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1. Introduction
It was my first visit ever to the neighborhood association – in February 2017 – and the phone rang
again in the contiguous room. “I’m sorry” apologized José Luis “but our colleagues are not here yet
and I need to answer the phone”. Manolo, who stayed with me, responded to my curious look: “we
just sent the monthly invoice of the cooperative committee of funerals and this month is higher than
usual. Three people died only last week. The neighbors are calling to check if the invoice is right,
and some of them are trying to postpone the payment. But we try not to do exceptions, it’s the only
way to keep working”. When José Luis came back, they both explained to me what exactly was the
cooperative committee of funerals. Facing an increase in the number of deceased people and the
high expense that is usually incurred by families in burial services, in 1987 the neighborhood
association came up with the idea of creating a group of people that would share those costs. The
project, though, would only make sense with widespread support from the community. Despite the
strict age limit of 50 years old, almost 4.000 people responded when the call was launched, and the
number of associates has remained steady through the years. This anecdote reflects very well the
identity of the Can Sant Joan community, to which José Luis and Manolo passionately introduced
me during that first meeting. The two men talked straight about the many social and environmental
problems that the neighborhood had faced during the years and the ways in which the community
had organized to confront them. Yet, they did not speak in a plaintive way, their speech challenged
corporate and institutional power and claimed fearlessly for social justice. The Can Sant Joan
community – not unlike many others in the Vallès region – has faced many adversities of different
kind since its very creation, but its inhabitants have always confronted them and have restlessly
fought for improving the living conditions in the neighborhood. Can Sant Joan stands out among
other sacrifice zones in the Vallès area because of the long list of locally unwanted land uses that is
burdened with, but especially because of its strong subaltern identity that has led the community to
partially revert their condition.
My research is grounded on the acknowledgment of Can Sant Joan’s environmental and social
burdens, as a representation of all those communities around the world whose livelihoods are
contaminated and impoverished in the name of neoliberal capitalism, and especially to those that
decide to stand up and fight against power inequalities and social injustices. I foresee my research
not just as an intellectual exercise, but as a process grounded in real life experiences of
contamination and neglect that ultimately seeks to make a difference in the community, where it
starts. This study is, thus, a transdisciplinary – almost antidisciplinary – piece where different
disciplines with ambitions of challenging the sociopolitical status quo in order to achieve social and
environmental justice intertwine. My research is built on existing literature in the fields of subaltern
environmentalism – and other forms alternative environmentalism – political ecology and
environmental humanities. Much have been written about polluted communities in different fields,
but there are still crucial gaps that need to be filled. My ambitions are to better understand the
sociopolitical processes that lead to the creation of sacrifice zones, to expand the definition of
violence by uncovering different forms of slow violence that take place in them, to analyze the
environmental movements embraced by affected communities, and to evaluate the potential benefits
1

that a subaltern environmental movement could have to those communities. The outcome of my
research will be shared with the movement against waste incineration of Can Sant Joan and with the
community in an attempt to realize the main aspiration of my research: to inform and enhance the
activist movement in the neighborhood. This will be done by co-organizing at least one public event
in the neighborhood together with members of the movement against incineration, in which the
outcomes of my research will be presented to the local audience. Additionally, I keep personal
relationship with the key informants, who have been integrated in the activist-scholar circle of the
KTH Environmental Humanities Laboratory. If successful, this study could be the first stage of an
action research in which local activists would not only be treated as a group of study, but their
needs and actions would reframe the questions and scope of my research. In turn, the local
movement against incineration would make use of the research outcomes in order to reach its goal,
eventually creating a symbiotic feedback process potentially fruitful for both parts.
This study is organized in seven chapters and six interludes. In chapter 2 I present the rationale
behind the choice of case study as a research methodology, introduce the writer to the case study
design, and share the ethical considerations at stake. Chapter 3 contains the theoretical toolbox
where I conduct a literature review of the material that serves as theoretical frame for this study. I
start with different visions on subalternity to later define subaltern environmentalism, and pointing
out to some commonalities among different forms of alternative environmentalism. Then, I explore
the concept of sacrifice zone and present the street science process that is being used by affected
communities in order to uncover the infliction of slow violence in a variety of forms. In chapter 4 I
introduce the reader to the case study through a short historical revision of the origins of Can Sant
Joan and the development of the neighborhood until our days. Thereafter I thoroughly analyze the
socio-political positionality of the community in different terms to verify if Can Sant Joan is a
subaltern community. Chapter 5 is dedicated to discussing the neighborhood of Can Sant Joan as a
sacrifice zone, as well as different forms of slow violence that the community has suffered. First, I
revise the long list of locally unwanted land uses (LULUs) that the community has been burdened
with and uncover a pattern based on political criteria for the placing of those LULUs. Thereupon, I
analyze the different forms of slow violence that Can Sant Joan is being inflicted, including
environmental, structural and narrative violence. In chapter 6, I document the movement against
waste incineration in the cement plant that is taking place in Can Sant Joan, present the main forms
of activism that the movement is using, and discuss the features that make it fit into the frame of
subaltern environmentalism. Then, I discuss the central role of street science and forming
coalitions: while the former is used to contest narrative violence and legitimize the claims of the
community, the latter enhances public visibility and helps to forge a common subaltern identity that
goes beyond the borders of the neighborhood. The study concludes with chapter 7, where I
summarize the outcomes of this thesis by answering the research questions posed in chapter 2.
Finally, I briefly present potential future research in Can Sant Joan that could keep contributing to
the mobilized scholarly fields and to the movement against incineration as well, and close with a
short update of the last months of struggle. The study is complemented with a series of six
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interludes inspired by the Toxic Bios 1 project, which compiles in an interactive open access online
platform toxic autobiographies from communities affected by environmental injustices in several
European countries and beyond. In the interludes the scale of the unit of analysis shifts from the
community of Can Sant Joan to the individuals affected by the studied phenomena and thus, I use
storytelling in order to complement my research with insights from a different perspective. In the
first interlude, I highlight the importance that bodily experiences of toxicity can have in contesting
narrative violence through toxic storytelling and I discuss the new guerrilla narrative methodology.
The rest of the interludes comprise six toxic autobiographies by six different members of the local
community that are to different extents active in the movement against waste incineration in Can
Sant Joan.

1 “Toxic Bios: a guerrilla narrative project” is a project launched by Marco Armiero and Ilenia
Iengo at the KTH Environmental Humanities Laboratory in which I have had the pleasure to
collaborate. For more information check the website www.toxicbios.eu
3

[Interlude 1: Toxic Bios. Time for the subalterns to speak]
I will tell you something about stories,
[he said]
They aren't just entertainment.
Don't be fooled.
They are all we have, you see,
All we have to fight off
illness and death.
(Silko, 1977; quoted in Houston, 2012)
For the Can Sant Joan neighbors pollution is not anymore imagined as a visible dust cloud with
clearly defined boundaries of which you can escape. The hazard does not disappear by sweeping
the dust from their balconies and shutting the windows. The community perceives pollution as
scattered around the neighborhood in multiple and mostly invisible forms. From the occasional
smoke that is still released from the chimneys of the Asland 2 to the invisible dioxins and furans,
from the rain that pours loaded with heavy metals to the tomatoes that were once grown in
chemically contaminated soil. Pollution is not anymore discrete, but a continuous entity that not
only impregnates everything but trespasses macroscopic physical boundaries. People in Can Sant
Joan have developed a consciousness that their bodies remain in constant interchange with their
environments, and a firm subaltern identity that makes them understand the relationship between
their positionality and the disproportionate environmental burdens they are exposed to. The threat
is not only the smoke cloud but the place were they live their everyday lives, that has been infected
with hazardous toxic pollution during decades by powerful factories and public infrastructures.
And the enemy is not just the cement plant but the capitalist socioeconomc system, a zero-sum game
that needs to create helpless subaltern communities in order to reproduce itself. In short – despite
they do not use such a sophisticated terminology – many people in Can Sant Joan conceive
themselves as what Alaimo (2010) has called transcorporeal subjects: non-discrete or rigidly
enclosed entities “vulnerable to the substances and flows of its environments, which may include
industrial environments and their social/economic forces” (p.28).
As Beck (1999) asserted "[t]here is a basic power structure ... dividing those who produce and
profit from risks and the many who are afflicted with the same risks" (p.16). In the long term,
though, risk is usually translated into scenarios of waste and contamination that superimpose
themselves on structures of social inequality based on race, class, and gender among others
(Armiero and Iengo, 2017; Pellow, 2002; Sze, 2006). Armiero and De Angelis (2017) are well
aware of this patterns when they criticize the concept of Anthropocene – a new geological epoch in
which human activities have become a significant geological force (Crutzen, 2006) – for being a
grand narrative that depicts all humans as a whole and "eras[ing] hierarchies, power relations,
and historical inequalities" (p.4). Instead, they suggest looking beyond the geosphere in order to
2 The cement plant is popularly known as the Asland in Can Sant Joan and its surrounding
neighborhoods. Asland is the name of the company who formerly owned the plant since its creation
in 1917 until 1989, when the French multinational Lafarge absorbed Asland.
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understand waste not only as matter, but as a set of relationships that are inscribed in the
organosphere creating what they call the Wasteocene. If we embrace the idea of the Wasteocene
and its conception of waste, we reach the conclusion that sacrifice zones (Lerner, 2010) created as
a result of the capitalist power structures through institutionalized discrimination and slow
violence (Nixon, 2011) are not only geographical places, but also subaltern human – and morethan-human – bodies (Armiero and Iengo, 2017). The toxicity concentrated in these sacrifice zones
– whether geographical or organic – is not only embodied in the obvious ecological way, but also
in different types of narrative violence that, according to Barca (2014), constitute as well a kind of
toxicity. As Valery Kuletz (1998) argues, sacrifice zones carry a double burden: they are object of
accumulative environmental impacts that harm humans and non-humans, and they are usually
invisibilized in official narratives (Houston, 2012). When talking to different members of the
community it is easy to feel their concern about toxic narratives, for example, when they repeatedly
expose the wide presence that the cement plant has historically had in local press and municipal
leaflets, and where the Asland is portrayed as a valuable contributor to the Can Sant Joan
community.
In this context, I take Armiero and Iengo's (2017) stand that a guerrilla narrative approach is a
useful tool that might be used to "sabotag[e] the mainstream toxic narrative ... and occupy it with
counter-hegemonic corporeal storytelling" (Ibid.). Guerrilla narrative, thus, can be compared with
such an iconic image of sabotage and resistance as the monkey wrench in its twofold purpose: on
one hand it can be used to undermine the mainstream narrative, but on the other hand it can be
used in a constructive way in order to build autonomous spaces where the "subalterns take back
control of their stories and their bodies" (Ibid). Guerrilla narrative democratizes knowledge
production by rejecting the modernist encrusted hierarchy between experts and laypeople, by
breaking apart with exclusive and enclosed scientific disciplines, and by legitimizing storytelling as
a source of knowledge. Rephrasing Stone-Mediatori, Houston (2012) writes that "storytelling
environmental justice brings into proximity a plurality of lives lived in places damaged by pollution
and transforms this experience into collective and public knowledge" (p.424). Thus, storytelling is
more than just a source of knowledge, it might become a way of changing realities. The very action
of the subalterns telling their own stories of toxicity is loaded with political meaning, as they decide
to reject the passive role that they have been given in the mainstream narrative (Armiero and
Iengo, 2017). Toxic storytelling has the power to bring together subaltern communities trapped
beyond mainstream concern and redefine environmentalism towards a broader and more inclusive
movement, and influence political agendas at a local, regional and even national level (Newman,
2012).
In Can Sant Joan, they understood the need to raise their voices against toxic narratives a long
time ago and in 1966 the local and self-managed magazine Hoja Informativa was funded. As
Sebastià Heredia – founding member and current co-editor – puts it: "Hoja Informativa is a source
of information, education, and manifestation in the hands of the people. From the community and
for the community". All the contents are written by neighbors of Can Sant Joan and the magazine is
open to everyone to raise the issues they think important to write about. The conflict with the
cement plant and other urban environmental justice struggles that the community has been involved
in during the last fifty years have filled numerous pages of the magazine over the years. However,
although Hoja Informativa has suceeded in creating an autonomous space, it has not been able to
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sabotage the mainstream narrative approach to the struggles. I argue that Hoja Informativa lacks
the presence of storytelling – and more specifically toxic autobiography – to be considered a fully
functional guerrilla narrative space, and that the embracing of this tactics would increase the odds
of the Can Sant Joan community of winning the narrative war because of four main reasons: a)
Personal storytelling is a powerful narrative genre that could increase the share of attention that
the struggle gets. By reaching more people even out of the community, toxic autobiographies would
give visibility to the subaltern group, a first step in the way towards autonomy. b) It gives the
opportunity to a subaltern community to rewrite the mainstream history in which they have always
been obviated. By taking an active role in history they challenge their positionality and the
community is empowered. c) By placing bodies at the center of the narratives, toxic
autobiographies challenges the assumption of what is to be considered political. The "body is
marked by the way ways in which capital has organized space and production" (Alaimo, 2010,
p.54), and thus the struggle becomes a matter of embodied politics. d) The sharing of embodied
toxic experiences could help bringing together different marginal groups like young people,
women, or ethnic groups. Working together for a common goal could avoid the creation of
subalterns into a subaltern community.
This is the first of a series of 6 interludes along this research study in which I humbly try to take a
first step towards filling the toxic storytelling gap that exists in the movement against waste
incineration in the cement plant in Can Sant Joan. In these interludes I will present 5 different toxic
autobiographies that I collected during my fieldwork in February 2017 in Can Sant Joan. The
movement against incineration in Can Sant Joan is mainly composed by elderly males.
Nevertheless, young people and especially females are progressively gaining presence in the
movement through the recent creation of a youth group and a women group in the neighborhood.
Thus, I have tried to represent these collectives according to their participation in the movement. It
is worth mentioning, though, that all the storytellers have Spanish nationality and just one of them
has a foreign parent. This fact clearly shows the separation among different nationalities and
ethnicities in the neighborhood. The stories were collected through interviews in Catalan and
Spanish language and thus, they have been edited and translated in order to improve their
readability. The intention with these interludes was to provide a sample that shows how powerful
toxic autobiographies could be, and how well could they fulfill the aforementioned guerrilla
narrative purpose. In line with that, and considering they are a complement of this research study, I
have decided to keep the stories short. Toxic autobiographies can fill whole books, and hence, when
editing it was necessary to discard a lot of material. The stories displayed, then, revolve around
issues that are related to the research questions (see table 2.1) in order to enhance their relevance
to this research. I have been able to discuss the guerrilla narrative approach with some members of
the community and their response was very positive. In fact, José Luis Conejero (see Interlude 6)
volunteered to shoot a video for the Toxic Bios project in which he tells his toxic autobiography,
and the movement is open to further collaboration with the project. To conclude, I would like to
acknowledge the aforementioned Toxic Bios project as my main inspiration for including this series
of interludes. Toxic Bios is a guerrilla narrative project launched by the KTH Environmental
Humanities Laboratory that displays toxic stories in an interactive online map, and that seeks to
build a community around toxic storytelling (toxicbios.eu, 2017).
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2. Methodology
Research objective and questions
The purpose of this thesis is to test whether the community of Can Sant Joan has been subject to
environmental injustices due to the presence of a cement factory – among other infrastructures – in
its vicinity, and how the community has reacted to the environmental problems derived from its
presence. More specifically, I focus on the last – and still ongoing – stage of the struggle between
the cement plant and the community, which strongly opposes the use of refuse-derived fuel (RDF)
in the cement kiln.
Research Questions
RQ1



What is the socioeconomic positionality of the Can Sant Joan community?

RQ2



How did Can Sant Joan become a sacrifice zone?

RQ3



What kind of violence does the community perceive from the cement plant?

