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Abstract: Twenty-first century developmental projects like those of the Brazilian 
Workers’ Party take place in a regulatory context that – at least on paper – demands new 
scrutiny of their environmental and community impacts. Scholars of the democratic 
developmental state also argue that development now requires building human 
capabilities, promoting sustainable development, and seeking community feedback. We 
examine 302 electricity projects financed by BNDES to see if and when these 
developmentalist infrastructure projects faced challenging scrutiny on environmental and 
community impact grounds.  Twenty-nine percent generated organized community 
opposition, extended licensing processes, and/or legal action. These were most common 
for large projects and ones where community and state actors worked together in 
blocking coalitions. We conclude that the ideals of the democratic developmental state 
are more compatible in theory than in practice.  
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 In the 1950s-1970s, the Brazilian developmental state built almost 100 large 

hydroelectric plants each decade.1 During the ensuing two decades while little new 

infrastructure was built, unprecedented regulatory models, norms, and actors were 

introduced both abroad and in Brazil; these demand greater attention to the impacts of 

infrastructure on environments and local communities. Under the Workers’ Party (PT – 

Partido dos Trabalhadores) administrations of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2003-2010) 

and Dilma Rousseff (2011-), Brazil has now returned to having a developmental state that 

sets strategic plans and works with the private sector on economic projects that aim for 

accelerated growth. Electricity generation projects are among the most visible 

manifestations of the state’s regained role. State planning and financing of electricity 

plants have increased installed electricity capacity since 2002. While critical for many of 

Brazil’s economic goals, this expansion often, but not always, encountered challenges on 

socioenvironmental grounds.2 We focus on these projects to analyze how the twenty-first 

century version of the developmental state has adapted to new regulatory expectations. 

To what extent are large energy projects carried out differently now than they were in the 

earlier version of Brazilian developmentalism? 

 Brazil is not alone in these changes. After a generation of neoliberal economic 

reforms, it is just one of multiple countries that have returned to a larger state role in the 

economy.3 This shift has spurred interest in rethinking the developmental state in its 

twenty-first century manifestations. While maintaining a general understanding of a 

developmental state as an activist “master institution underlying both growth and 

welfare,”4 this new literature asserts that different strategies should now be associated 

with developmental success. An important strand, which we build on here, stresses that in 
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order to promote development, developmental states need to shift their focus from the 

industrial ambitions and actors of earlier developmentalism to instead seek to build 

human capabilities and address sustainability. These goals depend in turn on broad-based 

monitoring and feedback from civil society.5 We adopt the label “democratic 

developmental state” for this package of ambitions.  

 Global norms and regulatory models have evolved alongside academic theory. 

The US National Environmental Policy Act created the Environmental Protection Agency 

and introduced the idea of routine environmental impact assessment (EIA) with 

consultation of affected communities in 1969.6 The 1972 United Nations Conference on 

the Human Environment promoted these innovations and similar agencies and regulations 

spread around the world over the next decades, along with environmental movements. 

The World Bank, under pressure from activists, also began to reinforce these changes.7 

The International Labour Organization also codified an indigenous collective right to 

prior consultation in its Convention 169 of 1989. Brazil’s environmental institutions 

began comparatively early, in 1973, and EIA was added as a routine requirement in 

1986.8 Communities also increasingly mobilize themselves to claim these rights in 

response to developmentalist projects.9 The net result of these changes is that twenty-first 

century developmentalist ambitions like those of the PT take place in a context that – at 

least on paper – demands new scrutiny of them based on socioenvironmental criteria. But 

how compelled are current developmentalist states to balance multiple development 

standards in practice? This article tackles this question by examining the frequency and 

nature of scrutiny faced by electricity plants built in Brazil since 2002.  

 Rather than focusing only on well-known and highly contentious cases, such as 
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big hydroelectric dams in the Amazon,10 we are concerned with understanding the 

socioenvironmental dimensions of a fuller range of projects. Under what conditions do 

responsible state agencies and/or mobilized citizens demand that environmental and 

community concerns be addressed in ways that suggest the new standards go beyond pro 

forma requirements? What do Brazil’s recent experiences tell us about possible tensions 

in the ambitions of democratic developmental states? We use an original database of the 

302 electricity generation loans contracted by the Brazilian National Economic and 

Social Development Bank (BNDES, Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e 

Social) between 2002 and 2012 to address these questions.11  

The Twenty-first Century Developmental State and Its Project Siting Dilemmas 

 We join three theoretical literatures that are rarely considered together. One is the 

literature on the developmental state, which makes claims about the state qualities that 

are necessary for economic development. The second is the literature on environmental 

governance, which identifies environmental impact assessment and environmental 

movements as critical oversight mechanisms for sustainable development. The third 

literature, on the politics of siting projects, offers arguments about when communities are 

likely to become actively involved in contention around projects. 

