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Multinational corporations are being confronted by activists and scholars over their involvement in environ-
mental conflicts and human rights violations. In response, many multinational corporations engage in human
rights and ESG voluntary initiatives to mitigate their impacts and publicly bolster their contribution to society.
. . These actions relate to disputed economic development theories which assert that foreign direct investment
environmental conflict . . . . . . .
UN Global Compact allows multinational companies to contribute to economic growth, human rights, and environmental well-being
ESG in so-called developing countries. To test these arguments, this article presents the largest statistical analysis on
the role of multinational corporations in environmental conflicts based on data from the Global Atlas of Envi-
ronmental Justice including more than 3,300 environmental conflicts and 5,500 companies. The results show
how multinational corporations, overwhelmingly domiciled in the Global North, are involved in environmental
conflicts in the Global South. Environmental conflicts with the presence of foreign companies disproportionately
involve commodities with biophysical properties ideally suited to facilitate ecologically unequal exchange and
show more socioeconomic impacts and worse outcomes than cases without foreign companies. These results cast
doubt on the validity of corporate sustainability assessments based entirely on company self-reported data, and
call for scholars and practitioners to centre the lived realities of those resisting corporate extractivism to evaluate

the socio-ecological performance of firms.

1. Introduction

Only 7% of the material inputs of the global economy are recycled,
the remaining 93% is extracted anew every year (Fraser et al., 2023).
This means new mines, oil wells, industrial plantations, airports, har-
bours, roads, and pipelines need to constantly be opened to meet the
increasing demand for energy and material consumption (Martinez-
Alier, 2012). Sustaining, reproducing and growing the economy de-
mands extraction, and sparks environmental conflicts. Many of these
new or expanded extractive operations are developed by multinational
corporations (MNCs) foreign to the country of operation through a
process known as greenfield Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). In 2023
alone, at least 36% of the total greenfield FDI, $500bn, was linked to
energy, metals, and other extractive sectors, with the rest going mostly
to services and manufacturing, demonstrating the significant contribu-
tion of extractive sectors to FDI (UNCTAD, 2024). The academic field
researching FDI is engaged in a lively debate on whether FDI benefits or
harms the communities and ecosystems that host MNCs’ extractive op-
erations. On one hand, the pollution halo hypothesis proposes that the
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arrival of foreign MNCs in a country brings cleaner technologies and
better management practices benefiting the local environment and
economy (Zarsky, 1999; Zhu et al., 2016). On the other hand, the
pollution haven hypothesis argues that MNCs search for competitive ad-
vantages in jurisdictions with lax environmental regulations, and thus
FDI worsens environmental and social conditions in recipient countries
(Balsalobre-Lorente et al., 2019).

The pollution haven hypothesis has been related to the theory and
quantification of ecologically unequal exchange (Hornborg, 1998;
Doytch, 2020). This theory explains how asymmetric power relation-
ships between countries and the globalisation of economic flows trans-
late into a net resource drain from the Global South to the Global North
(Dorninger et al., 2021; Hickel et al., 2022). This means that the social
and ecological costs associated with the consumption of resources in
affluent societies are displaced to extractive peripheries. Crucially,
available data shows that about 40% of the metal, oil, and gas imports to
the US occur within MNCs meaning that the exporter and importer
belong to the same ownership structure and so the commodities are
traded within vertically integrated companies’ internal supply chains
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(Lakatos and Ohnsorge, 2017). This data suggests that MNCs may play a
central role in managing the direction and intensity of ecologically un-
equal exchange. On this basis, it has been suggested that extractive
MNCs FDI exacerbates socio-ecological impacts in middle- and low-
income countries, supporting the pollution haven hypothesis (Doytch,
2020). Indeed, many scholars have already shown the social and envi-
ronmental impacts of extractive MNCs operations in their host com-
munities and ecosystems (see Giuliani and Macchi, 2014; Anand, 2017;
Ullah et al., 2021; Chittoor and He, 2023; Martinez-Alier, 2023a).

The proliferation of extractive projects and the expansion of social
metabolism linked with ecologically unequal exchange often sparks
environmental conflicts between MNCs and local actors (Martinez-Alier
et al., 2010; Scheidel et al., 2020). Environmental conflicts arise when
multiple actors struggle between incompatible interests and values over
the environment. In such conflicts, it is common to see companies
defend their plans to access new resources and business opportunities
pitted against environmental defenders resisting what they perceive as
threats to their territories, health, and human rights. To date, most of the
global analyses of environmental conflicts have focused on the role of
environmental defenders. It has been shown that Indigenous People are
disproportionately involved in environmental conflicts (Scheidel et al.,
2020, 2023), that in agro-industrial and mining projects environmental
defenders are particularly violently repressed (Le Billon and Lujala,
2020), and that women suffer specifically gendered violence for
defending their lands, communities, and livelihoods (Tran and Hanacek,
2023). It is also known which tactics are most successful for environ-
mental justice organisations, and that rather than a centralised
campaign it is a distributed network of organisations that advances the
environmental justice cause globally (Temper et al., 2020; Scheidel
et al., 2020). In contrast, research on the corporate actors in environ-
mental conflicts has largely focused on case studies about particular
projects (Brock and Dunlap, 2018), regions (Fiaschi et al., 2017;
Berenschot et al., 2022), or companies (see Boele et al., 2001; Pellegrini
et al., 2020; Saes et al., 2021; Bontempi et al., 2023b; Llavero-Pasquina
et al., 2024). However, to the best of our knowledge there has been no
global analysis focusing on the corporate actors involved in environ-
mental conflicts.

To fill this gap, this study offers the largest empirical analysis of the
involvement of MNCs in environmental conflicts to date addressing the
following research questions: Is there a select number of companies
particularly involved in environmental conflicts? Are MNCs over-
represented in conflicts with commodities that facilitate ecologically
unequal exchange? Do environmental conflicts involving foreign MNCs
lead to more impacts and worse outcomes than conflicts with only do-
mestic companies? Building on the well-established methods of statis-
tical political ecology (see examples Scheidel et al., 2020, 2023; Temper
et al., 2020; Le Billon & Lujala, 2020; Navas et al., 2022; Tran and
Hanacek, 2023; Bontempi et al., 2023a), this analysis is based on
descriptive statistics of a sample of 3,388 environmental conflict and
5,589 companies from the Global Atlas of Environmental Justice
(EJAtlas), the world largest environmental conflict database. The
EJAtlas data is gathered through a global network of researchers, stu-
dents, activists, and journalists documenting environmental conflicts
worldwide in a systematised form to reflect, to the best extent possible,
the local realities of environmental defenders resisting extractive and
industrial projects (Temper et al., 2015, 2018). The unit of analysis of
the EJAtlas, the environmental conflict, is generally defined as an
extractive, industrial or legislative project that is contested by an
organised group on socioecological grounds. The data underlying this
study thus contrasts with existing studies on the environmental impacts
of FDI on recipient countries based on data reported by countries or self-
reported by companies (Cole et al., 2017, Aust et al., 2020).