RQ4

 How is Can Sant Joan mobilizing against RDF use in the cement plant?
Table 2.1 – Research questions

Research strategy rationale and design
The main stakeholder of this study is the community of Can Sant Joan. The study of communities in
different social sciences involves "certain elements of symbolism, meaning, or understanding [that]
usually require consideration of the individual's own perceptions and subjective apprehensions"
(Berg and Lune, 2012, p.15). Thus, the most suitable way of conducting this research is by using
mainly qualitative data. Nevertheless, quantitative research methods – as well as a combination of
different qualitative research strategies – have also been used in order to verify the main line of
inquiry, in what is known as a process of triangulation (Ibid.).
When deciding which main research strategy would better fit this particular research objective and
questions, three variables have been taken into account: "(a) the type of research question posed, (b)
the extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioral events, and (c) the degree of focus
on contemporary as opposed to historical events." (Yin, 2003, p.5). The research questions posed in
the previous section (see table 2.1) are "how" – that according to Yin is especially suitable for
experiment, history and case study methodologies – and "what" – that fits better with survey and
archival analysis (Ibid.). Concerning the extent of control that the investigator has over the events, I
obviously have no control at all over the socioeconomic dynamics of the neighborhood or the
community-cement plant relationships. Finally, my research is based to a greater extent in a
contemporary phenomenon, albeit I also explore some historical events to a lesser extent. Given the
specific features of my research concerning the three aforementioned variables developed by Yin
(Ibid.), case study is the most suitable research strategy to be used in this study. The case study
methodology used in this research is complemented with archival analysis – that also fits with the
blueprint developed by Yin (Ibid.) – in order to verify and extend the main line of inquiry.
7

Moreover, descriptive quantitative methods have also been used with the same purpose. More
specifically, a mix of cross-sectional and case-control studies in which different municipalities were
the cases. They were compared among them and also with a control, that was constituted by the
mean of the whole aggregated territory (Hopkins, 2008). By combining the aforementioned
methods for the different research questions (see table 2.2) I have been able to use triangulation, a
process that "increases the depth of understanding an investigation can yield" (Berg and Lune,
2012, p.8).
Research
Research strategies used
question
RQ1




Case study
Cross-sectional and case-control study

RQ2




Case study
Archival analysis

RQ3




Case study
Archival analysis

RQ4




Case study
Archival analysis

Table 2.2 – Research strategies used for the different
research questions.
I have addressed the research design of my case study as a way of avoiding a mismatch between the
research questions posed and the data collected, or in other words, a blueprint for collecting specific
and relevant data that directly addresses the research questions posed. For that purpose, Yin (2003)
develops five components that should be part of a case study design, of which three are especially
relevant: research questions, propositions, and units of analysis. The research questions in which
this research study is founded have already been posed and are displayed in table 2.1. When stating
propositions some previous knowledge in the field of study is needed. This expertise should allow
the researcher to narrow the scope of the research questions and provide hints about where to look
for relevant information (Ibid.). During January 2017 I conducted an Environmental Justice and
Urban Political Ecology literature review that – together with my previous knowledge in the fields –
provided me with the background knowledge essential to state propositions in relation to the
research questions of this particular research study. I also started correspondence with key
informants involved in different ways with the community and went through articles and news in
local and national media in order of being able to adjust my propositions to the specificity of the
case study. The propositions stated are displayed in table 2.3. Another key component in case study
research design is the unit of analysis, that defines what is the focus of the research. Many times the
research questions lead towards a clear unit of analysis (Ibid.), as in my case happens with the
community of Can Sant Joan. Moreover, my motivation to choose this research case study is mainly
an interest on the events taking place in the neighborhood of Can Sant Joan at a specific time, in
what Stake (1995) defined as an intrinsic case study. Thus, the research design is addressed as a
single-case holistic case study (Yin, 2003) in which the single unit of analysis is the community of
8

Can Sant Joan. I am aware that the concept of community has many different definitions and
conceptualizations, and this fact brings uncertainty and vagueness to the boundaries of the unit of
analysis. “[F]or sociologists community has traditionally designated a particular form of social
organization based on small groups, such as neighborhoods … or a spatially bounded locality”
(Delanty, 2003, p.198 cited in De Angelis, 2017, p.123). Nevertheless, considering the complex
nature of the conflict which is at the center of this research, Delanty’s definition is oversimplistic
and does not represent well the reality of this case study. Thus, I align with De Angelis (2017) in
depriving the community of a strong geographical attachment and I understand Can Sant Joan as a
“community of struggle, that is, a plurality that constitutes itself in the moment it claims a resource
for the many vis-à-vis a claim for the few” (p.124).
Research
Study propositions
question
RQ1

Can Sant Joan is a subaltern community

RQ2

Through a systematic displacement of locally unwanted land
uses towards communities with low political incidence

RQ3

The community and the environment where they live are being
object of slow violence

RQ4

They have embraced subaltern environmentalism in which
street science plays a key role

Table 2.3 – Study propositions related to the research questions.

Data collection
The fieldwork for this research study was conducted from January 30 th to February 16th 2017.
Before arriving to the field I exchanged e-mails with my two key informants: José Luis Conejero –
president of the neighborhood association of Can Sant Joan and member of the Plataforma
Antiincineració de Montcada i Reixac (PAMiR) – and Núria Vidal de Llobatera – member of
Ecologistes en Acció and former worker of the MiR municipality in the environment area for 20
years. During the first days of my fieldwork I also held informal meetings with them separately in
which they helped me to gain insights about potential sources of information, as well as the social
organization of the community and its relationships to different stakeholders relevant to my
research study. Due to the type of research questions posed and the subjective nature of community
research I decided to use nonprobability sampling (Berg and Lune, 2012), in which I relied on my
key informants in two different ways. First, I was directly addressed by them to other people who
could provide me with information relevant to my line of inquiry, who in turn led me to more
subjects of interest. This sampling technique in which the sample grows in a feedback process is –
for obvious reasons – known as snowball sampling (Ibid.). Secondly, by combining the knowledge
shared with me by my key informants with my previous knowledge on the community – obtained
through my first field visit in July 2016 and the literature review I conducted in January 2017 – I
was able to select a series of subjects that represented not only the community, but also other
important stakeholders in the conflict between Can Sant Joan and the cement plant. Thus, for a
9

correct representation of the community I made sure that members of the PAMiR, the neighborhood
association, the women group and the youth group were represented among the interviewees. With
the purpose of getting a broad insight about the waste incineration struggle I also collected the
accounts of politicians and municipal employees, managers of the cement plant, scientists, and
activists from regional and global organizations (the whole list of interviewees can be found in
Annex 1). This sampling technique is known as judgmental (Hagan, 2006) or purposive (Berg and
Lune, 2012), and I used it in combination with the aforementioned snowball sampling (Ibid.)
Despite interviews were my main data source, I tried to diversify the sources in order to improve the
accuracy of my research. With this decision, I enhanced the triangulation process explained in the
previous section so that it would not only include triangulation of research methodologies but also
of data sources (Yin, 2003). Thus, I decided not to rely on a single data source but on multiple
sources converging in the same set of facts.
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Interviews: during my fieldwork in Can Sant Joan I performed 21 interviews – one of
which was actually conducted later on via skype. Twenty of those interviews were
conducted in face-to-face meetings with the interviewees. I used a mix of focused and
open-ended typologies (Ibid.), also known as semistandardized interview (Berg and Lune,
2012): although I would have a script with some questions referring to specific topics, the
interviews took place in a conversational manner and I let the interviewees give freely
their opinions and propose unexpected insights and propositions that could potentially be
relevant for my line of inquiry. The questions varied slightly from one person to another,
but all the interviews included at least this main topics: personal information of the
interviewee, the Can Sant Joan neighborhood, the conflict between the community and the
cement plant, the movement against waste incineration in the cement plant and personal
implication, and forms of activism used by the movement. I used two interview recording
techniques: audio recording with a device, and note taking in a notebook. Whereas audio
recording provides an accurate rendition of the oral exchange, through note taking I could
keep a record of body language and other subjective perceptions I would appreciate.



Documentation: during my fieldwork I was able to obtain a wide variety of documents
including scientific reports conducted by the community, scientific reports produced by
environmental organizations, journal articles conducted by scientists, and legal documents
concerning ongoing and past lawsuits. Most of this documentation was either directly or
indirectly – through indications – provided by the interviewees. The documents collected
are mainly used to “corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (Yin, 2003,
p.87).



Archival records: the archival records used in my research study were obtained from two
physical archives – the Can Sant Joan library and the municipal archive of Montcada i
Reixac; and different public websites from the Generalitat de Catalunya (Catalan
government) and the Diputació de Barcelona (council of the Barcelona province). The
information obtained includes: municipal contracts; historical correspondence between the
MiR municipality, private companies and the church; the complete collection of the Can

Sant Joan magazine called Hoja Informativa that has been published since 1966;
organizational budgets; and demographic, economic and cultural data. Even if archival
records are usually more trustworthy than general documentation (Ibid.), in this research
study both data sources are mainly used to support data obtained from interviews.


Direct observations: during my fieldwork I spent many hours in the neighborhood of Can
Sant Joan, and thus was able to observe especially social behaviors and environmental
conditions. As Yin (2003) puts it “observations of a neighborhood … add new dimensions
for understanding either the context or the phenomenon being studied” (p. 93). I kept a
record of the observations made mainly by taking notes, although I also took some
pictures – taking care that this action did not compromise privacy rights.



Physical artifacts: although it might seem anecdotal, during my fieldwork in Can Sant
Joan I found some physical artifacts that helped me to support my line of inquiry. There
were two types of artifacts that were relevant to my research. First, I could observe
different pieces of art dated from different periods – from the 1970s to the present –
related to different struggles that the community has been involved in. Especially
impressive were some graffiti drawings spread around the neighborhood that were
supporting different claims of the community. Second, a collection of cement dust samples
collected at balconies and homes in the neighborhood that the neighborhood association
kept in jars in order to make visible their exposure to pollution. Artifacts are thus another
important data source that reinforces the main line of inquiry (Ibid.).

Figure 2.1 – Graffiti against waste incineration at the cement plant at Mina street with Molí street,
Can Sant Joan neighborhood. Source: own picture.

Data analysis
As Yin (2003) defines it: "[d]ata analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or
otherwise recombining both quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial propositions
of a study" (p.109). With this purpose I have chosen a general analytic strategy that is conducted by
using one or more analytical techniques or tools. This general design not only pinpoints the
analytical direction that the study is to follow – in consonance with the research design – but is also
useful when deciding the most suitable analytical tools for the data collected. Considering that my
data collection plan was based on the previously posed questions and stated propositions, I decided
to keep cohesion and use the general analytical strategy described by Yin (Ibid.) as “relying on
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theoretical propositions”. This theoretically oriented strategy helps to focus on data that is relevant
for the research design and thus targets the original purpose of the research study.
When it comes to analytical tools or techniques, I have mainly used content analysis – or more
specifically narrative analysis. Content analysis is a method that, by means of a previously
established criteria of selection, makes valid inferences from texts or other items containing a
message (Krippendorf, 2004; Berg and Lune, 2012). Nevertheless, aware as I am of the
disagreement that researchers have had in the past about the quantitative or qualitative nature of
content analysis I preferred to narrow the scope of my data analysis. Thus, the analytical technique
that I use for the qualitative data in this research study is more specifically the procedure known as
narrative analysis (Manning and Cullum-Swan, 1994; Silverman, 2006; Berg and Lune, 2012). The
difference with more general content analysis is mainly the exclusively qualitative textual approach
that narrative analysis maintains, which brings out an interpretive analysis of the data in contrast to
a reductionist outcome. Thus, narrative analysis allows to relate the analysis to the literature
previously reviewed and the research questions and propositions determined in the research
strategy. Nevertheless, the difference between both tools is mainly analytical while the technique is
quite similar, and is based in the recognition of patterns in the text through previously established
categories (Berg and Lune, 2012). Concerning quantitative data I have used the analytic technique
known as pattern matching (Yin, 2003). The logic of this tool is comparing one or more previously
predicted patterns with empirical data. The previously conducted literature review and stated
research propositions provided useful information to set the different potential patterns.
In the qualitative data analysis I have used thematic categories, as this type of analytical unit
perfectly fits a narrative analysis. In order to determine the specific categories I have mainly used a
deductive approach in which the different classes have been determined in correspondence with the
previously conducted literature review and with the propositions stated in the research strategy
(Berg and Lune, 2012). Nevertheless, in line with the semistandardized interview typology that I
used in the data collection stage, some of the topics brought to light by interviewees that were
relevant to the research study have also become thematic categories, in what is known as an
inductive approach (Ibid.). With the purpose of conducting a thorough narrative analysis I
transcribed the 21 interviews collected and I coded – along with a set of relevant documents,
archival records and notes – them into different categories. The coding was carried out in an
iterative way, in which every time more specific categories were created to the extent that it would
be easy for me to find precise information when writing the research study.

