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A wind turbine towers over a family’s home in Union Hidalgo, Oaxaca. (PROMETEO LUCERO) 
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REPORT

SHALANDA H. BAKer

Fighting for a Just Transition 
Climate change mitigation does 

not guarantee social justice. To 

avoid deepening inequalities, 

clean energy transitions must 

prioritize communities over profit. 

“H ave you seen the maps?” Rodrigo fiddled 
nervously with the items on his desk. He 
rolled closer to his keyboard and typed in 

the URL. The website, geocomunes.org, elaborated 
the point Rodrigo and his colleagues at the Articu-
lación Yucatán had been gently trying to explain to 
me for the past week: The Yucatán Peninsula was 
under assault. 

With each click, my soft-spoken colleague and 
friend revealed a layer of a landscape pocked with 
development plans, ranging from wind and solar 
projects to the proposed Maya Train, designed to 
snake across the peninsula. The GeoComunes col-
lective works with local communities and grassroots 
organizations to illuminate issues of environmental 
degradation, land privatization, and dispossession 
as a result of infrastructure development. The group 
uses publicly available information to create intricate 
maps, such as one of the Yucatán Peninsula chart-
ing five elements: 1) the expansion of megaprojects; 
2) infrastructure development, including highways, 
electricity transmission lines, and pipelines; 3) urban 
expansion, including the growing tourist footprint in 
the Riviera Maya, home to Cancún, Playa del Carmen, 
and Tulum; 4) industrial agriculture including sugar, 
palm oil, sorghum, and soy production, as well as pig 
and chicken farms; and 5) energy projects.
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The map told a story. The energy problem that had 
brought Rodrigo and me together as scholar-activists 
in 2016 had mushroomed into a development prob-
lem that now implicated multiple facets of life: water 
resources, biodiversity, cultural heritage, and, it 
seemed, the survival of the peninsula. In the span of 
a few years, developers and the politicians that facil-
itate private development had begun to dismantle 
the centuries-old system of communal and social 
land ownership to convert it into private property. 
The attacks came from industries from agriculture to 
transportation to energy. The proposed and current 
developments—megaproyectos—appeared indis-
criminate and ill-conceived. Their chosen routes 
cut through dense jungle, protected territory, and 
complex ecosystems long held sacred by the Mayan 
communities that populate the entire peninsula. But, 
as with most stories, it’s complicated.

Renewable energy projects, too, are caught up in 
this complexity, and the fight for climate justice must 
confront the contradictions of unjust clean energy 
development. Simply accelerating the existing pat-
tern of renewable energy construction in places like 
the Yucatán Peninsula would not only exacerbate 
inequality, but also preclude broad alliance-building 
between Indigenous communities, workers, and 
other sectors that could amplify efforts toward rapid 
decarbonization.

The region’s ambitious development builds on a 
centuries-long history of powerful interests dispos-
sessing Indigenous farming communities around 
Mexico. I first began to explore this dynamic as a legal 
scholar in 2010, after having spent much of the prior 
year living in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca. 
Home to 16 Indigenous groups that speak distinct lan-
guages, Oaxaca is one of the most ethnically diverse 
states in Mexico. It is also one of the poorest, tied 
with Guerrero as second only to Chiapas, according 
to 2018 government statistics. Located east of Guer-
rero, west of Chiapas, and south of Veracruz, Oaxaca’s 
rugged coastline hugs the Pacific Ocean. And in the 
Isthmus of Tehauntepec—the narrow strip of land 

in the state that separates the Pacific and Atlantic 
Oceans—the wind blows at a near constant rate. 

In the 1990s and early 2000s, the Mexican govern-
ment, with technical assistance from the World Bank 
and U.S. government, began to experiment with wind 
power. In 2003, the National Renewable Energy Lab 
(NREL), part of the U.S. Department of Energy, 
assessed Oaxaca’s wind energy potential, finding it 
was among the windiest places in the world.