The rest of the article is structured as follows: First, a theoretical
analysis contrasts a neoclassical economics approach to FDI with an
alternative approximation through ecological economics and post-
development. Next, the methodology section describes an original
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data curation protocol that enables robust statistical analysis of com-
panies using the EJAtlas, opening unprecedented opportunities for
research at the intersection of business and environmental justice. Then,
the results are presented and discussed in three sections exploring 1) the
characteristics of the most conflictive companies in the EJAtlas data-
base, 2) the commodities overrepresented in conflicts with MNCs and
the geographical distribution of company headquarters and their con-
flicts, and 3) the disproportionate impacts and outcomes of environ-
mental conflicts with involvement of foreign MNCs. The article closes
with a discussion and conclusion calling for further engaged research on
corporate sustainability based on data reflecting the perspective of
environmental defenders.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Foreign Direct Investment: questioning neoclassical efficiency,
quantification, and voluntary reporting principles

Early influential models by International Monetary Fund economists
highlighted how foreign direct investment (FDI) from multinational
corporations (MNCs) contributed to technological development and
economic growth in “backward countries” (Borensztein et al., 1998:1).
In a quest to boost economic development, countries have uncritically
transposed an agenda of FDI incentives to public policy in their juris-
dictions. This involves liberalisation policies (Shah and Khan, 2016),
fiscal and financial incentives, Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) (Medve-
dev, 2012), and Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS) mechanisms
(Pellegrini et al., 2020) that have contributed to the globalisation of
economic flows. The origin of these policies can be found in the post-
WWII global economic architecture, institutionalised in the creation of
the World Bank (1944) and International Monetary Fund (1945), and
most paradigmatically the Global Agreement on Trade and Tariffs
(1947), the predecessor of the World Trade Organisation (1995). These
institutions cemented a neoliberal world order that suited the interests
of industrial nations well, allowing for the offshoring of socio-ecological
impacts (Escobar, 2011; Ruggie, 2020).

However, after decades of intense research in the field, analysis on
FDI continues to staunchly focus on the GDP outputs of the host country
and the comparative advantages from the perspective of MNCs, and
largely ignores the socio-ecological impacts felt by local communities
(see examples in Dunning and Lundan, 2008; Paul & Feliciano-Cestero,
2021). The studies that do address the socioecological burdens of FDI are
often uncritical analyses that show mixed inconclusive results (see re-
views by Cole et al., 2017; Demena and Afesorgbor, 2020). These ana-
lyses mainly refute the pollution haven hypothesis and suggest that
foreign companies are more environmentally respectful than domestic
ones. The explanations vary but generally include MNCs’ advantageous
access to more efficient technologies, more capacity to develop R&D and
staff training, higher adoption of environmental management practices
and certifications such as ISO14001, and more stringent environmental
regulations from home and market countries (Cole et al., 2017). How-
ever, all these explanations are ex-ante, a priori hypotheses that are blind
to the lived experiences of the people feeling the impacts of MNCs op-
erations. Arguably these hypotheses stem from a neoclassical economic
approach to corporate sustainability based on the three core arguments
of environmental efficiency, impact quantification, and voluntary ESG
reporting. The following paragraphs defend that these three interlocked
arguments are unfit to consider the socio-ecological impacts of FDI from
the perspective of the affected local communities.

The hypothesis that FDI can minimise environmental impacts
through the diffusion of sustainable technologies and management
practices is rooted in the concept of environmental efficiency. According
to this argument, better technologies and management practices by
foreign companies can reduce environmental impacts relative to the
economic throughput of a particular activity (Demena and Afesorgbor,
2020). However, FDI, especially export-oriented extractive greenfield
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FDI, leads to environmental impacts associated with an increase in the
absolute energy and material output that offsets any environmental ef-
ficiency gains (Lau et al., 2014). While environmental efficiency matters
for governments and companies primarily focused on minimising the
environmental impacts of GDP growth and investment returns, what
matters for affected local communities are the absolute socio-ecological
impacts perceived through disruptions on their landscape, health, and
ways of life. In a particular political ecology version of the Jevons
paradox (Giampietro and Mayumi, 2018), environmental efficiency
improvements in extractive sectors FDI can even result in higher eco-
nomic outputs and more pressure on local communities and ecosystems.

To determine efficiency improvements companies need to quantify
their impacts and benchmark them against competitors. Corporate sus-
tainability is therefore reliant on a quantification approach that through
commensuration serves the interest of commodification and market-
isation of ever more aspects of life: for only what can be counted can be
marketed (Methmann, 2013; van Bommel et al., 2023). Indeed, most
studies on the FDI-environment nexus focus on calculating environ-
mental burdens in terms of CO2 equivalents (Blanco et al., 2013; Omri
etal., 2014; Zhang and Zhou, 2016, among many others). This approach
has a basis in the empiricism which also underpins the marketisation of
carbon and the establishment of conflictive offset markets with severe
socio-ecological impacts and contested climate efficacy (Cavanagh and
Benjaminsen, 2014; Dunlap & Fairhead, 2014; West et al., 2020).
However, in contrast to corporate sustainability indicators, local com-
munities facing the operations of MNCs are generally concerned with
local socio-ecological impacts on their landscape, health, and ways of
life expressed in plural and unquantifiable values like sacredness, cul-
tural identity, landscape aesthetics, environmental health or ecosyste-
mic embeddedness as extensively and globally documented in the
EJAtlas (Martinez-Alier, 2023b).

The proliferation of corporate sustainability indicators in recent
decades has been linked to the burgeoning adoption of all sorts of human
rights and ESG reporting standards, a trend especially pronounced in
large MNCs (Berliner and Prakash, 2015; Maher, 2020). These non-
binding intergovernmental instruments have been suggested as
possible ways to ensure that FDI contributes to sustainable development
(Sauvant and Mann, 2019). Chiefly among voluntary standards, is the
UN Global Compact (UNGC), which largely transposes the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights (UN Human Rights Council,
2011) created in response to concerns over the human rights and socio-
ecological impacts of MNCs operations in a globalised economy (Fussler
et al., 2017; Sherman, 2020; Rasche et al., 2013). It has been established
that participating in these kinds of voluntary initiatives has positive
effects on companies’ competitiveness (Kramer and Porter, 2011) and
sustainability performance (Alsayegh et al., 2020). Alsayegh et al.
(2020) argue that sustainability improvements are partly driven by
voluntary ESG disclosure that reduces “information asymmetry” be-
tween stakeholders, leading to a more efficient market and the inter-
nalisation of human rights and environmental risks in investment and
trade decisions. However, the same authors also argue that ESG
disclosure can be a means to maintaining social and political legitimacy
and avoiding a reputation of disregard for the environment (Alsayegh
et al., 2020). Indeed, “increase the trust in the company” is the reason
most companies give to join the UN Global Compact initiative (79% of
surveyed companies) (UNGC, 2022). UNGC alignment is based on
companies’ voluntary disclosures, with no input from communities
affected by their operations. If the source of information is biased in this
way, one may legitimately question whether ESG reporting standards
only serve the public relationships interests of participating companies
without having tangible positive impacts on local communities and the
environment.

