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The Swiss transnational Holcim, one of the biggest cement 
producers in the world, has gradually expanded its presence in 
Latin America, which has also increased  theenvironmental and 
social conflicts produced by its activities. 

When open pit mining of construction material commences 
near a community, it’s just a matter of time before people begin 
to feel the consequences of such an activity which generates 
such high quantities of pollutants. Although not as catastroph-
ic as metallic mining, alluvial mining implies the degradation 
of landscapes and aquifers, increased air pollution, ground in-
stability and the irreversible loss of diverse environmental val-
ues. All these effects have significant impacts on the health and 
welfare ofaffected populations.

Holcim, taking advantage of the technical capacity of its facili-
ties, also performs a very controversial activity known as geocy-
cling.  Though this activity will be explained in detail later in this 
paper, it essentially involves waste incineration as a method of 
final disposal while simultaneously using the waste as fuel for 
a wide range of operations within the cement industry.

The geocycling process allows the company to decrease reli-
ance upon fossil fuels by substituting the heat capacity of in-
cinerated waste, but this carries with it the significant risk of 
releasing the toxins derived from the combustion. This risk of 
toxic discharge constitutes the principal criticism of this tech-
nology.  All incineration methods are potential generators of 
dioxins and furans, substances which are classified as the most 
dangerous anthropogenic organic pollutants.  

These and other characteristics of the company are described 
in the first chapter of this document, which offers a histori-
cal review of Holcim’s industrial and economic activities fram-
ing the company’s activities within an international and Latin 
American context.

Due to the commercial, juridical, and political advantages that 
transnational companies have over the countries of region, 
the likelihood that those affected express their dissatisfac-
tion and demand changes in industrial practices from these 

companies, is limited.  In the second chapter we will examine 
why such advantages exist and the principal characteristics, 
fundamentally backed by Free Trade Agreements, which al-
low Holcim to monopolize the cement business in countries 
where it conducts business.

Even in places where negative effects are very evident, govern-
ments tend to side either directly or indirectly with the compa-
nies, often using force to disguise or avoid repairs. To exemplify 
the aforementioned conflicts this paper will review three cases, 
starting with Guatemala, where the population from San Juan 
de Sacatépequez have had their right to a healthy environment 
violated, but are also prevented from expressing their discon-
tent to the point of being incarcerated without guarantee of 
due legal process.

In Mexico the industrial and mining activities of Holcim Apasco 
have had grave and proven consequences on the population, 
particularly over Apaxco and Atotonilco de Tula. Several univer-
sity studies1 have revealed the harmful long term effects of the 
actions which, paradoxically, have garnered Holcim awards2.

In the two previous cases Holcim’s presence in relatively small 
towns encourages the governments conceal the impact of 
mining. In Colombia, however, the company operates a massive 
open pit mine in the heart of the capital, Bogotá, that threatens 
the security of some of the city’s poorest denizens.  For 60 years 
the company has disregarded the needs of surrounding com-
munities, polluting and destroying one of three major tributar-
ies of the Bogotá River, the Tunjuelo.

According to complaints from the people of Guatemala, Mexico, 
and Colombia, the company has violated their right to a healthy 
environment, polluted the air and water, and passed over the 
citizens’ right to decide matters within their own territories. 
In light of these allegations, Friends of the Earth Latin America 
filed a lawsuit in the Court of the People in 2010, condemning 
the abuses that have characterized Holcim’s economic activity 
and highlighting the help and silent complicity of Latin Ameri-
can governments where the company operates.  This ethical 
Court, which met in Madrid, Spain, has stressed that the com-

introduction

1 de Leon, Arturo . Doctor and teacher of Medical Scholl in the UNAM (National University of Mexico). Study in children affected by the pollution. Center for Diagnosis and Alternatives for People 
Affected by Toxic (CEDAAT).

2 For example, in October 2006, the Confederation of Industrial Chambers (Concamin) of Mexico gave Holcim-Apasco the Awar “Ethics and Values in theIndustry”.
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pany has both direct and indirect responsibility to those affect-
ed, proclaiming Holcim’s sizable social and environmental debt 
to the peoples of Mexico, Guatemala, and Colombia. 

People are asking Holcim to investigate and invest in alterna-
tive construction materials (such as adobe or super-adobe) and 
new building methods which, unlike cement and concrete pro-
duction, do not adversely affect the environment. Beyond these 
strictly industrial matters, stakeholders also want Holcim to 
submit to national regulations, respect the will of indigenous 
populations, and end any relationship with those who threaten 
and coerce those who oppose their projects. The company must 
recognize that people have the right to be adequately informed 
of industrial processes, to express their discontent, and to disa-
gree with activities that threaten their welfare and traditional 
ways of life.

At the same time, people are requesting that their govern-
ments elevate industrial pollution standards and be more strin-
gent in holding companies to these standards. In some cases 
people want polluting companies to vacate their territories 
entirely. For the international community standards must be 
equally high, as it’s necessary that the governments of com-

panies’ native countries investigate and apply sanctions in the 
event of violations. In brief, people demand that governments 
ensure their companies’ acceptance of responsibility for foreign 
activities as well as domestic.

Yet the fact remains that in most cases there is not sufficient 
respect for local customs and regulations; many projects are by 
nature incompatible with the welfare and rights of local peo-
ples. The water depletion, air pollution, disease, and despair that 
are the seemingly inevitable consequences of mining projects 
are simply not acceptable to local communities. In short, many 
projects are not viable without disregarding local welfare. Com-
munities have consistently made clear that open pit mining is 
unsustainable, and that they are not willing to tolerate it within 
their territory.

A summary of the lawsuit comprises the final chapter of this 
paper, seeking to explain the actions and reveal the role played 
by Holcim in the deterioration communal livelihoods proxi-
mate to its facilities. This burden of responsibility also rests 
upon governments who turn their backs on their own citizens. 
May this report serve as a tool for communities affected by Hol-
cim around the world.
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In December 2010 cement manufacturer Holcim purchased the 
Lafarge company’s cement plants in Switzerland and France. 
This marks the continuation of Holcim’s efforts to consolidate 
its enormous power as a global producer of cement, following 
the company’s ascension to the second highest ranked in sales 
worldwide in 2009. International news wires reported that the 
multinational Helvetia bought “eight aggregates and materi-
als quarries plus four ready-mix concrete plants in the area of 
Basel in Switzerland, from January 2011. [This] “will ensure that 
the quarries and plants will supply its customers from Swit-
zerland, Holland, Germany and France.”1 In 2009, Holcim had 
bought CEMEX operations in Australia for a total of US$ 1,640 
million. This expansion process was not new, having begun in 
1920 when Holcim commenced its expansion in Europe and the 
rest of the world.

The growth of Holcim, like other companies in the sector, is 
closely associated with the housing bubble2 that began in the 
early twenty-first century and caused a sharp increase in prices 
of real estate. Several investigations and reports indicate that in 
many  industrialized countries such as Australia and the United 
States housing prices rose at unprecedented rates3. Holcim, like 
other cement manufacturers, expanded its activities around 
the world, acquiring smaller enterprises such as Apasco in Mex-
ico establishing Holcim and Cementos Bio Bio in Chile. Today 
Holcim, Lafarge, and Cemex are the largest cement companies 
in the world.

Although the 2008 economic crisis strongly affected the con-
struction sector, particularly in Europe and North America4, 
this period proved relatively favorable for Holcim. The sales of 
this Swiss multinational have been stable in recent years. Ac-
cording to Holcim’s own reports and some economic analysts, 
its strategy has been to position itself in  countries with so-
called emerging economies, especially China and India: “China 

1 Reuters. “Holcim buys Lafarge plants in Switzerland and France”. Zurich, December 27th, 
2010.

2 The housing bubble was caused primarily by two issues: i) a massive flight of money look-
ing for safe returns, and ii) reduced interest rates after the events of September 11, osten-
sibly to prevent a global economic crisis by reviving production and consumption through 
credit. This enormous liquidity led to the housing bubble that became critical in 2008, cul-
minating in the economic crisis of that year.

3 HARBOUR, Sydney. “The sun also sets. Never before have real house prices been rising so 
fast in so many countries”. In The Economist, September 9th, 2004.

4 The situation was particularly serious in the US, the UK and Spain but also in East and 
Southeast Europe and Russia.

the grey smoke of holcim
Tatiana Roa Avendaño
Censat Agua Viva

1

Yo denuncio a toda la gente
que ignora la otra mitad,

la mitad irredimible
que levanta sus montes de cemento

donde laten los corazones
de los animalitos que se olvidan

y donde caeremos todos
en la última fiesta de los taladros.

New York, Oficina y Denuncia
Federico García Lorca
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Photo Archives Otros Mundos
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alone accounts for half of the global market and its demand 
for cement is growing above average. India, meanwhile, is the 
second largest market in size, and consumption grew 10% in 
2007, one of the highest rates in the world5. Thus, Holcim has 
remained stable, with good economic data, despite the wide-
spread crisis. 

