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The 2010 visit to Montreal by a representative of the Movement of People 
affected by Dams in Brazil (MAB) brought to light many commonalities between 
the energy models in place in Brazil and in Quebec. The MAB delegate expressed 
interest in meeting with environmental groups from Quebec to internationalize 
social movements’ struggles against the global energy model and to participate in 
collectively building alternatives, especially in regard to energy sovereignty. The 
Committee for Human Rights in Latin America (CDHAL) team was then invited to 
analyze Quebec’s energy model and become better acquainted with the activists 
who denounce it and fight to change it in Quebec, in order to contribute to 
reciprocal ties between social movements in the South and the North.

This is how the project “Energy: for Whom and for What?” originated in 2013. One 
of its goals was to explore collectively the concept of energy justice to better 
understand its meaning and practical implications, drawing on the analyses of 
energy sovereignty movements in Latin America, in particular the MAB (Brazil), the 
Mexican Movement of People Affected by Dams and in Defense of Rivers (MAPDER) 
and Ríos Vivos (Colombia), with a view to finding ways and places of entrenching 
this concept in the Quebec context. The energy justice movement, as seen by these 
movements in Latin America, aims at developing a grassroots-based energy model 
that is inclusive, fair and respectful of human rights while allowing for democratic, 
decentralized control of energy sources. The notions of common good and social 
acceptability lie at the heart of this concept.

Energy justice means :
»» developing energy alternatives that are not based on fossil fuels, which are 

locally and globally destructive, and promoting lower-impact renewable 
energy sources;

»» considering various forms of securing energy supplies, which should be 
available for the entire population;

»» contributing to a better quality of life for the population;

»» decentralizing energy production and making it more autonomous and 
diversified, and adapting it to the place of origin and local needs;

»» stopping all kinds of projects that are based on dependence and the 
destruction of common goods, compromising well-being and good living 
locally and nationally.

 
This document is aimed at getting people to think about energy justice. The 
principles of decentralization, access to energy, respect for the environment and 
citizen participation that characterize it are illustrated in comic strips based on real 
cases. Two initiatives from Quebec, one from First Nations in Canada and one from 
Latin America were used to put together scenarios created by the illustrators.

Introduction
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Energy is a complex topic that can’t be dealt with solely from the angle of technology, 
disconnected from issues of power. Energy is a social, political and economic 
issue. Implanting large-scale energy projects, even in what are considered to be 
“green” energy sectors, has irreversible consequences on ecosystems. They cause 
violations of human rights – in part because land and national resources are taken 
over, populations are forcibly displaced and defenders of human rights and the 
environment are criminalized.

The current energy model responds to market demand, the interests of big 
corporations that control the energy sector and the growth of productivity at all 
costs. In this model, the State and government intervene as little as possible in order 
to guarantee free market forces and establish mechanisms of support for the private 
sector. In doing so, neoliberal policies promote aggressive development dominated 
by private enterprise and the big international financial institutions. The social and 
political system is increasingly eroding while the elites promote economic interests 
that are harmful to the well-being of the population as a whole, mainly with respect 
to economic and social rights and freedoms and freedom of expression. In terms of 
the environment, the neoliberal model is accompanied by intensified exploitation 
of natural resources (forests, arable lands, oil, water, mines, natural gas, biodiversity) 
aimed at generating greater economic wealth and satisfying a growing market.

At the present time, in both the South and the North, we see an absence of social 
acceptability and consent for many energy projects - for example, the Puebla 
Panama Plan and the Initiative for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure in 
South America (IIRSA), Alberta’s tar sands and the extraction of hydrocarbons in 
the Saint Lawrence valley and Gulf in Quebec. In the majority of cases, the right 
of peoples to be properly informed regarding development projects and to free, 
prior and informed consultation and consent, notably for indigenous peoples, is 
not respected. Various movements denounce these violations and demand the 
establishment of a democratic process for decisions on whether or not to exploit 
our common good.

Energy, for whom and For what?
Towards a more just, sustainable and democratic energy model
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Exploitation of natural resources may seem “natural” and necessary for the production 
of energy in the short run, as well as for economic development, progress and a 
better quality of life. But does this approach to energy really lead to “development”? 
When we dig into “how”, “for what” and “for whom” we are generating energy, we 
realize that the local, rural and even urban populations are often negatively affected 
by the existing energy model.

Many citizens and social movements in the South and the North are mobilizing 
and organizing to propose alternatives. Defending human rights and protecting 
the environment and the common good are becoming central lines of demands. 
Solidarity among the movements is necessary and desirable, because the serious 
and complex issues involved mean that the struggle has to be globalized. A number 
of movements are therefore seeking to build ties with a more diverse array of allies 
nationally and internationally. In this context, we suggest some lines of thinking 
through the presentation of principles related to energy justice based on scenarios 
drawn from real cases, while recognizing that these experiences themselves have 
their limits.