In sum, the arguments in support of the pollution halo hypothesis
largely hinge on the neoclassical economics assumption that environ-
mental and social impacts are market failures (“externalities™) that
nonetheless markets can self-regulate by a combination of efficiency,
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quantification, and voluntary disclosure. This study contrasts this
approach and criticises its shortcomings by theoretically grounding the
analysis on the ecological economics principles discussed in the
following section.

2.2. An analytical alternative: ecological economics, ecologically unequal
exchange, and post-development

In contrast to a neoclassical approach that treats the economy as a
narrowly defined closed system, ecological economics observes the
economy as a subsystem of social and natural systems which is ulti-
mately governed by relationships of power and the laws of nature (Daly
and Farley, 2011). On the sociopolitical dimension, some ecological
economists redefine neoclassical “externalities” as integral components
of a world economy that operates as a “cost-shifting” system that dis-
places socio-ecological impacts from dominant to subaltern actors
(Kapp, 1953; Martinez-Alier, 2012). On the biophysical dimension,
ecological economics draws on the second law of thermodynamics to
define an “entropic economy” that inexorably consumes resources and
produces waste as it maintains and expands its activities
(Georgescu-Roegen, 1971). The combination of these two central tenets
of ecological economics leads to the conclusion that the changes and
expansion in material and energy extraction lead to environmental
conflicts where actors with incompatible interests struggle over the
distribution of environmental goods and burdens (Martinez-Alier,
2003).

At a global scale, the aggregation of asymmetrical cost-shifts con-
tributes to the phenomenon of “ecologically unequal exchange”
(Hornborg, 1998). This refers to the net flow of resources (energy, ma-
terials, embodied land, and labour) from the Global South to the North,
while the socio-ecological burdens (pollution, land degradation, health
deterioration, etc) remain in the South (Dorninger et al., 2021; Hickel
et al., 2022). A recent study has indeed found evidence of a direct cor-
relation between FDI and ecologically unequal exchange (Doytch,
2020). Doytch shows how FDI increases production-based ecological
footprints in middle and low-income countries, raising the ecological
footprint of their exports. In contrast, FDI towards high-income coun-
tries reduces the production-based ecological footprint while increasing
their consumption-based ecological footprints (Doytch, 2020). In a later
paper, Doytch and Ashraf (2022) also show that outward FDI reduces
ecological pressures in developing countries, hypothesising a reverse
pollution haven hypothesis.

Consequently, environmental justice organisations, chiefly from the
Global South, diagnose that free trade agreements (FTAs) and other FDI
incentives are a condition of possibility for the accelerated exploitation
of their territories and ways of life, and the loss of their socioeconomic
sovereignty. Environmental justice movements globally thus challenge
FTAs, ISDS, and other trade liberalisation policies as they “entrench the
power of multinational corporations and enable the expansion of an
uneven, extractive, capitalist economy that is ecologically destructive
and produces drastic inequalities in wealth alongside poverty and pre-
carity” (Dehm, 2022: 102; Pellegrini et al., 2020; Yasin, 2023). The
targeting of public policy and regulations, or its absence, by social
movements is testament to the role the State plays in enforcing an
institutional environment in which MNCs can operate. In this sense, the
combined action of FDI-promoting trade liberalisation policies and the
operations of extractive MNCs enable ecologically unequal exchange
and global environmental injustice between former imperial powers and
formerly colonised countries (Muradian and Martinez-Alier, 2001;
Bieler and Morton, 2016).

In this regard, Escobar (2011) observes that the post-WWII global
trade liberalisation is coetaneous with the transformation of colonial
regimes and the emergence of the development agenda. Indeed, FDI is
often justified by the development promise of “economic growth, a
potential source of employment, as well as a channel through which
advanced technologies can be transferred to host countries” (Demena
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and Afesorgbor, 2020:1). The ultimate end of development is to “catch-
up” with industrial nations (Mathews, 2006), a goal which can only be
attained based on the quantification and benchmarking of wealth and
poverty on a singular commensurate scale, GDP per capita, the indicator
par excellence of neoclassical development. However, the export-led
growth policies that promise development are equally used to justify
and expand resource extraction and ecologically unequal exchange. And
so, as much as neoclassical economics principles underpin the devel-
opment agenda, ecological economics is argumentatively aligned with
the field and thought of post-development (Spash, 2020; Demaria et al.,
2023).

According to post-development thinker Escobar (2011: 26) devel-
opment is a powerful cultural “instrument for normalising the world [...]
to the ideas and expectations of the affluent West” which at the same
time “provide[s] a new hold on countries and their resources.” That is,
the development agenda that justifies FDI is not only the political basis
of ecologically unequal exchange, but it is also a force of ontological
assimilation that threatens the cultural traditions, socioeconomic sov-
ereignty, and political autonomy of “undeveloped” peoples and nations.
The dual material and cultural asymmetrical relations engendered by
the development agenda historically follow the global civilizational
aspiration of the colonial projects of European enlightened empires.
Again, in the words of Escobar (2011:26) “development [is] a strategy to
remake the colonial world and restructure the relations between col-
onies and Metropoles.”

While at a global scale development and ecologically unequal ex-
change have been explained by a neocolonial logic, at a local level these
processes manifest in extractive projects that are operationalised by
MNGs, and facilitated by FDI-promoting policies. Extractive processes,
usually led by MNCs, have widespread impacts on the surrounding
ecosystems and communities while leaving little economic benefits and
syphoning away extracted resources. Indeed, multiple studies have
described how environmental conflicts often pit MNCs seeking to access
new resources and business opportunities against environmental de-
fenders seeking to preserve their traditional lands, culture, and econo-
mies from the impacts of extractive projects (Llavero-Pasquina et al.,
2024; Bontempi et al., 2023b). In this regard, environmental conflicts
against MNCs can be seen as locally grounded manifestations of a global
struggle for decolonisation. And so, environmental conflicts are spaces
of tension where pro-FDI policies are confronted with their own limits
and contradictions, and hence they are an abundant source of locally
grounded knowledge for the study and analysis of FDI and its impacts.

In sum, to dispute the benefits of FDI claimed by most of the existing
literature based on mainstream neoclassical economic paradigms, this
analysis is theoretically grounded on ecological economics and post-
development principles. In turn, the study’s empirical approach con-
trasts top-down assessments based on data from MNCs and governments
by drawing evidence from the EJAtlas, a “bottom-up” environmental
conflict database centred on the “stories of struggle, [...] desires and
values of the communities” that resist environmentally harmful projects
and its impacts on their territories, bodies and ways of life (Temper
et al., 2015:260, 2018:577).