Ethical considerations
In July 2016 I took part in the Summer School in Degrowth and Environmental Justice organized
by ICTA-UAB (which stands for Institute of Environmental Science and Technology –
Autonomous University of Barcelona in Catalan). One of the activities that were part of the school
was a field visit to the neighborhood of Can Sant Joan led by two local activists from the PAMiR.
During the visit, the struggle between the community and the cement plant on the issue of waste
incineration was presented to a group of young scholars. The open and communicative attitude that
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the local activists kept during the whole visit led me to assume that a potential researcher
conducting fieldwork in the community would be probably welcome. Thus, gaining access to the
field was not difficult for me as I already knew two members of the community – one of which
would later become a key informant.
I have to admit that the reasons that led me to choose this precise case study were not only
academic. Being myself from a town north of Barcelona I had many times driven through the Can
Sant Joan neighborhood and acknowledged the huge cement plant besides the highway. Despite
that, I had no idea of the tremendous efforts that the community was doing to improve their life
conditions. Learning about their story first hand made me think that they deserved higher
recognition, and when I started to look for information in the local media and to exchange
correspondence with my key informants it became clear that Can Sant Joan was a very
extraordinary community. I should also let the reader know that I am actively engaged in
organizations and struggles that – in different ways – fight for social and environmental justice.
Thus, it was mainly my political engagement that drove me to this research and case study. I believe
that being honest with my positionality is the best antidote to make sure that it does not
predetermine the findings. Therefore, I conducted the research study with the utmost objectivity at
all its stages and I was especially concerned with obtaining data from both sides of the conflict – as
my interviews to employees and politicians at the municipality, and to managers of the cement plant
prove.
In this research study I have only used documents and archival records whenever they were public
or I could obtain permission from the copyright holder. The interviews conducted have only been
used as data under the informed consent of the interviewees 3. As informed consent I understand
“the knowing consent of individuals to participate as an exercise of their choice, free from any
element of fraud, deceit, duress, or similar unfair inducement or manipulation” (Berg and Lune,
2012, p.90). To that extent I prepared a form in which interviewees should answer the following
questions: a) do you authorize that the interview is used with research purposes?, b) do you want
your real name to be displayed? Do you prefer to be given a nickname?, and c) do you authorize the
use of your image for research purpose? Despite the subjects identities are neither confidential nor
anonymous – none of the interviewees chose not to use its real name – I made sure that all of them
understood the potential risks and implications of their decision. There was only one interview
where I could not obtain a signed informed content form: the interview with the cement plant
managers. Despite having previously sent them the form and informed them that they needed to
sign it if they wanted the information they provided to be included in the research study, after the
interview they alleged that the legal services of the company had to authorize the signature. After
several e-mails asking for the signed form, it became clear to me that I would never get their
informed consent form signed. Thus, none of the information that they provided me with during the
interview have been used in this research study. Nevertheless, I considered licit to use information
from my visit to the cement plant in form of direct observations as long as it did not make reference
to the words of the interviewees.
3 Copies of the original signed informed consent forms will be made available under request at:
sergiorc@kth.se
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[Interlude 2: Manolo Gómez, "el zapatero"]
I am 74, I was born on January 24 th 1943 in a little village in Granada called Benalúa. All my
family members were republicans. Two of my uncles were distinguished soldiers during the Spanish
Civil War and they went to France into exile, but Franco’s regime had a deal with Gestapo and
they were still prosecuted during those years. My family was part of the lowest class. I saw a man
starve to death at my doorway, I will never forget that. He came begging for some food while my
mom was cooking a stew. But the moment he took the first bite, his body had a bad reaction and he
fell fulminated. I came to Can Sant Joan when I was 16 because my family was being extremely
punished by Francoist local authorities in Benalúa. They were making our lives impossible and we
had no possibilities to survive there. I didn’t come to Catalonia voluntarily, I was expelled from my
land. I went to the school of Franco until I was 16, ruled by the Catholic church, very Catholic.
When I was 9 years old I started working and I combined it with the school. I was working at a
projection booth in a cinema, because I am a qualified projectionist. Then I also started working as
a cobbler. So, during the daytime I supplied footwear to my neighbors and during the nighttime I
entertained them. Since I arrived to Can Sant Joan I joined the neighborhood association and I was
involved in the struggles. I was also member of a revolutionary left political group during 15 years,
in the 1960s and 1970s. We fought the regime and our main goal was to kill Franco. I don’t know if
I would call myself an environmentalist… definitely not an “abstract” one, but maybe I could be
called a radical environmentalist.
The current Can Sant Joan was born in the 1960s migration boom. We all came from different
places, we didn’t know each other, but there were a core of people who started bringing the
neighborhood together and to convincing us that we shouldn’t accept our living conditions. We
were always the most working-class, leftist, united and open neighborhood. We never had problems
with anyone, even now that people from abroad keep coming here. We are an open neighborhood.
The most tenacious neighborhood has always been Can Sant Joan, and it's not me saying that, but
all the other neighborhoods in Montcada. The neighborhood has been changing for the better
during the years by dint of all the struggles that the community has carried out. But nobody never
gave us anything for free in this neighborhood, everything we have achieved it has been through
constant struggle. The Can Sant Joan neighborhood is everything to me, it has given me everything
that was denied to me in other places. I always said that the day that I retire I will keep working for
the neighborhood. And after 60 years working, fixing shoes for three generations and screening
movies at the Kursaal, here I am. I am very grateful to the neighborhood. Then we started to build
a real community and today, this is not just a neighborhood but a close community. We have a
theater association, a poetry group... we were even able to bring the Basque poet Silvia Delgado to
the Kursaal. I put a lot of effort on it, because I love poetry. Even if most people work in the city,
there is a core group that always organize public events. Especially around the school and the
parents association, but also the storekeepers association organizes a handicraft fair, we also have
a group of gegants i capgrossos, the castellers... everyone is involved!
I usually feel a very unpleasant smell from the cement plant and from the sewage treatment plant
that is across the river. It is terrible, it is massive, it is suffocating the smell that we feel from time
to time. In Can Sant Joan there are many people with respiratory problems, especially cancer. This
is our biggest problem right now in the neighborhood. And all these sick and deceased people are a
consequence of the toxic environment we live in. It’s not just me saying that, it’s everyone here. I
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have a chronic disease – asthma – because of the cement plant. I have claimed that on TV, on the
radio, and wherever I can. I will repeat it 30.000 times if needed: living under that chimney for 74
years is terrible. I don’t even know how I’m still alive.
The cement plant, which is about to turn 100 years old, was first owned by the Asland company. It
was ruled by the Catalan bourgeoisie, that started the company in Castellar de N’Hug, but they
didn’t find enough raw material there so they came here. Another reason was the railroad, because
they built a branch that connected the cement plant with the main railroad line and they were able
to transport their products more efficiently. I still remember years ago that every noon there were
terrible explosions in the quarry. Everyday at noon a siren would sound off and then a huge blast
would follow. Enormous dust clouds would come off the hill, that once was about double the
current height. We had to hold the windows with our hands or otherwise they would just blow up.
That was everyday at 12 a.m. during the 1960s… Moreover, there was a small chapel on top of the
hill, owned by the clergy, who made a pontifical Bull and gave the chapel for free to the Catalan
bourgeoisie. They just tore it down in order to extract more materials. Later on the multinational
company came and bought the business, and they still own it. There used to be 40 or 50 regular
Asland workers at the neighborhood, and a lot of indirect workers as well. Most of the people at the
neighborhood used to work either for the Asland or the Renfe (the railroad company, a.n.). A few
years ago we sorted out all the people we knew from Can Sant Joan that used to work at the Asland
and we found out that all of them are already dead, from cancer. There’s nobody left. Currently
there are barely 30 or 40 workers at the cement plant. They have a terrible technology, they don’t
need people anymore. Trucks get loaded and unloaded automatically. The plant only needs cheap
labor force when they do maintenance tasks, but those people are only employed a few days. The
company does whatever is needed in order to avoid paying wages.
The Asland has a strong presence in the neighborhood, very strong. This splendid factories know
how to buy people, and some people like being sold. The managers even tried to bribe us when we
started to say that they shouldn’t start burning waste, that we’d had enough. After 30 years
suffering a waste incinerator we already knew what was going to happen. They called me and my
mate to the manager’s office, and he asked us what were our demands to stop saying that what they
were going to do was dangerous to the people. It was just before they started burning waste. And
the Asland also used to have a terrific relationship with the municipality. For example, when the
Socialists (in reference to the Catalan Socialist Party, a.n.) were in power they used to organize
fireworks contests during the town festival. That costed a fortune, but it was all paid by the cement
plant. They even paid the municipal newspaper, that is called La Veu. It used to be financed by
Lafarge, you can still see many Lafarge commercials in it. The cement plant also finances all the
football teams in Montcada, the chess club, and whoever goes asking for money. The company used
to donate 3.000€ every year to our neighborhood association for the annual neighborhood festival.
Now the relationship with the municipality seems very different, but we’ll see what happens…
Because politicians fear this big companies. We don’t fear them, but politicians are scared because
these companies have a huge economic power and can buy everything. We know very well that we
are getting into the heart of capitalism, but we are not scared.
We already suffered a waste incinerator here, and many people got sick and died because of it. We
succeeded in closing that incinerator after a long-time struggle. After that, local politicians assured
that waste was never again going to be incinerated in our town. Even a motion was signed in 1999
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by all the political parties banning waste incineration in Montcada i Reixac. And when 10 years
ago we learned that they were going to start that atrocity again in the neighborhood, we sounded
the alarm. I had already been involved in the struggle against the waste incinerator, which was the
first one in the whole Spanish state – like a pilot project. We organized a huge demonstration when
there were no highways getting into Barcelona yet, and we blocked the only Northern access to the
city. We were a buttload of people from the neighborhood, we walked from here to the cement plant
and we came back. It was a great day! We also mobilized against the big chimney at the cement
plant, that was releasing huge dust clouds 24 hours per day. We forced the Asland to install the
first cement filters and the amount of dust decreased. And from those past struggles comes my
current involvement.
Now I am in the direction board of the neighborhood association, I attend all the mobilizations, I
am the secretary of the neighborhood association, and especially, I am just one more in the
movement. We have organized demonstrations with up to 3.000 people but there is something even
more important. We have been able to raise awareness among the community so when someone
gets cancer, and everyday there are more people – especially young – getting sick, they point out to
the cement plant and the environment. This is very important. We thought that we were alone in
this, but now we are realizing that in the Spanish state there are 36 cement plants and the same is
happening everywhere. And not only in the Spanish state but also in Europe, in America… They are
perpetrating atrocities. They are ruining our lives, poisoning our water and air… and nobody can
live without water and air! It is terrible and they are perfectly conscious of what they’re doing.
They are criminals. And we are realizing that this is a common problem, and that everywhere they
tell the same lies. The politicians, the cement companies… they say the same everywhere! They are
scoundrels, criminals. We are ruled by criminals. We have had some problems with the local
authorities. Not with the new mayor, but with Socialists and Convergents (referring to politicians
from the Socialist Catalan Party and Convergence and Union, a.n.) we had some problems. I was
prosecuted by the local police. We were calling the neighbors with a megaphone for an assembly,
when the mayor sent the police to frisk me. The officer, who was a good person and a casual
acquaintance of mine, told me: “look, I’m sorry, but I was ordered to register you and ask for your
documentation”. But they could not find anything against me.
There are experts of many kinds in this country! I call some of them mercenaries for hire. There are
also very honest and professional people, practitioners and scientists who have dared and still dare
to talk against this scum. But others… there are some mercenaries for hire and those are horrible.
There is a mercenary called Domingo 4, from the Rovira i Virgili university who says that is more
dangerous living besides a highway that under a waste incinerator. And these mercenaries are
those who are hired by the public administration and they make their reports to measure. But we
have also been helped by many experts, I could tell you a long list of names. I think they also take
something positive from the experience, and they are being very helpful for our movement. Nobody
dares to contradict them. And they collaborate in an unselfish way, they just fight for the health of
the community. There was one, though, whose name I prefer not to reveal, who got scared and gave
up. He helped us a lot, but there was a huge dispute with the cement companies and he got scared.
4 This is exclusively the personal opinion of the interviewee, and I do not claim any kind of
responsibility for the comment. He was asked to consider if he wanted the comment to be cut from
this publication, but he firmly maintained his assertion and wanted it to be published.
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3. Theoretical toolbox
Subaltern, mainstream and alternative environmentalism
Much has been written about alternative environmentalism in the last decades including
environmental racism (Bullard et al., 2008), environmental justice (Di Chiro, 2016)
environmentalism of the poor (Martinez-Alier, 2002), and working-class environmentalism (Barca,
2012). However, subaltern environmentalism as defined by Pulido (1996) seems to encompass
many of those forms of alternative environmentalism that, although take different shapes, share
enough features as to be considered part of the same current. Hereafter I will analyze the meaning
of subalternity, discuss the main features of subaltern environmentalism, and briefly review other
forms of alternative environmentalism. Finally, I will analyze common characteristics among them
and discuss the potentiality of subaltern environmentalism as a broad movement that encompasses
different forms of alternative environmentalism.
A division of opinions arise when trying to determine what makes a group subaltern. The current of
thought represented by Gramsci and Guha consider that the subaltern are all the nonelite groups,
those oppressed by the relations of hegemony within society. For Gramsci, the only way of leaving
subalternity is by reversing the existing relationship of domination – subordination. He does not
consider all the subaltern groups as equivalent, instead, he differentiates them by their level of
political organization in their way to achieve complete autonomy. On the other hand, Spivak
believes that the subaltern encompass only those so displaced that lack any kind of political
organization and representation. Thus, she argues that once they revert this situation and achieve
visibility they are no more subaltern (Green, 2002). Pulido’s view on subalternity is definitely in
line with Gramsci and Guha, as she defines subaltern struggles as “counterhegemonic, … exist[ing]
in opposition to prevailing powers” (Pulido, 1996, p.4). Pulido (1996) also agrees with Gramsci and
Guha in the impossibility to determine a single cause of marginalization of subaltern groups.
Instead, they call an ensemble of political, social, cultural and economic relations, interdependent
among them, as the multiple cause. Gramsci argues that structural inequality at an institutional level
is legitimized by hegemony of the dominant group within civil society and thus subaltern groups are
always subject to the activity of the ruling groups (Green, 2002). In a similar fashion, Pulido (1996)
sees the relationships of domination and subordination as a result of structural inequalities in the
economic system that are perpetuated by the ruling political class and the dominant social groups by
different means including class, race or culture.
Environmentalism is a very disparate movement that covers different forms of activism (Armiero
and Sedrez, 2014), and still historically has been thought to be a concern of the elites, or in the
words of Nash (1982) a “full stomach” phenomenon. He foresaw western environmental activism as
a luxury of the middle and high classes, almost like a hobby for those who had not vital concerns to
cope with. Nevertheless, more comprehensive historical reviews have shown that Nash’s
conception of environmentalism was very narrow. Martinez-Alier (2002) does a more exhaustive
classification of environmental currents. He separates environmentalism in three groups that he
calls the “cult of wilderness”, the “gospel of eco-efficiency” and the “environmentalism of the
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poor”. The first group is linked to wilderness and endangered species preservation in the classical
American tradition, the second cluster relates to sustainable management of resources through
technological advance in a European fashion, and the third current is related to the livelihood
conflicts that face inequalities and are mostly placed in peripheral countries. Martinez-Alier (2002),
by showing cases of “environmentalism of the poor” as back as the 1880s, challenges the classical
vision of American environmentalism represented by Nash and uncovers its US-centric bias. In my
opinion, though, Martinez-Alier’s classification is not completely compelling as “environmentalism
of the poor” denotes economic status as a main form of domination, leaving out of the spectrum
other forms of alternative environmentalism. As Pulido and Gramsci would agree, the causes of
subordination of a group are as economic as political, social and/or cultural; and thus I believe that
the term subaltern environmentalism encompasses different forms of alternative environmentalism
and fits reality better. Moreover, talking about subaltern environmentalism seems very appropriate
in the current climate of escalating inequalities, as most of the environmental burdens placed on
vulnerable communities respond to social and environmental subordination strategies used by
political economic elites in order to perpetuate their ruling position (Egan, 2002).
Thereupon, I will describe the main features of subaltern environmentalism and later discuss if they
work as commonalities among several alternative forms of environmentalism that could arguably be
labeled as subaltern. First, subaltern environmentalism is charged with political claims of social
justice and equity. Its claims are as social as environmental and they have a specific political
content that is usually related with the radical left. In subaltern environmentalism social and
environmental subordination is seen as a tool of political economic elites in order to reinforce and
perpetuate their ruling position (Egan, 2002). Communities involved in these struggles perceive
unequal power relations as the main threat to their environments and livelihoods and, thus, seek to
challenge the hegemony of the dominant group (Pulido, 1996). A second trait of subaltern
environmentalism is the type of communities involved. Subaltern environmental struggles usually
involve people that already exist as a community or social group of some kind. Nevertheless,
communities are influenced by the struggles to such an extent that their original communal identity
is reshaped through the development of a subaltern consciousness (Pulido, 1996). Thirdly, subaltern
environmentalism embraces a broad conception of the environment that involves the places where
subaltern communities live their everyday lives. For subaltern communities the distinction between
anthropocentrism and biocentrism that has classically informed mainstream environmentalism
(Ibid) does not make sense, as they perceive the environment as their source of livelihood and thus
they are willing to protect it (Guha, 1989). In subaltern environmentalism the boundaries of the
environment are expanded and it becomes everything that surrounds humans (Armiero and D’Alisa,
2012; Novotny, 2000), including urban spaces. Finally, positionality is probably the most defining
feature of subaltern environmentalism. For the involved communities environmental struggles are
entirely materialist, as their livelihoods depend to some extent on the outcome of the struggles. As
Pulido puts it their “position in the socioeconomic structure, in turn, frame their struggles
differently” (1996, p.25). Communities involved in these struggles are subordinated to the
hegemonic class that has classically prioritized economic productivity over their well-being. More
recently, increasingly rapid environmental degradation has brought the hegemonic class to adopt
green economy strategies that still seek to reinforce its dominant position (Goodman and Salleh,
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2013). Thus, subaltern communities embrace a counter-hegemonic position and live their
environmental struggles in first person.
Main features of subaltern environmentalism
Political
orientation

Seeks social justice and equity, challenges the dominant group, usually related
with radical left-wing politics.

Communities
involved

Direct personal connection to the issues of concern. Existing communal
identity that is reshaped in the struggle.

Conception of
environment and
issues of concern

The environment is everything that surrounds humans, including urban
environment. Material conflicts directly related to sources of livelihood of
vulnerable humans.

Counter-hegemonic conflicts embraced by communities subordinated to
political economic elites. Struggles lived in first person: their lives, their land.
Table 3.1 – Main features of subaltern environmentalism.
Positionality

I have previously argued that other forms of alternative environmentalism might share some
features with subaltern environmentalism. I will now focus on some of these movements and by
examining their commonalities and particularities, I will discuss if they fit the subaltern framework
and could thus be placed under the subaltern environmentalism umbrella.
The environmental justice movement was born in the 1970s in the USA in close relationship to the
civil rights movement. Environmental justice helped to uncover environmental racism in the USA,
which focuses on environmental burdens and racial or ethnic discrimination, very relevant issues in
that specific geographical context (Pellow, 2000). The environmental justice movement, though, is
more inclusive and comprises “the struggles for an equal distribution of environmental risks and
benefits among classes, races and genders” (Low and Gleeson, 1998 cited in Armiero and D’Alisa,
2012). The movement, mainly based in the USA, claims for social justice in urban environments by
empowering the affected communities and it has enjoyed certain political recognition in the country
specially during the Clinton administration (Bullard and Johnson, 2000). The environmental justice
movement has tried to constitute itself as a global movement by embracing conflicts in peripheral
countries as well as in other central countries different from the USA, achieving a moderate success
(Di Chiro, 2016).
In her comprehensive literature review from cases in the USA, Italy and Brazil, Barca (2012)
portrays working-class environmentalism as “the day-to-day struggles that workers at the bottom of
the agriculture, industry and service sectors lead, both individually and in organized form, to defend
the integrity and safety of their working environment and of the environment where their families
and communities live”. She argues that in this movement the working class rebels against the large
share of social costs that capitalism places on them, in a claim for a more equitable system.
The term environmentalism of the poor was coined by Martinez-Alier (2002) and refers to those
forms of environmentalism, typically in peripheral countries, that are not usually portrayed as so by
its representatives, but as livelihood struggles. The author emphasizes that the need for this
movement to develop rises from “ecological distribution conflicts caused by economic growth and
19

social inequalities” (p.14). The communities involved in this movement see nature as a source and a
requirement for livelihood. In the words of Martinez-Alier, the movement positions itself “on the
left … in opposition to corporate power and to the coercive power of the state” (2016, p.99).
All of the above mentioned forms of alternative environmentalism share the pursuit of social justice
and equity, and thus they are closely set in the political spectrum on a left position. The type of
communities involved in all the cases have bonds beyond environmental values, and thus have a
previous group identity of some kind. Even though, some of the movements have knitted alliances
with mainstream groups and have tried to become global, but the core of the resistance have always
been linked to subaltern groups. All the above mentioned forms of alternative environmentalism
conceive the environment as the habitat not only of endangered species but of human communities,
and although this conception may vary slightly between them, it is radically different from that in
mainstream environmentalism: the subaltern environmental conflicts are definitely materialist. All
the groups that embrace any of these forms of alternative environmentalism are subordinated in
some way to such an extent that they usually define themselves through this feature, like workingclass environmentalism (defined by class). The fact that some of these movements have achieved
political representation, such as environmental justice and the Executive Order 12898 signed by
president Clinton in 1994 (Bullard and Johnson, 2000), does not automatically exclude the
movement from subalternity in a Gramscian way, as the domination by the ruling group remains
despite the rise of the subaltern group in the ladder to autonomy. As Pulido (1996) argues, subaltern
environmental struggles are struggles for empowerment that strengthen communities’ “cultural
identities in an affirming way” (p.33) and may even “inspire the development of an ethnic identity”
(p.34). My claim is that the aforementioned forms of alternative environmentalism share enough
features among them as to be considered different parts of the same whole. Subaltern
environmentalism, not focusing on specific causes of subalternity but highlighting its counterhegemonic nature, provides a solid ground that encompasses environmental struggles embraced by
vulnerable communities ultimately seeking social justice.

Street science to uncover slow violence in sacrifice zones
Many subaltern communities around the globe inhabit areas immediately adjacent to heavy
polluting industries and/or facilities and they are therefore exposed to disproportionately elevated
levels of pollution and other hazards. These communities end up inhabiting sacrifice zones (Lerner,
2012) through processes of institutionalized discrimination and being object of slow violence,
meaning a form of violence that is not immediate or spectacular, that does not awaken interest in the
mass media, and that in most of the cases is not perceived as violence at all (Nixon, 2011). To
contest the official discourse and uncover the not-so-subtle processes of segregation and slow
violence embedded in the current socioeconomic system, some communities have turned to street
science, which is a process of knowledge production based on local knowledge that seeks to reshape
the undemocratic approach to environmental health issues based exclusively on scientific
knowledge (Corburn, 2005).
The “Cerrell Report”, written in 1984 by the Los Angles consulting firm Cerrell Associates at the
request of the California Waste Management Board, sought to define the type of communities that
20

were less likely to resist siting of locally unwanted land use (LULU). The study, that is believed to
have been circulated throughout regulatory agencies and industries around the USA, proposed
different political criteria for the selection of Waste-to-Energy sites and proved that sitting was not
based on scientific criteria (Energy Justice Network, n.d.). Consequently, most of the communities
that suffer LULU in the USA have something in common: they are, in some way, subaltern
communities intentionally discriminated. These highly polluted residential/industrial areas are
called sacrifice zones, a term used to designate dangerously radioactive areas resulting from the
nuclear race that took place during the Cold War (Lerner, 2012). Sacrifice zones, though, are not an
exclusive phenomena of the USA: subaltern communities inhabit these hot spots of pollution all
around the globe. These communities become human buffers that provide breathing room between
pollution sources and residential areas. Lerner (2012) describes a common process that takes place
in those communities that inhabit sacrifice zones and that contest the social and environmental
effects:
•

Residents are usually unaware of the pollution they are being exposed to. When they –
commonly by chance – learn about it, they experience a sudden awakening.

•

Once they inquire the government or the involved corporations about the extent of the
contamination, they are rarely given comprehensive information in an attempt to avoid panic
spreading and not to damage the company’s/government’s image.

•

When they find out that they are not being told the full story and they cannot trust either
institutions or corporations to solve their problems, they begin to do their own research and
to produce local knowledge.

•

Finally, they become aware that they inhabit a sacrifice zone designated by political criteria.
They realize that these zones, far from being arbitrary, are the result of discrimination
processes.