Net Sales per region 2009 2008
Millions of Swiss 
Francs % %
Europe 7320 33,6 10043 38,3
North America 3480 16 4527 17,3
Latin America 3348 15,4 4107 15,9
Middle East and Africa 1206 5,5 1354 5,2
Asia Pacific 6418 29,5 6109 23,3

Source: Holcim Ltd., Anual Report 2009, Jona (Switzerland), 2010 

Although company growth does not show signs of slowing, 
complaints by communities and local environmental authori-
ties against operational pollution, violations of human rights, 
and associated ecological issues are becoming more frequent, 
even garnering attention by some media outlets. Local com-
munities have expressed discontent with deteriorating air 
and water quality caused by the industrial activities of this 
European company. This section will provide information on 
Holcim, including where it was created and how it operates in 
Latin America.

origins of holcim

Holcim’s cement production began in 1912 in the Swedish vil-
lage of Holderbank, 40 km from Zurich, which gave the com-
pany its first name. In May 2001, the name was changed to 
Holcim Holderbank6. The company has been listed on the 
Swiss stock exchange since 1958. Holcim, on its website, re-
ports operations in 70 countries.  Projects include production 
and distribution of cement, as well as extraction, production, 
processing and distribution of aggregates (rock, sand and 
gravel) and ready-mix concrete and asphalt. The Swiss mul-
tinational also offers consulting, research, marketing, and 
engineering services, among others. It currently employs ap-
proximately 80,000 staff.

Holcim boasts of excellent environmental management and 
highlights how it has replaced coal, the fuel most frequently 
used in cement kilns, for waste materials such as tires, steel 
industry debris, sewage sludge, and toxic waste. The most fre-
quent operation is called co-incineration or co-processing (see 
box). In fact, it was Holcim’s policy to extend this method to 
further processes, adapting its ovens to incinerate discarded 
tires, waste plastics and oils,  solvents, etc. All of these materi-
als possess high calorific value.

In 2003, Holcim established the Holcim Foundation for Sus-
tainable Construction, which grants the Holcim Awards for 
Sustainable Construction. These awards are associated with 
various universities, including the Swiss Federal Institute of 

co-incineration or waste co-processing 

The activity known as co-incineration or waste co-processing involves taking advantage of the high heat capacity of certain 
wastes by introducing them to combustion furnaces, thus replacing part of the primary fuel (coal or petroleum) used in in-
dustrial processes. Among the companies that perform this activity are producers of lime and steel, power plants, and cement 
factories, though in theory any industry with a large combustion plant can make use of this technology.

The process offers several benefits: 1) lowered costs through reduction of primary fuel use, 2) increased income from waste 
incineration, 3)  additional perks (eg. government subsidies) for ‘reduction’ of energy footprint by limiting fossil fuel use, 4) the 
PR advantage associated with the image of being a ‘green’ company.

It is important to note that this process involves cremation and thus implies a risk of generating and releasing highly toxic 
substances such as dioxins and furants into the environment. The Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants 
(POPs) includes the waste incineration among potential sources of toxic contamination.

Implementation of waste-to-energy processes in an industrial plant increases toxicological risks, requiring that the company 
include specific control measures to mitigate these risks and conduct ongoing monitoring of potential pollutants.

5 Fernandez Ramos, Jose, “Holcim, a giant under construction”, in http://www.cnnexpansion.com/negocios/2007/3/28/un-gigante-en-construccion

6 ‘Hol’ for Holderbank and ‘cim’ from the French word ciment.
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Technology (ETH), headquartered in Zurich; the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge, USA; the Univer-
sidad Iberoamericana of Mexico (UIA); the School of Architec-
ture in Casablanca, Morocco (L’École Supérieure d’Architecture 
de Casablanca, EAC); Shanghai Tongji University in China; the 
University of Sao Paulo in Brazil (USP); and the University of 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg (Wits), South Africa. In this 
way, Holcim has gained great notoriety among architects and 
builders, as well as within academic circles.

holcim in latin america

Holcim currently oversees operations within 10 countries in 
Latin America: Mexico, Guatemala, Costa Rica7, Nicaragua, Hon-
duras, Colombia, Ecuador, Brazil, Argentina, and Chile. The Swiss 
multinational has 26 cement plants, 24 aggregate plants, and 
234 concrete mixing plants ready, with 12,626 employees in the 
region. In 2009  net sales in the mainland totaled 3,348 million 
Swiss francs, approximately US$ 3,549 million.8

Until 2008 Holcim also had subsidiaries in Venezuela, Panama, 
the Dominican Republic, Haiti, and other Caribbean islands. 

After the Venezuelan government nationalized the cement 
plants of Holcim Switzerland, France’s Lafarge and Mexico’s CE-
MEX to create the Socialist Cement Corporation, Holcim decid-
ed to sell the Colombian company Argos9 (Colombia’s biggest 
cement company and Holcim’s joint venture partner), along 
with its holdings in Panama and other Caribbean countries, 
for a total of US$ 157 million. According to a company state-
ment, they no longer considered the “long-term supply of ce-
ment and clinker10 to the grinds and terminals in Panama and 
the Caribbean” economically viable. Although the Venezuelan 
government made an offer to the cement companies, Holcim 
rejected the compensation offered for the nationalization pro-
cess. Paradoxically, the Venezuelan press reports that in March 
2009 “Holcim Ltd. filed an international arbitration body suit 
against the Venezuelan government to seek full compensation 
for the nationalization of their plants.”11

According to company information, Holcim attended the Interna-
tional Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes of the World 
Bank in an attempt to obtain compensation substantially greater 
than the appraised value presented in the Memorandum of Un-
derstanding  when  the terms of sale were being negotiated.
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Photo Archives Ceiba

7 Holcim (Costa Rica) SA is a corporation composed of different business areas, including cement (Holcim (Costa Rica) SA), ready-mix (Holcim Concrete), aggregates (Holcim Aggregates) and con-
crete products. It produces more than 3.5 million tons of cement and related materials each year. It has several plants and over 500 distributors throughout the country. It also has approximately 
1,200 employees. Net sales (in thousands of colones) at September 2010: 83,118,778,and gross profit (in thousands of colones) at September 2010: 34,393,766 (as reported by the company’s page 
www.holcim.co.cr).

8 Holcim, Annual Report 2009 Holcim Ltd., Jona (Switzerland), 2010

9 Argos, owned by Colombia’s largest industrial conglomerate, Antioquia Business Group (GEA).

10 Clinker is the result of a mixture of limestone and clay that is subjected to calcination in the furnace at a temperature from 1,300 to 1,450 oC. This product is then mixed with a curing retardant 
and other additives to obtain cement.

11 El Universal. 2009. In http://el-nacional.com/www/site/p_contenido.php?q=nodo/74020/Econom% C3% ADa / Cement, Holcim-demand-to-Venezuela-for-indemnity% C3% B3n
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In May 2010 organizations in Mexico, Colombia, and Guatemala 
associated with Friends of the Earth Latin America and the Car-
ibbean filed a complaint with the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal 
(PPT) for environmental, cultural, economic, political and social 
damage caused by the economic activities of Swiss multina-
tional Holcim. The Court, held between the 14th and 17th of 
May, 2010 in Madrid, Spain, was chaired by Senesse Salvatore 
(Italy) and composed of prestigious lawyers, academics and ac-
tivists, human rights and environmental advocates, as well as 
the transnational legal representative Helvetia. According to 
the formal complaint lodged against Holcim subsidiaries:

In Colombia, Guatemala and Mexico are not only present in 
its corporate name, but also participate with shares in other 
cement companies, acquiring a dual status (as a national 
and international company) and obtaining double benefits: 
as a transnational company they benefit from the legal se-
curity these countries offer; in the case of Colombia, for 20 
years, President Uribe offered income tax rebates of only 
15% while the domestic industry pays more than 30%. As a 
national company, through its actions, it benefits from the 
Kyoto Protocol’s flexibility in terms of lower pollution rights 
for domestic firms.12

The PPT reviewed the allegations against Holcim for its involve-
ment in cases of human rights abuses and the criminaliza-
tion of communities who oppose the exploitation of natural 
resources and destruction of the environment and living re-
sources The Court proceeded to condemn the immoral and an-
ti-juridical conduct as well as the political, economic, financial, 
industrial, and legal practices which Holcim and other trans-
national corporations implement (for more information, visit                       
www.enlazandoalternativas.org).

Complaints made by members of Friends of the Earth Latin 
America and the Caribbean are not the only public outcries. 
In 2006 residents of some neighborhoods of Guayaquil, Ec-
uador expressed dissatisfaction with the productive capacity 
expansion of company Cerro Blanco, as they believed it would 
result in more pollution within an area containing two nature 
reserves (Cerro del Salado and Cerro Blanco), directly affect-
ing their health These protesters have already begun to suffer 
these consequences.