3. Methodology
3.1. Data source and limitations

All data analysed for this study was retrieved from the Global Atlas of
Environmental Justice (EJAtlas) on the 29th of October 2024. The
EJAtlas represents the largest database of environmental conflicts
available worldwide with 4,308 entries at the time of data analysis. The
EJAtlas data gathering methodology is designed to “document resis-
tance to extractivism and to toxic pollution, territorial defence by
peasants and indigenous communities” (Temper et al., 2018:575)
through “engaged research between academia and civil society”
(Temper et al., 2015:1). A global network of collaborators composed of
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researchers, students, and activists enters data into the EJAtlas using a
data form combining free text descriptions, quantitative variables, and
coded categorical variables. This network of collaborators allows the
EJAtlas to reflect the local experiences of communities involved in
environmental justice conflicts. All data contained in the EJAtlas is
based on secondary research and all significant claims reference their
original source. A central team of moderators ensures all published
conflicts fulfil the standards of quality and have a coherent research
approach (Temper et al., 2015, 2018). The EJAtlas unit of analysis, data
collection, and documentation has been described in great detail in
recent works (Scheidel et al., 2020, 2023).

The main author of this study has documented several dozen cases in
the EJAtlas and has moderated hundreds of them. This analysis con-
denses the knowledge gathered by several hundred contributors over 12
years using descriptive statistics and a profound qualitative knowledge
of the database. This study follows up on previous analysis by the
research group behind the EJAtlas on environmental defenders
(Scheidel et al., 2020), women environmental defenders (Tran and
Hanacek, 2023), conservation zones (Bontempi et al., 2023a) and
Indigenous Peoples (Scheidel et al., 2023) using large-scale datasets
from the EJAtlas.

The strengths of the EJAtlas methodology come with some limita-
tions that would apply to many other existing datasets, yet not all studies
discuss them. Explaining these limitations is important to find mitiga-
tion measures before arriving at rigorously supported conclusions based
on the analysis of the largest and most comprehensive data repository on
environmental conflicts to date. A full disclosure of limitations and
mitigation measures is explained in Supplementary Methods. Most
saliently, the data should be analysed considering the EJAtlas is a con-
venience sample of a universe of environmental conflicts. The absence of
an entry does not necessarily mean the absence of conflict. Due to
research interests, organisational networks, language barriers, and po-
litical and media rights restrictions, the EJAtlas global coverage is biased
towards some specific world regions.

Most specifically for this study, the EJAtlas does not systematically
document the level of involvement of a company in a conflict. There is
no distinction between a contractor and a majority stakeholder. Simi-
larly, the EJAtlas does not attribute operational responsibility for spe-
cific impacts or outcomes to specific companies. However, any company
listed in an EJAtlas entry has played a significant role in that conflict,
and so it is linked to its impacts and outcomes as it has had leverage to
shape the conflictive project. Article 19 of the UN Guiding Principles
holds companies responsible for mitigating impacts even if they are
indirectly related to them, stating that “if the business enterprise has
leverage to prevent or mitigate the adverse impact, it should exercise it.”
If the company lacks leverage, it “should consider ending the relation-
ship” (UN Human Rights Council, 2011:19). In this vein, any company in
the EJAtlas sample is responsible for mitigating negative impacts and
outcomes in the conflicts analysed.

Finally, the EJAtlas company’s database includes several re-
dundancies that need to be dealt with before being able to extract a
consolidated dataset. In the original dataset, some companies have
duplicated entries with slightly different spelling. Additionally, some
entries corresponding to subsidiaries are not linked to their parent
companies. And, since EJAtlas conflicts represent a static image of a
conflict, company name changes, mergers, and acquisitions result in
duplicated entries for a single extant company. All these redundancies
have been dealt with by developing a data curation method explained in
the following subsection.

3.2. Data curation

The data has been handled with R version 4.2.3 and RStudio version
2023.03.0+386. The scripts are documented and provided in the Data
Availability section. A code-assisted manual method is used for the
consolidation of company duplicates, name changes, mergers,
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acquisitions, and subsidiaries in a single company entry. The method is
designed with the priority of reducing false positives (ie. the consoli-
dation of two distinct companies) to nearly zero. An initial sample with
9,141 company entries is consolidated into a dataset of 6,428 entries
(30% reduction). All company duplicates, name changes, subsidiaries,
mergers, and acquisitions identified in the former database are now
unified in a single entry. Each consolidated company entry had one or
more corresponding original entries (including holding company, du-
plicates, subsidiaries, etc.). The original entry involved in most conflicts
gave the name to the consolidated entry. The consolidated country of
origin is assigned as the country of origin originally reported in most of
the conflicts for each consolidated company. Company entries that had
no original country domiciliation data are removed (839). For a detailed
description of the consolidation method, see Supplementary Methods.
The conflicts data table is also filtered to ensure consistency. First,
given the object of this study is the involvement of MNCs in environ-
mental conflicts all conflicts without any company documented are
removed (638 conflicts). Second, all conflicts with the only involvement
of companies without country of origin assigned are also removed (119).
Third, all conflicts that started before 1947 are removed (51 conflicts).
These conflicts are not considered relevant to the current research
question given that the Global Agreement on Trade and Tariffs was
agreed upon in 1947, marking an event that institutionalised a glo-
balised economic model based on free trade ideals. Of the final sample of
3388 conflicts (19.3% reduction), 73% started after 2000, and only 4%
have a recorded end date, meaning the conflicts are rarely resolved.

3.3. Company categorisation

Based on the consolidated company data table, an income group, an
economic sector, and a total number of conflicts are assigned to each
firm. The income group is assigned based on the company country of
origin following the World Bank classification', merging the lower-
middle and low-income groups into “low income”, renaming the
upper-middle-income to “middle income”, and giving a unique category
to China. The economic sector category is assigned to each company
based on the 10 mutually exclusive EJAtlas categories (Mining, Fossil
Fuels and Energy, Biomass and Land, Water Management, In-
frastructures, Industrial and Utilities, Waste Management, Tourism
Recreation, Nuclear, and Biodiversity Conservation). If a company is
involved in several conflicts classified across different sectors, the
category in which most of the conflicts are reported is used to categorise
the company. Finally, companies are categorised as “multinational” or
MNC if they are involved in a conflict in a country different from their
country of origin (n = 2023, 36% of the sample).

Company size was not considered in this study, nor the number of
conflicts was normalised by company size. The focus of this study is the
total number of conflictive projects a company is involved in. This ab-
solute measure is what ultimately drives impacts and environmental
injustice. In the end, what concerns us is not which proportion of
company projects lead to conflict, as having a relatively low conflictivity
rate can be dwarfed by the effect of expansion of extractive activity,
leading to worse outcomes for local communities. Whether certain
companies are more “efficient” at avoiding conflicts in relation to their
size is an important follow-up question, but not the central question in
this study.