A crucial stage in the aforementioned process that determines to a great extent the success
possibilities of the upcoming struggle is the production of local knowledge and the ability of the
communities to learn and challenge the scientific discourse (third step in the previously described
process). “The knowledge of local people often is revealed … when locals sense that expert
analyses or decision making has inaccurately portrayed their experience” (Corburn, 2005, p.66). For
Corburn (2005), local knowledge exists in a variety of forms, but all of them in opposition to
professional (or expert) knowledge. As professional knowledge is exclusively produced by the
scientific community, it has been associated to the ruling group, in contrast with local knowledge
produced by subaltern groups. Policy makers generally rely on professional knowledge to take
environmental decisions, and thus local knowledge is usually not enough for the communities to
have a political incidence in environmental health issues that directly concern them. Consequently
some of those communities embrace street science, described by Corburn (2005) as a process of
knowledge co-production through participatory research in which the professional criteria and
framing of the issues of concern is not taken as an absolute truth. Street science challenges the
prevailing technical language based on risk assessment that is mostly used when addressing
environmental health issues and “emphasizes the need to open up both problem framing and
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subsequent methods of inquiry to local knowledge” (p.8). Street science’s aim, though, goes beyond
knowledge production that can document discrimination and slow violence, its ultimate purpose is
to democratize environmental knowledge and influence scientists and decision makers (Ottinger,
2010). In her study about the effectiveness of citizen science, Ottinger (2010) stresses the
importance for the communities involved in environmental struggles of being able to collect and
express their local knowledge in a standardized way to achieve legitimacy. At the same time,
though, she points out the importance of standards “in structuring the power relations that
accompany confrontations between citizen science and expert knowledge” (p.247). An interesting
feature of street or citizen science is that, although normally performed in specific locations, it
produces knowledge that can be globally applied. In addition, it enhances the collaboration among
different communities that share common problems, sometimes creating global networks of
subaltern groups concerned about local issues that give support to each other (Dickinson and
Bonney, 2012).
Following the process described by Lerner (2012), once the subaltern communities embrace
processes of street science usually end up uncovering that they have been subject to structural
discrimination and slow violence (step “d” in the previously described process). These communities
inhabiting in sacrifice zones learn that they are, to keep the military jargon, collateral damage of
neoliberal capitalism, and that they have been discounted of political and cultural agency (Nixon,
2011). Nixon has portrayed this non-arbitrary disproportionate environmental burdens as slow
violence, which he defines as that which “occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed
destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not
viewed as violence at all” (p.2). The fact that slow violence is deferred in time, has ambiguous
boundaries and occurs out of sight creates a gap between action and consequence. Slow violence
does not fit with cultural assumptions of violence and disaster, and thus one of the major challenges
that the affected communities face is symbolic representation. Nevertheless, slow violence is a
broad concept that encompasses other more specific forms of violence. Galtung, who coined the
term structural or indirect violence (1969), had been previously interested in broadening the
perception of what constitutes violence. He argued that there is a certain form of violence embedded
in the socioeconomic and political dynamics of the capitalist system: structural violence. Galtung
(1969), though, insisted in giving structural violence static connotations, whereas for Nixon (2011),
slow violence embraces “questions of time, movement, and change, however gradual” (p.11).
Another type of slow violence relevant to this work is environmental violence, defined by Barca
(2014) as “violent acts perpetrated against non-human nature with the aim of (re)producing
oppressive social relations and political control” (p.537). Environmental crimes - which are rarely
attributable to individuals – are usually consequence of an economic system focused on capital
accumulation, that incentives the production of environmental harm in order to increase economic
benefits (White, 2008; D’Alisa et al., 2017). Environmental violence perpetrators take advantage of
the uncertain scenarios that appear after environmental crimes, and by reproducing and boosting
ignorance about the origin of environmental impacts (Auyero and Sistun, 2008; D’Alisa et al.,
2017) commit narrative violence. Yet as Barca (2014) explains, not only the distortion and silencing
of narratives constitutes a form of violence, but also the complete absence of one.
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[Interlude 3: Nicolasa "Niki" Fernández]
I was born in Jaén and when I was 9 years old I moved to Valencia. I was there for 20 years or so,
and then I came here. I have already been 52 years in Can Sant Joan. My grandparents owned a
big farmhouse where my parents and uncles used to work. But then, when they were old enough to
get married and start a family they all moved to the closest town, where my grandfather got them a
small cottage, one for every child. They all lived in the same street and my grandfather was able to
leave them all a small house. Thus, I was raised in a country family. I didn’t go to school because
my mother passed away when I was very young, and as I was the elder sister… I became the
babysitter. And I have always been a babysitter and a housewife, because that’s how I was raised,
and this is my life and has been my life. Raising kids. So now it doesn’t take that much for me. I
have raised 3 grandchildren and now I’m with the fourth.
I am involved in the neighborhood association, in the women group, in Marea Blanca (platform in
defense of public healthcare in Catalonia, a.n.), in the yayoflautas (Spanish social movement of the
elder people related to the 15M movement, a.n.)… I am very active. I am 78 years old and I don’t
want to fall asleep. Because I had cancer surgery 5 years ago and I want to distract it. I don’t want
the cancer to remember me! Because it was 5 years ago and I don’t even remember that I have
cancer. People tell me: “how brave you are!”. But I don’t think so. You need to be active, because
if you cower you’re done! So this is my life, supporting the Asland struggle, helping abused
women… doing as much as I can. We have recently formed a women group in the community. We
hold meetings every Monday and we organize different activities, besides giving support to each
other and especially to abused women. Sometimes I also help the Church, although I am not
religious… but if I have something that I don’t use sometimes I bring it to the parish. And well, I
don’t know if I am an environmentalist but I like taking good care of things. When the people from
the neighborhood association went to Paris (referring to the COP21, a.n.) I couldn’t go because I
had recently suffered an accident and I hurt my arm, but I would have liked to... and I also like
plants so much, I have a knack for raising them.
When I came to Can Sant Joan 52 years ago there were no blocks of flats. Not a single one. There
were only houses, maximum two stories. And everything was more country like. Now the
neighborhood is improving but it’s getting more difficult to achieve new things. We have already
achieved some, but there are still many left. The Asland for example… there’s no way! Because kids
are at school, that is just in front of the cement plant, and they are not breathing air but pollution! I
can feel the smell, especially from 2 and 3 a.m. on. It smells like burnt bones, burnt tires… it’s
scary! I am a very active person and I don’t sleep much, and I can tell you that by night I can feel
all the smell. And when it rains is even worse. When it rains they still release more smoke. I lean
out the window and I see all the smoke being released and it’s horrible! I came here to live because
my uncles were here and I liked it, because it was a very quite place close to Barcelona, but
knowing what I know now… I wouldn’t recommend the neighborhood. Because all the kids are
always catching colds, bronchitis… All my nephews and grandchildren are the same!
Many, many people have died in the neighborhood. It’s not only that they get sick, they also die.
Many people have been diagnosed with diseases and later on died. There have been weeks when 5
funerals have taken place in the community. I used to go to the doctor with my husband, who’s
resting in peace now, and he told us: “you are in the worst place”. Because here we are polluted
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on every side. I widowed 12 years ago, and my husband died because of the pollution. He didn’t
work in the Asland plant, but he worked for them at the quarry. And he died from cancer, he
couldn’t even breath… it was terrible. But this is a daily occurrence in our community. Respiratory
diseases, cancer… There are episodes when they release a lot of pollution out of the chimneys and
we can’t even breathe, we need to have the inhaler around. My youngest grandson started using the
inhaler when he was only 9 days old. And whenever he catches a cold he can’t breath. I know many
people who’re sick, of all ages. And for the elder people it could even be considered normal, but
there are also many kids. At the school there have been at least 2 or 3 cancer cases in the last two
years. This year I learned about one of them, the poor kid is only 5 years old.
There are very few people working at the Asland currently, but in the past there were many more.
All the former workers from Can Sant Joan are already dead. All of them. We don’t know the
current workers, but they are not from the neighborhood. They bring them from somewhere else.
The workers that we knew are already under the ground, and they were not very old. The Asland
only wants to show us the plant when they are ready to show it. They come and invite us to go and
visit, so we can look around and we can check out that everything is very clean and that they don’t
pollute. But of course, they invite us when they know it’s going to be clean. But someday we’re
going to show up, unexpectedly, and then we want to check it out! Let’s see if they would agree…
They try to bribe us, but we refuse. The former direction board of the neighborhood association
endeared themselves to the Asland. When the Sant Joan festival approached the cement plant
donated money in order to help the organization. But we don’t want it anymore, we don’t take it.
They have tried to give us even 5000€ or 6000€ but we don’t take it. We know it’s not good for us.
They also used to be very close to the municipality (referring to former mayors from the Socialist
Party of Catalonia, who held power in Montcada i Reixac from 1999 to 2015, a.n.), but now we
have recently changed the mayor electing a young girl (referring to Laura Campos, representative
of Green Initiative for Catalonia who won the election in 2015, a.n.) who doesn’t seem to be on the
side of the Asland. But the former mayors were all bribed.
My husband was not for getting involved in the movement. Especially because he worked at a
quarry and he had a very intensive schedule. He used to come home past 10 p.m. and he still had to
prepare the machine for the day after, so he didn’t have time for a social life. Half of the
community hardly knew him. He left home before dawn and came back after dusk everyday. But
when he felt sick people started to know him better, because he was around. And when he passed
away I needed something to do and I started to help wherever I could. And now I help to fight
against the Asland as much as I can. I am usually in charge of selling tickets for the raffles we
organize. They always want me to do so because I am a very good seller. They also like me to talk
in front of the cameras. The TV has already been several times at my house! Here in Can Sant Joan
we have organized many assemblies and meetings, we have blocked the road and the highway… we
have done many things, but it’s true that lately people doesn’t move so much. Well, we have
recently been in Sevilla, in November, for the national meeting (referring to the annual meeting of
the State Coordinator Against Waste Incineration in Cement Plants, a.n.), and we organized a huge
demonstration! And we have also been in Italy fighting against the Asland as well. We also held a
big meeting here in Can Sant Joan, and people from all around the world came. We are now known
even at an international level! And now we are invited to a meeting in Mexico, but I don’t know if I
will be able to join… Because the flight is very long and expensive. But I’m thinking about it.
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4. Setting the case study: the Can Sant Joan communtiy
People don’t come here because they like the neighborhood, but because housing
is cheap. And where else could we go? (Antonio López, interview 16)

The neighborhood of Can Sant Joan was born as a place where the unskilled workers from the
railway line and the Asland cement plant could settle down at the beginning of the 20 th century. The
mass migration from rural to industrial areas that took place in Spain during the 1950s and 1960s
transformed dramatically the neighborhood, that underwent a process of spontaneous urban
development (Epstein, 1973). In that context, the Can Sant Joan neighborhood association was
created with the goal of improving the living conditions in the neighborhood and fostering
conviviality among the community. During the first years of the 21 st century Can Sant Joan saw the
arrival of a new wave of migrants from disparate cultural backgrounds, that thus far have not been
integrated with the old time residents. Can Sant Joan is nowadays a working-class, poor, migrant
neighborhood and thus, a subaltern community whose subordinated position is determined by many
factors including economic status, class or educational level. Many surrounding communities are in
a similar position, under the shade of the city of Barcelona as a dominant power. Nevertheless,
many circumstances – including a strong sense of community and a developed subaltern
consciousness – have encouraged a higher level of opposition to social and political hegemony in
Can Sant Joan. Thus, Can Sant Joan is arguably higher positioned than its surrounding communities
in the Gramscian ladder towards political autonomy, which is the way outwards subalternity. The
community has been involved in many different struggles for improving livelihood conditions in the
neighborhood with a common goal: to gain sociopolitical visibility and recognition from the
authorities – who used to ignore and despise all their claims – in order to achieve social justice.

Historical background of the neighborhood and the cement plant
The origins of Can Sant Joan
Can Sant Joan is a neighborhood in the municipality of Montcada i Reixac adjacent to the city of
Barcelona in its southern part. Given its proximity to Barcelona and its strategic position between
the Montcada hill and the Besós river, it was an important fortification for the Romans and other
civilizations who inhabited the area during the upcoming centuries. The name of Can Sant Joan
comes from the family who owned the land since the High Middle Age until the 19 th century, and
whose masia (traditional Catalan country house) was named Can Sant Joan. During the 2 nd half of
the 19th century, as a result of the inauguration of the railway line that linked Montcada i Reixac
with Barcelona in 1854, the municipality experimented a conversion into a summer colony for the
bourgeoisie. The fresh air, the pristine nature, and especially the medicinal water that flowed from
the Montcada hill attracted the wealthy people from Barcelona, that turned the previously peasant
town into a hot spot for the affluent (Gil i Gil, 2008). Can Sant Joan, like the rest of the
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municipality, suffered a big transformation during this period and what was an agricultural land
where some peasant families inhabited, turned into a seasonal neighborhood for the Catalan
bourgeoisie (Diputació de Barcelona. SPAL MiR, 1999). Another railway line was built during the
second half of the 19th century (Rodalies de Catalunya, 2010 and 2012) that, together with the
existing one, would define the current geographical limits of the neighborhood. Both lines – still in
use – run together until they reach Can Sant Joan, where they bifurcate. The first working-class
dwellers of the neighborhood took advantage of the gap left between both railway lines immediately
after their bifurcation to settle their households. The railway – that was one of the main employers
of the community during the first half of the 20 th century – has had a deep influence in the lifetime
of Can Sant Joan. In fact, the neighborhood is also known by the popular name of Bifurcació
(bifurcation in English, in reference to the railway lines).

Figure 4.1 – Geographical location of Can Sant Joan. Source: own production.
In 1916 the Asland cement company bought a piece of land in Can Sant Joan and got the permission
to build a cement plant by the municipality of Montcada i Reixac. The closeness to Barcelona, that
could be reached by the railway line in just a few minutes, and the fact that the Montcada hill was
rich in slate and limestone and thus optimum for the production of clinker, were key factors in the
decision. Asland was owned by the Güell family, one of the most powerful among the Catalan
bourgeoisie, who made use of its influence for getting a private connection to the railway line
(Lafarge Asland, 2001). They also used their position of privilege when conflict arose between the
local ecclesiastical authorities and the company. The Mare de Déu de Montcada chapel, a temple
closely linked to the identity of the neighborhood and whose origins dated from the 11 th century –
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although it had been restored in 1908 – was located on top of the Montcada hill. The chapel was an
obstruction to the plans of the company of increasing production, so the Asland tried to negotiate a
land sale with the local priest, who categorically refused to debate the issue. After ineffective
attempts by the municipality of lobbying in favor of the company, the Güell family paid a big sum
of money to the Vatican in order to get a pontifical Bull that allowed them to exploit the whole hill,
including the properties of the Church. The chapel was then abandoned and finally destroyed in
1939 in a landslide (Bertran i Elena, 2008).
The cement plant, popularly known as the Asland, was the first industrial equipment in the whole
municipality of Montcada i Reixac. Since the very first moment of its lifetime the Asland became –
along with the railway – the main stakeholder in the neighborhood. The influence of both
infrastructures was so deep that the MiR municipality was forced to develop housing in the area in
order to provide a living place for the emerging labor force. In 1922, Asland decided to build the
central laboratories of the company in the Can Sant Joan plant and to increase production (Lafarge
Asland, 2001). With this expansion came the decision of building a colony for the skilled workers,
and in the following decades three more colonies were built. None of them was built in Can Sant
Joan, that remained as a place where the unskilled workers of the Asland and the railway could
settle down (Diputació de Barcelona. SPAL MiR, 1999). The progressive expansion of the
neighborhood kept pushing out the bourgeois seasonal population, that saw how their natural
paradise was being tore down, polluted and filled with working class families. By the start of the
Spanish civil war in 1936 there were no summer visitors left in Can Sant Joan (Bertran i Elena,
2008).

Figure 4.2 – Asland cement plant and railroad tracks in 1920. The agricultural land below, where
some scattered “masies” and shacks stand out, is the space that would later become the Can Sant
Joan neighborhood. Source: AVV Can Sant Joan
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Figure 4.3 – Montcada hill in 1928. The exploitation of the quarry has almost reached the Mare
de Déu de Montcada chapel on top. The expansion of the cement plant carried out in 1922 can be
appreciated at the bottom. Source: AVV Can Sant Joan

First migration wave and transformation of Can Sant Joan
An internal migration pattern that progressively led rural inhabitants from Southern and Central
Spain to industrial areas mainly in the North started at the end of the 20 th century. After the Civil
War (1936-39) and the post-war turmoil caused a disruption of this pattern, it was resumed during
the 1950s and especially intensified during the 1960s and 1970s (Paluzie et al., 2008). Can Sant
Joan, where a prosperous chemical industry – among others – had developed during the first half of
the century, was one of the many neighborhoods that grew dramatically during that period with the
new-coming labor force. The population of the neighborhood raised from several hundreds in 1950
to almost 3000 inhabitants in 1960 (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecinos de Can Sant Joan,
2012) and peaked in around 8000 people by the mid 1970s (interview 14). In 1966, 49 out of the 50
provinces of Spain were represented among the population of Can Sant Joan (¿De dónde somos?,
1966). The arrival of such an amount of migrants caused a deep transformation of urban space in
the neighborhood: the flat part close to the Besós river where there used to be one story houses with
yards turned into flats of up to 5 stories, while the previously uninhabited steep part close to the
Montcada hill known as La Muntanyeta was filled with self-constructed huts where people with less
resources could settle down (Diputació de Barcelona. SPAL MiR, 1999). Can Sant Joan, as well as
many other communities in the Barcelona area, arguably became a perfect example of spontaneous
urban development (Epstein, 1973). At the end of the 1950s the lack of services in Can Sant Joan
was alarming: most of the streets were unpaved; La Muntanyeta had no access to water supply,
electricity or sewage system; there was no health care centers or schools in the neighborhood; the
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means of transport were very poor; and there were not indoor public spaces where people could
meet (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecinos de Can Sant Joan, 2012).
In this context, in 1959 an application was sent to the Civil Government to constitute a
neighborhood association. On April 9th 1960 the statutes were approved by the local authority and
on May 27th of the same year took place the first assembly of the oldest neighborhood association in
Catalonia. During the 1960s the neighborhood association organized cultural activities – literary
contests, theater, traditional festivals – as well as leisure activities – basketball and roller hockey
teams. Moreover, the parish of the neighborhood, very open-minded by that time, promoted several
activities including the creation of the Can Sant Joan hiking center, a cycle of cinema forums, and a
popular library (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecinos de Can Sant Joan, 2012). Nevertheless,
it was impossible for the neighborhood association during this time to achieve significant
improvements in the living conditions of Can Sant Joan given the repression conducted by Franco’s
dictatorship. Before Franco’s death in 1975 people from Can Sant Joan had only one way of
complaining about the precarious situation in the neighborhood: Hoja Informativa. The monthly
magazine Hoja Informativa was born in 1966 as a joint project between the neighborhood
association and the parish, and its goal was to reflect the neighborhood’s life. As it was supported
by an ecclesiastical authority, censorship from Franco’s regime was easier to avoid and the
neighbors could express their disappointment with the living conditions in Can Sant Joan (interview
14). The first reference to the Asland appears in May 1968 in a claim for a clean neighborhood in
response to the clouds of dust that the factory was spiting out (Limpiala y la engrandecerás, 1968).
After Franco’s death in 1975, the next decades saw a significant improvement in the living
conditions in Can Sant Joan. By dint of mobilization and severe clashes with a police force that was
still used to brute force as conflict solving, the neighbors earned some important achievements.
Especially important were the public community clinic that opened in 1981, and the school that was
inaugurated in 1982. In parallel, there was a progressive improvement of urban spaces during this
years: roads were paved and some urban spaces were developed, households in La Muntanyeta
started receiving basic services and their legal situation was regularized, the popular library was
relocated in better premises, and public meeting spaces were enabled by the municipality. The
struggles for improving living conditions in the neighborhood were always organized around the
neighborhood association, that – despite its constant conflict with the municipality and other
institutions – was also a promoter of conviviality in Can Sant Joan. Thus, many public events and
activities were held by the community, several of which are still part of the popular culture in the
neighborhood – the Sant Joan festival, the Carnival, or the Artisan Fair (50 anos de historia,
Agrupación de Vecinos de Can Sant Joan, 2012).