 The concept of the developmental state began with Chalmers Johnson’s study of 

Japan’s economic expansion and later expanded geographically.12 It is defined by state 

intervention that is technocratically oriented towards the long-term development needs of 

the economy, even determining which industries should rise and fall. The state takes 

primacy over private actors through strategies like indicative planning and monitoring by 

bureaucrats and offering incentives to market actors.13 While most states, developmental 
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and not, confront the new expectations that they will consider environmental impacts and 

consult with affected communities,14 the centrality of the state in the developmental 

state’s economic model makes potential socioenvironmental conflicts focus directly on 

the state rather than on private firms. The classic developmental state was also associated 

with industrialization. This was supported with policies that included protection of infant 

industries, creation of state owned firms, and infrastructure development.15  

 Analyses of recent developmentalism have identified multiple changes in what 

twenty-first century developmental states should and actually do to promote 

development. One line of analysis, which often calls its model “neo-developmentalism,” 

has focused on current developmentalism’s roots in both traditional developmentalism 

and the Washington Consensus. From the first it takes a structuralist orientation that 

prescribes state activism, full employment, and outward facing economic nationalism 

with support for innovation and competitiveness; from the latter come commitments to 

macroeconomic stability and international openness.16 Among the Brazilian policies that 

most clearly embody neo-developmentalist strategies is the growth in public investment 

in infrastructure – including electricity – that was largely financed by the state.17 Such 

projects form our empirical focus here.  

 Theoretically, however, we contribute more to a second line of analysis of the 

twenty-first century developmental state that sees sharper discontinuities with traditional 

theorizing about development: development in this view is now about states’ role in 

developing human capabilities, which developmental states should do by working with 

civil society to provide services like health and education.18 As presented by Peter Evans 

– a long time scholar of developmentalism in Brazil – and Patrick Heller, this shift comes 
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from theoretical updating about the sources of development. It reflects the arguments of 

Amartya Sen and others that developmental success now requires building human capital 

so that citizens can take part in the idea- and innovation-driven global economy. Given 

that aim, and just as older developmental states had to be autonomous but also embedded 

in the industrial sectors they were guiding, the new developmental state now depends on 

participation by organized civil society to co-produce outcomes and provide feedback 

that improves service delivery.19 Similar prescriptions also come from scholars who start 

instead with the puzzle of how a fully democratic developmental state would function.20 

Because of this, and the participatory dimensions of Evans and Heller’s model, this 

conception of modern developmentalism is often referred to as the democratic 

developmental state. 

 The themes of this article – environmental protection, community consultation, 

and electricity – are considered in the democratic developmental state literature to be 

either priority areas for reform21 or ones that will facilitate achievement of the capability 

aims. Electricity is a very basic service, of course, powering lighting, computers, medical 

devices and many of the other physical tools of both health and education. Community  

consultation is critical for channeling feedback to states to insure that state action is 

effective and creates outcomes citizens value; civil society actors are also co-producers of 

many education, health, and environmental outcomes.22 These ideas stand in stark 

contrast to how the classic developmental state theorists and policy makers thought of the 

environment and citizen consultation. 

 The classic developmental state – and its academic literature – operated in a 

historic moment when environmental considerations were sometimes raised in protests, 
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but not yet considered routinely. Most developmental states of the twentieth century 

aimed for industrialization, which has notoriously negative consequences for resource 

exhaustion and pollution.23 The bureaucrats who guided developmental states were 

clustered in financial and trade ministries, not environmental ones. Yet there are, in 

principle, openings for environmental concerns in the developmental state’s focus on 

long-term development needs, even if early developmentalists rarely weighed them. 

Environmental costs are often only apparent in a long time frame. Meanwhile, green 

technologies are increasingly seen as the future growth industries.24 Given this 

hypothetical possibility that environmental concerns could be brought more fully into the 

developmental state’s ambitions, it is important to consider how that might happen. 

 National environmental agencies and legislation have spread quickly around the 

world since 1969. EIA has become the most widely adopted environmental regulation 

worldwide and the most important one for systematically evaluating the environmental 

implications of economic projects.25 In the standard EIA process, firms prepare reports of 

the environmental impacts of a proposed economic activity, consider available 

alternatives, and propose ways to ameliorate or compensate for the impacts. State actors 

then evaluate the firm’s assessment and may license the project, request changes, or 

reject it. With state agencies active in planning, financing, and often executing projects, 

EIA thus potentially pits one part of the developmental state against another. Regulatory 

failures are common in clashes of this kind, especially in the Global South.26   

 The fit between citizen consultation and contention and the normative framework 

of the developmental state is even more problematic. On the one hand, its classic theorists 

assumed that a well-functioning developmental state would consider broad national 
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interests while community opposition almost always originates in perceptions of 

concentrated local costs.27 Citizen inclusion in decision-making was thought to harm 

national outcomes since hampered the state’s focus on industrial expansion.28 On the 

other hand, Brazilian EIA and its consultative processes have been lauded as one of a set 

of participatory initiatives that prevents industrial interests from dominating the policy 

arena.29 Scholars of the democratic developmental state argue that while states now need 

to take time to persuade citizens, development results may be more legitimate and 

effective.30 In addition, the brakes on economic expansion might be compensated by 

long-term environmental sustainability gains. 