Once government officials and private entities 
understood the vast wind resource, they descended on 
the Isthmus. The first experiments with wind energy 
were small-scale, government-owned and organized 
pilot projects designed to attract private investment 
that could generate a profit. The local residents of the 
Isthmus—Indigenous farmers and fishermen who 
rely on the land and sea for their livelihoods—were 
not part of these conversations. 

The government pilot projects proved viable, and 
since around 2009, multinational entities ranging 
from Walmart and the Mexican-owned cement 
manufacturer Cemex to Heineken and Coca-Cola 
have invested heavily in the development of wind 
energy resources in the region. Until 2014, when 
then-president Enrique Peña Nieto signed legislation 
to open up Mexico’s energy markets for private par-
ticipation as part of his Reforma Energética (Energy 
Reform), Mexican law prohibited the private sector 
from developing energy projects. This restriction 
meant that private investors like Walmart pursued 
their early clean energy projects under the autoabas-
tecimiento or self-supply scheme. The self-supply 
framework allows private companies to generate elec-
tricity through a subsidiary or affiliate company that 
sells the energy back to the parent company. Using 
self-supply, mega-companies built massive wind 
farms for their own benefit, without the prior consul-
tation of the Indigenous communities surrounding 
the projects, forever changing Oaxaca’s landscape.

In a relatively short time, wind energy development 
in the Isthmus increased exponentially. Oaxaca has 
31 operational wind energy projects, according to the 
state government, mostly located in the Isthmus. One 
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of those projects, the 396-megawatt Eólica del Sur, is 
the largest in Latin America and the Caribbean, with 
132 wind turbines stretched across 5,000 hectares. 
At over 2,400 megawatts, the more than two dozen 
projects comprise over 75 percent of the country’s 
wind farms and produce 62 percent of the country’s 
wind energy. The Peña Nieto government’s plans for 
an additional 7,590 megawatts of wind power would 
nearly quadruple the current project footprint.

In the past several years, Oaxaca has come to reflect 
the wrong approach to clean energy development. For 
those of us writing and working in the field of energy 
justice, Oaxaca also illustrates how climate change can 
be used to justify and reify inequality. Local commu-
nities take issue with the scale and cumulative social 
and environmental impacts of the development, as 
well as the lack of meaningful consultation with the 
people affected. The communities residing at the 
heart of the development have staged protests and 
organized to stop the projects. Their advocacy has led 
to death threats against some local leaders and the 
killing of others. Despite the significant controversy 
and loss of life, for almost a decade the unbridled 
development went on unabated while showing few, if 
any, local economic or energy benefits. 

The case highlights the need for policymakers to 
infuse energy policy with energy justice—the equi-
table distributions of benefits and burdens—so that 
equity concerns can be addressed before development 
occurs. Sadly, many policymakers and even envi-
ronmental advocates view this approach as a waste 
of time. They would rather address justice-related 
issues after handling climate change mitigation. For 
example, when I pushed a government official in 
an interview to reckon with the unjust approach to 
energy development in Mexico, he essentially replied: 
“Climate change.” The government holds that the 
urgency of the climate crisis justifies the means of a 
green transition, regardless of whose rights are sacri-
ficed in the process. This response will reify inequality 
in the most economically distressed places in the 
world, like Oaxaca. It will also rationalize the use of 
government-sanctioned violence to quell resistance 
to unjust but “clean” development.

Clean energy investment in Oaxaca continues 
to build on these misguided foundations. In 2012, 
Mexico initiated an ambitious climate action agenda. 
The country’s National Climate Change Strategy and 
energy transition law require 50 percent of electricity 
to be generated using clean energy resources by 2050. 
The federal government views Oaxaca and its wind 

Wind turbines seen in the Istmo de Tehuantepec in Asunción Ixtaltepec, Oaxaca. (PRESIDENCIA DE LA 

REPÚBLICA MEXICANA)
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resource as the cornerstone of this plan. The passage 
of the Reforma Energética, combined with Oaxaca’s 
widespread poverty and the political powerlessness of 
Indigenous communities, makes the region—already 
dense with wind projects—an attractive target of con-
tinued exploitation. Mexico’s energy reform creates a 
pathway for increased human rights violations and 
environmental destruction, all in the name of miti-
gating climate change.