Second migration wave and present situation of the neighborhood
The fact that the migrants from the 1960s and 70s were mainly peasants from the Spanish state and
thus shared to some extent a similar culture, allowed the neighborhood to build a communal identity
with ease (interview 14). There were no major demographic changes during the decades of the
1980s and 1990s except for a stabilization of the population of the neighborhood around 5500
people. With the arrival of the new millennium though, the situation radically changed. In the year
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2000 the foreign population in the municipality of Montcada i Reixac was 274 (1.0% of the total
population) and in 2012 the number of foreigners peaked in 4209 (12.2%). In the neighborhood of
Can Sant Joan the percentage of foreign population also peaked in 2012 with a 17,9% of the
inhabitants, and has stabilized around 15% (Unitat Tècnica d'Integració. Regidoria de Serveis
Socials i Salut Pública – Àrea Social. Montcada i Reixac., 2015). This newcomers did not arrive to
Can Sant Joan as a matter of choice, but because the low price of the housing compared to
Barcelona and even Montcada i Reixac (interview 16). Their origin is very diverse, being the most
representative Latin Americans, people from Maghreb, India, Pakistan and China. On the other
hand, most of descendants of the old-time residents are leaving the neighborhood, that has already
become an old-aged community on average (Unitat Tècnica d'Integració. Regidoria de Serveis
Socials i Salut Pública – Àrea Social. Montcada i Reixac., 2015; interview 14). These two facts are
creating a feedback that threatens the communal identity of the neighborhood.
There are two generations of migrants living together in Can Sant Joan clearly differentiated but
with something in common: they came to live here because they had nowhere else to go (interview
16). The migrants from the 60s and 70s came from the country to work at the factories. Many of
them left the neighborhood when they could afford going somewhere else. Moreover, when many
factories shut down and the remaining ones progressively replaced the labor force for mechanical
processes it was not practical for the workers to keep living in Can Sant Joan (interview 14). Yet,
the economic activity of the neighborhood still consists mainly of unskilled workers, pensioners,
and owners of small familiar businesses. Nevertheless, underground economy related with criminal
activities has also a significant role in Can Sant Joan’s economy (interview 15). As Gonzalo García,
neighbor and representative of the Candidatura d’Unitat Popular (Catalan leftist assambleary
political organization, a.n.) in the municipality, puts it: the neighborhood is “...very humble, very
poor, with many inequalities and a lot of underground economy” (ibid). Since the so-called
economic crisis struck in 2007, the number of unemployed people soared and many families do not
have an income of any kind. Considering the rising of underground economy during the last years,
inequalities into the neighborhood have been enhanced. Thus, Can Sant Joan can be defined as a
working-class migrant neighborhood (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19, 20).
In the recent years the neighborhood association has consolidated its importance as the social and
political core of the neighborhood. With 4200 associates it keeps working as a tool through which
the community can articulate its claims. Despite the aging of the neighbors, they still keep their
fighting spirit and the community is currently involved in several struggles. The improvement of
health care attention, the concealment of the railway lines and, especially, the struggle against waste
incineration in the cement plant are the main battles that the neighborhood association is currently
leading in Can Sant Joan. The long time residents of the neighborhoods – who mainly came during
the first migration wave – are deeply rooted to the neighborhood, and feel Can Sant Joan as
something that they have built during the years with hard work. The community is now facing the
arrival of a new generation of migrants who arrive to Can Sant Joan mainly for economic reasons.
The disparate cultural backgrounds of the newcomers – that many times clashes with that of the
long time residents – among other reasons is triggering a polarization in the social fabric of Can
Sant Joan. Thus, the neighborhood seems to be split into one group of aged old-time residents with
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a sense of belonging to a community and organized around the neighborhood association, and some
minorities of different countries and ethnicities that do not interact much among them and
“threaten” the familiarity of the neighborhood (interviews 4-9, 11). Conviviality between this two
generations of migrants is one of the biggest challenges of the neighborhood nowadays.

Subalternity in the outskirts of Barcelona
Subalternity, in the Gramscian sense, is linked to social hegemony by a ruling group that legitimizes
structural inequalities at an institutional level (Green, 2002). Thus, to identify subaltern groups it is
crucial to previously determine the dominant group in society. All the social groups that live in
opposition to that hegemony, and whose political representation is limited, will then be considered
subaltern. In trying to simplify the complex Catalan context, we are going to assume the Catalan
bourgeoisie – legitimized by the social hegemony of a Catalan middle and middle-high class – as
the ruling group5. Catalan bourgeoisie has its origins in the 18th century in the Spanish colonies,
where some Catalan families made huge fortunes. Some of those families reinvested their revenues
in Catalonia and, with an eye on the British industrialization, led the Catalan industrial revolution of
the 19th century – the first that took place in the Spanish state (Bosch Martí, 2017). The Güell
family – that made business in Cuba during the beginning of the 19 th century – was notable among
the new social class, and in 1901 Eusebi Güell founded the Companyia General d’Asfalts i
Pòrtland, commonly known as Asland (Enciclopedia.cat, n.d.). Despite large periods of Spanish
repression took place in Catalonia during the last three centuries – such as Francoism during the 20 th
century – the Catalan bourgeoisie managed to keep its privileges by collaborating and even
legitimizing Spanish regimes whenever they were favorable to its economic interests (Bosch Martí,
2017). On the other hand, the Catalan bourgeoisie had an important role in promoting Catalan
culture during times of autonomy (Capdevila, 2011), and in that way – playing a double game –
built their leadership among the Catalan middle and middle-high classes. Thus, after Franco’s death
in 1975 the Catalan bourgeoisie possessed a solid hegemony that was fully reflected in the polls
until the mid 1990s. Nevertheless, this hegemony has been progressively weakened during the last
decades as a result of the two migratory waves occurred during the second half of the 20 th century
and the beginning of the 21st, that have altered the Catalan social fabric. Whereas part of the second
and third generation immigrants from the first migratory wave of the 1950s and 1960s have been
assimilated in the Catalan middle and middle-high classes, many still identify themselves, either
exclusively or not, with the Spanish culture. Additionally, a significant portion of the first migratory
wave as well as the vast majority of the second migratory wave – formed mainly by foreigners –
have an economic profile below the threshold of what can be considered middle class. This social
fragmentation was reflected in the Catalan elections of 2015, that saw the most even results since
the end of Francoism. In such an uncertain situation it is worth recalling Gramsci’s claim that not all
subaltern groups are equivalent, but they suffer different levels of oppression and are at different
stages of political organization in their way towards political autonomy (Green, 2002). In the
Catalan context it is easy to realize that foreign immigrants who are illegally employed and do not
5 Despite this simplification might be useful for the purpose of my analysis, I am aware that
sociopolitical systems are open nested systems (Holling, 2001) and thus, the influence of other
powerful stakeholders such as the Spanish government should be taken into account.
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even speak the language are more displaced than Spanish second generation middle-high class
immigrants who feel attached to the Spanish culture. In fact, regarding Spivak’s conception of
subalternity, only the first example could be considered as a subaltern group, as the latter are
politically organized and have wide social visibility.
But where is Can Sant Joan placed in the Catalan socioeconomic puzzle? The neighbors describe
themselves as a poor and working-class community formed almost exclusively by migrants, most of
whom came during the first migratory wave (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19, 20). According to this
definition, class, economic and cultural indicators might be useful to evaluate the positionality – a
key factor when evaluating subalternity according to Pulido (1996) – of Can Sant Joan in relation to
its surrounding areas. Hereafter, I will analyze Can Sant Joan’s positionality in the following terms:
economic level, education level, value of real estate properties, cultural spaces, public services. As
Gramsci (Green, 2002), Guha (Ibid.) and Pulido (1996) argue, there are many interdependent types
of relations among groups that cause subalternity. Hence, positionality of Can Sant Joan could be
evaluated in different terms. Apart from economical and cultural indicators I have decided to
analyze education level – that can indicate at the same time economic position and cultural values;
value of real estate properties – because it indicates the willingness of people to live in the
neighborhood, and thus in some way the level of displacement of the community; and the public
services present in the neighborhood – as this information gives an insight about the priority given
by the institutions to the well-being of a community.
It is possible to get economic and social data through the Catalan Institute of Statistics (IDESCAT
for its Catalan acronym) and the Barcelona council websites. Nevertheless, this information is
aggregated into municipalities. Being Can Sant Joan just a neighborhood in the municipality of
Montcada i Reixac (MiR), in the sections where the only sources are the above-mentioned, data
available for the whole municipality will be analyzed. According to the perceptions shown by the
interviewees these analysis will be contextualized to match the social and economic role of Can
Sant Joan within the municipality. I have chosen to compare MiR to the municipality of Barcelona,
as they are adjacent to each other and Barcelona represents, to put it in subaltern terms, the
dominant group – as it is the center of political and economic power of the region. Moreover, I will
compare both cases to the values of the whole province of Barcelona in order to get a broader
picture.

Economic level
A useful indicator to evaluate the economic level of a community is the gross income per person.
As we can see in table 4.1, this statistic is much lower in MiR than in Barcelona. If we examine the
data we will see that MiR is one of the municipalities in the Barcelona province with a lowest gross
income per person: only 7% of the municipalities have a lower average than MiR. The gross income
figure for the whole province is in a middle term between both Barcelona and MiR. Considering
that Can Sant Joan is a working-class neighborhood, and thus a vast majority of its inhabitants
depend exclusively on labor wages, the unemployment rate is also an interesting indicator. If we
analyze table 4.2 we observe again a gap between the performance of the city of Barcelona and
MiR. Although the difference has decreased in the last years, it is still significant. The province of
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Barcelona is positioned again in a middle term. An alternative way of measuring wealth is waste
generation, as it indirectly shows the level of consumption. The results – displayed in table 4.1 – are
similar in this case, with MiR generating significantly less waste than Barcelona city, and the
province of Barcelona positioned between both. The GDP per person, interpreted together with the
data previously discussed, can provide an interesting insight about the economic life of the
municipality. As table 4.1 states, in MiR the GDP per person is almost three times higher than the
gross income, whereas in Barcelona (both city and province) the ratio is around 2 to 1. This means
that in MiR people get a lower profit for the same amount of production than in the Barcelona (city
and province), or in other words, that there is a significant economic inequality between
geographical areas.
Economic indicators
Gross income p.p.
(€) (2015)

GDP p.p.
(€) (2014)

Generated waste (kg
p.p./day) (2015)

Montcada i Reixac

12,194

34,239

1.08

Barcelona (city)

20,896

40,294

1.27

Barcelona (province)
16,366
30,235
1.23
Table 4.1 – Economic indicators for different geographical areas. Sources: http://
www.diba.cat/hg2/menu.asp?mnid=4; www.idescat.cat
Unemployment
Feb17

Feb16

Feb15

Feb14

Feb13

Feb12

Feb11

Montcada i Reixac

14.7 %

16.8 %

19.2 %

20.9 %

21.9 %

20.4 %

19.5 %

Barcelona (city)

10.3 %

11.6 %

13.3 %

14.3 %

14.9 %

14.4 %

13.4 %

Barcelona (province)
12.6 % 14.4 % 16.6 % 18.2 % 19.0% 18.0 % 16.8 %
Table 4.2 – Unemployment rate in different years and geographical areas. Source: http://
www.diba.cat/hg2/menu.asp?mnid=4
When comparing Can Sant Joan with other neighborhoods in MiR there was a consensus among the
interviewees in that Can Sant Joan is one of the poorest areas. Nevertheless, they also agreed that
there are no significant economic differences between Can Sant Joan and some of its surrounding
neighborhoods, either in MiR or in the Nou Barris district, Barcelona (interviews 15, 16, 20). This
perception combined with the data above-analyzed puts Can Sant Joan in a very disadvantaged
position economically in relation to the rest of the Barcelona area, but its case is obviously not
unique in this aspect.

Education level
The available data on levels of education allows us to compare the cases of MiR and Barcelona
again (both city and province). Once the data have been aggregated into three categories to simplify
the analysis (table 4.3), we can see how the number of college graduates is a 20% higher in the city
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of Barcelona than in MiR. At the same time, the number of people with only an elementary school
diploma or less is higher in MiR. It is clear thus that the level of education of MiR is much below
Barcelona. The performance of the whole province is in a middle term between both municipalities
again. Hence, the conclusion is that the trend observed with the economic data is reproduced in the
level of education case.
Level of education
Montcada i Barcelona Barcelona
Reixac
(city)
(province)
Elementary school or less

25.0%

19.2%

22.8%

High school or professional training

62.8%

48.8%

55.6%

College education
12.1%
32.0%
21.6%
Table 4.3 – Level of education in different geographical areas in 2011.
Source: www.idescat.cat
In the same fashion as the previous section, the interviewees agreed that the level of education in
the neighborhood of Can Sant Joan is very poor, and significantly lower than the average for MiR.
Nevertheless, there was a consensus that there are other neighborhoods in the surroundings in a
similar situation (interviews 15, 16, 20). In an educational level, then, Can Sant Joan is again
located in a very disadvantaged position compared to the Barcelona area, but not unlike a few other
communities around.

Value of real estate properties
There is a lack of official public information concerning the price of real estate properties.
Nevertheless, different websites compile the existing properties on sale. I have based the analysis
about the real estate properties price on the information available in one of those websites. Yet this
is a useful tool, it should not be taken as reliable data but as information about the trends and
currents in the market. In this case I have been able to disaggregate data to the neighborhood scale,
so I have compared the average price in Can Sant Joan with that of the rest of neighborhoods in
MiR. Moreover, I have also made a comparison with the average price in the district of Nou Barris,
Barcelona, which is adjacent to Can Sant Joan. Other geographical units that have been included
within the analysis are the city and the province of Barcelona, and the Vallès Occidental county, of
which MiR is part. As we can appreciate in table 4.4 the average price of real estate properties
currently on sale in Can Sant Joan is the lowest of them all. It is below the rest of the neighborhoods
in MiR and the Vallès Occidental county, and well below the Nou Barris district and Barcelona,
both city and province. Although we can not take this results as definitive because of the reasons
previously exposed, it seems pretty clear that real estate properties have a low price in the
neighborhood, well below the average of Barcelona. This outcome matches the testimony of
Antonio López, a neighbor of La Ribera who stated that people move to Can Sant Joan because the
housing is cheap and they have nowhere else to go (interview 16).
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Value of real estate
Geographical area

Price (€/m2) Geographical area

Price (€/m2)

Can Cuiàs (MiR)

1.918*

Terra Nostra-Font Pudenta
(MiR)

1.772

Can Sant Joan (MiR)

1.422

Montcada i Reixac

1.873

La Ribera (MiR)

1.787

Vallès Occidental

1.772

Mas Rampinyo (MiR)

2.135

Nou Barris

2.032

Montcada centre (MiR)

1.904

Barcelona (city)

4.549

Reixac-Vallensana (MiR)
1.513*
Barcelona (province)
2.247
Table 4.4 – Average price of real estate properties on sale in different geographical
areas on March 31st 2017. Source: www.idealista.com