In July 2010, residents of the small tourist town of Iza Boyaca, 
Colombia denounced Holcim for causing serious pollution. 
According to local reports, the Cerro de Vita, once sacred to 
the indigenous Chibcha people, is now nothing but a big gray 
hole in the heart of the mountain, exploited for 30 years to ob-

tain pozzolanic ash for use as an additive material in cement 
production. According to a joint report by the Regional Com-
mittee for Environmental Defense of  Sugamuzi, the Citizen 
Review Group of Sogamoso, and Iza and the Iza Green Nest 
Foundation: “the environmental damage is incalculable, the 
activities have resulted in the deterioration of the ecosystem, 
deforestation, drying of water sources, due to explosions; the 
hot springs, its main tourist attraction, have stopped provid-
ing swimming pools and the temperature has dropped mark-
edly, possibly due to the destruction of the aquifers that al-
lowed water circulation.”13

conclusion 

There can be no doubt that mining transforms rural landscapes, 
that cement fumes affect people’s health, that formerly crys-
talline waters begin to suffer the impact  exploitative indus-
trial activities, and that the peaceful life of villages suffer major 
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Jorge Enrique Sánchez Segura

12 Friends of the Earth Latin America and the Caribbean, formal complaint document to the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal, 2010. In www.enlazandoalternativas.org

13 Cedins. “Iza, Boyacá: in defense of the Cerro de Vita. “ June 2010. In 
http://www.cedins.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=210:iza-boyaca-porla-defensa-del-cerro-de-vita&catid=55:no-a-la-miner&Itemid=68
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transformations with the arrival of these companies. The impact 
and conflicts caused by quarrying activity are huge, and are not 
resolved with the signing of codes of conduct and voluntary 
standards, nor with environmental certification standards such 
as ISO 14000, nor with speeches of ‘corporate social responsibil-
ity’. The wounds inflicted upon these territories resonate una-
voidably in the reality of thousands who are seeing their way 
of life transformed in the name of “development.” We must be 
aware of what is lost when a mining project is approved, and 
we must contemplate transformation of society being imposed 
upon us. It is in our hands to safeguard these worlds by report-
ing companies and states who profit at the expense of peoples, 
human rights, and nature.
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To begin, it is important to recognize that the hegemonic re-
construction of economic and political power in Latin America 
is occuring in a swift and systematic manner. The theft of land 
and natural assets and the trampling of national sovereignty are 
the new mechanisms of conquest in the 21st century. The vari-
ous crises of the capitalist system are apparently endless, seeking 
validation within the international arena. This is when the same 
hegemonic power of the dominant classes reacts to proect their 
hedge funds and transnational corporations.

An illustrative example occurred recently in Toronto during 2010:  
the G-20’s rebuilding of the international financial superstruc-
ture and the injection of both public and transnational capital 
into international financial institutions such as the IMF (Interna-
tional Monetary Fund) and the World Bank. These organizations 
have become the locus of new structural adjustments within 
first world countries such as Spain and Greece, and the monetary 
“saviors” of  the third world. These fiscal activities  compromise 
the debt of recipient countries and involves the generation of 
public policies which increase social and economic asymmetries 
within the nation, as  has repeatedly occurred in Latin America 
over the past 30 years.

It also warrants mention that other instruments and mecha-
nisms of modern international trade involve the subjugation of 
territories and their people through Free Trade Agreements, Part-
nership Agreements, Bilateral Investment Treaties, and demands 
from the International Center for the Settlement of Investment 
Disputes (ICSID) of the World Bank. The latter ostensibly serves 
as a remedy for the insecurity and instability of investment cor-
porations, but actually gives priority to corporations over nation 
states via arbitration or direct preference from the WTO (World 
Trade Organization ).1

To this brief summary of the general conditions within Latin 
America, we must add other aspects of global importance  such 
1 The ICSID is an institution that belongs to the World Bank and was founded in 1966. This 

center operates under the modality for resolving investment disputes and gives corpo-
rations the ability to sue states if they impose laws or regulations that negatively affect 
profits. Investors  are not required to exhaust domestic remedies before resorting to ICSID 
intervention (REDES: 2007).

the many faces of latin america in times of globalization: 
investment chapters in free trade agreements and extractive 
companies in the commercial profit
Grace García Muñoz
Regional Coordination of Economic Justice and the F ight Against Neo-liberalism 
COECOCeiba FoE member
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as militarization and drug trafficking2. Both are economically lu-
crative activities which provide new facilities in Latin American 
countries that have large implications for local economies. The 
long list of social, cultural, and political factors that have led to 
these activities begins with the deep destabilization of national 
infrastructures, where the welfare state falls prey to corruption 
that undermines national institutions and legislation. This phe-
nomenon facilitates peddling of government influence, genera-
tion of standards and processes subservient to capital interests 
and not those of citizens, and criminalization of  civilian  commu-
nities fighting for their fundamental  rights.

Within this context we also see the issue of regional migration3, 
not just at a bi-regional level from south to north but also in an 
intra-regional way in the countries of the south4. Basic conditions 
for migrants during their journeys  are marked by armed and 
environmental conflict, as in the case of Central Americans who 
travel to the U.S. or forced displacements in some South Ameri-
can countries. We cannot fail to mention other problems such as 
persecution for their illegal status, lack of employment, and the 
precariousness of livelihoods. Such necessities as access to basic  
healthcare, education services,  and labor rights are lacking not 
only outside of but also within their own countries.

Within this environment where governance seems ineffectual 
and democracy ceases to be a fundamental right achieved of 
the people, there is emerging a progressive set of Latin American 
governments moving towards re-nationalization of assets once 
privatized by right-wing governments and bloody dictatorships. 
The governments of Venezuela, Bolivia, Uruguay and Ecuador 
have established themselves as figureheads within the social 
advancement of the emerging left in Latin America. Other ma-
jor countries like Brazil and Argentina look to keep their social-
ist principles without abandoning their desire to emerge as new 
global trading powers. Inspite wining in the electoral field. na-
tions like Paraguay, El Salvador, and Nicaragua have achieved only 
partial victory because of failing to advance in the construction 
of strong party proposals to achieve a socialist integration.

Although the political process is still being developed, it contains 
elements of great importance such as the active participation 
of new forms of government with major innovations in public 
policy and distribution of resources.These efforts have gained 
the support of social movements. Whether  agricultural workers, 
indigenous people, union members, community workers, youths, 
or women, all are moving toward a new form of integration that 
supports recognition of human rights and social justice. It is a 
slow process and some critics remain unsure of its success, but 
for many it is a symbol of the struggle and resistance being un-

dergone by Latin Americans. These endeavors on the continent 
face a treacherous road ahead full of imperialist obstacles, for-
eign military bases, and large financial and economic pressures 
by the transnational capital, where corporations discuss and ne-
gotiate territorial distribution for extractive activities of all types. 
Among the most aggressive are mining companies.

Use of international trade instruments is the most effective legal 
and political method in the dynamics of foreign direct invest-
ment, acting as a shortcut formula for implementation of the 
neoliberal hegemonic model. Free Trade and Investment Agree-
ments become the most direct platform in the complicity among 
national governments, business sectors and transnational corpo-
rations. They are so fundamental that they are introduced into 
the rules of Trade Agreements as a way to gain international le-
gitimacy and the binding commitment of those who ratify and 
sign them. This even includes amendments to national legisla-
tion to ensure their implementation and enforcement.

Investment chapters within the trading and regulatory frame-
work of a free trade agreement, such as the Free Trade Agree-
ment between United States and Central America (Central 
America Free Trade Agreement, CAFTA) and the North America 
Free Trade Agreement in Mexico (NAFTA), have become the de-
finitive axes of trade and financial negotiations, which include 
provisions that limit the power of governments to channel for-
eign investment toward national development goals.These pro-
visions restrict capital controls, require that national treatment 
is given to foreign investors, and prohibit the use of performance 
requirements, among other obstacles.Included in CAFTA, for ex-
ample, there is a series of elements that justify development of 
the investment chapter, in this case an extremely broad defini-
tion of investment.It includes future intellectual property, licens-
ing, and, surprisingly, “the expectation of making a profit” even 
beyond NAFTA in Mexico. Of further concern is the principle of 
indirect expropriation (including tax issues), along with other 
new rights for transnational corporations like the investor-state 
clause whereby private enterprises become active participants in 
a treaty that is supposed to remain public (Mora, 2007).

Some ambiguous provisions appear in favor of health and the 
environment, because these are under the control of ‘free trade’ 
interests. As regards the principle of national treatment, it ac-
cepts a negative list approach, similar to top-down methods 
whereby everything is liberalized (with few exceptions) and is 
not attacked but depth the causes of inequality. This restricts the 
use of corrective measures on all levels of government. It creates 
a special regime of expropriation and compensation for foreign 
investors that includes forced arbitration in favor of the plaintiff 

2 Santana, Adalberto, Drug Trade in Latin America, CCYDEL-Siglo XXI, Mexico, 2004 pp 60-109, 110-164 and 165 -249.

3 UNDP El Salvador, Human Development Report El Salvador; IDHES, “Chapter 10: Citizenship and migration in a globalized world”.  San Salvador, 2005

4 The term intra-regional means that the migration doesn’t only happen between differents continents (from south to north), but inside one continent or inside a country itself.
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which, under the treaty, can only be a foreign investor(refer to 
previous discussions of the International Centre for Settlement 
of Investment Disputes,ICSID). Finally, Central American nego-
tiators were not strong enough to prevent the introduction of 
indirect expropriation in the proceedings, which may jeopardize 
social rights such as public health, a healthy environment, etc., 
just because in the opinion of investors these can be ‘expropri-
ated’, as it has happened with NAFTA in Mexico (Mora, 2007).

Through the channel of international arbitrationstems the pro-
cess of appropriating natural assets and workforce benefits. 
Even today, nature is seen only as a source of goods such as gene 
banks, carbon sinks, water reservoirs, minerals, waste disposal, 
forest reserves, transgenic seeds, and even the human genome. 
Increased accumulation of capital through privatization and the 
opening up of public services are consequences of this process. 
Examples such as Bechtel vs. Bolivia in 2000 for US$ 25 million, 
Metalclad vs. Mexico for US$ 15.6 million, SD Magus vs. Canada 
for US$ 8.2 million, Sun Belt vs. Canada in 1998 for US$ 10 million, 
Pacific RIM vs. El Salvador for US$ 77 million and, more recently, 
Holcim vs. Venezuela, are some of the cases involving interna-
tional demands in Latin America and Canada that pit transna-
tional corporations against national governments.