Photo : Ríos Vivos
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Decentralization1
This scenario is inspired by the Tomchyrs farm in Mauricie (Quebec, Canada), which 
heats its poultry houses, some buildings and its silo dryers through biomass (organic 
fuel). Biomass is an abundant resource and is accessible throughout the region.

Principles linked to this scenario: 
»» Decentralization, which aims at responding to needs in energy services by 

drawing from local energy resources, often managed directly by users.

»» Respect for the environment: biomass is a renewable source of energy 
that uses, in this case, forest residues. It is therefore not a source of biomass 
derived from environmentally harmful monocultures. This farm is also energy 
efficient. 

The principle of decentralization advocates for the development of community-
based alternatives oriented towards self-production and the sharing of resources, 
energy efficiency, consumption reduction, the recognition of traditional knowledge 
and the ownership of energy production techniques by communities. To this end, 
the objective of decentralization is to respond to the energy needs of the population 
making the most of local resources through the knowledge and ability to use energy 
systems by and for the population.
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[The decentralization of energy 
means] « self-producing and 
sharing energy in a process that is 
accompanied by a phase of decrease 
in which we can drastically reduce 
our consumption of energy and 
natural resources. » 

Bruno Massé, RQGE

« We are building a new model of 
energy production and usage, and 
water management that satisfies 
the needs of the population before 
the interests of national and 
transnational corporations. »
Declaration of Temaca, Mexico, 2010
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Access to Energy
This scenario is inspired by an initiative led by several movements that are part of Ríos 
Vivos (Colombia) and that have launched various forms of energy self-sufficiency 
and efficiency aiming at interlinking food sovereignty and energy sovereignty. In 
2014, a workshop took place to share different experiences on alternative energy 
systems, allowing to expand the debate and to reflect with other organizations 
involved in processes aimed at transforming social relations.

Principles linked to this scenario: 
»» Access to energy: this scenario reflects the idea that energy is a common 

good that must be shared amongst all.

»» Respect for the environment: alternative energy forms and the political 
project for energy and food sovereignty aim to establish the least harmful 
relationship with nature.

The principle of access to energy involves guaranteeing the physical possibility to 
have access to electricity, heating and transport as well as the economic capacity 
to afford these services. Access to energy also reflects the idea that energy is a 
common good that must be shared and accessible to the population as a whole, and 
that must not be privatized. This principle also implies that we must avoid harming 
the equilibrium of the ecosystems.

2
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« Water is a common good. 
Thus, we oppose all forms of 
privatization, commodification, 
and financialization of the 
territories that sustain it. » 
Ríos Vivos, Confluencia nacional por el agua, 2016

« The MAB supports the idea that energy 
used for consumption or productive 
activities should always aim to 
fulfill the needs of the population 
as a whole and achieve both a high 
degree of human development and 
environmental sustainability. »
Key political statements of the 7th national MAB meeting, 2013
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Respect for the Environment
This scenario is inspired by an experience implemented by the 
city of Saint-Hyacinthe, Quebec, the first city in the province 
to produce natural gas using organic materials. This gas 
comes from organic residues from twenty-three neighboring 
municipalities and is used to provide heat to the City Hall and to 
run ten municipal vehicles.

Principles linked to this scenario:
»» Respect for the environment: this project reduces the volume of waste 

produced while also reducing oil dependency. Previously, trucks had to drive 
over 100 km to bring waste to the landfills. 

»» Citizen participation: the population takes action by recycling, and a public 
institution, the municipality, uses the biomass produced to convert it to 
energy. The gap between the energy production system and the citizens is 
thus reduced.

The principle of respect for the environment consists of implementing a set of 
practices to find a balance between the different forms of life on Earth. For the 
energy sector, this means not to deteriorate the ecosystems in the name of so-called 
economic development and the well-being of society, only replicating the parasitic 
relationship between “colonialist” societies and their habitats.  

3
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« Hydroelectric dams transform 
the temperature, the chemistry, 
the distribution, the quantity, 
and the cycles of water systems, 
transforming the natural dynamics 
of rivers.  »
Ríos Vivos, March 14, 2012

« The imposition of mega-projects, 
such as dams and large-scale 
mining exploitation, entails the 
violent and forced displacement of 
native and peasant communities 
from their territories. »
Ríos Vivos
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4
Citizen Participation
This scenario is inspired by the T’Sou-Ke community initiative in 
British Columbia, Canada, where a collective solar energy project 
was led to enable the community to be more independent in 
terms of energy.