Eyes on the Yucatán

The other major cornerstone of Mexico’s clean 
energy ambition is Yucatán state, located in 

the biologically and culturally diverse Yucatán Pen-
insula. Home to thousands of Indigenous Mayan 
people and the crown jewel of Mexico’s tourism 
industry, the region boasts unique biodiversity and 
a geography deemed sacred in Mayan culture. 

In 2016, Mexico’s government held the first of a 
series of clean energy auctions under the new energy 
reform. Yucatán state emerged as a focal point for 
proposed development, with a total of nine clean 
energy projects winning their bids to deliver cheap 
energy to the country’s utility, the Federal Electric-
ity Commission (CFE), within two years. The nine 
projects, totaling 1,344 megawatts of power, com-
prised half of the national total of winning project in 
the auction. Projects selected include a massive solar 
project of nearly one million panels that involved 
cutting down 700 hectares of forest, as well as sev-
eral wind projects erected on the state’s fragile and 
porous karstic landscape. The auctions rewarded bid-
ders whose promises of delivering cheap energy made 
them competitive when compared to the existing cost 
of electricity in the Peninsula. However, a focus on 
the economics masked the developments’ cultural 
and environmental costs.

Yucatán’s prominence in the clean energy auction 
signaled that the Reforma Energética might spur the 
same destructive approach as taken in Oaxaca. The 
auction galvanized a group of community advocates, 
Indigenous leaders, academics, and environmen-
tal experts to act. Rodrigo and I met in this group, 
named the Articulación Social de Energía Sustent-
able de Yucatán. Our work together in 2016 and 
2017 involved hosting a series of workshops in Indig-
enous communities around the state, as well as more 
academic-leaning forums to discuss the Reforma 
Energética, Indigenous rights, and the systematic dis-
possession of Indigenous and farming communities 
through land reform. 

Our views on potential solutions to the problems 
posed by the Reforma Energética differed. Some 
members wanted to focus on working within the 
legal confines of the reform to develop bottom-up, 
community-owned clean energy projects that would 
deliver cheap energy to local communities. Others 
felt that the reform itself, initiated without consulta-
tion, was unjust, tainting any resulting projects with 
this underlying illegitimacy. No matter our differ-
ences, Articulación Yucatán’s key aim was to educate 
the public about the fast-moving reform and inform 
people of their rights.

In our work together, we collectively attended 
nearly every public hearing on the region’s proposed 
projects. The meetings typically involved presenta-
tions by government officials lauding the project and 
an overview of the technical aspects of the project by 
the developer. In some cases, the developer outlined 
the project’s key environmental issues. The present-
ers accepted questions from the audience in written 
form or orally. 

The energy reform required each approved proj-
ect to complete a social impact assessment and an 

mexico’s energy reform creates a pathway for increased 
human rights violations and environmental destruction, all in 
the name of mitigating climate change.
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environmental impact analysis. Two separate agen-
cies reviewed the reports: the federal energy agency, 
SENER, reviewed the social impact analyses, and the 
federal environmental agency, SEMARNAT, reviewed 
the environmental impact analyses. Based on its 
review of the social impact analysis, SENER deter-
mined whether to conduct a community consultation 
in connection with the project. For a few reasons, this 
structure proved problematic. 

First, the bifurcated review process did not allow 
for a comprehensive assessment of potential impacts. 
For many people living in the communities sur-
rounding the proposed project sites, environmental 
issues are social issues, and vice versa. Separating the 
two issues creates a false distinction and blind spots 
for reviewers.

