their visibility and influ-
enced public opinion against the project. The interpretive
power shown by non-assigned leaders asserted the legiti-
macy of the protest, conveyed information to diverse actors
more consistently, and strengthened communication and
networking across the many groups involved. Independent
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studies and reports created by the strategic alliance of local
EJ leaders and scientists, can shift the terms of public
debate, providing local leaders with an evidence base for
opposing development projects. Sotarauta (2019, p. 10)
highlights that ‘strong emphasis should be put on local
knowledge and collective contemplations as well as the
importance of pooling locally embedded knowledge and
extra-local knowledge to serve local development’. In the
same vein, place-embedded, socio-ecological knowledge
of local scientists and professionals often counterposes
the interests of national governments, local adminis-
trations, and multinational companies. This opposition
is at its strongest when early planning/approval for pro-
jects, focus solely on creating economic development and
profit maximisation, neglecting the wider impact and
effects on local communities, economies and ecosystems.

Another finding from our study is the disunity among
assigned leaders at the local level when dealing with con-
flictive projects. Significant disagreement among local
administrators was evident in the case of the A45 project:
very different levels of support were identified among the
three main local authorities involved, and no common
strategy was developed for promoting the benefits and uti-
lity of the project to the wider public. Divergence between
local leaders probably increased uncertainty about the pro-
ject, contributing to the mass demonstrations and protests
that occurred in the area. At Fessenheim, for instance, the
discontent generated by the nuclear plant became transna-
tional: an alliance between French and German activists
was created which provided a platform to develop and
invigorate anti-nuclear movements across Europe.

When confronted with new projects or circumstances,
local leaders frequently try to establish new relationships,
spanning the boundaries of their remits in an attempt to
create new solutions to opportunities and challenges
(Beer & Clower, 2014; Collinge et al., 2010; Picaud-
Bello et al., 2022). Based on our analysis, boundary span-
ning between different leaders, whether these are in the
administrative apparatus or from the campaign side,
appears to be crucial to the formation of effective opposi-
tion to projects with adverse environmental consequences.
Moreover, because many contextual factors affect the pro-
posals for, and realisation of, large projects, different places
and communities may respond to projects in a variety of
ways (Beer et al., 2019). When assessing large projects,
national and locally assigned leaders tend mostly to focus
on public utility and return on investment. Consequently,
they work hard to secure support and approval from indi-
viduals and agencies within their existing networks, while
sometimes trying to create new connections at a local level
to reach their objectives. However, this conduct frequently
neglects key sustainability and environmental concerns
which are currently reshaping the global policy agenda.

In the case of French environmental conflicts, neglect-
ing the views expressed by local environmental groups and
EJOs can lead to years of disruption, struggle and even-
tually failure. The halting or cancelling of major projects,
in France as well as in other EU countries, signals a shift
from an economic regional development based on
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infrastructure outcomes to an alternative sustainable
regional development with environmental protection.
The promotion of regional economic development is still
largely perceived as an interactive process between firms,
various public or semi-public development agencies, and
research institutions (Sotarauta, 2019). In this new policy
context, it seems necessary to rethink decision-making and
planning processes to prevent future environmental con-
flicts from happening.

The above considerations must be contextualised to
both place and administrative structure. Focusing on
environmental conflicts and their regional development
dynamics, France’s interactive modes of governance seem
ineffective in terms of unlocking resources, knowledge,
and capabilities across different administrative layers, or
across organisations, actors and other groups at a local
level (Sotarauta & Beer, 2017). In France, however, plan-
ning debates are tightly bound with civic equality argu-
ments, reflecting a ‘technocratic defence of the state’
which frequently turn into disputes involving local commu-
nities. The relationship between local development, local
heritage, and the surrounding environment is becoming
the central concern, superseding economic considerations.

6. CONCLUSIONS

This article examined the relationship between PBL and
environmental conflicts at a local level, investigating how
local leaders respond to and deal with environmental con-
flicts, and the implications of these conflicts for PBL.
Findings from both quantitative modelling and case
studies reveal the cruciality of formal and informal leader-
ship in addressing local environmental conflicts, and the
importance of dealing with different actors or groups in
preventing or defusing protests.

Our analysis identifies the key role and impact of local
scientists and professionals on infrastructural projects and
their environmental impact. Local non-assigned leaders cam-
paigning against projects appear more effective at influencing
narratives and debates about project developments than for-
mally assigned leaders, for instance using embedded knowl-
edge extracted from local sources as well as extra-knowledge
provided by experts and consultants to sustain their argu-
ments. In addition, non-assigned leaders seem to display a
stronger interpretive power in the context of environmental
conflicts, forcing assigned leaders to reassess and often back-
track on projects and investments already approved. In such
circumstances, high levels of fragmentation among assigned
leaders about projects’ trajectories further enhance protests
and discontent, hindering project completions.