3.4. Data analysis
The EJAtlas systematically documents certain information in the

form of codes. These are grouped in a range of categories including
impacts, actors mobilised, outcomes, commodities, project status, and

! https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-
world-bank-country-and-lending-groups

Global Environmental Change 92 (2025) 103006

success for environmental justice from the perspective of environmental
defenders.” The frequency of different EJAtlas coded categories is
compared using Pearson Chi-squared tests of Independence with a sig-
nificance level of 0.05 between conflicts with or without foreign com-
panies involved. The null hypothesis is that the observed distribution of
codes is proportionately equivalent to the ratio of conflicts with and
without foreign companies. The total number of reports for each cate-
gory is indicated for each statistical test. The tables including p-values
for each of the codes tested are provided in the repository associated
with this study (Table S3a). All commodity, impact and outcome cate-
gories were also used as independent variables in a binomial regression
against the presence of foreign company as explanatory variable
(Table S3b).

4. Results

4.1. A hundred and four companies are involved in a fifth of conflicts
analysed

Initially, the study sets out to assess the distribution of environ-
mental conflict involvements among the different companies analysed.
The analysis reveals that 81% (4514) of the companies studied are
involved in only one conflict and that half of the conflicts analysed only
have the involvement of companies linked to a single conflict (Fig. 1a).
Only 29% of companies involved in a single case are MNCs (Fig. 1b). At
the other end of the spectrum, the 104 most conflictive companies alone
are involved in a fifth (20%) of all conflicts analysed (Fig. 1a). These
companies are hereafter labelled as “superconflictive companies” (see
the full list in Table S1). They only represent 2% of all companies ana-
lysed and are involved in at least 7 conflicts each. Next, the involvement
of the 104 superconflictive companies in the UN Global Compact is
queried. Their participation in the programme is taken as a proxy to test
the effectiveness of voluntary initiatives in preventing environmental
conflicts. The results show that two-thirds (67/104) of the super-
conflictive companies participate in the UN Global Compact (Fig. 1d;
Table S1). Finally, 93 of the 104 superconflictive companies are MNCs,
justifying the focus of the present article (Fig. 1b). Analysed by the
World Bank income group of their country of origin, MNCs companies
are disproportionately represented among Chinese and high-income
countries’ corporations (p-values <0.0001) and are underrepresented
among middle and low-income countries corporations (p-values
<0.0001, Fig. 1c). This uneven distribution hints at a maldistribution of
environmental goods and burdens between the Global North and South
which is analysed in the following section.

4.2. MNCs are overrepresented in conflicts with commodities highly dense
in energy, value, and virtual land and water

This section explores the regional distribution of companies and
conflicts between high, middle and low-income countries and China. To
that effect, a Sankey diagram linking the country of occurrence of each
conflict with the country of origin of the companies involved, grouped
by country income levels is shown in Fig. 2a. In general terms, the results
show that 33% of the companies involved in EJAtlas conflicts come from
a country in another income group (bold colour in Fig. 2a). Conflicts
across income groups generally occur in middle (37%) and low (59%)
income countries, while they mostly involve MNCs from high-income
countries (76%) and China (15%). High-income and Chinese MNCs
are more frequently involved in conflicts in middle and low-income
countries than in countries in their income group, and together they
represent 42% of the companies involved in conflicts in middle and low-
income countries. In contrast, most of the companies from middle (87%)

2 A set of definitions of these codes can be accessed in the EJAtlas website
https://ejatlas.org/backoffice/cms/en/definitions/
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Fig. 1. A hundred and four superconflictive companies, mostly MNCs from high-income countries, are involved in one fifth of conflicts a) The top chart shows the
number of conflicts by company coloured by whether the companies are involved in more than seven (“superconflictive”, lighter blue), more than one (darker blue)
or just one conflict. The dotted lines relate each successive company category to the number of conflicts they are involved in. b,c) Distribution of companies by
number of conflicts reported or income group of the country of origin, coloured by whether they have conflicts overseas (yellow) or not (blue). The number of
companies in each category is given in brackets. The vertical lines indicate the expected global ratio of companies with overseas conflicts (2023/5589) d) Repre-
sentation of 104 superconflictive companies coloured by their adoption level of UN Global Compact and shadowed according to their economic sector.

and low (98%) income countries are involved in conflicts in countries of
their income group. Inverting the analysis, only 4% of companies
involved in conflicts in high-income countries are from countries in
other income groups. The figure is 11% for China and climbed to 41%
and 48% for middle- and low-income countries respectively.

The relatively lower presence of Chinese companies in the EJAtlas
compared with companies from high-income countries, despite their
similar population sizes, would in principle hint to a relatively lower
contribution towards environmental injustice than corporations from
high-income countries. However, one should avoid jumping to conclu-
sions given the regional sampling bias of the EJAtlas, as already dis-
cussed in the methodology section. In this vein, it is noteworthy to
contrast the significantly higher number of cases in high-income coun-
tries compared to China (Fig. 2a). If anything, the ratio between com-
pany involvement and cases is approximately 2:1 for both high-income
countries and China. Furthermore, half or more of conflicts involving
companies from both high-income countries and China are in other in-
come groups (50% for high-income and 61% for China).

To further explore the role of MNCs in operationalising ecologically
unequal exchange, the commodities related to each conflict are
compared between conflicts with and without foreign MNCs involved.
The results show that the commodities overrepresented in conflicts with

foreign MNCs involvement belong to three main groups: industrial
plantation agriculture (cotton, corn, rice and soy), copper and mining
preciosities (diamonds, gold, silver, rare metals, lithium), and oil and
gas (Fig. 2b). In contrast, land, tourism services, biological resources’,
coal, and all kinds of waste are underrepresented in conflicts with

foreign MNCs involved.

4.3. Conflicts with foreign MNCs have more impacts and worse outcomes

The final question addressed is whether conflicts with foreign MNC
involvement have more impacts and worse outcomes than those without
foreign companies. This question lies at the heart of the pollution heaven
vs pollution halo debate. The EJAtlas collects information on 41 impact

3 Biological resources is a rather general code that is selected in an hetero-
geneous sample of conflicts and should be analysed with caution. In some cases
it indicates that biological resources used for place-based livelihoods and tra-
ditions are being impacted by urban, industrial or extractive developments. In
other cases it involves conservation projects about a particular species or
ecosystem, which also has a strong place attachment. A few other cases involve
genetic resources, such as cases of biopiracy, GMO or seed conflicts, which
would not have a particular place attachment.
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Fig. 2. Companies from the Global North drive conflicts mostly in the Global South and are overrepresented in conflicts over commodities with high embodied water,
land, value and energy density. a) Sankey diagram linking the income groups of companies’ countries with the income groups where their environmental conflicts
occur. The large percentages indicate the distribution of company involvements by home (left) and host (right) income group (total n = 8851). The small percentages
indicate the ratio of involvements respectively to (left) and from (right) the same income group. The same data broken down by geographic region can be found in
Fig. S1. The values behind this plot can be consulted in Table S2. b) Bar charts comparing conflicts with (yellow) or without (blue) foreign MNCs for different
commodity codes. The vertical lines indicate the expected ratio of conflicts with foreign MNCs (1866,/3388). Only (and all) commodities with significant differences
are shown (Chi-squared test with Yates continuity correction, confidence value 0.05).