 The question of development outcomes is too large for this article. However both 

sides of the argument agree on an empirical assumption that we can evaluate as a first 

step: civil society does mobilize around its interests in development projects, on its own 

or with state actors. Existing research on the politics of siting energy projects concludes 

that civil society responses are among the most critical determinants of whether they can 

be built as planned.31 With their “site fights” communities can potentially block projects 

or reorient entire segments of the energy industry. Whether or not civil society mobilizes 

may appear to have an obvious answer. Both the news media and the academic literature 

present many stories of contestation.32 Much of the research on social contestation shares 

the fundamental methodological problem of having selected cases for study because there 

is mobilization, however. The baseline level of collective action – how much engagement 

there is in situations that might warrant it – is largely unknown.33  

 Our research strategy for addressing these issues is developed in the remaining 

sections of this article. We present a study of how environmental and local community 
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concerns were introduced into recent (2002-2012) electricity projects in Brazil, analyzing 

which of these projects encountered resistance. We call instances of resistance 

“challenges” and identify them by evidence that: local communities sought to block 

projects or demanded changes in their implementation; EIA processes were long or 

conflictual; or legal challenges were brought by the Ministério Público (MP or Public 

Ministry, a public defender’s office discussed below)34 on environmental or community 

impact and/or compensation grounds. Such challenges are indications of tensions within 

recent Brazilian developmentalism. If they are frequent, the implication is that 

democratic developmental states will find it difficult to reconcile all their aims. Drawing 

on the literatures already discussed, we consider three sets of potential explanations for 

such challenges.  

 The first is the overall level of risk represented by the project. This set of 

explanations recognizes that electricity types have different characteristic risks and 

benefits for the environment, health, property values, and the like. Hydropower and wind 

power plants, for example, must be built in particular locations that have appropriate 

geophysical characteristics, like rapidly running water and windy areas (often coastal). 

Since these characteristics are associated with human settlements, the projects are likely 

to have direct local impacts. Brazil’s remaining sites for large-scale hydropower are in 

the Amazon region,35 so such projects will inevitably have large-scale environmental 

costs from deforestation and other environmental impacts.36 Nuclear plants have less 

immediate impacts, but carry risks of catastrophic failures and problems with the storage 

of radioactive materials.37 Fossil fuel plants pair low immediate socioenvironmental 

impacts with implications for global warming.38 Each electricity type also offers distinct 
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ancillary benefits, e.g., for employment. This set of possible explanations for responses to 

particular electricity projects is most compatible with the traditional developmental state, 

as they concern costs, benefits, and risks that will affect development outcomes and can 

be technically evaluated. 

 The next two sets of explanations reflect the fact that there is rarely a direct 

relationship between problems and contestation. Weak challengers will be unable to 

muster serious opposition even to projects that will cause harm. The political opportunity 

variables focus on the presence of allies that can offer strategic support to challengers.39  

For example, the fact that communities can take their environmental claims directly to the 

Ministério Público that then – for free – will investigate and possibly charge developers 

with infractions is a significant opportunity for communities that did not exist in the big 

dam period in Brazil.40 Finally, the community context variables look to community 

characteristics to explain the presence or absence of challenges, including experience 

with a similar industry, a history of oppositional action, or economic hardship.41  Other 

scholars have charged that states are sensitive to such community contexts, choosing to 

locate potentially hazardous infrastructure projects in communities that are likely to be 

too weak to resist.42 

 Following an overview of the processes and actors surrounding electricity projects 

in Brazil, we present the results of a statistical analysis of these three sets of variables, 

and discuss which of them best fit with the patterns of resistance to energy projects found 

in Brazil. 

Electricity in Brazil: Processes and Actors 

 In Brazil, electricity generation projects for the national grid are planned, selected, 
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and largely financed by the state. Brazil thus offers an opportunity to examine state-

society relations in the electricity sector of a developmental state where long-standing 

economic institutions now face new expectations about considering environmental and 

community impacts. In this section, we offer a brief introduction to the processes and 

actors involved. 

 In the 1990s, the Cardoso administrations (1995-2002) partially privatized the 

national electricity system that had been under state control through Eletrobras since the 

earlier developmentalist period.43 A new independent regulator, ANEEL (Agência 

Nacional de Energia Elétrica, National Electricity Agency), holds auctions for licenses 

for public and private generation firms to supply electricity to the national grid. Each of 

the projects in our database has won such an auction to supply electricity from a new 

installation. The single national grid and the centralized procurement system effectively 

nationalize the generation side of Brazilian electricity. Widespread electricity blackouts 

in 2001 led the Cardoso administration to contract new projects in its last year in office. 

These are the first cases in our dataset, but most were developed under the democratic 

developmental state of Lula and Rousseff.  

 In 2004, Lula’s government created the Energy Research Enterprise (EPE – 

Empresa de Pesquisa Energética), a semi-autonomous planning and research agency that 

plays many of the roles Eletrobras once did. Many of EPE’s activities match the classic 

model of the developmental state in that it is a technocratic bureaucracy that carries out 

indicative planning for the economy. Among its most important projects is an annual 

assessment of the Brazilian electricity sector,44 which feeds into longer-term documents 

that lay out plans for expansion in the sector.45 These plans are essentially optimization 
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exercises, which use extensive data – on physically appropriate sites, economic 

dynamics, existing installations, likely energy demand, carbon emissions, and more – to 

generate lists of new electricity plants to be built.46 EPE has a strong technical corps. 