Principles linked to this scenario: 
»» Citizen participation: the success of this project lies in its horizontal and 

inclusive approach.

»» Access to energy: the energy is perceived as a common good, moving away 
from the dominant vision in which energy is viewed primarily as a commodity. 

Citizen participation means that each community can be guaranteed access and 
participation in the decision-making process regarding issues that concern them. 
With respect to energy justice, the right to protest and to freedom of association, 
assembly and expression, are central to ensure to all the possibility to take part 
in decision-making and in the implementation of equitable energy systems and 
economic development models. 

Ph
ot

o 
: M

A
PD

ER
, 2

01
6



19

« MAB looks toward a large popular 
participation in the planning, 
organizing, and control of the 
production and distribution of energy, 
as well as in the wealth generated. »
Key political statements of 7th national MAB meeting, 2013

« The role that citizen participation 
should have, in my opinion, is linked 
to the human right of communities to 
self-determination. That means that 
the communities should be able to 
decide whether a project should take 
place or not, and how, and ideally, 
what type of development is desired. » 
Bruno Massé, RQGE
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The fruit of 20 years of struggle, the MAB’s work and analysis has inspired the process 
of developing this document. Conscious of the major problems posed by the 
current energy model, the movement proposes the developing of a new grassroots 
model that would mean reviewing our demands and our behaviour. The heart of 
the problem is not a scarcity or lack of energy, but rather the production of low-cost 
energy for the industry and a development model that does not take into account 
the needs of the population and the limits of the planet. Energy from so-called 
“green” sources all too often follow the same logic. In contrast, a grassroots energy 
model involves producing energy that meets real needs and stops subsidizing 
cheap energy that doesn’t generate much collective wealth and instead encourages 
the accumulation of huge profits for industries and have negative effects on human 
rights and major socio-environmental conflicts.

After reading the initiatives presented in this document, we invite you to think 
about energy sovereignty:

»» For whom and for what is energy produced? What direction(s) do our collective 
choices about energy take our economies and societies in?

»» Why is energy generated? Do we really need all this energy?

»» What impact does the current model have? Which groups benefit and which 
are left to bear the costs, notably through forced displacements caused by 
energy mega-projects?

»» How should the urban relate to the rural? How are we all affected by the 
energy model?

»» How should we analyse so-called “green” technologies, which feed into the 
existing energy model and don’t offer real solutions to the problem?

Energy sovereignty means fighting the privatization of rivers, opposing the 
modification of the use of natural resources and proposing a model for the 
production, distribution and sale of energy that favours inclusive, sustainable 
development instead of the current model that provides in energy-guzzling 
industries with subsidized energy.

Rethinking the Current Model
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T h e  M o v e m e n t  o f  P e o p l e  A f f e c t e d  b y  D a m s  ( M A B ,  B r a z i l )
The MAB is a national, autonomous and popular movement of struggle. It is 
managed collectively and without regard to gender, religion, skin color, political 
party or level of education. The MAB has been affirming since the 1970s the need 
to create a model based on energy sovereignty. The militant practice is guided by 
the pedagogy of example and the struggle is nourished by a deep feeling of love 
towards people and life. 

T h e  M e x i c a n  M o v e m e n t  o f  P e o p l e  A f f e c t e d  b y  D a m s  a n d  i n 
D e f e n s e  o f  R i v e r s  ( M A D P E R ,  M e x i c o )
MADPER combats the neoliberal development model presently guiding the Mexican 
government, which facilitates the appropriation of natural resources essential 
for life (water, biodiversity, forests, etc.) through the concession of resources and 
territories to transnational corporations and to national business groups. It is in 
this context that the movement was formed in 2004 with the purpose of bringing 
together national networks, civil society organizations, and communities affected 
by the construction of dams. They fight together for the defense of the Earth, rivers, 
human rights, water and life. 

R í o s  V i v o s  ( C o l o m b i a )
The Ríos Vivos movement is the articulation of several communities affected by 
the implementation of dams on their territories in the name of a developmentalist 
vision that opposes their plans and projects of life. The movement works for the 
construction of alternative social projects and for the construction of an energy 
model by and for the people.

R é s e a u  q u é b é c o i s  d e s  g r o u p e s  é c o l o g i s t e s  ( R Q G E ,  Q u e b e c )
Active since 1982, the RQGE is a networking space for organizations dedicated to 
the protection of the environment and the emergence of an ecological society. 
It promotes the sharing of knowledge and actions. The network represents its 
members in their joint demands to the government, in particular concerning 
the recognition and adequate funding of the environmental movement for its 
contributions to the protection of the natural heritage, public health and the well-
being of Quebec society.

Social Movements Fighting for 
Energy Justice