categories divided into environmental, health, and socioeconomic di-
visions. A first overall assessment compares the total counts of visible
environmental, health and socioeconomic impacts reported for conflicts
with or without foreign companies (Fig. 3a). Conflicts with foreign MNC
involvement report significantly more environmental, health and so-
cioeconomic impacts (p-values 0.01, 0.001 and <0.0001 respectively).
Environmental impacts are the category with the least over-
representation, and the codes overrepresented in the presence of foreign
companies (Biodiversity loss, Oil Spills, Deforestation, Food insecurity,
Mine tailing spills) are largely explained by the overrepresentation of
MNGCs in mining, fossil fuels, and agroindustry sectors (Fig. S2). Other
environmental impact codes do not show a significant difference when
foreign companies are involved. The most significant differences are in
the socioeconomic impact category where all codes except for loss of
landscape are significantly more reported when foreign MNCs are

involved (Fig. 3a, Fig. S3).

One may also ask whether MNCs are associated with more impacts in
conflicts abroad than domestically. Selecting only the conflicts with
MNCs involvement in the database, it can be observed how in the in-
stances where MNCs are involved in conflicts in their home country, the
impacts are significantly underrepresented compared to when they are
involved in conflicts abroad (Fig. S4). The only differences observed
with the overall comparison between cases with and without foreign
company involvement (Fig. 3) are the similar impact in traditional
knowledges, cultures and practices between MNCs conflicts domesti-
cally and abroad, a significant underrepresentation of trade union
mobilisation and compensations outcomes when MNCs are involved in
conflicts abroad.

As previously shown, two-thirds of the superconflictive companies in
the EJAtlas take part in the UN Global Compact initiative (Fig. 1d). It is
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Fig. 3. Comparison of impact categories (a), actors mobilised (b), and conflict outcomes (c) between conflicts with (yellow) and without (blue) foreign companies
involved. Bar plots show the observed ratio between conflicts with and without foreign companies of reports for each code compared to an overlaid black line with
the expected ratio based on the relative abundance of conflicts with foreign MNCs (1866,/3388). The total count of impacts across all conflicts is given as (tc), and the
total number of reports for a given impact, actor or outcome code is given as (n) above each bar. All codes in the figure except compensation show significant
differences between conflicts with and without foreign companies (Pearson Chi-square test with 0.05 confidence level). All socioeconomic impact codes can be seen

in Fig. S3, all codes and test statistics can be accessed in Table S3a.

thus justified to ask whether the UN voluntary programme fulfils its
objective to engage companies in meeting their “fundamental re-
sponsibilities in the areas of human rights, labour, environment and
anti-corruption” (UN Global Compact, 2024). In the area of human
rights, the UN Global Compact encourages participant companies to
comply with the UN Guiding Principles. In turn, the UN Guiding Prin-
ciples mandate companies to pay “due regard to the different risks that
may be faced by women and men” and give “special attention to both
gender-based and sexual violence” in conflict-affected regions (UN
Human Rights Council, 2011:6,10). However, gendered and violent
impacts are the most disproportionately overrepresented in conflicts
with foreign MNCs (Fig. 3a). Additionally, the UN Guiding Principles
demand special consideration of “groups or populations that may be at
heightened risk of vulnerability or marginalization” (UN Human Rights
Council, 2011:17,19) with specific regard for “Indigenous Peoples,
women, national or ethnic minorities” (UN Human Rights Council,
2011:8). This opens the question of whether foreign companies have
worse impacts on marginalised groups in general, and on Indigenous
and traditional peoples in particular. The EJAtlas does not directly
document whether a particular group has been impacted, but it records
which groups have mobilised against a project. In this analysis, the

mobilisation of a group is taken as a proxy for perceived negative im-
pacts on a group’s health, culture, livelihood and territory. The analysis
shows that Indigenous groups and traditional communities, and racially
discriminated groups are significantly overrepresented in EJAtlas con-
flicts with foreign MNC involvement (p-values <0.0001, Fig. 3b).
Additionally, the EJAtlas data reveals that the loss of traditional
knowledge, practices and cultures is overrepresented in the conflicts
involving MNCs (p-value <0.0001).

Another noticeable finding is the overrepresentation of trade unions
in conflicts with the presence of foreign MNCs (p-value 0.03). This
probably reflects that MNCs’ corporate and labour arrangements facil-
itate the mobilisation of trade unions, whereas domestic companies are
more likely to have small structures and local political dynamics that are
not as prone to unionised resistance. Trade unionist’s concerns are
mainly related to pay and safety conditions, with grievances generally
focusing on environmental health concerns (Navas et al., 2022). Lastly,
the involvement of international EJOS stands out as the most over-
represented of the mobilised actors categories (p-value <0.0001).

Finally, the association of foreign companies’ involvement with
better or worse outcomes in environmental conflicts from the perspec-
tive of affected communities is tested. Overall, negative outcomes such
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as displacement, environmental defender assassinations, repression and
corruption are significantly overrepresented in conflicts with the
involvement of foreign companies (Fig. 3a). It is worth highlighting that
the UN Global Compact Principles demand that companies “make sure
that they are not complicit in human rights abuses” and that “Businesses
should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion and
bribery” (UN Global Compact, 2024). In contrast, outcomes regarded as
remedy actions by the UN Guiding Principles such as compensation,
environmental rehabilitation, or a court victory for environmental jus-
tice (UN Human Rights Council, 2011: 22) are significantly underrep-
resented in conflicts with the involvement of foreign companies. In
general, conflictive projects with foreign company involvement are
significantly less likely to be cancelled (p-value 0.003) and less
frequently lead to the perception of environmental justice (p-value
0.01). Distinctively, the underrepresentation of environmental rehabil-
itation (p-value <0.0001) is much more marked than compensation (p-
value 0.04) and court victory for environmental justice (p-value 0.02).

5. Discussion
5.1. Superconflictive companies and corporate social responsibility

The “long tail” of corporations involved in a single environmental
conflict (Fig. 1a) supports the idea that global environmental injustice is
partly driven by a widely adopted corporate culture selected by a
particular model of economic organisation. A liberalised global market
imposes an international race-to-the-bottom where “the intense
competition among developing countries to attract FDI may lead to
relaxing of environmental standards for foreign firms” that explains the
pollution haven hypothesis (Demena and Afesorgbor, 2020:3; Balsalobre-
Lorente et al., 2019). The same search for competitive advantages would
explain a corporate race-to-the-top to maximise resource extraction
profits by shifting the costs of the social and ecological impacts to local
communities and ecosystems (Kapp, 1953; Martinez-Alier, 2012).