Most have advanced degrees and have gone through the stringent public competition 

process.47 In addition to planning, they also gather baseline data and help guide firms 

through the bidding and licensing processes.  

 EPE planning has not fully driven state electricity initiatives. Early wind and 

small hydropower projects also responded to the Program of Incentives for Alternative 

Energy in Electricity (Proinfa – Programa de Incentivo às Fontes Alternativas de 

Energia Elétrica).48 Other projects were part of the Growth Acceleration Programs (PAC 

1 and 2, Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento).49 These projects were selected by an 

inter-ministerial group to generate short-term stimulus. Under Rousseff, PAC 

administrators have set up dozens of “Situation Rooms” (Salas de Situação) that bring 

together high-level representatives of government agencies to discuss how to work out 

the bottlenecks (gargalos) that have blocked quick implementation of PAC projects. 

There are permanent Situation Rooms for the Belo Monte and Santo Antônio 

hydroelectric dams, while other installations acquire them when there are problems.50 

 The federal government is also involved in financing many of these electricity 

projects through BNDES, the primary source of long-term finance for major economic 

projects since its creation in 1952.51 In the 1990s, BNDES presided over the privatization 

of the electricity generation sector; the Lula administration greatly increased its funds 

after 2005 and made it a central actor in the renewed developmental state.52 The project 

finance modality has been used for about 300 BNDES energy loans since 2004, with only 
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one non-performing loan.53 Our focus here is on project-level challenges, but BNDES 

also faces general pressure from civil society activists over its lack of regard for the 

community and environmental impacts of the projects it finances. Bank activists switched 

their attention from the World Bank to BNDES in the mid-2000s, as international lending 

dropped while BNDES’ surged. The Plataforma BNDES network has monitored the 

socioenvironmental impacts of BNDES’ activities,54 although the bank sees these as 

considerations best left to experts in the environmental licensing agencies.55 In any event, 

BNDES finances projects but does not decide which will be built. 

Environmental considerations enter into the generation process most directly 

through environmental licensing, first regulated nationally in Brazil in 1986. Brazilian 

environmental agencies took more than a decade to develop their capacity to carry out 

such assessments, and capacity is still uneven across Brazil’s subnational units.56 

IBAMA, an agency of the federal Ministry of Environment, licenses plants sited in more 

than one state, in frontier and coastal zones, or in indigenous and conservation areas, as 

well as projects expected to have a large environmental impact. Otherwise, state-level 

environmental agencies are responsible for licensing.57  

To build an electricity plant, firms first have to obtain a preliminary license, 

which requires the actual Environmental Impact Study (EIS) and a simplified version in 

lay language. The latter must be publicly available and legislation encourages it to be 

presented to local communities in public audiences. The subsequent installation license 

must include a Basic Environment Plan describing resettlement programs and mitigation 

measures. These documents are legal contracts against which future actions will be 

assessed. After this license, construction work may begin. The operation license is the 
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last step before the turning on of the plant; its issuing depends upon the fulfillment of the 

previous commitments. Unusually long and contentious licensing processes may occur as 

a result of the probing of licensing agencies, sometimes acting on their own initiative, and 

sometimes acting under by others. Even routine licensing considers socioenvironmental 

impacts and demands compensation and mitigation of them, to an extent decried by the 

World Bank.58 In the Situation Rooms, licensing “bottlenecks” are frequently alleged, 

even as activists find the procedures hasty.59 

 The flourishing of the Ministério Público (MP) has also influenced electricity 

decision-making. This actor has the power to carry out investigations and may bring legal 

charges against any actor in the public or private sector that it believes is violating 

collective societal interests. It is obligated to follow up on citizen complaints and may 

initiate its own investigations.60 The very active state-level MP in São Paulo investigated 

almost 37,000 cases from 1984-2004;61 while the MP in other states is less active, the 

federal MP often picks up the slack. All participants in the impact assessment process 

understand that their actions are subject to the close oversight of the MP. 

 Below, we group actions of environmental licensing agencies and the MP together 

as state-based challenges to the planned electricity projects of the Brazilian 

developmental state. Despite the institutional independence of the MP, it is empirically 

difficult to disentangle the work of these two sets of institutions. The MP typically acts 

by challenging the validity of licensing processes, which inevitably complicates and 

delays cases, and long and complicated licensing cases always draw the attention and 

scrutiny of the MP. From the standpoint of social movements, the MP forms a blocking 

coalition with them while the environmental agencies stand separate.62 From the 
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standpoint of the economic agencies central to developmentalism, however, the licensing 

agencies and MP together form a state-based bottleneck for many infrastructure 

projects.63 

 Local communities rarely contested the original developmental state’s electricity 

projects. Since Brazil returned to democracy in 1985, however, local organizing is much 

more common. It tends to be focused on socio-economic impacts and compensation, but 

also sometimes concerns environmental impacts. Local communities may gain support 

from national and international organizations. One frequent supporter is the grassroots 

based Movement of Dam-Affected People (MAB, Movimento dos Atingidos por 

Barragens).64 The environmental justice movement also took steps in the 2000s to try to 

ensure that firms did not simply relocate projects from densely-mobilized to less-

mobilized parts of Brazil by setting up networks that provide legal and organizational 

assistance to local communities.65 During the military period, foreign non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) played a large role in helping Brazilian communities fight some 

large projects, and they have continued to be present and active, if less central now that 

Brazil primarily finances its own energy and infrastructure projects through BNDES.  