Cultural spaces
There are two main cultural spaces in Can Sant Joan: a library and an auditorium. It might seem an
adequate number of facilities for a five thousand people neighborhood, but both have particular
stories that are worth examining. The library of Can Sant Joan was inaugurated in 1991. However,
its origin go back to 1970, when a self-managed popular library was created in the neighborhood in
a space granted by the parish. The neighborhood association soon started claiming for some
institutional help in the management of the library, and especially for a better and suitable space.
After years of protests, the municipality of MiR with the support of the Barcelona council finally
agreed to build the new library. Although it is officially managed by the municipality, it still
preserves the library catalog of the original popular library and many cultural activities are
organized by the neighbors in this public space (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecions de Can
Sant Joan, 2012). Concerning the auditorium, the claim for this space started in 1982, when the
neighborhood’s cinema shut down and the building was put on the market by the owner. The
neighborhood association tried to persuade the municipality to acquire the abandoned cinema in
order to convert it into a popular auditorium for the neighborhood. After more than 20 years of
protests, the Kursaal was inaugurated in 2008. It consists on a main theater hall with 300 seats, an
exhibition hall, and several classrooms and meeting rooms. Although it is a popular space where the
neighbors organize all kind of events, it is officially managed by the municipality, who has the last
word on what is programmed there (Ibid.). So objectively Can Sant Joan has a fair amount of
cultural spaces, but they were obtained after years of popular mobilization and protests. It is
plausible to think that without the popular efforts of the community Can Sant Joan, just like many
other neighborhoods with similar socioeconomic characteristics in the surroundings, would have a
complete lack of cultural spaces. For instance, none of MiR’s surrounding municipalities – except
for Barcelona – have more than one public library, and they are always located at the town centre.
Both the library and the auditorium were not attempts of the municipality to decentralize the
cultural life, but achievements of the community to legitimize their identity.
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Although the role of the Catalan language as hegemonic in the Barcelona province is questionable
given the extended use of Spanish, it is true that Catalan is used vastly among the middle and
middle-upper classes and the Catalan bourgeoisie. The knowledge of Catalan is thus a useful
indicator to see the cultural positionality of a community. As seen in table 4.5 both the city and the
province of Barcelona have an even performance, with a vast majority of the people having at least
some notions of Catalan language, whereas the figures for MiR are similar but lower.
Knowledge of Catalan language
Can
understand

Can
speak

Can
read

Can
write

Can not
understand

Montcada i Reixac

93.9 %

67.6 %

75.4 %

50.3 %

6.0 %

Barcelona (city)

95.5 %

72.4 %

79.8 %

53.2 %

4.4 %

Barcelona (province)
95.1 %
71.9 % 78.4 % 54.7 %
4.6 %
Table 4.5 – Knowledge of Catalan language in different geographical areas in
2011. Source: http://www.diba.cat/hg2/menu.asp?mnid=4

Public services
The public services in the neighborhood have improved a lot during the last decades thanks to the
determination of the neighbors to improve the living conditions in Can Sant Joan, that have led
them to constant claims and mobilizations. Nevertheless, the situation is far from being optimum
and the neighborhood association still has many active fronts. Health care has always been one of
the main worries in the community. Currently there is only a tiny medical dispensary and a
pharmacy in Can Sant Joan. Mobilizations for an improvement in the health care system have been
going on since the 1970s, when the dispensary was only open in a seasonal basis and the pharmacy
would close for a whole month during holidays period. Nowadays the main claims are that the only
municipal health care center that has emergency services (located in the center of MiR) remains
permanently open, and the establishment of a proper health care center in Can Sant Joan (50 anos de
historia, Agrupación de Vecions de Can Sant Joan, 2012; interviews 1, 2, 4-9, 11). Concerning
education there are two schools in the neighborhood: one for kids from 3 to 12 years old, and
another for adults. The elementary school El Viver was inaugurated in 1982, after one of the
greatest mobilizations ever held in the neighborhood that included a four thousand people festival
and several land occupations in the late 1970s (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecions de Can
Sant Joan, 2012). Moreover, in light of the disregard of the authorities towards the situation in Can
Sant Joan, the parish and the neighborhood association run together for over a decade a popular
school that gave service to the children of the community until El Viver started to operate
(interview 14). The adult school was also a joint project of the parish and the neighborhood
association that started in the 1980s with instructive goals, but also as a mean of integration for the
newcomers in the Catalan culture (Ibid.). In 2004 the municipality with the help of the Barcelona
council took charge of the adult school and the range of programmes offered was broadened
(Agora.xtec.cat, n.d.). Another long time claim in Can Sant Joan is the improvement of the urban
conditions in La Muntanyeta area, where there are still unpaved and unlit streets, the access is very
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poor, and is not reached by public transportation (50 anos de historia, Agrupación de Vecinos de
Can Sant Joan, 2012; interviews 1, 2, 11, 15). Concerning public transportation, the neighborhood
is currently decently covered by several bus lines and a railway station that link Can Sant Joan with
the center of MiR and Barcelona. These connections were achieved after years of mobilization in
the 1970s. Nevertheless, the railway station is not adapted to disabled or elderly people and protests
are going on with such purposes (Ibid.). There are also two sports facilities in the neighborhood: a
basketball court and a football field. The basketball court dates back to the 60s, when Can Sant Joan
had a well-known basketball team. It is an outdoors court, only covered by a metallic roof held by
four pillars. On the contrary, the football field is a modern installation with artificial turf that was
renovated during the 2000s. The particularity is that the football team is sponsored by LafargeHolcim – firm that currently owns the cement plant popularly known as the Asland – who took over
the expenses of the new field (interviews ). The conclusion about the public services in the
neighborhood is that they are not enough, and most importantly, that most of the existing services
were achieved by the community through popular mobilization. It is impossible to know which
public services would have Can Sant Joan today were not for the willing of the community to fight
for improving life in the neighborhood, but it seems quite obvious that the situation would be
worse. Hence, the perception of the neighors is that the provision of many services to Can Sant Joan
by the MiR municipality does not respond to a commitment with social justice but to an attempt to
suffocate protests in order to keep the existing power relations between neighborhoods (Ibid.).

According to the indicators analyzed, the positionality of Can Sant Joan compared to the city and
the province of Barcelona could be summarized in the following terms: very poor economic and
educational levels, very low price of real estate properties, appropriate number of cultural spaces
and poor level of urban services. Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that the latter two
were achieved through popular mobilization, and that institutions very rarely led the way in
improving life in the neighborhood. Figure 4.4 displays a graphic interpretation of this analysis: the
colored area is directly proportional to the positionality of a community in the Gramscian ladder
towards autonomy. Or in other words, the smaller the blue colored are is, the lower positionality the
community holds. If we add to the performed analysis the deeply entrenched working-class
consciousness among the community members (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19, 20), there is no
doubt that Can Sant Joan can be considered a subaltern community, whose existence is opposed to
two prevailing powers of different scale: the center of MiR and the city of Barcelona (Pulido, 1996).
It is worth noting the influence that scale has in the analysis: if we set the boundaries at a
municipality level the center of MiR is the dominant community, whereas if we set them at a
regional level MiR becomes subordinate to the city of Barcelona. Thus, the same territory plays two
simultaneous roles, as ruling and subordinate, depending on the scale. Nevertheless, although in
small and unified communities might work, identifying geographical areas with specific social
groups is oversimplistic and needs further study of the social fabric.
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Positionality of Can Sant Joan
Economic level
4

2
Educational level

Urban services

0

Real estate price

Cultural spaces

Figure 4.4 – Positionality of Can Sant Joan. Numeric scale corresponds to: 0 – Very poor; 1 –
Poor; 2 – Appropriate; 3 – Good; 4 – Very good. Source: own production.
Judging by the opinion of the neighbors and local politicians as well as the economic, educational
and real estate indicators, there are many communities in the surroundings – both in MiR and in
Nou Barris (Barcelona) – that are in a similar situation and could also be considered subaltern. Can
Sant Joan, thus, is not a unique case. Indeed, the area of El Vallès (of which MiR is part) is
commonly referred to as the industrial park of Barcelona because of the high concentration of
industrial areas and working-class communities (interviews 1, 2, 4, 14, 15, 19, 20). Yet, there are
some characteristics that make Can Sant Joan stand out as a special case. The most important one is
the sense of attachment to a community that reigns in the neighborhood, whose core is the
neighborhood association. This communal identity has been shaped by decades of struggles for
improving life in the neighborhood in different ways. Not surprisingly, 4.200 people in Can Sant
Joan – out of 5.500 inhabitants – are affiliated to the neighborhood association, that was the first
one created in Catalonia and that in 2015 received the prize to the most relevant neighborhood
association by the CONFAVC (Confederació d’Associacions Veïnals de Catalunya) (interview 1).
Some of the people holding responsibility positions in the association have a political past linked to
trade unions and communist or anarchist groups, and a few of them were even involved in armed
antifascist groups during Franco’s dictatorship. Their background has permeated the neighborhood
association, that has become a very active political tool of the working-class neighborhood in their
quest for social and environmental justice. In fact, the association has had many open conflicts with
the MiR municipality whenever their claims have been obviated and their protests violently
suffocated (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19, 20). Yet, the neighborhood association is not only a
political tool but an open ground for integration in the community. The association, jointly with the
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parish – that has since the 1960s been directed by an openly communist priest – have pioneered
many self-organized activities that have contributed to build bonds and avoid conflicts among the
neighbors while improving the quality of life in the neighborhood (interview 14). Can Sant Joan is
thus more politically organized than the rest of subaltern communities around, and stands arguably
at a higher level in the Gramscian ladder towards autonomy and towards overcoming subalternity.
As Núria Vidal de Llobatera (interview 13), member of Ecologistes en Acció and former worker of
the MiR municipality in the environment area during 20 years, puts it: "I believe that they were
destined to be subalterns, but they have rejected their fate. They fought back and freed themselves
from marginality".
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[Interlude 4: Antonio Alcántara]
I am 39 years old and I am a social educator. I lived a long time in Roquetes, Nou Barris, and for
the last 6 years I have been living here in Montcada, because my partner is from Can Sant Joan.
My family came in the 1960s from Andalusia because of the Francoist repression, looking for a job
but also for anonymity. Those are my roots, Andalusian roots. My great-grandparents were
seasonal workers in the fields who took a stand during the Civil War, they were involved in the land
occupation movement. And just now we found out that my great-grandfather died in the Dueso
prison in 1946 and is buried in Cantabria. We also recently discovered that my grandfather was
prosecuted until 1956, because they wanted him in jail. So I come from a family of Andalusian
peasants strongly involved in the class struggle. These are my roots, but I try to live that from here
and now. I have a libertarian stance, these are my ideas. I have been actively involved in politics,
but understood as organizing with my neighbors and close people in order to transform our reality,
doing community work where we say: we have this need, let’s organize and find an answer. So
we’re making politics, we identify a social problem and we try to find a collective solution. This is
politics but without a party. I have been bound to neighborhood movements in Nou Barris, to youth
associations, to the Plataforma Nou Barris Cabrejada (stands for Angry New Barris Platform in
Catalan, a.n.), to social movements in the city related to squatting and housing. And a lot of
community life, building alternatives to transform the reality from the neighbors, from the everyday
life. I don’t use the word environmentalist. I see myself more as a social educator and a cultural
activist. I try to apply always a cultural lens, like we did with the Judici a la Cimentera (which
stands for “the cement plant on trial” in Catalan, a.n.) campaign. It brings us together, it
transforms us, it allows us to generate or to build different relationships. Through the cultural
factor you can build alternatives to the existing status quo. Thus, I don’t normally use the term
environmentalist.
Can Sant Joan is a working-class, humble neighborhood formed mainly by immigrants from the
1950s and 1960s, where there are Murcians, Andalusians, Pakistanis, Roma people… There’s a
more withered part, La Muntanyeta (meaning little hill in Catalan, a.n.), and another part that is
flat. The neighborhood has a rich cultural life. It seems a bit ugly in its physiognomy and cars park
on the sidewalks, which is a bummer. But when you scratch a bit the surface you find that it has
cultural life, it has associative life, people know each other quite well, and it’s not overcrowded. As
it is bounded by the highway, La Muntanyeta, the river and the railroad tracks, it can’t grow
bigger. And it hasn’t grown vertically neither, there aren’t tall buildings apart from the library.
Thanks to that, it is not a very dense neighborhood, there are parts of the day when the streets are
empty. When I started going out with Sara and I came to the neighborhood I thought it was very
ugly, I didn’t like it. A very gray place, with the railroad tracks, the fog and the smell rising from
the river… But after some time I came here to live and I started falling in love with the
neighborhood, everyday I liked it better. As I said, when you scratch the gray surface you find many
colors, many people, a lot of life, many proposals, willingness to do things. There’s a very cool
liveliness, although there are also some limitations and internal conflicts of course. In fact, the
social fabric is a bit atomized, there’s not a common work perspective. I mean, there are different
associations, a social fabric, but everyone does their own thing. There are even some
misunderstandings among some of the associations. And there’s also somewhat a patronage, that
has been the policy of the Catalan Socialist Party and the Convergents (referring to the
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Convergence and Union political party, a.n.). I mean, subsidizing only your friends, assisting more
some associations than others in order to collect more votes… I think this might indeed be the
cause of the social fabric being a bit atomized.
There are two things that I can’t stand: the smoke from the cement plant and the cars on the
sidewalks. There was also the Rec Comtal (a historical channel that is born out of a water mine in
the north of the neighborhood and reaches Barcelona, a.n.), but we were able to dignify it and
restore it. Thus, for me those are key elements. When you come into the neighborhood, or go up to
the roof, or enter the Masia street and look upward towards the cement plant and see the smoke,
the constant smoke cloud… this is something really dodgy, to say it plainly. It weighs on me. The
cement plant and the cars on the sidewalk are things that really weigh on me. That I say: I can’t
believe that I have this chimney besides my home. There’s also all this Renfe (railroad company,
a.n.) area that is very hard for me because it’s not adapted, there’s no lift. So if you need to use a
wheelchair or crutches you can’t access. And all the surroundings are waste grounds but Renfe
doesn’t clear it up and doesn’t allow the municipality to clear it up. Thus, there are still some really
tough areas. Also in La Muntanyeta there are really hard places. The neighborhood could be more
friendly.
When I had a dog and I used to walk a lot by the Casa de les Aigües, many mornings I could feel a
strong smell like burning plastic. I don’t know if it came from the cement plant, or from the Renfe
workshop, or from the sewage treatment plant. But I remember the bad smell, like burning plastic,
and thinking: this is creepy. Until an epidemiological study is carried out we can’t clearly say that
this comes from the cement plant. But the problem is that they don’t want to support a study of this
kind. There are some practitioners at the healthcare center in Montcada that have started to raise
their voice on the issue. They say that it advances the menstruation period for girls and other
related things. But I can’t clearly make a direct relationship… I can say that there is a study by the
Carlos III university that affirms that there is an increase in the number of sick people (referring to
García-Pérez et al., 2015, a.n.). And I can say that there are a whole bunch of neighbors who are
dying, people dying very young because of cancer. I knew a woman who was 38 years old I think,
from the Masia street, where I live. And you hear and see many things. Moreover, I am a member
of the cooperative committee of funerals and I hear all this issues. I have also had conversations
with El Maño (nickname for José Luis Conejero, president of the neighborhood association, a.n.)
and other members… It would also be interesting to check not only the diseases but reproductive
issues. To check how many people have needed assisted reproduction, artificial insemination, in
vitro fertilization and these things. It also affects reproduction, but there is no data. And this topic
is not so visible and not so commented, because people is ashamed. But as long as we don’t have
reliable information it’s nothing more than an a perception. Because this happens also in Sant
Andreu and other places as well. But there are these studies that link directly the diseases and the
cement plant, and I am scared. Nevertheless, personally I have to be cautious and I can only make
reference to those studies, but I can’t affirm that my neighbors are dying because of the cement
plant. Anyway, I don’t think it’s safe living here. Neither it is living in Barcelona city, though. But
definitely living here is not safe, and I think one of the main causes is having a chimney 400 meters
away from the households. The debate is not whether the chimney should have more strict security
controls or not. The debate is if it should be there. It’s unreasonable having a chimney 400 meters
away from the football field, the library, the school, the households. It’s unreasonable. The air we
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breathe would be much healthier was the cement plant not here.
When I came to Can Sant Joan I got in touch with the neighborhood association, and little by little I
started to participate. From supporting the organization of the neighborhood festival to working on
the Rec Comtal, and the struggle against the cement plant was another of the relevant issues.
Meanwhile I was also working at the Ateneu de Nou Barris (cultural center in the Nou Barris
district, a.n.) and I saw the possibility of organizing a music festival in order to raise funds for
bringing the ongoing lawsuit against the cement plant to the Supreme Court. From there, we
thought about articulating a whole fundraising campaign that we called Judici a la Cimentera
(which stands for “the cement plant on trial” in Catalan, a.n.). Then we started this campaign in
order to first raise awareness so we could later collect money. We worked from a cultural
approach and our goal was to overgrow the movement, because everything was so controlled and
the struggle was clearly situated in the neighborhood association. So we tried to overgrow it and
we went to Montcada, Cerdanyola, Barcelona, Ripollet, and from different cultural associations we
brought different things up. It worked so well that the cement plant needed to start an advertising
campaign in order to improve their image, because we deteriorated it so much. And we worked it
from a cultural approach, with the idea of giving different roles to different groups who we thought
that could support us. We gained support from the actor Sergi Lopez, the band La Pegatina, the
singer Feliu Ventura… We organized the festival, a crowdfunding campaign, talks and discussions
in many neighborhoods… The problem is that there were Lafarge employees coming to most of the
talks and discussions, and in some of them we had open conflict. Those were intense events. The
campaign worked at full speed for 6 months and since that moment has been maintained in a low
intensity level. There are still ongoing lawsuits, occasional talks and the conflict is still lively. But
in those 6 months we were many people working together, and it was very demanding. Currently,
since I became a father I have a less active role, I give occasional support.
The movement has always kept a peaceful stand, it is based on non-violent actions. We try to
publicly expose the cement plant and generate a conflict, it is necessary that we keep the conflict
alive, but with respect. But many times we have found that the cement plant has not been so
respectful. Like several times that LafargeHolcim has fleeted buses from Sagunt and other Spanish
towns in order to bring workers and threaten the neighbors that were demonstrating. Or like the
time when the door of the neighborhood association was forced during the night and all the laptops
disappeared, precisely a few days before one of the trials. We have many reasons to think that it is
not a coincidence that precisely in that moment, while this lawsuit was going on with the cement
plant, they blow the door of the association and they steal all the computer equipment. It was the
first time this ever happened. We have had some of these situations. But we have always been very
respectful, for example when it concerns to taking pictures of the cement plant when we organize
demonstrations. Or not trying to block the access to the factory for the trucks, this is not our goal.
We are trying to generate a space of conflict, of confrontation, but always non-violent. And it is an
important distinction because for example El Maño has been threatened and has reported those
threats to the Mossos d’Esquadra (Catalan police force, a.n.). He thinks that they were factory
workers because they were a bunch of people in a car dressed in Lafarge clothes. They recognized
him and they threatened him.
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5. (Not so) covert violence in sacrifice zones
Politicians fear these multinational companies because they are powerful and can
buy everything. We are not afraid though. We know well that we are intruding
into the heart of capitalism, but we are not afraid. (Manolo Gómez, interview 2)
Can Sant Joan did not become a sacrifice zone – meaning a community that bears an abnormally
high number of environmental burdens (Lerner, 2012) – but was born as one, as a colony for the
cement plant and railroad unskilled workers. The same happened in many other communities
around the Vallès area when its industrial network started to grow: many migrant working-class
neighborhoods were formed immediately next to heavy polluting industries. Far from being
reverted, the situation was reinforced during the second half of the 20th century when many
undesired infrastructures that gave service to other areas as well – such as the generally wealthier
Barcelona – were placed close to those recently created subaltern communities. The trend is still
ongoing, as the sewage treatment plant and the Ecoparc 2 – infrastructures built in the early 2000s
that give service to wide populations – show. The process reminds to what the Cerrell Report
uncovered in the USA: a well established political criteria for the placing of locally unwanted land
uses (LULUs) following the path of least resistance (Energy Justice Network, n.d.). Can Sant Joan,
thus, has been object of slow violence (Nixon, 2011) since its creation. The Asland cement plant
has historically been one of the main perpetrators and since RDF started being used in the kiln the
situation has intensified. Being slow violence delayed in time, and thus difficult to detect in the
short term, the neighbors are using an indirect indicator to detect it: human health. Nevertheless,
environmental violence (Barca, 2014) is not the only type of slow violence inflicted by the Asland
to the neighborhood. Waste incineration is a double business for the cement plant, that gets money
for disposing waste whereas saving emissions – RDF is considered a renewable energy – that can
later be sold at the European market. This process – seen as covered public financing by the
community and environmentalists – matches patterns of structural violence (Galtung, 1969) in that
the cement plant makes use of its dominant position to make profit to the detriment of the
community and the environment. Last but not least, the cement plant is also employing narrative
violence (Barca, 2014) to reproduce ignorance about environmental health impacts on purpose.
Through a symbiotic relationship with the research center TecnATox, the Asland has been able to
politicize science and delegitimize the research of rigorous scientists and practitioners.