The globalization process reveals many faces.  Some offer the 
opportunity to join the front  to fight against intransigence or 
violence, such as militarization and drug trafficking. Others re-
main hidden but silently spread into Latin American territory. Of 
course, there are also the faces we already know which present 
us “a hand to save us from the mud of the global financial crisis,” 
such as the World Bank, the IMF, and the Free Trade and Invest-

ment Agreements. Yet there are aspects of globalization impos-
sible to control, such as the climate crisis,  depletion of ground-
water and surface water, desertification, soil and water pollution, 
food contamination, and others. The steady loss of basic resourc-
es and environmental quality impinges upon the future of new 
generations, yet even the disasters have been commercialized 
to the point where we sell carbon credits as a false solution to 
global warming, creating a new bubble of financial speculation.

These concerns expose the great need for resistance, mobiliza-
tion, and the transformation of our everyday lives while there is 
still hope. Social movements in Latin America have created large 
solidarity networks  establishing important alliances to confront 
capitalism (as a brake to the FTAA), setting up regional cam-
paigns against military bases, demanding the rights of people as 
an inviolable and non-transferable principle, increasing informa-
tion networking and training  that supports indigenous move-
ments. It is about living well and reconstructing what we think; 
this is one of the best life lessons we can hope for.

François Houtart states: “delegitimizing capitalism is rebuilding 
hope”. Following this symbolic phrase social movements place 
faith and effort in the deconstruction and reconceptualization 
of the unique thinking and its strategies, to find the value and 
importance of diversity. As international development proceeds 
unchecked, social movements have become the human face of 
globalization and the launchpad for a new stage of humanity.

For Latin America this is an opportunity to make a concrete con-
tribution that moves and transforms the rigid structures of a so-
ciety full of prejudice and inherited stigma. Latin American social 
movements have made their way, slowly, painfully but steadily, 
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and this is why they are rethinking the political alliances of the 
left-wing parties as well as their broader social agendas.

The greatest challenge in this region is unity in action and hope 
for mobilization, as these are some of the ideas that are inten-
sifying in regional meetings and social forums, attempting to 
provide mechanisms for coordination and joint initiatives for 
transformation at local, national and regional levels to promote 
common goals towards collective welfare.

The creative construction of a new continent should be the 
starting point for our reflections as a Latin American society, 
where many worlds will fit and, as has been very appropriately 
expressed by indigenous peoples, “where there is a community 
paradigm of the culture of life for the good life” (IOTC, 2010: 11).
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San Juan Sacatepéquez1 is a municipality located 31 kilometers 
from Guatemala City, the nation’s capital. It enjoys a temperate 
climate, is situated 1,845 meters above sea level, and the majori-
ty of its population is Maya Kaqchikel2. They base their economy 
primarily on agriculture, mainly fruit and flowers.

After the Spanish invasion of 1525  the indigenous people were 
dispossessed of their land to such a degree that in 1752 they 
even had to purchase  a total area of 480 caballerias (equiva-
lent to 44,8 acres) and 38 blocks of land from the King of Spain. 
The municipality currently occupies 242 km and has many riv-
ers to facilitate agricultural production. The most notable riv-
ers are the San Juan, the Manzanillo, the Jocoteco, the Jordan, 
and the Paxotyá.

Commercial subjugation is not new in Guatemala, but inten-
sive mining operations for building materials only became 
common in 1976. Although the first cement factory in Guate-
mala was founded in 1899, by those years cement was not used 
for construction in that country. Is in 1901 when cement com-
mercialization began, and increases thanks to the earthquake 
of 1917. However, only until 1971 production intensifies, allowing 
the establishment of Cementos Progreso S.A. in 1978 and the 
creation of another plant in 1996. During the same year Hol-
cim arrived in Guatemala as a shareholder of Cementos Novela, 
now Cementos Progreso (a Guatemalan company controlled by 
the Novela family).3

unbalanced agreements

The mining industry is favored by the various economic adjust-
ment plans imposed in Latin America since the late eighties. In 
fact, this multinational corporation of Swiss origin, Holcim, has 
been favored with lax environmental and tax policies through, 
for example, partnerships with state agencies. These processes 
of business and trade integration receive significant support via 
national financial capital and business chambers in the country.

1 From sacar: grass, and tepet: mountain

2 In Guatemala there are 4 indigenous peoples: Mayas, Garifunas, Xincas y Ladinos. The “Ma-
yas Kaqchikeles” are originarios, it means, the existed before the Spain invasion in 1492.

3 Cementos Progreso S.A. “Is worth dreaming. Company History”. http://www.cementospro-
greso.com/main.php?id_area=58

san juan sacatepequez, guatemala: communities fighting 
cement mining
Natalia Atz Sunuc
CEIBA Guatemala

3
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sented by natural heritage. This imbalance is so obvious that 
the Municipal Council of San Juan de Sacatepequez clearly 
identified itself with Cementos Progreso and Holcim.

The conflict arises because 12 of the communities located west 
of San Juan Sacatepequez have primarily agricultural vocations, 
which has allowed them to remain in the area for centuries. 
There has been no evidence of any disagreement among the 
population capable of bringing about a fundamental change 
of labor in this farming community. These people lived quietly, 
dedicated to their traditional way of life until cement compa-
nies set their eyes on their territories.

That this is not one of the government’s main political and 
economic considerations is becoming increasingly apparent. 
By contrast, the population feels that there is an undeniable 
complicity among the government, the chamber of commerce 
and the companies, revealed in the fact that security forces are 
involved against communities affected by mining even though 
their claims only seek to protect their way of life, traditional 
economies, and community organizations. The result has been 
an increase in repression against the civilian population, char-
acterized by criminalization and intimidation.

a violent response

The tension has escalated to the point where several commu-
nity leaders have been killed. Victims include Gilmer Orlando 
Boror Zet, shot by a motorcyclist during demonstrations on Oc-
tober 12, 2009; German Antonio Curup5, whose body was dis-
covered February 11, 2010 with evidence of foul play; andr Fausto 
Otzin Otzin Poyon, legal adviser to the communities of San Juan 
in the proceedings against Cementos Progreso and Holcim, 
killed on October 17, 2009.

Currently two community leaders have been imprisoned with-
out trial for approximately three years, despite have no criminal 
backgrounds. 

On behalf of the communities, establishment of rapproche-
ment tables has been requested for dialogue based on the 
situation as it was before the arrival of the company, which has 
concentrated on these three basic demands:

•	 Withdrawal of the army and community police.

•	 Release of detained community members and dropping 
of all charges and unfair criminal liabilities against them.

•	 Complete withdrawal of Holcim and Cementos Progreso 
from the municipality.

Guatemala highlights the process of negotiation of the Central 
American and  European Union Agreement (signed in May 2010 
in Madrid), its key points being the provision of services, gov-
ernment procurement, investment in raw materials and intel-
lectual property. Secondary points include cooperative technol-
ogy transfer and the expansion of institutional capacities and 
infrastructure. This agreement is relevant to the present case, 
as it involves protection of direct investments already present 
within the country, including those made by Holcim.

In the municipality of San Juan Sacatepequez, Holcim sub-
sidiary Cementos Progreso4 plans to set up a cement plant 
encompassing 12 communities consisting of approximately 
9,000 Maya Kaqchikeles. This project has the full support of 
the State’s public institutions, such as the Ministry of Energy 
and Mines, the Ministry of Environment, and various members 
of Congress. All have used the mechanism of the Transparency 
Commission to promote resolutions favorable to the company, 
leaving affected communities at a disadvantage.

Through this Commission the preference of the State towards 
entrepreneurship has become increasingly obvious, to the det-
riment of the community rights and the common good repre-
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4 Cementos Progreso S.A. is a member of the guild of Mines and Quarries of Guatemala, owned by the largest business groups in the country.

5 He is the son of Abelardo Curup sentenced to 150 years in prison on charges of triple murder by the company.
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The first objective has been realized with the withdrawal of se-
curity forces from the municipality. Points two and three, how-
ever, are not resolved, nor has any concrete progress been not-
ed. On the contrary, it is clear that as the criminal proceedings 
against community leaders assume tangible consequences, the 
processes that lead communities against their oppressors are 
forgotten. This is evidenced by the imprisonment of three lead-
ers, one of whom was sentenced to 150 years in prison, while 
the other two, as mentioned, have been in prison for three years 
without a hearing (which should have taken place during the 
first three months of imprisonment).

The list of police actions and judicial proceedings against the 
communities is extensive. The most prominent community 
members involved in the struggle are accused of looting and 
are imprisoned and murdered, while female participants are 
abused and their homes are raided. The government has even 
declared a state of prevention6 with police intervention, facilitat-
ing illegal detention and rescinding such fundamental Consti-
tutional rights as freedom of movement, freedom of thought, 
and freedom of assembly and demonstration. Whenever this 
state is declared, not only do incidents of abuses become more 

common, but Holcim also takes advantage to make shipments 
of machinery to the place of extraction, which in other circum-
stances would not be allowed by the communities.