 This section has shown that Brazil has institutions, actors, and regulations that 

embody aims like those indicated in the theoretical literature on the democratic 

developmental state. Some state institutions plan, fund, and execute electricity 

infrastructure projects. Other actors – inside and outside the state – monitor and evaluate 

the impacts of those projects on the environment and local communities. There are 

mechanisms for consultation and communities may also organize themselves. Next, we 

show how those interact in a large set of recent electricity projects. 
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Table 1. Electricity projects by number and number of challenges 

 

Source: Calculated by the authors from BNDES data on electricity project loans and 
author research on challenges to particular electricity projects, as detailed in the text. 

 

Electricity Expansion in the Twenty-First Century Developmental State 

 Our study focuses on projects to generate electricity for the national grid, as 

exemplified by BNDES’ loan contracts from 2002-2012. Table 1 shows that BNDES 

contracted 302 loans for new electricity plants during this decade. We constructed an 

original dataset of such loans using BNDES’ online press releases and annual summaries 

of all BNDES lending in the industry and infrastructure sectors that we acquired through 

a Freedom of Information request to the Bank.66 Small hydroelectric plants (109) and 

wind power plants (138) received the largest number of contracts in our dataset (247 of 

302). Despite being 82% of the total number of electricity contracts, they added up to less 

than 20 percent of the total value of the loans contracted during this time and only 13.8% 

of the total installed capacity. The single largest loan in the dataset, for the Belo Monte 

hydroelectric dam, was considerably more than all of the wind and small hydro projects 

together and ultimately may generate less electricity annually than their total.  

Type of project Total number 
of projects 

Civil society 
contention (% 
challenged) 

State action against 
project (% 
challenged) 

Wind power plant 138 21 (15.2) 11 (8.0) 
Small (under 30 MW) 
hydroelectric power plant 

109 
 

22 (20.2) 22 (20.2) 

Large hydroelectric power 
plant (over 30 MW) 

41 
 

17 (41.5) 23 (56.1) 

Fossil fuel power plant (oil, 
diesel, gas) 

13 
 

1 (7.7) 3 (23.1) 

Nuclear power plant 1 1 (100.0) 0 (0.0) 
All projects 302 62 (20.5) 59 (19.5) 
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 Table 1 also shows that most electricity projects were built without substantial 

opposition from mobilized civil society, a legal challenge from the Ministério Público, or 

a contentious environmental licensing process – well below what headlines might 

suggest. Taking account of the projects that faced challenges from more than one kind of 

actor, we found that 71 percent of the projects were built without any reported opposition 

on environmental or community impact grounds. On the other hand, even projects that 

were not challenged underwent EIA processes and required consultation with local 

communities about impacts. The next section examines some of the correlates of more 

challenging scrutiny of individual electricity projects and explains how we generated our 

counts of challenges. 

Accounting for Challenges to Brazilian Electricity Projects: Data, Measures, and 

Analysis 

 We have three families of expectations of when challenges to electricity projects 

might occur: in response to project risks, the political opportunities that potential 

challengers have, and the characteristics of project host communities. To evaluate these 

arguments, we present a quantitative analysis of the factors that might account for 

challenges to electricity projects by host communities or by state actors (the licensing 

agencies and/or the MP), the dependent variables in two separate analyses. The analysis 

begins in 2002 and concludes in 2012, and includes 302 electricity projects funded by 

BNDES. Because of the binary nature of the dependent variables, we employ logistic 

regression analyses of the existence of challenges, using the variables identified in the 

next paragraphs and including robust standard errors. 

Dependent variables: local community challenges and state challenges: The first 



 18 

dependent variable captures whether local communities succeeded in calling public 

attention to their cause. We identified community challenges by searching news sources 

to find evidence that local communities sought to block projects, demand changes in their 

implementation, or denounce social injustice or environmental negligence in the EIA 

process. Collecting such newspaper-based data is a common strategy for quantitative 

study of collective action.67 Specific tactics communities used included the occupation of 

construction sites, roadblocks, coordinated participation in consultation processes, 

collaboration with scholars, and collective lawsuits. We used a similar strategy to identify 

our second dependent variable: state challenges were identified by EIA processes that 

were conflictual enough to merit news coverage or legal investigations conducted by the 

Ministério Público. When state interventions result in the suspension of licenses and the 

interruption of construction works, which they commonly do, media attention is almost 

certain. We counted any mention of active resistance to a project by any of these actors, 

but did not include simple statements of opposition by individuals. 