The tip of the iceberg
The neighborhood of Can Sant Joan has been object of an abnormally high number of locally
unwanted land uses (LULUs) during its lifetime. LULUs have caused – and still cause – severe
impacts to the environment in which the community inhabits, affecting thus the health and the
livelihood of its members. Some of the environmental burdens that have affected the community –
such as the cement plant or the railroad tracks – were built before the neighborhood even existed,
what leads us to the conclusion that Can Sant Joan did not become a sacrifice zone (Lerner, 2012),
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but was born as one. Even if the line between them has usually become blurred, I have hereafter
arbitrarily classified the most significant LULUs that have affected the neighborhood according to
its public or private nature. Nevertheless, whatever the nature of the developer of the projects they
all have in common that the negative impacts suffered by the community have always overgrown
the benefits obtained. Can Sant Joan, though, is not an isolated case. The whole Vallès region –
commonly known as the industrial park of Barcelona – is packed with communities surrounded by
LULUs. Coincidentally or not, most of those communities that inhabit highly polluted areas can be
considered subaltern in one way or another. The recurrence of this pattern raises suspicions that
there might be a political criteria behind the placing of LULUs, in the fashion of what the Cerrell
Report uncovered in the USA (Energy Justice Network, n.d.).

Figure 5.1 – Urban qualification plan of Can Sant Joan and the surroundings. Source:
http://ptop.gencat.net/muc-visor/AppJava/home.do
C: neighborhood of Can Sant Joan, residential area
1: railway lines
2: roads, highways, and parking spaces
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3: industrial areas
3’: cement plant popularly known as the Asland
4: water treatment plant
5: river stream and alluvial plain
6: rural and agricultural areas
6’: former quarry now qualified as a rural and agricultural area
7: green and natural spaces
7’: former quarry now qualified as a green or natural space
8: public facilities, or space planned to allocate them
8’: school, football field and outdoor basketball court
Concerning the public activities that have a disproportionate environmental impact in Can Sant
Joan, transport infrastructures play a key role. Two railway lines were built during the second half
of the 19th century (Rodalies de Catalunya, 2010 and 2012) that define the current geographical
limits of the neighborhood. Both lines run together until they reach Can Sant Joan, where they
bifurcate. The dwellers of the neighborhood – created during the early 20 th century – took advantage
of the gap left between both railway lines immediately after their bifurcation to settle their
households. The railway – that was one of the main employers of the community during the first
half of the 20th century – has had a deep influence in the lifetime of Can Sant Joan. In fact, the
neighborhood is also known by the popular name of Bifurcació (bifurcation in English, in reference
to the railway lines). Nevertheless, only the westernmost railway line is currently accessible from
Can Sant Joan through the train station called Montcada Bifurcació. Indeed, this station has been
highly controversial during the last years because of two main reasons: it is not adapted to the needs
of elderly or disabled people; and the fact that 169 people have been run over by trains in the
surroundings of the station due to poor fencing and lack of security measures (Segura, 2017). The
easternmost railway line – that runs besides the course of the Besòs river – is only accesible from
the Montcada i Reixac train station that is located in the center of MiR, 1,5 kilometers north of Can
Sant Joan. This railway line is circulated not only by passenger trains but also occasionally by
overnight freight trains that cause significant noise pollution (interview 5). Roads and highways are
another significant environmental burden carried by the community of Can Sant Joan. Two
highways run in parallel with the westernmost railway line. The C-17 was built as a road during the
1860s and turned into a highway in the 1960s (Territori.blog.gencat.cat, 2011), while the C-33 was
inaugurated in 1967 (Ara.cat, 2016). None of them is accessible from the neighborhood, although
the C-17 used to give service to the neighborhood before its upgrading to a highway. Being Can
Sant Joan adjacent to Barcelona, these two highways – adding up 10 lanes of traffic – serve as the
main northern access to the city. In the section that bypasses the neighborhood, traffic jams are a
daily routine, causing noise pollution and a high concentration of polluting combustion gases
emitted by the vehicles. Two other two-lane roads go through Can Sant Joan, although those are
less busy and easily accessible from the neighborhood. One connects with the center of MiR while
the other connects with the municipalities of Santa Coloma de Gramenet and Badalona. Apart from
transport infrastructures, Can Sant Joan has been suffering disproportionate environmental impacts
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derived from waste management. Indeed, the first urban waste incineration plant of the Spanish
state was located in the outskirts of the neighborhood. It was active from 1974 until 2004, and after
years of popular protests it was substituted by the so-called Ecoparc 2 – an urban waste
management plant that performs mechanical and biological treatment. The solution did not
completely satisfy the claims of the neighbors, but the Ecoparc 2 was placed 5 kilometers away
from the neighborhood and 1 kilometer away from the closest residential area (interview 13).
Nevertheless, since the Asland started using refuse-derived fuel (RDF) the Ecoparc 2 has been one
of its main sources of waste, proving that the new waste management plant was just a red herring.
Another long time environmental concern has been the condition of the Rec Comtal, a channel that
is born out of a water mine in the north of Can Sant Joan. The Rec Comtal was for many centuries
one of the main sources of freshwater in the northern part of Barcelona city, but with the
construction of the modern water supply system it went out of service during the first half of the
20th century. Although it flows underground along most of its way, two long stretches come to light
in Can Sant Joan. During the 2nd half of the 20th century there were serious concerns with the
unhealthy condition of the Rec Comtal, as the open air stretches were sources of disease. After the
neighbors themselves carried up improvements on several occasions, the municipality undertook the
task of dignifying the Rec Comtal, that was completed in 2016 (AVV Montcada Can Sant Joan,
2016; interview 13). The last significant public LULU that worries the inhabitants of Can Sant Joan
is a sewage treatment plant that was built in 2002 (AMB, 2012b). The plant, that is located adjacent
to the Northern edge of the neighborhood, causes persistent bad smell in Can Sant Joan – especially
when the wind blows from North to South. Neighbors also complain about the discharge of
effluents from the water treatment plant into the Besòs river, assuring that occasionally becomes
another source of bad smell (interview 19). In addition, the sewage sludge produced by the water
treatment plant – despite its low calorific value – is sent to the Asland and burnt as RDF (interview
15).
Many private companies have inflicted severe environmental impacts to Can Sant Joan during the
years, but the cement plant stands out among them. The popularly known as Asland started to
operate in 1917 and during its lifetime it has been – and still is – an environmental nightmare for the
neighborhood, that is located hardly a hundred meters away from the factory. The environmental
impacts of the cement plant have been mainly of three kinds: air pollution, noise pollution and
habitat destruction. The air pollution was especially notorious before the 1980s, when Can Sant
Joan was constantly covered by a layer of cement as a result of the dust clouds that were regularly
released from the chimneys of the Asland (interview 2). After years of protests, in 1987 the
municipality forced the Asland to install new and more efficient filters in the cement plant that
removed most of the visible pollution and temporarily satisfied the claims of the neighbors.
Nevertheless, in the subsequent years the community learned that invisible pollution – in the form
of PM10 and smaller particles, furans, dioxins or heavy metals among others – was an even more
powerful source of disease, and kept fighting for the closure of the factory (interview 13). In 2006
the Asland got an official permit to start using RDF as a power source. The mix that they are
allowed to use includes urban waste, sewage sludge, plastics, meat flour and waste from the
pharmacy industry among others (Baltasar i Albesa, 2008). Waste burning – as called by the
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neighbors – or valorization – as called by the company – has been reported to cause severe health
problems to the people of Can Sant Joan, mainly cancer, premature puberty and respiratory diseases
(interview 18). Noise pollution is a major problem in the neighborhood, especially for those who
live close to the cement plant. The cement kiln in the Asland, given the huge amount of energy
needed to start its operations, works permanently and is only stopped for maintenance works a few
days every several months. Many neighbors have reported – especially during the summer months
when they keep the windows open because of the hot weather – to have sleepless nights because of
the noise produced by the cement plant (interview 1). Concerning habitat destruction, the Montcada
hill served as a quarry for the Asland since its foundation in 1917 until the present decade. The hill
– a cultural symbol that gives name to the town of MiR – has been exploited to the extent that it has
lost dozens of meters of height in the last century. Although the extraction of material is now
forbidden, the quarry is being used as an illegal landfill where construction land, tar and other
elements such as glass fiber are disposed out of sight (Miedo Ambiente MiR, 2014). During the
1970s the neighborhood suffered an irresponsible use of explosives in the Montcada hill quarry.
Apart from the noise and air pollution that the explosions caused, shrapnel would be occasionally
projected towards the neighborhood in the form of stones and gravel. This was not only dangerous
for the inhabitants, but caused material losses in Can Sant Joan (interview 2).Two other factories of
the chemical sector, Valentine and Intorsa, caused major environmental impacts in the
neighborhood during the 2nd half of the 20th century. Apart from a complete disregard for the safety
of its workers (interview 17) – many of whom were from Can Sant Joan – they caused air pollution
and discharged their effluents into the Besòs stream without any treatment. In 1987 there was a fire
in the Valentine factory that forced the evacuation of 2000 people, as chemical fumes were released
for almost a whole day (Miedo Ambiente MiR, 2014). During the 1980s and 90s the stream of the
Besòs river used to be multicolored due to the reaction of the chemicals dumped by the factories,
and it became one of the most polluted rivers in Europe (interview 4). Both Valentine and Intorsa
moved to newer factories – still in MiR but in more suitable locations, further away from residential
areas – during the decade of the 2000s (Montcadamirame.blogspot.se, 2008; Valentine.es, 2016).
Currently there are still many factories around Can Sant Joan – mainly of the construction and
waste management sectors – but the environmental laws are way more strict than they used to be
before the 1990s (interview 13).
The long list of LULUs that cause abnormally high environmental impacts arguably make of Can
Sant Joan a sacrifice zone (Lerner, 2012). But again, the neighborhood is not alone and the whole
Vallès region suffers a high concentration of industrial activities and infrastructures. Indeed, the
area is commonly known as “the industrial park of Barcelona” or “the death triangle” (interviews 1,
2, 4, 14, 15, 19, 20). Take as an example figure 5.2, where color purple indicates industrial areas,
gray color is for rural and agricultural land, clay color indicates residential areas, and green color is
for natural spaces (Can Sant Joan is circled in red). The surface occupied by industrial areas widely
exceeds the land used as residential areas, and many communities are completely surrounded by
industrial facilities. Although the Vallès is only partially shown in figure 5.2, the whole region
follows a similar pattern of deeply entrenched industrial network. Coincidentally or not, most of the
communities surrounded by LULUs in the Vallès area can be considered subaltern – they are
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commonly working class, poor communities with high rates of immigration. This situation might
raise the suspicion that there was a political criteria under the placement of those LULUs,
something similar to what the Cerrell report uncovered in the USA (Energy Justice Network, n.d.).
It is true that the leading industrial sector in the Vallès region – that was well developed before
many of these communities even existed – attracted the arrival of working class population to the
area. Nonetheless, many infrastructures that give service to wide territories – including the city of
Barcelona and other wealthy regions as the Maresme county – were subsequently built in the Vallès
region. This pattern constituted a reinforcing loop: undesired infrastructures were concentrated in
subaltern communities, and real estate properties were then devalued attracting marginal groups that
had not enough political incidence to avoid the developing of more LULUs in those communities.
This process fostered the establishment of sacrifice zones that bear abnormally high environmental
burdens in the area. The Collserola and Marina mountain ranges provide a geographical buffer
between the city of Barcelona and the environmentally degraded Vallès region, that can be
considered a huge sacrifice zone of which Can Sant Joan, because of its geographical location at the
border between Barcelona and the Vallès but also because high load of environmental burdens that
the neighborhood is carrying, is just the tip of the iceberg.

Figure 5.2 – Urban qualification plan of several municipalities in the Vallès region. Purple
indicates industrial areas, gray is for rural and agricultural land, clay color indicates residential
areas, and green is for hills and natural spaces. Source: http://ptop.gencat.net/mucvisor/AppJava/home.do
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In Can Sant Joan two public infrastructures built at the beginning of the present century perfectly
exemplify the aforementioned pattern: the Ecoparc 2 and the sewage treatment plant. Whereas the
Ecoparc 2 receives 585 tones of waste daily from 19 municipalities of the Metropolitan Area of
Barcelona (AMB, 2012a), the sewage treatment plant gives service to 360.000 people in 6
municipalities (AMB, 2012b). Despite the Ecoparc 2 is not located in Can Sant Joan, it is together
with the sewage treatment plant one of the main suppliers of RDF for the Asland. The case of Can
Sant Joan is extreme, as the community copes with highly polluting industrial activities and
infrastructures immediately next to the neighborhood. The main environmental concern among the
community is currently air pollution (interviews 1,2, 4-17, 19, 20). Apart from having important air
pollution sources such as the Asland factory and the dense traffic, the problem is exacerbated by the
topography of the neighborhood, that is in a depression between two hills. Thus, there is a fallout of
polluting particles – heavier than air – that concentrate in the neighborhood (interview 19). Another
problem that still persists is river stream pollution, although to a lesser degree than in the past
decades. Nevertheless, the high levels of pollution registered in the past were transmitted to the
groundwater and the river ecosystems. Concerning the Montcada hill, the quarry was shut down
some years ago. Yet, the illegal dumping of dangerous materials is happening out of public sight
and worrying the community, that aspires to regain the natural area for their leisure. Last but not
least, noise pollution – caused mainly by traffic and by the Asland’s kiln – is a remarkable problem
in the neighborhood as well. In fact, the neighborhood association sued the cement plant for noise
pollution in 2015, and the trial is still ongoing (Pérez, 2015). Thus, waste incineration in the Asland
is just the tip of the iceberg – though a significant one – of a long list of environmental impacts that
make Can Sant Joan a sacrifice zone.

Slow violence
The community of Can Sant Joan has been object of Slow Violence (SV) – meaning a violence that
"occurs gradually and out of sight, ... of delayed destruction and dispersed across time and space ...
that is not seen as violence at all" (Nixon, 2011, p.2) – since its creation. Environmental violence –
a detailed analysis of the environmental burdens that overload the neighborhood is developed in the
previous section – is the most visible form, and the role of the Asland in it is prominent. The
neighbors, that have developed an awareness of being object of environmental violence through
their own bodily experience, are still trying to prove the cement plant’s liability for environmental
crimes. But other types of SV are manifest in the neighborhood as well. The European CO 2
emission allowances market provides a space for speculation and increasing profit to the Asland,
that does so in detriment of the community. The neighbors know this system – sheltered by Spanish
and European institutions – as a legal scam, while I claim it is a form of structural violence
(Galtung, 1969). This multifaceted form of violence would be incomplete without the building of
mainstream narratives that portray the Asland as a valuable contributor to the development of the
community, what is also known as narrative violence (Barca, 2014). In the last years, the Catalan
manufacturers of cement have established a close relationship with the Universitat Rovira i Virgili
(URV) that has contributed to politicize scientific production and thus reproduce doubts about the
real impacts that the use of RDF in cement plants have to nearby communities. Apart from
documenting and characterizing the violence that the Asland has inflicted on the Can Sant Joan
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community, this section pretends to unfold the notion of SV and show how it could be used as a
broad concept under which more specific forms of violence inhabit.
The temporal dimension is central in the concept of slow violence, as its effects are usually delayed
in time. Thus, it is currently very difficult for the Can Sant Joan community to determine the real
extent of the impact that waste incineration in the Asland is producing in the neighborhood. This
feature becomes very relevant when examining environmental violence, a form of SV that
encompasses “violent acts perpetrated against non-human nature with the aim of (re)producing
oppressive social relations and political control” (Barca, 2014, p.537). Almost ten years after the
cement plant started to substitute fossil fuel with RDF, a significant increase in environmental
degradation in the surroundings of the neighborhood is not perceptible by community members.
Yet, this fact does not mean that waste burning in the Asland does not constitute environmental
violence, as another common feature of this type of violence is the difficulty of perceiving it during
its early stages. At this point, only scientific research could uncover trends of increasing
environmental damage. Despite the street science efforts that the community has carried out (see
chapter 6), a comprehensive scientific analysis is far beyond their capacity. Nevertheless, the
increase of environmental health knowledge that the community has featured during the last years
has helped the neighbors to base their perceptions about the environment on an indirect indicator:
human health. Through the aforementioned process of street science, the community has learned to
link the increase of cancer cases and respiratory – among other – diseases with the degradation of
the environment. Moreover, environmental degradation caused by present and past environmental
violence has forced the community to cease some activities such as the gardening of vegetables in
their yards or the fishing in the Besòs river. Although many families relied in those activities as
food sources independent to the labor market, they were much more than that: they constituted well
established commons around which revolved a subset of social systems. By voiding such a mean of
sovereignty, wrecking close community bonds and enhancing economic control over a subaltern
group, companies responsible of polluting the Can Sant Joan neighborhood are not only responsible
of environmental degradation but of environmental violence. The motivations that lay behind this
case of environmental violence mainly respond to an ambition of increasing economic profit and
sociopolitical power. As described in the next section (The CO2 emission allowances legal scam)
there is a strong economic incentive behind the substitution of fossil fuels by RDF in the Asland.
Thus, when a direct relationship can be traced between the waste incineration activity that the
Asland is carrying out and the degradation of the environment, the RDF use could be characterized
as an Environmental Crime (White, 2008; D’Alisa et al., 2017) with all the consequences that this
entails.