Our study unveils multiple implications for PBL
associated environmental conflicts. PBL is not a straight-
forward process. It is characterised by fragmented actions
and events involving several organisations and leaders, and
there is no uniformity in the ways different sources of
power combine or interact (Budd & Sancino, 2016; Sotar-
auta et al., 2017). This can create multiple scenarios when
environmental conflicts arise. In the attempt to leverage
interpretive and networking power, assigned leaders

could involve local scientists and professionals more effec-
tively in the planning phase of large infrastructural pro-
jects. The contributions of the latter can provide greater
emphasis on ecological, social, and cultural issues, which
can defuse environmental conflict, and thereby possibly
help protect investments.

Moreover, our findings suggest that PBL approaches
should be reassessed to prevent environmental conflicts
while pursuing regional economic development. The con-
struction of large infrastructural projects require regional
systematic and physical value chain perspectives. Regional
economic development adopts mainstream
endogenous theory, emphasising investments in physical
capital (Beer et al., 2019). This approach is still anchored
to studies developed in the 1990s, when scholars and pol-
icymakers focused their attention on factors contributing
to economic growth such as education and innovation
(Rodriguez-Pose, 2013). As such, research on the environ-
mental consequences resulting from these investments is
frequently neglected.

Climate change, environmental degradation, resource
depletion, and water and food shortages are defining glo-
bal issues of our time. Local and national leaders are
called to pursue more sustainable trajectories when plan-
ning for large projects, However this exercise frequently
lacks coordination among relevant stakeholders across
different administrative layers. Moreover, assigned lea-
ders often fail to effectively include other important lea-
ders in environmental campaigns at local, regional, and
national levels. Ignoring the lessons of other failed pro-
jects and underestimating the wider climate action
agenda generates a fertile terrain for environmental con-
flicts. These conflicts can last for years, disrupting lives,
affecting communities, and bringing uncertainty in
terms of economic growth.

This article addresses an original topic, bringing new
knowledge about the relationship between leadership and
environmental conflicts. Nonetheless, it is appropriate
that we acknowledge some limitations. First, as environ-
mental conflicts are constantly evolving, the information
provided by the EJAtlas is very fluid. Our analysis tries
to control for this variation by encompassing a very
wide range of conflicts across a large timespan. Second,
this study compares French and EU data but does not
investigate individual countries or regions; the absence
of consistent information prevented the geographical
extension of our analysis. Third, we are aware that the
specific characteristics of the three case studies may
limit the generalisability of our results. Finally, time
and financial constraints prevented the acquisition of
more qualitative information, for instance, interviews
with local administrators and campaign leaders, which
would have enriched our study.

In conclusion, our findings provide new perspectives
on the relationship between local leadership and environ-
mental conflicts. Because their association is multifaceted,
the formation of formal and informal PBL policies and
strategies coalescing around large projects remains signifi-
cantly underresearched. Given the paucity of studies

mainly
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targeting the effects of environmental conflicts on local
communities, this article provides an avenue for new
research to better understand the potential of strategic
PBL for avoiding the most negative impacts of infrastruc-
tural developments on local livelihoods, cultures and
landscape.
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NOTES

1. For definitions for all codes, see the EJAtlas website at
https://ejatlas.org/backoffice/cms/en/definitions/.

2. Two of the coauthors of this study have documented
several environmental conflicts in France reported on the
EJAtlas; analysis was performed with R software package
version 4.2.3; and RStudio version 2023.03.0+386.

3. See https://reporterre.net/La-carte-des-luttes-contre-
les-grands-projets-inutiles/.

4 See www.nona45.fr/.

5. See https://www.criirad.org/la-criirad/presentation/.
6. For France, it was signed by EDF, the Ministry of
Energy and Social Transition, and representatives of sev-
eral French local authorities interested by the project,
such as the Grand Est Region Assembly, the Prefecture
of Haut Rhin department, and the Haute Rhin and Bas
Rhin Department Councils. From the German side, the
PAT was signed by the German Embassy in Paris, the
Baden Wirttemberg Lander (Regional Assembly), and
representatives of Breisgau-Hochschwarzwald District,
the City of Freiburg im Breisgau, and the City of
Breisach.

7. InJune 2024, Mme Le Pen even pledged to reopen the
Fessenheim nuclear power plant, though engineers have
declared this ‘technically impossible’.
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