 All such challenges were identified through full-text manual searches using the 

name of the electricity project in the electronic archives of the Folha de São Paulo and 

Globo newspapers and the websites of federal and state-level MP offices and 

environmental agencies, when available. We also searched one state-level newspaper, 

seeking less visible mobilization that nevertheless succeeded in calling regional attention 

to claims. Finally, we consulted websites of activist organizations that maintain records 

of challenges to BNDES’ lending or electricity projects. 

Technical risk factors: Electricity fuel sources present different levels of environmental 

and other risks, as well as varying constellations of costs and benefits to local 
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communities and national economies. We capture these by examining the extent to which 

challenge rates vary by the type of electricity plant being built. In the analyses below, 

large hydropower plants (more than 30 MW installed capacity) are used as the reference 

category, as these have historically been the baseload of the Brazilian electricity system.68 

Other types are nuclear, small hydro, wind, and fossil fuel power plants. 

 Beyond risks that are captured by the differences between fuel types, technical 

project risk also varies by the size and clustering of projects. Whatever the fuel type, 

larger plants have larger impacts. Therefore we include a variable for the installed 

capacity, in megawatts (logged), of each project. (Data on the projects’ installed capacity 

is from BNDES.) Studies also show that multiple small projects that are closely clustered 

together can have cumulative impacts that rival those of single large projects.69 We 

include a dummy variable that takes on the value of 1 when projects are clustered on the 

same river or municipality. We expect that the potential cumulative impact should 

generate challenges to new projects. 

 Since such technical risk factors are within the purview of a developmental state’s 

consideration of long-term growth prospects, we conduct an initial analysis of challenges 

using only these variables (Models 1 and 2), before analyzing a more-fully specified 

model. We expect the directions of any potential effects of risk to be the same for all 

actors. 

Political Opportunity Variables: The political opportunity approach has been stretched 

to cover many possible variables.70 Here, we draw on its core insights, which ask whether 

potential challengers receive support or pressure from key allies that move them to act. 

Such support might be institutionalized, as with the relationship between EIA and 



 20 

affected communities, while other support is more contingent, depending on electoral 

outcomes or the mobilization of related groups. 

 Here, we consider that the activities of local communities and state actors might 

each potentially affect challenges by the other. For local communities, investigations and 

court cases brought by the MP may increase the odds of resistance, since a powerful actor 

has also signed on to challenge the project. Similarly, if environmental agencies are 

conducting a protracted licensing process, local communities will have more time to 

organize and add their concerns to the process. Conversely, local communities may 

trigger investigations by the MP. Community input into public EIA consultations may 

spur further questioning and additional changes requested in the licensing process. In the 

estimations below, then, challenges by state actors are one of the possible correlates of 

challenges by local communities, and vice versa. 

 The media searches described above were also used to find evidence of whether 

national or international NGOs mobilized to influence the design or even termination of 

particular electricity projects. They could positively influence the response of both 

community and state actors, providing elite support for communities, activating the MP, 

or pressuring environmental licensing agencies.  

 Finally, we take note of whether the mayor of the municipality that will site a 

project is of the PT. The party held the national executive for nearly this entire time 

period, and thus controlled national electricity processes. This association of projects and 

national party leads us to expect that PT mayors will be more likely to support execution 

of a project in their municipality. Earlier research has shown that local officials in Brazil 

can affect how quickly environmental licenses are approved,71 so there should be fewer 
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licensing challenges under PT administrations. There is an additional link between firms’ 

campaign donations to PT candidates and the firms’ access to public works contracts that 

could potentially spill over to affect outcomes in the cases we consider, but too few such 

donations were made in our cases to include them in our analysis.72 

 Earlier research on the relationship between a PT mayor and community 

mobilization is mixed. The PT has historically had close ties with social movements and 

acceptance of grassroots mobilization is one of the hallmarks of PT partisanship,73 

suggesting PT administrations may be more supportive of community mobilization. On 

the other hand, social movements have self-limited their mobilizations during PT 

administrations, suggesting a negative relationship.74 Data on mayoral partisanship is 

from the Supreme Electoral Tribunal.75 

Community Context Variables: Finally, communities themselves vary in ways that may 

affect their ability and willingness to mobilize. Small, poor communities are more likely 

to lack the capacity to mobilize and more likely to value whatever economic benefits may 

come from the construction of infrastructure in their municipality,76 with both dynamics 

reducing challenges. The likely lower levels of pressure from poor communities also 

make state actors less likely to challenge projects on their behalf or may even, as 

environmental justice arguments claim, make state actors prefer these locations for 

development projects.77 

 Most community development indicators in Brazil are highly correlated. Large-

population municipalities have large economies and high levels of social organization, 

even on a per capita basis. We use three measures of community development that are not 

strongly correlated: the number of NGOs per 1000 people, GDP per capita, and the UN’s 
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Human Development Index, all measured at the municipal level. All economic data are 

from Brazil’s public statistical agency, the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 

(IBGE, Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística).78 Population and GDP figures 

would often be used as control variables in models of this kind, but were highly 

correlated with the community variables we used, so were not included. Substituting 

them produced similar results. 