Beyond a general conducive business environment, a select number
of 104 superconflictive corporations are particularly responsible for the
emergence of environmental conflicts globally (Table S1). Hence, a
policy and activism focus on these firms is duly placed and can make
strides in the consecution of environmental justice. The concentration of
conflicts in just over a hundred companies contrasts with the diversity of
local campaigns organising resistance to their projects. Local environ-
mental justice and neighbour organisations are mobilised in two-thirds
of the conflicts in the EJAtlas (Scheidel et al., 2020). At least in part,
environmental justice struggles can be seen as a conflict between cen-
tralising and decentralising forces. While MNCs represent a force that
concentrates power and flattens out alternative ways of organising so-
ciety, environmental justice organisations usually embrace a “pluriverse
of alternatives” (Demaria et al., 2023) which nonetheless “frequently
converge over aims to reassert customary practices and to protect lands
and livelihoods from adverse environmental change” (Scheidel et al.,
2020: 3, citing Anguelovski and Martinez Alier, 2014).

Turning to the role of corporate social responsibility, other authors
have pointed out that voluntary corporate sustainability initiatives are
largely focused on corporate self-reporting, systematically excluding the
voices of communities affected by corporate operations (Maher, 2020).
This has led critical scholars to argue that MNCs are joining voluntary
initiatives with questionable enforcement arrangements (King et al.,
2011) as a public relations exercise to preempt government regulation
and counter legitimate environmental concerns (Sherman, 2020) while
offering little socio-ecological impact mitigation measures to extractive
operations (Aragon-Correa et al., 2020). In this vein, critical scholars
have theorised that corporate voluntary initiatives are a means to
cement the power of MNCs while further marginalising the realities of
those living on the frontlines of corporate extractivism (Banerjee, 2008).
This has led to criticisms of the UN Global Compact as a corporate
“bluewashing” mechanism that propels corporate participants’ social
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legitimacy thanks to the UN’s moral reputation, and at the expense of
the people most marginalised by the world economy (Berliner and
Prakash, 2015; Seele, 2007; Macellari et al., 2021). The results of this
study support this view, showing that despite their general involvement
in the UN Global Compact, superconflictive companies continue to drive
socio-environmental impacts and spur resistance by local communities.

5.2. Ecologically Unequal Exchange

The geographic distribution of companies and conflicts reflects a
pattern of MNCs from the Global North and China disproportionately
engaged in conflicts occurring in the Global South. This trend largely
parallels the ecologically unequal exchange flows between country in-
come groups shown in a recent study (Dorninger et al., 2021). This
would support the assumption that companies from the Global North
with institutional, social, infrastructural, and historical ties with their
countries of origin are more likely than companies from the Global
South to concentrate resources in core world regions. Considering that a
significant proportion of global trade is likely to happen within verti-
cally integrated companies (Lakatos and Ohnsorge, 2017), this evidence
suggests that MNCs are key actors driving ecologically unequal ex-
change. Furthermore, this evidence would lend moderate support to the
hypothesis that China operates as an economic core similar to high-
income countries. Like companies from high-income countries, Chi-
nese companies also go to middle and low-income countries to establish
extractive operations, shifting socio-environmental costs to the world
peripheries and sparking environmental conflicts. An interesting
observation is the relative absence of high-income companies in China,
and Chinese companies in high-income countries. This may point to a
mutually isolated bipolar extractive order where Chinese and Western
companies extract resources from the Global South while keeping their
respective home economies largely closed to each others’ extractive
companies.

The common trait of commodities overrepresented in conflicts with
foreign MNCs is their high density, either in energy, value or virtual land
and water per weight terms. Industrial agriculture grains are highly
dense in virtual land and water (Qiang et al., 2020; Mekonnen and
Hoekstra, 2011), mining preciosities are highly dense in value and vir-
tual mass in the form of tailings, and oil and gas are highly dense in
energy (Smil, 2015). On the other hand, the commodities underrepre-
sented in conflicts with foreign companies have either a low value
density (waste) or a low energy density (coal). This pattern highlights
that the efficient transport of goods is an integral part of the resource
appropriation that defines ecologically unequal exchange. High virtual
land, water, value, and energy densities reduce the relative cost of
transport and facilitate the resource drain from the Global South to the
Global North. Concomitantly, highly dense commodities also facilitate
shifting socioecological impacts from economic cores to peripheries
(Wiirtenberger et al., 2006). The importance of transport is also high-
lighted by the underrepresentation of geographically-fixed commod-
ities, such as land, tourism services, and biological resources in conflicts
with foreign companies. The corollary is the notable exception of carbon
offsets, a waste product with low value density but overrepresented in
conflicts with foreign companies. However, in this case, transport is
rendered unnecessary by a global carbon market based on the disputed
commensurability of all carbon dioxide molecules in the atmosphere.

The combined evidence of the geographical distribution of conflicts
and companies, and the commodity analysis lends strong support to the
conclusion that MNCs are the key actors that operationalise cost-shifting
and ecologically unequal exchange. They do so by extracting, trans-
porting and commercialising highly dense commodities to efficiently
drain land, materials, energy and value-added from the Global South
towards the Global North, as already quantified by previous studies
(Hickel et al., 2022). The EJAtlas mainly includes extractive companies,
so it is not possible to speak about another key resource: labour. How-
ever, one can hypothesise that MNCs will be disproportionately
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interested in the global trade of manufactured goods which have the
highest working person-hours density per weight.

5.3. The pollution haven hypothesis and government policies

Turning the discussion towards the impacts of foreign company op-
erations, the environmental impacts comparative results would only
give minimal support to the pollution haven hypothesis in the strict
environmental sense (Fig. 3). However, the comparative results un-
equivocally show that the presence of foreign MNCs correlates with
more socioeconomic impacts (see also Table S3) and worse outcomes for
local communities and environmental defenders. This evidence is a
testament to the reality of the environmentalism of the poor (Martinez-
Alier, 2003), mostly from the Global South, that does not defend the
natural world merely for its intrinsic value, nor does it defend it to attain
a transactional gain, it rather defends the environment as an essential
component of traditional, cultural, social and economic systems
(Whiteman, 2009). In this sense, environmental conflicts can be seen
simultaneously as material and ontological struggles that pit the forces
of development, represented by MNCs and their enablers, against the
pursuit of cultural affirmation by Indigenous Peoples and traditional
communities (Escobar, 2019).