The national media favors the transnational corporations and, 
in this case, also of the national company Cementos Progreso. 
This is due primarily to the effect that company advertising 
has on media budgets, expressed in the obvious propaganda 
favoring of the companies and their victimization of the resist-
ing communities. The media broadcast the alleged benefits of 
mining without question, specially the daily El Metropolitano.

and an exemplary peaceful resistance 

For their part, communities make public complaints through 
press conferences and alternative media such as community 
radio “Voice of the Resistance,” in which the impacts of Hol-
cim’s activities in their territories is disclosed. The most critical 
situations are also exposed, such as harassment of protesting 
communities and community leaders (particularly women) by 
company employees  and the broad psychological impact on 
the general population caused by the violence.
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6 State of Prevention is not the same State of Emergency, because the first term its used when governments suspend constitutional rights like the freedom to express thoughts, free locomotion,  
freedom of assembly, freedom to protest. In the State of Prevention is not possible to make peaceful demonstrations and people can be arrested without a just cause.



18 | FoE

holcim in latin america: case studies

The human and communal rights violations are constant, as 
well as violations of articles related to prior consultation. The 
right of affected communities (in this case, the 12 communi-
ties of San Juan Sacatepéquez) to be consulted on projects 
affecting their territories was established by Convention 169 
of the ILO (United Nations Declaration on Indigenous Rights) 
and ratified by national laws. The communities have conduct-
ed their own consultations, without the presence of Holcim 
representatives, which resulted in an overwhelming response 
expressing their disapproval of mining operations within 
their territories.

It is precisely through this mechanism of consultation that 
the communities say they do not want mining in their terri-
tories. Community consultations have been held in 45 munici-
palities, all organized by the communities themselves. They 
were carried out as an ancient practice (because it’s the tra-
ditional way to  decision making), not regulated for the Law 
and they have not yet ruled out seeking the support of civil 
authorities; indigenous peoples have managed, in many cases, 
to convince mayors and municipal councils to make arrange-
ments for the development and validation of community con-
sultations. These attempts serve to convince authorities of the 
justice inherent in their cause, while receiving some support 
in the Western legal system.

In cases where no official support can be obtained, consulta-
tions are held via the communities’ own efforts. This has re-
vitalized traditional forms of organization, rescuing the value 
of their own authority and leading an exemplary grassroots 
movement against mining interests in Guatemala and else-
where on the continent.

In practical terms, the main achievement has been that com-
munities today are more alert and aware of what is happening 

within their territories, becoming more empowered and pre-
pared to defend their own livelihoods and prevent the destruc-
tion of the environment. For example, community efforts have 
prevented the reactivation of mining licenses promoted by the 
Ministry of Energy and Mines.

The almost unanimous decision to reject mining arises from 
the fact that people already have firsthand experience of the 
associated consequences. The most conspicuous impact has 
been on air quality, as the vast amount of dust produced by 
extraction of materials destroys the flower crops intended for 
local and foreign markets (the economic activity upon which 
much of the community depends for support), affects the 
health of the inhabitants through illnesses such as bronchial 
and respiratory diseases, negatively impacts biodiversity, and 
drives land use change from local small-scale agriculture to use 
by the predatory mining industry.

Given the serious complications caused by mining activities, 
communities have established an organization of indigenous 
movements which has succeeded in generating an alliance 
among the 12 resisting communities, in coordination with oth-
er national movements who are also fighting fiercely against 
extraction policies. Communities are becoming empowered, 
feeling more rooted in their territories, strengthening local 
organization in order to restore their traditional independent 
authority. These successes have occurred despite company at-
tempts to divide their efforts.

Every day communities offer examples of their struggle for a 
dignified human life and the rights of Mother Earth. Their con-
tinuing struggle to restore the peace they had before the arrival 
of the transnational business interests destroying their lives 
and traditions forms a powerful chapter in the history of surviv-
al in the face of the inequality that still persists in Guatemala.
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Towards the end of the 1940s extraction of construction materi-
als began in the floodplain of the River Tunjuelo in southern Bo-
gotá. By the close of the 1960s activity had become mechanized 
and implemented on a larger scale; what had initially been 
localized extraction points in beach areas of the river became 
questionable and often illegal extractions of sand and gravel 
reaching up to 80 meters deep.

There was a progressive reduction in the number of companies 
with a presence in the area, eventually leaving only three: Swit-
zerland’s Holcim, Mexico’s Cemex, and Colombia’s Fundacion 
San Antonio (belonging to the Archdiocese of Bogota).

According to estimates from the companies, the level of gravel, 
sand, and clay left today within the perimeter of mining activ-
ity will allow four to eight more years of extraction. Companies 
are therefore betting on perimeter expansion of the area known 
as the Tunjuelo Mining Industrial Park (MIP)1, to include a new 
section where there is currently an artillery battalion. Talks be-
tween government and businesses representatives have taken 
place despite the opposition of surrounding communities, who 
cite repeated complaints and evidence of instability generated 
by mining activity in the sector: danger to nearby communities 
in terms of health, risk of collapse and flooding, and the loss of 
environmental values in the area like air quality, landscape and 
water quality and availavility.

environmental damage

Materials transported by the river over millions of years have 
formed an extensive deposit of gravel and sand. These deposits 
are naturally selected according to their resistance, makingth-
em excellent building materialswhile also untapping environ-
mental possibilities, such as creation of an aquifer(a natural 
sponge that collects, filters, regulates, and transmits ground-
water). This forms the first and most basic socio-environmental 
conflict between water and mining.

The Tunjuelo is the main tributary of the Bogota River that 
crosses the city and, in that sense, is the main element of Na-

1 “Mining Industrial Parks are areas where transient mining is allowed, leveraging their re-
serves under the parameters of environmental sustainability. They are strategic areas for 
the development of the District, as they are areas that concentrate the points of extraction 
of materials needed for construction in the city. Their management, control and monitor-
ing depend largely on the economic performance of the building sector.” Articles 217 of 
Decree 469 of 2003 and 327 of Decree 190 of 2004 that compile Decrees 619 of 2000 and 
469 of 2003.

holcim in colombia: the case of the river tunjuelo
Tatiana Rodríguez Maldonado
CENSAT Agua Viva, Friends of the Earth Colombia
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Holcim Colombia has three production and marketing lines 
(cement, concrete, and aggregates) and has plants and facili-

ties in 10 municipalities and cities in the country: Bogota, Cali, 
Cartagena, Barranquilla, Nobsa, Chia, Tunja, Bello, Choconta,  

and Floridablanca.

In addition, Holcim offers transport services and materials to 
third parties, and has engaged in the controversial activitiyof 

incinerating industrial waste such as oils, plastics, soils, sludge, 
fiber, and ash. Known as “co-processing’, this activity makes use 

of the high temperatues under which cement plants operate., 
but also requires expensive and complex technical adaptations. 
The proper execution of these adaptations isun certain, so there 

is no guarantee that they are harmless to the health and wel-
fare of the population where the furnace is located.

In Colombia, the questions facing the company are focused 
mainly on Bogota.Since around 1950, Holcim has been exploit-

ing construction materials in a fully open urban area: the banks 
of the River Tunjuelo. The basin today is inhabited by 2.5 million 

people, 95% of whom have very low incomes.

The floodplain of Tunjuelo was among the greatest potential 
agro-ecological zones of the south of the city, particularly for 

its water reserves. Soil that was once very rich in nutrients and 
gave life to the main tributary of the Rio Bogota, has now been 
removed and irreversibly lost through the mining activities in-

volving Holcim. The negative impact on communities is not only 
environmental, but also includes health problems, instability of 

the land, flood risk, and  detriment to assets in Bogota.
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tional Ecological Network2 interests in southern Bogota. With-
out having environmental impact taken into account, the Tun-
juelo and its tributaries have been diverted, ground, channeled, 
and constrained by levees.This goes against the desired trend of 
re-naturalizing rivers which prevails in all advanced and some 
developing countries.. The aquifer that feeds and nurturs the 
river has been affected and is likely to remain so.

fatal risks and disorder in the territory

In recent years, perhaps the only action that can be considered 
a significant success in the efforts to control mining is that to-
day the slopes or pits with leftover soil that remain from the 
mining excavations are made in stages, under the supervision 
of geotechnical engineers. Yet due to the complexity of factors 
influencing slope instability in the large pits, some of them 
have failed and caused many families to lose their homes3.

By law, after the end of exploitation control of mining areas 
should return to the State for other uses such as passive recrea-
tion. Although the cost of basic adaptation of a space for future 
use is part of the commitment to ‘environmental remediation’ 
to which the company agrees when granted the operating per-
mits, it is not known if it is  possible to convert a closed mine 
into, for example, a district park, considering that it is likely 

there will be further bank slippage. Should this occur afterthe 
mine has already been returned to the government, who would 
be responsible for loss of life or other damage caused by the 
instability? Who would pay for the repair of the damage?

The slopes are at risk of collapse even in non-critical conditions 
(critical conditions include events such as earthquakes and 
heavy rainfall), so a new mining pit in the the Artillery School 
area would increase the likelihoodof collapse and threaten the 
functional structure of the city.

In fact, the Tunjuelo MIP is located between the only two ma-
jor access ways to the south of the city: Caracas and Boyaca.
In some sections, these routes pass within 10 meters of min-
ing slopes which are over 50 meters in height. If precautionary 
measures are not followed, how would it affect these access 
ways? What damage would Bogota suffer on a daily basis due 
to the disruption these access ways? How much would it cost 
to repair these roads and others that complement them? Who 
should bear the cost?

and what about the authorities?