Second, the social impact analyses were not imme-
diately available and could only be accessed through 
public records requests. My colleagues and I made a 
series of requests to access the analyses, and we were 
denied access because we lacked a nexus to the com-
munities impacted by the projects. After working 
with a SENER official, we finally obtained a few of 
the heavily redacted and highly technical statements. 
The public records request requirement creates a 
time lag that effectively forecloses the opportunity 
for meaningful participation at a sufficiently early 
stage. This process also raises legal concerns given 
that, under both Mexican federal law and interna-
tional law, Indigenous communities have the right 
to prior consultation and consent for any develop-
ment projects on their territories. Under SENER’s 
process, the Mexican government has the ability to 
pick and choose which projects warrant prior consul-
tation. Such consultation can occur quickly, with little 
notice, and outside the broader public eye. Moreover, 
as I have argued in an article discussing prior Indige-
nous consultation, once a developer has conducted a 
social impact analysis, it is likely too late for the local 
community to offer actual consent for the project, as 
the developer will have already made significant eco-
nomic investment. 

In the months after the aptly named “Yucatán” elec-
tricity auction in 2016, state and federal authorities 
held a series of hearings to allow for public comment 
on the environmental impact analyses. Without 
exception, these hearings left little room for genuine 
community reflection and input. The meetings felt 
performative, designed to check a box that developers 
were required by law to check. Although we fought 
mightily to slow the process and to highlight the social 
and environmental impacts that so many projects—
developed within such a short window of time—might 
have on the Yucatán’s socio-environmental structure, 
the development marched on unabated. In many 
ways, the process even accelerated.

A Just Transition

So, when Rodrigo showed me the maps of over-
lapping development plans for the Yucatán 

Peninsula, I understood that we would need a broader 
framework—beyond a narrow focus on energy 
justice, or even climate and environmental justice—
both to understand the issues in the Yucatán and to 
be a part of helping promote community-centered 
solutions. As noted above, energy justice focuses on 
distributing the burdens and benefits of the energy 
system—whether the existing, fossil-fuel dominant 
system or clean energy development. 

Scholars tend to see energy justice as consisting of 
three main types of justice: procedural justice, dis-
tributive justice, and recognition justice. Procedural 
justice refers to access to process. It is more than a 
seat at the table; it requires community members and 
those impacted by energy development to have a say 
in shaping the course of development. Distributive, or 
substantive, justice examines the benefits and burdens 
of development. In Oaxaca, for example, observers 
might note the tremendous burdens the communities 
in the Isthmus have borne while enjoying very few 
of the benefits of the development. Recognition jus-
tice is similar to procedural justice, but it goes further 
by acknowledging the unique harms to a particular 
community or population. Increasingly, energy jus-
tice experts also incorporate the concept of restorative 
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justice, which reflects the need for the deep healing of 
a place or people.

Energy justice builds on the related fields of climate 
and environmental justice. These areas of practice and 
study are similar in that they each include procedural 
justice as well as distributive justice. Each framework 
seeks to ensure that vulnerable and marginalized 
peoples are treated justly under the law. These frames 
have guided my scholarship and advocacy in Mexico, 
but they seemed ill-suited—and perhaps too lim-
ited—to match the current, widespread development 
underway in the Yucatán. 

The Just Transition framework, however, may 
offer a useful lens for the next phase of advocacy in 
Yucatán, and in Mexico as a whole. This framework 
is the product of collaboration between a coalition 
of U.S.-based advocates and frontline community 
groups who believe that the transition away from 
fossil fuels requires more than a fuel switch—it 
requires a complete reimagining of the economy. As 
the Oakland-based Movement Generation Justice 
and Ecology Project states:

 After centuries of global plunder, the planet 
will no longer sustain the industrial economy 
without massive ecological—and economic—
disruption. Transition is inevitable. Justice is 
not. A just transition is the process of get-
ting from where we are to where we need to 
be by transforming the system of economy 
and governance.