In this sense, it is important to note the enabling role of governments.
The vast majority of the conflicts with foreign companies analysed occur
in Global South countries (middle and lower income, see Fig. 2a). Some
FDI and development scholars argue that governmental trade and
environmental policies are a defining factor for the impacts of MNCs
operations (Cole et al., 2017). In contrast, Gudynas (2018) argues that in
spite of the 2000s rise to power of leftist governments in Venezuela,
Brasil, Ecuador, Bolivia, or Argentina, Latin American countries
continued to bear the socio-ecological burden of export-oriented
extractivism, despite the nationalisation of companies and market reg-
ulations. This study does not differentiate between countries based on
policy or politics, so further studies will have to determine whether these
have an influence on conflict impacts and outcomes. However, the re-
sults do reflect that, beyond government policy, the hegemonic neoco-
lonial global trade architecture explains in good measure the outsized
presence of MNCs in Global South countries, and how conflicts in these
geographies tend to have more impacts and worse outcomes for local
populations and the environment.

In this vein, the overrepresentation of international organisations
mobilising in conflicts with foreign companies is not unexpected. It re-
sponds to the need for international networks that span the geographies
where the conflicts occur and where corporate decisions are taken to
organise a global resistance to prevent environmental and human rights
violations by MNCs. This evidence indicates that one of the ways in
which the global environmental justice movement weaves itself is
through institutional links that follow MNCs’ international operations
(Martinez-Alier et al., 2016). In this sense, the globalisation of economic
flows and liberalisation of trade has been a driver for the internation-
alisation of the environmental justice movement (Faber, 2005). The
presence of international environmental justice movements is especially
relevant in those conflictive MNCs operations in Global South countries
with limited political freedoms where a repressive government facili-
tates extractive projects at the expense of the local population. In such
cases, international alliances are critical to leverage pressure points in
the jurisdictions where MNCs are domiciled, which generally are in
Global North countries with relatively more political freedom to
confront MNCs. Examples of such dynamics can be found in the court
cases against Shell operations in Nigeria in Dutch courts (Enneking,
2019; Ngwakwe, 2021), the case filed against TotalEnergies in France
for its EACOP project in Uganda and Tanzania (Llavero-Pasquina et al.,
2024), or the lawsuit brought against BHP by 720,000 Brazilians for the
Fundao (Samarco) iron ores tailing dam failure in the UK (Safari et al.,
2020).

Finally, the EJAtlas data cannot show whether MNCs are more
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conflictive than domestic companies. However, this study reveals that
conflicts with involvement of foreign companies lead to more impacts
and worse outcomes for local communities. Particularly, the underrep-
resentation of remedy measures like environmental rehabilitation or
court rulings for environmental justice in conflicts with foreign com-
panies contrasts with the lack of significant differences in economic
compensation between conflicts with and without foreign companies.
This suggests that MNCs have little interest in maintaining local
ecological conditions compared with domestic companies and that
compensation seems to be cheaper and/or more convenient than envi-
ronmental rehabilitation for MNCs. This observation illustrates that
oftentimes the cost-benefit analysis of MNCs favours economic
compensation rather than preservation or restoration. When Martinez-
Alier (2003: 30) explains that “the poor sell cheap, not out of choice but
out of lack of power”, one is reminded that power asymmetries between
MNCs giants and local organisations are the defining feature of many
environmental conflicts.

6. Conclusion

This article contributes to the growing field of statistical political
ecology focusing on the involvement of MNCs in environmental conflicts
with the EJAtlas database. It complements previous works focusing on
Indigenous participants (Scheidel et al., 2020, 2023), women (Tran and
Hanacek, 2023), and working-class groups (Navas et al., 2022). In
particular, this article advances knowledge in three key areas:

First, the analysis of the EJAtlas company database suggests that a
select number of superconflictive corporations, mostly MNCs, are a
significant driver of environmental injustice globally. However, an
economic context that rewards resource extraction maximisation
through socioecological cost-shifting also explains why several thousand
companies contribute to environmental injustice as documented in the
EJAtlas. In practice, the results support that campaigns targeting
superconflictive companies are indeed important to advance environ-
mental justice in the large number of conflicts they are involved in. Yet,
it is equally necessary for the advancement of environmental justice to
challenge imperant development and trade models oriented towards
economic growth and an endless increase in material and energy con-
sumption. Further research will determine whether the emergence of
superconflictive companies is explained by firm size, their activity
sector, a particular disregard for local communities and the environ-
ment, a fixation by environmental justice advocates, or a combination of
these.

Second, the analysis provides evidence indicating that MNCs are key
actors in ecological unequal exchange and socio-ecological cost-shifting
from the Global North towards the Global South. Interpreting the evi-
dence from the EJAtlas, the liberalisation of globalised trade and the
promotion of FDI have enabled MNCs from the Global North to extract
and appropriate resources from the Global South, distinctively through
commodities highly dense in energy, value, and virtual land and water.
In addition, the conflicts involving MNCs lead to more frequent socio-
economic impacts, worse outcomes and less remedial action. Thus, these
findings support the pollution haven hypothesis and support environ-
mental justice campaigns around the world that challenge the in-
stitutions upholding the globalised free trade system. Free Trade
Agreements, ISDS, WTO rules and IMF conditional debt relief packages
are targeted by environmental justice activists, mostly from the Global
South, because they perceive trade liberalisation and export-oriented
policy as a threat of exacerbated socio-ecological cost-shifting. Further
research can determine whether domestic companies are involved in
conflicts with fewer impacts and negative outcomes due to their local
knowledge and relations, their size, their sectors, or because local
communities feel more threatened by foreign actors.

Third, the results presented call into question the effectiveness of the
UN Global Compact and other similar voluntary initiatives. A large
proportion of the superconflictive MNCs identified participate in the UN
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programme, and yet MNCs are involved in conflicts that report more
impacts and worse outcomes than conflicts with only domestic com-
panies involved. This finding supports calls for binding rules and
accountability to replace voluntary pledges and certifications. Addi-
tionally, this study challenges the validity of human rights benchmarks”
and ESG ratings® that highly rank some of the superconflictive com-
panies exposed in this study. Further research can address the chasm
between the image of good corporate citizens painted by ESG ratings and
the serious grievances expressed by environmental defenders facing the
impacts of corporate extractivism.

Most generally, this study has shown that the perspective from which
one addresses the question of the socio-ecological impacts of FDI and
corporate sustainability can diametrically change the answer. Most
studies into FDI and environmental corporate initiatives systematically
take the perspective of the company while marginalising those at the
receiving end of environmental injustice. Such approaches primarily
draw their data from corporate or governmental reporting and are often
oriented towards maximising economic growth, investment returns and
corporate profit. To contrast this approach, the present research draws
from the experiences of the communities resisting corporate operations
by selecting the EJAtlas database as a source. The conclusions of this
study challenge longstanding assumptions in the development eco-
nomics and management studies fields and show that the EJAtlas data
can be used as a powerful bottom-up data counterbalance to develop-
ment, ESG and CSR narratives. There is power in the collection of data
and the election of data sources. Engaged academic studies can
contribute towards environmental justice by evaluating corporate socio-
ecological performance based on the lived experiences and testimony of
those physically confronting their extractive operations.
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