While large areas of Bogota society, especially from neighbor-
ing towns (Ciudad Bolivar, Usme, and Tunjuelito), are opposed 
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2 “Network of spaces and corridors that sustain and lead biodiversity, and essential ecological processes through the territory, in its various forms and intensities of occupation, providing envi-
ronmental services for sustainable development.” Its importance lies in that “it contains key natural and built elements that determine the environmental supply of land, forming a structural 
element from which urban and rural systems are organized; its characteristics make it a protective land”  Agreement 248 on 22 November 2006.

3 For example, last year 2 million cubic meters of earth broke embankments, resulting in the displacement of nearly 100 families.Companies did not even temporarily suspend mining operations.
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to Holcim, Cemex, and the Fundacion San Antonio’s continu-
ing mining activities in their territories, district governments 
not only claim inability to take action on the matter, but also 
sit down with this mining oligopoly to negotiate expanding ex-
traction areas.

In June of 2010 Bogota’s administrative authorities ordered 
Holcim, Cemex, and San Antonio to temporarily suspend all ac-
tivities in the Tunjuelo River due to violations of environmen-
tal regulations: using groundwater and, on several occasions, 
diverting the river without a legal permit. This shows that 
the government of Bogota does have the authority to inhibit 
mining operations in cases where companies do not meet the 
parameters set in the operating licenses, and that adopting a 
different policy in relation to the mining issue is not necessar-
ily a legal problem, but an issue of will and decision-making by 
the authorities.

After the preventive suspension of activities, Holcim SA brought 
two lawsuits against the Environmental Secretariat of Bogota, 
claiming it had violated due process. Though both legal actions 
were decided against Holcim, the District has not dared to take 

further  action, especially in disallowing future mining activities 
to be undertaken within the urban area of   the city4.2

In addition to the environmental consequences and risks out-
lined above, it must be established what the effects will be of 
sacrificing the already few spaces left in Bogota for social hous-
ing. If an operating permit is granted on the grounds of the Ar-
tillery School, this will require relocation to the area where ‘Op-
eration New Usme’ is meant to take place. The main purpose of 
this operation is to build housing for the disadvantaged.

To make matters worse, mining, rather than generating income 
for Bogota, actually means a detriment to assets for the city. 
This occurs despite the fact thatthis business generates, for just 
one of the three companies, a monthly income of $6.4 billion for 
extraction of 200,000 tons of gravel from the river basin (about 
$80 billion annually).According to figures from the District’s 
Comptroller, mining royalties received by the District’s Capital 
between 1996 and 2005 were less than $125 million dollars an-
nually! Is this amount consistent with the economic scale of 
the business? Does this value represent a rational consideration 
of the social and regional impact, and the environmental dam-
age caused by mining? Does it even cover the cost of the work 
needed to stabilize the slopes of abandoned mines,which have 
to be recovered from taxes paid by the citizens of Bogota?53

With these considerations in mind, it is understandable that 
the court order to suspend activities announced on June 8, 2010 
against the major cement companies might be a little discon-
certing. Although the public has welcomed the measure, they 
are still wondering why this decision was only taken at this late 
date, since the exploitation of Tunjuelo began before 1950 and 
its disastrous consequences have been evident since the sixties.

Resolution 4626, which was formalized with the suspension or-
der, opens the door to a discussion about whether to allow this 
exploitation in urban areas,contributing to the debate on the 
environmental and social impacts of mining  at a time when 
Colombia is home to a development model that has mining as 
one of its fundamental pillars. However, this situation is not ac-
ceptable for several reasons.

The first is not a sanction but rather a warning, as the Depart-
ment of Environment simply suggests that other authorities 
consider imposing financial penalties, criminal convictions,or 
even close the mines of Holcim, Cemex, and San Antonio.

4 Although Holcim, Cemex, and San Antonio have existing titles that cannot be revoked (but 
can be monitored and controlled), there is also a provision by the Constitutional Court (De-
cision C-339 of 2002) which expressly gives municipalities the power to decide whether to 
allow mining in urban areas.

5 See “Approach to the quantification of environmental liabilities in Bogota”, a paper submit-
ted by Diana Patricia Lozano in 2008to the Geology Department at the National University.. 
This document reveals that in the town of Ciudad Bolivar, a single entity in the District 
spent more than six times what the city received from royalties in the same period.
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The second reason is that nothing is being said of the compa-
nies’ obligation to repair the environmental damage caused 
and to restore the rights of citizens who have been affected 
by mining over the years. In fact, the District Department of 
Environment,together with the Ministries of Environment, 
Mines, and Defense, sat in negotiations for almost a year with 
Holcim and two securities firms in the area discussing the con-
ditions of a perimeter enlargement of the Tunjuelo Mining Park.

This negotiation was reflected in a Memorandum of Under-
standing, in which the authorities granted the enlargement yet 
made no demands from the mining companies in exchange. 
The only thing they asked was that 5% of the extracted mate-
rials be delivered to the city for road repairs. The response of 
the mining companies was unanimous: they want everything 
for nothing. Instead of this paltry 5%, they agreed to offering 
a preferential price in the purchase of the materials, provided 
they were used exclusively for the repair of access roads to the 
Tunjuelo Mining Park itself!

Holcim, Cemex, and San Antonio know they have the right 
cards to play in pursuit of their interests. The main one is a 
lawsuit they filed against the District stipulating that it is the 
citizens of Bogota who are responsible for the damage caused. 
They explain that the river has lost its hydraulic capacity6 and 
therefore  cannot hold water during times of heavy flow. In 
2002 the pits of the Tunjuelo Mining Park were flooded, keep-
ing the river from overflowing and falling directly over 15 sur-
rounding neighborhoods. With a complete disregard for ethical 
considerations, the companies sued the District for $10 million, 
arguing that it had affected their assets by that amountbe-
cause the flooding of the pits forced a temporarily suspension 
of extraction activities.

Although Bogota has all the arguments and evidence needed 
to respond to and defeat this lawfuit, leaders have allowed it 
to become  effective element of blackmail by the companies. 
Whenever any attempt is made to control the shape and inten-
sity with which materials are extracted from Tunjuelo, the al-
leged ‘detriment to assets’ to which the city is exposed when 
faced with these big businesses is brought up, as if the lawsuit 
was already decided. For example, the Memorandum of Under-
standing states that Holcim, Cemex, and Fundacion San Anto-
nio will withdraw the famous lawsuit if, in return, are allowed 
to further modify the course of the river in order to exploit the 
land of the Artillery School.

Despite appearances, the companies do not have the up-
per hand. The district authorities have the legal tools and the 

popular support needed to stand firm and make an informed 
decision. For example, through their Land Management Plans 
(LMP), municipalities and districts may ban mining in urban ar-
eas. Bogota is just beginning the process of reviewing its LMPs. 
The citizens, either through organizations such as Territorio Sur 
or in open and spontaneous ways, have both formally and infor-
mally addressed the district administration with requests not 
to miss this valuable opportunity to inhibit mining operations 
in cases where it has authority to do so7.

It has been argued that construction activities in Bogota rely 
on materials taken from Tunjuelo, and that to bring them from 
elsewhere would make it impossible to create housing for poor 
sectors. Yet  it was evident that during the months the pits 
were flooded in 2002 prices remained practically unchanged8. 
The same thing happened to prices during the closure of the 
Tunjuelo Mining Park in 2010.

A river that for centuries has served as a destination for ‘pa-
seos de olla’ (urban picnics) in Bogota, has been fundamentally 
altered. It was once possible to go fishing in its waters, visiting 
and enjoying the beauty of the landscape with family.  Today 
it is a putrid lake that attracts pests like rats, mosquitoes and 
street dogs and cats, causes disease, and creates risks for the 
functional structure of the city. Corporate responsibility should 
be publicly established instead of the companies being reward-
ed with the expansion of titles and avoidance of responsibility.
The citizens of Bogota are left only a source of pollution. 
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The Climate Change Summit of the United Nations, COP16, held 
in Cancun (Quintana Roo) in December 2010, had as one of its 
official headquarters the convention center of Cancunmesse, 
one of Latin America’s largest. A few feet away was a facilities 
of the Holcim Apasco cement plant in the Caribbean city.

During the Climate Summit, Holcim was invited to participate 
by the Mexican Government. While Holcim proposed measures 
to combat climate change and issued national press releases 
on sustainability and ecology (see box), one of its plants oppo-
site the convention center continued to produce greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, one of the most conspicuous causes of 
the climate crisis afflicting the planet(the cement industry pro-
duces 5% of all global greenhouse gases).

In the case of Mexico, according to official data from the Min-
istry of Environment and Natural Resources (SEMARNAT), mul-
tinational company Holcim ranks fourth in the ranking of most 
polluting companies within Mexico, emitting more than 5 mil-
lion tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) per year, exceeded only by Pe-
troleos Mexicanos (PEMEX), Cementos de Mexico (CEMEX), and 
Altos Hornos de Mexico.