A just transition requires moving from a 
globalized capitalist industrial economy to 
linked local living participatory economies that 
provide well-being for all.

It involves shifting from dirty energy to energy 
democracy, from funding highways to expand-
ing public transit, from incinerators and 
landfills to zero waste, from industrial food 
systems to food sovereignty, from gentrification 
to community land rights and from rampant 
development to ecosystem restoration. Workers 
and communities impacted first and worst 
must lead the transition to ensure it is just.

A strategy framework for just transition (MOVEMENT GENERATION JUSTICE AND ECOLOGY PROJECT)
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What would putting this framework into action in 
the Yucatán require? I would argue for incremental 
but radical change. As the creators of the framework 
note, Just Transition offers a path to transition from 
an extractive economy to a living, regenerative one. 
The shift requires a transition away from consumer-
ism and colonial thinking to caring and sacredness; 
away from resource extraction to resource regen-
eration; away from a focus on wealth and power 
generation to the ecological and social well-being of 
all; and away from a militarized governance system 
to one rooted in deep democracy. At the center of the 
Just Transition framework is work rooted in coop-
eration, not exploitation. Advocates make clear that 
in order to divest from the extractive system and the 
power structures that undergird it, we must: shift eco-
nomic control to communities, democratize wealth, 
advance ecological restoration, drive racial and social 
equity, make production and consumption local, and 
retain and restore local traditions. 

A Just Transition requires resistance. This means 
that advocates, academics, and community members 
must fight to stay informed about proposed and ongo-
ing development. The workshops and community 
gatherings organized by groups like the Articulación 
Yucatán must continue, so that communities remain 
armed with sufficient information to resist. Further, 
those with access to resources must continue to press 
the government for documentation regarding devel-
opment. Transparency itself is a form of resistance. 
Sharing information, like through the GeoComunes 
maps, is a radical act of power redistribution.

A Just Transition also requires rethinking and 
realigning the existing system of power and gover-
nance and elevating marginalized voices. The redesign 
of the system must center the experiences of Indige-
nous peoples, women, and the powerless. The legal 
framework respecting Indigenous rights in Mexico 
offers a pathway for this centering, and renewed calls 
for women’s rights have laid a foundation for deeper 
involvement of women and girls in governance. The 
current architecture of development, however, mar-
ginalizes community participation. This rethinking 

and realigning must therefore take place outside the 
established mechanisms for engagement and within 
the realm of the community. We must begin to hear 
and see each other in radical ways.

Despite the many layers of the all-out capital-driven 
assault on the Yucatán illustrated in the GeoCom-
munes map, the region has the potential for a Just 
Transition in its DNA. Though no community or 
region is a monolith, Yucatán and its people have a 
deep tradition of honoring the earth’s sacredness. The 
local majority Mayan people hold a deep connection 
to the land, marked by porous, karstic soil that makes 
the prospect of mounting multi-ton wind turbines 
preposterous. The limestone caves that dot the penin-
sula are home to cenotes and underground rivers and 
streams, viewed as sacred by the Mayan people. This 
history could guide advocacy around the shape that 
renewable energy should take in the region and drive 
discussions around the scale and location of projects. 

For generations, the farmers and communities in 
the area have held the land collectively. Although 
private interests have waged a persistent attack on 
this commonly held property structure, the region’s 
history and culture hold rich potential for creating 
clean energy projects and other ecological innova-
tions with community and cooperation at the core. 
This will require some degree of private investment, 
of course, but centering community rather than 
profit might yield results that offer diverse benefits 
for all, not only for the powerful few. These seeds 
can provide the possibility for restructuring the 
energy system toward locally owned and locally con-
trolled energy. As I have noted in other work, these 
changes are certainly radical, but they can also be 
incremental. nn
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