Results 

 Table 2 presents the results of four estimations. Models 1 and 2 estimate the 

influence of just the technical risk factors on local community and state challenges, 

respectively, to electricity projects. The first variables measure whether electricity 

projects of different fuel types face more or fewer challenges than the reference large 

hydropower category (the single nuclear installation is perfectly predicted, so drops out 

of the analysis of both models). Local communities and state actors respond similarly to 

the technical risk factors. Larger projects of all fuel types are more likely to generate 

challenges in all the models, the only variable for which this is true. Both communities 

and state actors continue to make significantly more challenges to larger projects once a 

broader set of political opportunity and community variables are included.  At the same 

time, the cumulative impact of multiple small projects is not associated with challenges in 

any of the models. In three of the four models, challenges to fossil fuel plants are less 

likely than are challenges to the reference large hydropower cases. Once other variables 

are included, small hydro and wind projects face more challenges from communities than 

do large hydro plants, suggesting that communities may object to such projects for 

reasons other than their size.  
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 Table 2 Results of Logit Estimation of Challenges by Local Communities and State 
Actors  
 Model 1 

Basic level of 
risk model for 

community 
challenge 

Model 2 
Basic level of 
risk model for 

state-based 
challenge 

Model 3 
Full model for 

community 
challenge 

Model 4 
Full model for 

state-based 
challenge 

Small hydro 1.1367 
(.7846) 

.7109 
(.8354) 

3.0516* 
(1.4983) 

.5766 
(1.0018) 

Wind .7383 
(.7385) 

-.3464 
(.7959) 

2.7874* 
(1.3992) 

-.0102 
(.8131) 

Fossil fuel -2.8030* 
(1.1210) 

-2.5044** 
(.7987) 

.0991 
(1.5026) 

-3.4815** 
(1.0723) 

MW installed 
(logged) 

2.0721** 
(.5793) 

2.5090** 
(.7092) 

1.8062** 
(.7050) 

2.4917** 
(.9722) 

Multiple plants -.3224 
(.3768) 

-.5888 
(.4359) 

.0409 
(.4956) 

-.6890 
(.4704) 

PT mayor   1.4819* 
(.6187) 

-3.0429** 
(1.0804) 

State challenge   1.6895** 
(.6589) 

 

Community 
challenge 

   1.6946** 
(.6022) 

Civil society 
allies 

   1.1501 
(.9318) 

NGOs per 1000 
people 

  .0634 
(.0435) 

-.2591 
(.1336) 

GDP per capita   .000019 
 (.000015) 

.000020 
(.000013) 

HDI   -8.4720** 
(3.2880) 

3.4374 
(3.4651) 

Number of obs. 301 301 275 299 
Wald chi2 25.90 45.03 23.18 53.04 
Prob > chi2 0.0001 0.0000 0.0101 0.0000 
Pseudo R2 0.1036 0.2164 0.1501 0.3873 
 
 
Notes: Robust standard errors are in parentheses. *significant at 0.05; **significant at 
0.01. 
 
 Beyond size, the political coalition variables take center stage for analyzing both 

kinds of challenges. For communities (Model 3), the presence of civil society allies 

predicts the existence of challenges perfectly, and so is dropped from the statistical 



 24 

estimation. State action also significantly and positively correlates with mobilization by 

local communities, as does having a PT mayor in office. State actors (Model 4) also seem 

sensitive to the presence or absence of categories of actors. State actors are responsive to 

the engagement of local community – but not national or international – civil society 

actors. While the presence of a PT mayor is also significantly correlated with state 

challenges, the relationship is now signed negative, as expected, meaning that state actors 

are less likely to challenge projects where local and national partisanship line up. Thus 

community and state challenges move in opposite directions when local political leaders 

share partisan alliances with the national PT government. None of the community context 

variables reach statistical significance, although the density of NGOs nearly does. 

Discussion of Results 

 Above, we identified three families of explanations for when resistance to specific 

electricity projects might appear. One explanation focused on the risk profile of the 

project, suggesting that the type of fuel or scale of physical impact – from a large plant or 

the cumulative impact of multiple small ones – might affect how much scrutiny the 

project receives. A second, political opportunity, argument suggests that host 

communities and state actors would be more likely to challenge projects if they found 

allies and institutions to support them. Finally, the community context explanations look 

to characteristics of the host community to explain the presence or absence of resistance 

to projects. 

 One of the clearest results of our quantitative analysis is that larger projects are 

substantially more likely to generate resistance, a result that holds in all the models, 

whether other variables are present or not. This is not surprising, since size is a 
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particularly visible marker of impact. The results here also support previous case study 

research that argues that some kinds of risk are often overlooked.79 For example, the 

cumulative effect of multiple plants is not associated with more challenges even though 

they can be equally damaging. In addition, the easiest projects to build without opposition 

are the fossil fuel plants, which emit the most greenhouse gases. In fact, once size and 

other variables are accounted for, local communities are most likely to challenge the wind 

and small hydropower plants often favored by climate activists. Thus challenges do 

appear to be focusing on local and near-term impacts rather than long-term ones. 