Although the data is already outrageous, the numbers simply 
do not add up. Holcim produces more than 11.1 million tons of 
cement per year and, according to various studies, production 
of one ton of cement releases between 1 and 1.25 tons of CO21. 
Putting together all Holcim production processes, including 
production and transport of all other goods and the energy 
consumption of its 3,000 outlets, 23 cement distribution cent-
ers, 2 marine terminals, 100 concrete plants mix, and 5 aggre-
gate plants, it is likely that the volume of emissions are much 
greater than their reports indicate. Based on this analysis, the 
actual emissions of Holcim are likely double the official figures.

It seems paradoxical that though the SEMARNAT ranking plac-
es Holcim among the top polluters in the country, the company 
has received awards and acclaim as a company committed to 
environmental protection. Holcim publicists claim that the 
company is “constantly looking for its operation to be efficient, 

1 See Gjorv, O.E., 2003 and Wilson, A. 1993.

holcim apasco: power, smoke, and death in mexico
Otros Mundos AC - Friends of the Earth Mexico
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productive, and take maximum advantage of technology.”2 The 
discourse on sustainability and corporate social responsibility 
influences environmental authorities maintains a ‘green mask’ 
that conceals underlying conflicts. What is the reality within the 
territories and of populations where the company operates? 
What kind of conflicts do they face? What are their demands?

a little history

Holcim began in 1964 when the multinational Swiss Holcim 
(until 2001 called Holderbank) purchased local cement com-
pany Apasco, which was founded in 1928 in the municipality 
of Apaxco, Hidalgo, a region rich in limestone and water. Thus 
commenced efforts to buy more of the country’s cement com-
panies. In the 1970s and 80s, Holcim acquired Cementos Ver-
acruz, a division of ready-mix concrete is born and expanded 
within the company, and the cement plant in Macuspana, 
Tabasco, began operations.

During the 1990s, Holcim acquired Cementos Acapulco and ce-
ment plants in Ramos Arizpe, Coahuila and Tecoman, Colima, 
and opened the Concrete Technology Center in Toluca, Mexico 
State. During the first half of 2002, the second line of cement 
plant operations in Ramos Arizpe commenced. By the end of 
2010, Holcim has a total of 7 large plants throughout Mexico, 
the latest in Hermosillo, Sonora.

In December 2009, the corporation set up Apacim, a new en-
try to the business of building infrastructure. This reveals that, 
despite the economic crisis, the construction sector is produc-
ing great benefits, as Holcim’s figures show in countries such 
as Brazil and Argentina. In fact, in the third quarter of 2010 the 
Swiss company registered sales of US$ 884 million in Latin 
America alone.

a powerful company

Holcim is proud to be the world’s largest cement company, 
present in 70 countries. It currently dominates the cement 
industry in Mexico, together with its great rival CEMEX. Yet 
even this competition has moments of respite which prove 
profitable for both companies, the subject of investigations 
in 2009 by the Federal Competition Commission (FCC) for 
alleged collusion to fix prices. According to the agency, this 
situation has been happening since 1982. In the preliminary 
investigation, the FCC found “behavior that suggests the ex-
istence of various mechanisms and practices, with three ob-
jectives: to fix or manipulate prices at each place or region, 
define and stabilize the market share, and segment the mar-
ket by region and customer base.” This is according to the 

2 Statement made by Gustavo Gastelum, director of Public Relations and External Commu-
nications of Holcim Apasco.
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Report DE-32-2006, which noted the presence of “absolute 
monopolistic practices”.

The most serious problem is that despite the environmental 
and human health damage caused by Holcim’s activities, the 
company finds it more profitable to simply pay fines rather 
than stop breaking the law. Holcim takes advantage of the un-
coordinated local, state, and federal authorities, even resorting 
to bribery according to some reports3, so it does not have to 
change its practices. To disguise its shortcomings, the company 
also frequently undertakes million dollar agreements with uni-
versities, institutions, and municipalities for the development 
of research, education, and infrastructure.

ecoltec: hazardous waste

In Mexico, as elsewhere, Holcim began implementing the prac-
tice of ‘co-processing’, whereby  the plant’s blast furnace is used 
to eliminate waste. For the development of this practice, sub-
sidiary company Ecoltec, created specifically for waste manage-
ment, plays an important role. According to Holcim Apasco: “the 
most common waste materials from the company are plastics, 

used oils, tires, sawdust, and sludge impacted with hydrocar-
bons.” Company spokesman Gustavo Gastelum states that vir-
tually none of the waste generated by the company has nega-
tive effects on the health of the community or the environment.

Ecoltec was established in 1993 and began setting up facilities 
on all sites where Holcim had plants. It acquired RECSA in 2002 
and increased its presence to 10 facilities. Its main business 
is waste co-processing, which means using the heat capacity 
of waste as fuel. This company offers collection services and 
waste management to the cement industry. Waste is crushed 
and prepared for incineration in cement kilns, thus decrease 
the amount of fossil fuels used to manufacture cement. Apart 
from industrial waste, Ecoltec also receives used tires which 
are also incinerated. “In over seven years, we have received five 
million tons of tires,” says company spokesman, Carlos Juarez. 
 
While in its advertising brochures Holcim states that its incin-
eration activities “reduce environmental pollution and promote 
the sustainable development of the country,” Fernando Bejara-
no, director of the Center for Analysis and Action on Toxics and 
Alternatives (CAATA), has quite a different view: “the cement in-
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3 “2010 was a year of complaints for bribery cases, water contamination and international litigation for groups as ABB, Novartis and Holcim”. Ornelas, Andrea. “Swiss companies in Latin America’s 
political cauldron” in Swissinfo.ch, http://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/noticias/reportajes/Empresas_suizas,_en_el_caldero_politico_latinoamericano.html?cid=29145084&rss=truehttp://www.
swissinfo.ch/spa/noticias/reportajes/Empresas_suizas,_en_el_caldero_politico_latinoamericano.html?cid=29145084&rss=true
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dustry has been allowed to double deal, first they have income 
they receive from dealing with the waste from other compa-
nies and, then, it saves money by reducing the amount of fuel 
it needs to buy. Additionally, it can sell this idea as a service to 
the environment because it uses less fossil fuel, but it underes-
timates the impact on health and environment that it causes 
in the communities.”

the struggle of the pro-health group

Ecoltec arrived in the Apaxco municipality in 1998. It set up in 
the Tula-Tepeji-Apaxco area, an industrial corridor between the 
states of Hidalgo and Mexico and an hour away from the na-
tion’s capital.  In 1975, this area was declared an environmen-
tal disaster zone by the UN, and in 2005  was named the most 
polluted area in the world by the same agency.. In this region 
inhabitants suffer from the pollution generated by the 115 in-
dustries found in the vicinity, among which are cement plants 
operated by Holcim, CEMEX, Lafarge, and Cruz Azul, along with 
several lime kilns, a thermoelectric plant, a refinery, and the pet-
rochemical company PEMEX.

Carlos Juarez, Ecoltec’s spokesman, acknowledged to the media 
that the plant in Apaxco has experienced three incidents in-
volving acrylate, a neurotoxic derivative from the chemical and 
paint industries, in 2004, 2007, and 2009. The company claims 
“it deeply regrets any inconvenience it caused the community,” 
adding that “the everyday smells that annoy people are not 
generated by Ecoltec.”

In May 2009, one of the incidents involving acrylate produced 
a strong odor that caused headaches, coughing, and sore eyes 
and throat to a large number of neighbors. The fumes spread 
to 11 communities with 30,000 inhabitants over an area of four 
square kilometers.

A month and a half earlier, on March 21, 11 farmers in the area 
were killed after inhaling toxic substances and losing con-
sciousness while conducting cleaning work in a well.. Official 
reports claim that they drowned. The only survivor, agricultural 
worker Francisco Alvarez Salinas, saw his colleagues uncon-
scious and called the ambulances.

These two major events of 2009 triggered  organizational ef-
forts among the local people, and in June of 2009 the move-
ment Pro-Health Group was created, bringing together people 
of Apaxco and the neighboring village of Atotonilco de Tula 
(closest to Ecoltec). Its first activity was to block access to the 
company and demand the company be dismantled, a motion 
strengthened by further cases and studies on the region.

Arturo de Leon, professor at the Faculty of Medicine of the 
UNAM and responsible for a study on children affected by the 

pollution, produced by the Center for Diagnosis and Alterna-
tives for People Affected by Toxins (CEDAAT), said:

The health conditions of the population surrounded by the 
cement plants are regrettable and serious, so steps must be 
taken toward regulating the industry by all levels of govern-
ment. Ecoltec has been a company that repeatedly causes 
acute intoxication episodes in the population and their de-
mands are justified. Acrylate released by Ecoltec is a toxin 
that affects the nerve system as much as persistent organic 
pollutants, and the higher mental functions of children are 
being affected; this represents an invisible and life-long cost 
to children.

As a result of the leakage of acrylate that occurred in May 2009, 
262 of 305 respondents (86%) suffered acute intoxication epi-
sodes, according to a report by CEDAAT.69% of 35 children of 
school age who were administered the neuro-psychological 
test Neuropsi Attention and Memory showed severely impaired 
memory function. The same survey showed that 46% of chil-
dren on whom tests were applied showed some alteration in 
higher mental functions. Combining these results, 74% of those 
surveyed have suffered some degree of damage. In 50% of cas-
es this damage was severe.

Antonio Gil, a former Holcim employee, said at the forum held 
on the anniversary of the blockade:

Here in Apaxco, we live among odors that produce head-
aches, fainting spells, allergies and respiratory diseases; other 
substances cause cancer [...] My son died of leukemia and 
there are many children here who have this cancer and no-
body has done anything. We have been breathing contami-
nants for years and no authority has responded.

Fernando Bejarano from CAATA, was at the same event and 
stressed “the pollution situation in the area is a consequence 
of the preferential treatment given to the cement industry. The 

blue wash and green wash In 2003 Holcim estab-
lished the Holcim Foundation for Sustainable Con-
struction, and each year organizes the Holcim Awards, 
a global contest that promotes sustainable con-
struction and awards prizes totaling US$ 2 million. 
In addition, Holcim participates in the Private Sector Re-
search Center for Sustainable Development (Céspedes), an 
organization that represents Mexico at the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development. According to Gus-
tavo Gastelum: “Belonging to Céspedes asserts Holcim’s 
leadership in sustainable development and this is reflected 
in our business strategy”.
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best example is that they have been allowed to incinerate haz-
ardous waste for use as alternative fuel.”

While Holcim floods international forums and the press with 
propaganda about the virtues of their activities, the inhabit-
ants of Apaxco Atotonilco continue the fight to expose the un-
derlying environmental conflicts and impacts on human and 
environmental health, receiving support and solidarity from 
Mexican and international organizations in their demands for 
decommissioning the Ecoltec plant.

The struggle is long and the road tortuous,but the strength and 
unity of those affected remain solid.
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The multinational cement company Holcim, of Swiss origin, 
has caused considerable social, environmental, economic, 

and cultural conflict in the countries where it pursues 
mining activities. For this reason, Friends of the Earth Latin 
America and the Caribbean, in its effort to establish a voice 

of public awareness about the damage caused by this 
multinational European corporation, has decided to launch 
a campaign against this company and the mining industry 

in Latin America.

In May of 2010, an action against Holcim was brought 
before the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal (TPP) for caus-

ing environmental and social damage while undertaking 
quarrying activities in the cities of Bogotá (Colombia), San 

Juan de Sacatepéquez (Guatemala), and Atotonilco de Tula 
(Mexico).Holcim is responsible for a large environmental 

and social debt, both through action and omission, directly 
and indirectly (through subsidiaries), as a result of the dam-

age caused by its quarrying activities.

“Holcim is dragging the life and health of people in                   
Latin America”

Holcim is the world’s leading company in the mining industry, 
which consists primarily of mining and marketing minerals for 
cement production and construction aggregates. Among the 
materials used are alluvial sand, limestone, gravel, pre-mixed 
concrete, and crushed stone. The company produces more than 
40 million tons of cement annually in Latin America, 25%of 
which are extracted from Mexico1.

This multinational company operates in 16 Latin American 
countries. In the case of Colombia, Guatemala, and Mexico, not 
only is it present under its own corporate name, but also owns 
shares in other cement companies under the guise of national 
subsidiaries. This allows them to obtain double the advantages: 
they hide behind the legal safety guaranteed by these countries 
to foreign companies (for example, the administration of Alvaro 
Uribe in Colombia has granted a number of tax advantagesthe 
inconvenience of which has been pointed out by renowned 
economists in various studies2), while they receive the benefits 
of being considered a domestic company (flexible terms of Kyo-
to Protocol with regard to pollution rights, for example).

The strategy of the company is to be seen operating in an envi-
ronmentally sustainable manner, an idea that is disseminated 
and reinforced through its partnerships with public and private 
universities in the countries where it operates.

Meanwhile, those most affected by Holcim’s activities are rural 
communities that have managed to coexist with their natural 
environment for decades, but are now faced with an industrial 
model implemented by force. Yet urban communities are also 
impacted, struggling to exist amid poverty and exclusion.

The case has been made before the Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal 
(PPT) in Madrid denouncing the violation of the rights of the citi-
1 Holcim has the capacity to produce 11.1 million tons of cement per year in 6 cement plants, 5 

plants of aggregates, 100 plants of ready-mix concrete at the Concrete Technology Center. 
It also has 23 distribution centers and two maritime terminals.

2 “For 2009 [the] exemption from income tax [for mining] represented 3.5 billion pesos, com-
pared to royalties of 6.5 billion pesos for the same year, involved a tax benefit for compa-
nies sector equivalent to 53.8 percent of total royalties paid by mining and hydrocarbons.” 
Rudas, Guillermo, “Mining, Environment and climate change: an alarm”, Public Reason, 
January 16, 2011.

latin american campaign against holcim in the permanent 
peoples’ tribunal in madrid
Grace García Muñoz
Regional Coordinator of the Economic Justice Program and the F ight Against Neoliberalism
Friends of the Earth Latin America and the Caribbean (ATALC) 2010
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about the ppt in madrid

The Permanent Peoples’ Tribunal (PPT) is an example of an in-
ternational court which has created a space for public appeal 
with recognized ethical and moral value. It stands against the 
violation of human, environmental, cultural, economic and po-
litical rights by transnational companies.

The PPT’s hearing, which took place in Madrid, was held at the 
Complutense University and was organized by the bi-regional 
Network of Linking Alternatives, in the framework of the Ibe-
rian-American Summit of Heads of State from Latin America 
and Europe.

According to the policy framework set by the PPT, the contents 
of this session in Madrid referred specifically to the responsibili-
ties of the European Union (EU). In this regard, the opportunity 
arose to present updates of cases from previous sessions, with 
new evidence of the impacts, the instruments, and the actors 
that show the complicity of the EU in the harmful actions of 
transnational European corporations:

zens of Bogotá (Colombia), San Juan de Sacatepéquez (Guate-
mala), and Atotonilco de Tula (Mexico). Citizens demand access 
to a healthy environment, in connection with the fundamental 
right to health, a decent life, and freedom for leisure,recreation, 
and expression.

As an illustration of the importance given to this claim: during 
the submission process, Holcim sent a representative who iden-
tified himself and requested the text and evidence that formed 
the basis of demand. It was the first time in the three meetings 
of the PPT that a company presented itself and made this type 
of request.

While this legal action has no binding effect for states or for the 
corporate defendants, being a Court of Ethics, it can potentially 
exert sufficient pressure to ensure the restoration of rights to 
communities. The aim of the lawsuit was exactly that: the re-
turn of all rights violated and threatened, and the recognition 
of this fact by the governments of Colombia, Guatemala, and 
Mexico. The demand remains that they condemn the Swiss mul-
tinational Holcim.
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The central role of transnational economic power, and its 
structural partnerships with state institutional actors, is part 
of the very roots of the PPT, which is an expression and a di-
rect consequence of the Second Russell Tribunal on dictator-
ships in Latin America (1972-1975), which devoted a session 
(in the city of Brussels) to the critical role of transnational 
corporations, thus articulating the framework for the devel-
opment of the Universal Declaration on the Rights of Peoples 
(Algiers, 1976), later adopted as the formal statute of the PPT. 
(Policy framework statement of PPT in Madrid, 2010)

The commercial and financial strategy of the European Union 
is particularly aggressive in its efforts to promote free trade ne-
gotiations under the format of “Association Agreements” with 
Central American countries, particularly Colombia and Peru, 
and to increase direct investment agreements with countries 
further south. These agreements will strengthen European 
transnational corporations and continue to undermine the 
rights of people in their territories. It is therefore important 
that complaint and resistance strategies also focus on the insti-
tutions and European governments, the EU Council, the GAERC 
(General Affairs and External Relation Council), the Article 133 
Committee, the European Commission, and the European In-
vestment Bank (EIB), among others.

The ruling passed by the PPT in Madrid has claimed that Euro-
pean multinationals are committing crimes against humanity, 
and that European government institutions are accomplices or 
co-responsible for the actions of these companies. The legiti-

macy of the Peoples’ Tribunal and the support of the organizing 
social institutions will involve disseminating and publicly de-
nouncing the claim as much as possible, so that global justice 
can prevail3.

In order to follow up this ruling, Friends of the Earth Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean brought a case against Holcim exposing 
just how the company violates the human rights and devas-
tates the livelihoods of local communities. In order to achive 
one of the goals set by our network, which is the dismantling of 
corporate power and its connections, we present a bi-regional 
cooperation between Latin America and Europe in the inter-
national campaign against Holcim. We urgently appeal to the 
many indigenous and peasant communities in Latin America to 
raise their voices in protest, and to join in the struggle to defend 
their territories.
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friends of the earth international is a global federation of 
diverse grassroots-based environmental organizations with 
over 2 million members and supporters around the world. 
We challenge the current model of economic and corporate 
globalization, and promote solutions that will help to create 
environmentally sustainable and socially just societies. 

We welcome you to join the global movement for change: 
please visit www.foei.org to find out how you can become 
involved.

our vision is of a peaceful world and sustainable societies 
living in harmony with nature. We want a society of 
interdependent people living in dignity and fulfillment, 
in which equity and the realization of human rights and 
peoples’ rights are a reality.

This society will be built on the basis of the sovereignty 
of the people and popular participation. It will be a 
society based on social, environmental, economic, and 
gender justice, and free from all forms of domination and 
exploitation such as neo-liberalism, corporate globalization, 
neo-colonialism, and militarism.

www.foei.org

friends of the earth international
po box 19199, 1000 gd amsterdam, netherlands
tel: 31 20 622 1369. fax: 31 20 639 2181. e-mail: foei@foei.org