 Our results also support previous conclusions that much of Brazilian 

environmental policy making takes place through informal coalitions of state and societal 

actors that mobilize networks to either block or enable particular outcomes.80 We find 

that state actors are more likely to scrutinize electricity projects through lengthy EIA 

processes and/or legal challenges if community activists are also active – and vice versa. 

We cannot distinguish the direction of the relationship in our quantitative study, but the 

qualitative studies cited in this article indicate that blocking coalitions often begin with 

community activists and the MP in a coalition, which subsequently challenges and 

lengthens the licensing process. This fits the pattern of many mobilizations around large 

hydropower including the well-known Belo Monte case.  

 We do not find that community-level variables are associated with levels of 

opposition to electricity projects. This finding goes against the expectations of 

environmental justice scholars and deserves additional research. With the MP and 

national activists as potential allies and the licensing process as a point of access, many 

communities can apparently organize at least to affect implementation.81 For example, 
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river communities have been able to draw on MAB and other national and international 

activists in support of their challenges; MAB has subsidiary organizations in seventeen of 

Brazil’s twenty-seven subnational units.82 It is also possible that some communities may 

favor the projects for reasons we have not explored here. 

 On balance, our quantitative study reinforces existing qualitative research on 

Brazilian socioenvironmentalism. Big electricity projects do generate more frequent 

challenges, although they should not obscure the many times communities also resist 

implementation of seemingly innocuous wind and small hydropower plants – or fail to 

mobilize at all. Blocking networks are often built across the state-society divide, 

challenging other parts of the state that are promoting projects. Exploring a similar 

question with a different kind of data and analysis is an important triangulation strategy 

that should generate greater confidence in both sets of results when the evidence and 

conclusions are compatible, as they are here. 

Conclusions 

 Theorists of the democratic development state hold that it is possible and even 

necessary for such states to join the ambitious indicative planning and activism of the 

classic developmental state with new attention to building human capabilities, 

consultations with civil society, and environmental sustainability. This study of recent 

electricity projects in Brazil attempts to empirically evaluate how well the Brazilian 

developmental state since 2002 has managed the evident tensions between those 

ambitions. To what extent are large energy projects carried out differently now than they 

were in earlier versions of Brazilian developmentalism? 

 The current Brazilian developmental state – and other states, developmental and 
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not – clearly faces more scrutiny of its development choices than did the state of the 

1940s and 1950s.83 Since 1986, all projects undergo environmental impact assessment, a 

process that can be both long and stringent. The Ministério Público is poised to legally 

challenge projects that take short cuts, and backs up newly active community and civil 

society actors who are attuned to the impacts of projects on their communities. Together 

these do introduce routine consideration of environmental and community impacts. In 71 

percent of the projects we study, we find that this process happens without additional 

newsworthy challenges. Our analysis shows that these tend to be smaller wind and 

hydropower projects where potential opponents do not find active allies. Others are 

projects whose hazards are long term and abstract, like fossil fuel plants and their climate 

change effects, rather than immediate and local. The characteristics of the local 

communities do not affect how likely they are to mobilize. We know very little about 

these routine projects, including how close they come to the ideal of capabilities-building, 

sustainable development.84 

 Most of the existing secondary literature is on the 29 percent of the cases 

(especially the Belo Monte hydroelectric dam) where local and national activists, the 

Ministério Público, and environmental licensing agencies form complex coalitions that 

can significantly alter and delay particular projects. News sources and the planning and 

financing agencies of the state pay particular attention to these cases and Situation Rooms 

have been set up to push them forward. It is worth noting that only one of the 302 

projects considered here has been set aside altogether. State and societal actors have some 

ability to shift the exact location and character of project impacts and to insist on 

compensation for impacts that are not avoided. But they have little ability to stop projects 



 28 

altogether, and the planning process is one that finds the megawatts of electricity needed 

somewhere,85 with some impacts on some community and some environment. This 

article shows that just when and how those impacts occur is most importantly affected by 

the ability of state and societal actors to jointly mobilize to directly challenge a project, a 

process that happens quite unevenly.  

 Putting together the stories of routine consideration of socioenvironmental 

impacts and the more complex picture of the contentious projects, we conclude that this 

time is different. That is, environmental and community impact considerations play 

significant roles in the post-2002 Brazilian developmental state that they did not in earlier 

Brazilian developmentalism. At the same time, the ongoing high levels of conflict over 

many electricity projects support the worry that the ideals of the democratic 

developmental state are easier to fit together in theory than in practice.86 The underlying 

ideals themselves are complex. For example, environmental sustainability involves both 

immediate socioenvironmental impacts and also long-term environmental effects like 

climate change, but individual electricity projects may do well on one and badly on the 

other. Creating institutions and ties to citizens that can manage such tradeoffs is a very 

large task and the Brazilian PT has only partially achieved it.
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