The CO2 emissions allowances legal scam
The term structural violence was used by Galtung to define the unintended violence embedded in
the power relations of the socioeconomic and political dynamics of the capitalist system. For him,
structural violence – which many times is not perceived as violence at all by the objects – is a
process of production of social injustice (Galtung, 1969). Given the subaltern condition of the Can
Sant Joan community, it is reasonable to think that their inhabitants have been – and continue being
– object of structural violence in many different ways. The cement plant – linked since its creation
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to the Catalan burgeoisie and in the last years to international economic elites – along with public
institutions have historically been the main perpetrators of structural violence against the
neighborhood. A recent example that is relevant to the waste incineration struggle is the CO 2
emission allowances allocation in the EU. The significant economic profit that the Asland is
obtaining in the CO2 emissions market has outraged the neighbors of Can Sant Joan, who consider
that – despite its huge environmental impact – the authorities are rewarding the company. Yet the
allocation of emission rights in the EU turns out to be a complex process – which in the case of the
Asland involves European, Spanish, and Catalan institutions – of which the cement sector has been
taking advantage for years.
From 2005 to 2012 the last stage of the CO 2 emission allowances allocation process in the EU was
responsibility of the state members, who had previously received a share of the total European
emission rights. In Spain, the distribution was organized through two allocation plans comprising
the periods 2005-2007 and 2008-2012. The number of allowances that every facility received
depended on the production capacity, instead of being proportional to the real production.
Moreover, the number of CO2 tones that every company was entitled to emit would remain stable
during the whole period comprised by an allocation plan. The Spanish authorities had nothing but
dubious arguments to justify their decision:
It is important to note that the thresholds ... refer to the capacity of the facility, not its real
production ... This is because the market must be based on stable parameters such as
production capacity, and not in others that can vary from year to year, as would be the
real production or CO2 emissions. (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y
Marino, 2009, p.17).
When the 2008 economic crisis struck, the second allocation plan had just been launched. In it,
the Spanish cement industry received a slight increase in their emission rights: from 28.4 million
tones per year (Mt/y) CO2 in the 2005-2007 allocation plan (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente,
2007) to 29.2 Mt/y CO2 in the 2008-2012 (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y
Marino, 2009). When the real estate bubble burst, though, the cement production collapsed: from
54.7 Mt in 2006 to 42.1 Mt in 2007, 29.5 Mt in 2008, and a progressive decrease until 15,9 Mt in
2009 (Idescat.cat, 2017). Despite in 2007 the collapse of the real estate was already being
glimpsed, the cement sector – that has traditionally been united and strong – succeeded in
lobbying for an extremely overdimensioned fraction of the emission rights. The 2008-2012
allocation plan was highly controversial among environmentalists and especially communities
directly affected by cement plants, who felt that despite the huge profits obtained in the previous
years through speculative business, the cement industry was being protected through a masked
injection of public funds. In other words, the critics argued that the profits of the real estate
bubble had been privatized whereas the losses were being collectivized, and always at the
expense of the environment.
From 2013 on the EU took the responsibility of allocating the CO 2 emissions allowances.
Nevertheless, the logic of the system did not change and continued being ex-ante. The allocation
process specifications for the 2013-2020 period were published in the Commission Decision of
27 April 2011 and caused again great controversy. Despite the economic crisis had already lasted
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three years and the trend was very likely to persist in a near future, the European Commission
resolved that:
The amount of allowances to be allocated free of charge to incumbent installations
should be based on historical production data... The historical activity levels have been
based on the median production during the period from 1 January 2005 to 31 December
2008. (European Commission, 2011, p.130/3).
The decision – that was received with a mix of rage and perplexity by the environmentalists –
resulted in a great injection of public funds to some of the most polluting industries in Europe
during almost a decade. Instead of adjusting the free emission allowances to the reality of the
economic system, the European Commission chose to benefit big corporations and continue its
conservative plan of decreasing a 21% the CO 2 emissions in the 2005-2020 period – for cement
production and other intensive industry (Mapama.gob.es, n.d.).
Year

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

Real emissions (tCO2eq)

301.636

245.861

251.531

263.942

282.015

281.113

Allocation (tCO2eq)

534.885

534.885

454.484

446.590

438.603

430.533

Balance (tCO2eq)

233.249

289.024

202.953

182.648

156.588

149.420

12,89

7,33

4,45

5,96

7,68

5,35

Average price (€/tCO2eq)

Balance (M€)
3,01
2,12
0,90
1,09
1,20
0,80
Table 5.1 – CO2 emissions, allocation and balance for the LafargeHolcim cement plant at MiR
during the 2011-2016 period. Source: Oficina del Canvi Climàtic – Generalitat de Catalunya
and www.sendeco2.com
The Asland is a good example of the missmanagement in the European CO 2 emission rights
allocation, as its fraction of CO2 emission allowances for the 2013-2020 period was calculated
almost entirely with pre-crisis production figures (in 2008 the production started to decrease),
resulting in extremely overdimensioned emission rights. As table 5.1 shows, it is hard to
understand that even if the real emissions at the Asland in 2012 were merely 46% of the total
allowances, the allocation for the 2013-2020 period was only reduced in a 15% in relation to the
previous period. The Asland has thus obtained more than 9 million € during the 6 last years only
by selling the unused CO2 emission allowances, in what is seen by the neighbors as covered
public financing. In addition, the emissions derived from the CDR burning are not accountable in
the emission allowances given by the EU, as RDF – or waste burning – is considered as a
renewable energy by the European Commission. Thus, the Asland makes a double business: it
gets money for disposing the waste at the same time that saves emission allowances that later
sells in the market (Cantero and Yustres, 2015). This last fact especially outrages the neighbors of
Can Sant Joan – who popularly refer to the allocation system as a "legal scam" – who see how the
authorities not only ignore their problem of public health but reward the main perpetrator. The
structural violence case is clear: the Asland owners – along with other large companies – are
making use of its dominant position in the economic system to affect some political decisions so
they can increase their profits to the detriment of subordinate – or just less dominant – groups.
52

Politicizing science
The managers of the Asland have used several forms of narrative violence (Barca, 2014) –
understood as reproducing and boosting ignorance about the origin of environmental impacts
(Auyero and Sistun, 2008; D’Alisa et al., 2017) – against the community of Can Sant Joan since its
creation. People from the neighborhood have been aware of the environmental threat that the
Asland supposes for a long time, and the company has used different strategies to change their
perceptions and delegitimize their claims. Until the late 1980s the cement plant had highly
ineffective filters installed that would now and then allow big cement dust clouds to be released.
Urban spaces – and even the interior of the houses – covered with a layer of gray dust were a
common picture of everyday life in the neighborhood at the time. Yet, the Asland company and the
institutions did not recognize the existence of an environmental problem until the mobilization by
the community reached a scale that could not be ignored. The first narrative violence strategy used
by the cement plant, thus, was ignoring the claims and complaints of the neighborhood (Barca,
2014): what could be described as narrative violence by omission. The Asland saw the community
as so weak a contender, that they did not even bother themselves in attending the battlefield – or in
other words, building a counter narrative. Political change after Franco’s death in 1975 brought an
empowerment of the community and massive mobilizations against the Asland started to take place
in Can Sant Joan in the subsequent years. The managers of the factory, unable to ignore the conflict
any more, were forced to find a new strategy to counter the smear. This second stage of narrative
violence consisted in portraying the cement plant as a crucial stakeholder in the neighborhood
whose countless positive outcomes could not be shadowed by a few environmental externalities.
The Asland started a campaign of visibility through local media, organized open visits to the cement
plant, and financed popular festivals, sports teams and other activities in the neighborhood. The fact
that many people from Can Sant Joan was employed in the Asland at the time, was also crucial in
promoting the narrative that depicted the cement plant as the main contributor to the community’s
livelihood. This strategy is still currently being used by the managers of the factory, although to a
much lesser extent: in the last years many organizations – of which the first one was the
neighborhood association in 2007 – have rejected donations from the Asland as a way of protesting
against its presence in the neighborhood. With the decline of the strategy based on cleaning up its
image, came the last to date strategy of narrative violence: politicizing science.
As Dr. Carme Valls – endocrinologist specialized in environmental health – asserts “industries are
interfering with scientific research” (interview 18). This is a general trend that scientists and
practitioners involved in environmental health issues – among others – have been suffering for
many years. The conflict between the Asland and the Can Sant Joan community is not an exception.
Just as many scientists and practitioners teamed up with the PAMiR to develop a process of street
science, other group of researchers are known to be on the side of the cement producers. Many of
these scholars belong to the same institution: the Universitat Rovira i Virgili (URV). Ciment Català
(the Catalan cement manufacturers association) has created close bonds with the TecnATox – a
research center from the URV specialized in the area of Technology Transfer in Toxicology, Food
and Environmental Health. The role of the TecnATox is to provide environmental legitimacy to the
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Catalan cement manufacturers through scientific studies and direct collaboration in events – such as
the Environmental Health Conference co-organized in 2010 by Ciment Català (see figure 5.3), in
which the director of TecnATox Josep Lluís Domingo was a keynote speaker. Besides the regular
benefits obtained by the research center through the realization of scientific studies commissioned
by Ciment Català and its members, the TecnATox may be obtaining other advantages from its
relationship with the cement lobby, though those are difficult to trace. For example, activists from
Can Sant Joan and other communities involved in struggles against incineration firmly believe that
cement manufacturers are donating money to the research center. In fact, examining the URV
budget for 2017, the inclusion of 400.000 € in concept of donations by anonymous private
companies curiously stands out (Management of the Universitat Rovira i Virgili, 2016).

Figure 5.3 – Leaflet of the Environmental Health Conference co-organized by Ciment Català and
the MiR municipality (among others). One of the keynote speakers was Dr. Josep Lluís Domingo,
director of the TecnATox. Source: http://wp.fundacioncema.org/

By interfering with environmental health research, the Asland managers and other cement
producers are not trying to bury the studies produced by independent – in the sense that they do not
have a conflict of interests – scholars, but to polarize the scientific outcomes. In so doing, science
comes to be perceived as always serving an interest that is linked to a political option; or in other
words, there is right-wing – serving economic interests – and left-wing – serving social and
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environmental interests – science. In this scenario, independent scholars and practitioners
researching about environmental health in the vicinity of cement plants in Spain are not only
discredited but they see their professional options narrowed: many institutions decide not to hire
them to avoid problems with corporations that contribute with large donations, or they find
problems when trying to publish their work (interview 18). Nevertheless, the group of independent
researchers do not hide the dispute and usually talk over studies by the TecnATox group, such as in
this article published in Chemosphere by Javier García-Pérez and other researchers from the Carlos
III University (2015, p.108):
With respect to specific cement installations, the Spanish ‘‘Rovira i Virgili’’ University
assessed carcinogenic risks derived from exposure to metals and dioxins for the population
living in the vicinity of some Spanish cement plants and these risks were within the ranges
considered as acceptable according to national and international standards. The authors
studied the installation ‘3037’ and, although the cancer risks due to dioxins slightly
increased, a reduction of the total carcinogenic risks, including metals, was noted (Rovira et
al., 2011b; Schuhmacher et al., 2009); in our study, we found statistically significant excess
risks in men for all cancers combined and colorectal cancer. Insofar as installation ‘2582’ is
concerned, Rovira et al. (2011a) noted that risk values for the population living near the
facility were similar to those found for residents living in a number of urban and suburban
areas; in our study, we found significant excess risks in tumors of liver in men, and vulva and
vagina in women. Finally, Schuhmacher et al. (2004) studied the facility ‘3036’ and the
results showed that the incremental individual risk due to emissions of the cement plant was
very low in relation to cancer risks produced by pollutants such as metals and dioxins emitted
by the cement kiln; in our study, we found a significant excess risk in breast cancer. (Note:
both Rovira and Schumacher are part of the TecnATox research staff)
In the end, this politicization of science is not legitimating the activities of the cement producers but
subtracting credibility to independent studies, or in the words of Oreskes and Conway (2010, p.34)
“using normal scientific uncertainty to undermine the status of actual scientific knowledge”. Thus,
being its main goal to reproduce and enhance doubt and ignorance on purpose, politicizing science
can be portrayed as a form of narrative violence.
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[Interlude 5: Chaima Khella]
I am 22 years old and I was born here in Can Sant Joan. My mother is from the neigbhorhood as
well, and my father is Arabic. They split when I was 3 and I have always lived with my mother, but I
visited my father on the weekends. I reached high school, but in the last year I gave up and started
professional training on social integration because I liked dealing with groups at risk of social
exclusion. I come from a working-class family and I am a leftist. I was involved in CAJEI, a youth
leftist pro-independence association, but after some time I had to resign because I was too busy
working and studying at the same time. I have been part of a scout group for a long time and it
conveyed me values of respect and care for the environment. I love the nature and the mountain.
In the neighborhood there are people from many different countries and many groups in risk of
social exclusion as well, such as the Roma people. It is difficult to get them involved in common
activities. But for example, in the movement against the cement plant, I think it’s important to raise
awareness among this group as well so they also mobilize. It’s difficult though, because they are
always in the same places and the rest of the neighbors don’t try to approach them. There’s not a
real cohesion, every group of people goes its way. There used to be more youth in Can Sant Joan. I
moved to downtown Montcada for some years when I was 12, and when I came back to the
neighborhood I realized that there had been an increase in the number of foreigners and a decrease
in the number of young people. It changed a lot, it is an aged neighborhood and most of the young
people is trying to leave.
The level of pollution in Can Sant Joan is excessive, really dramatic. Many times I am driving
along the C-17 highway, below the cement plant, and I have to roll up the window because I can’t
stand the smell. And some days you can see the dust on the parked cars. My aunt has a balcony and
it’s shocking, she has to clean it up at least two or three times per week because it’s covered with
dust. And she can’t obviously hang up the washing outdoors! I think people in the neighborhood is
getting sick and even dying because of the cement plant, and I talk from my own family’s
experience. My mother was recently diagnosed with breast cancer and it was a bitter blow, because
we didn’t expect it. It’s not something genetic because nobody else in her family had cancer before.
My father also, when he was living here with my mother suffered from severe asthma. But when
they split he went away from the neighborhood. He lives in Cardedeu now and doesn’t need to use
the inhaler anymore. And my stepfather, who has been in Can Sant Joan his whole life, was also
diagnosed with cancer. He has already been through three tracheotomies, and the tumor has
reproduced three times. There are many people with diseases in the neighborhood, especially
cancer, asthma, and a lot of allergies. It’s not safe living here, and I have already been talking to
my partner about leaving. When I’m finished with my studies and I have a certain working
experience I would like to move somewhere else.
Some days ago it was published in La Veu, the Montcada local newspaper, that the Montcada i
Reixac councilor in charge of the environment made a visit to the cement plant with the local
police. It was the first time that the local police wanted to visit the cement plant. But they were
finally not allowed to, they were told to schedule a meeting for the day after. The day after they
could get into the cement plant, and apparently what they wanted to do was to shoot a video of the
matter and the waste that they were burning, to have it as an evidence. The managers had to accept
the situation, but the workers got really angry and tried to avoid it. According to this councilor,
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who represents Iniciativa (Catalan green party who currently rules in the Montcada i Reixac
municipality, a.n.), the cement plant is not safe. But Ciudadanos, the PP and the PSC/PSOE (some
of the opposition parties in the Montcada i Reixac municipality, a.n.) support the cement plant. I
think it is completely unreasonable, because if the representatives of this parties are from the
neighborhood they probably have someone in their families who has suffered cancer. Well… it is
well known that there are some political parties and associations that receive money from the
cement plant. The current Montcada mayor, a young woman called Laura Campos, has lived all
her life in the neighborhood. Her father was also mayor, and he was from Can Sant Joan. And I
think that she is aware of what is really going on. She tries to do whatever is in her hands, but you
know…
I have been to many demonstrations against the cement plant. But it’s always the same, as there are
mostly aged people the youth end up getting tired. A few days ago I was going to work in the
morning and as I turned around the corner I saw the Asland chimney dumping a huge thick smoke
cloud. I took a picture because it was really impressive. Then I posted it on facebook and it got a lot
of attention, many of my friends commented and complained. But it’s still difficult that they get
really involved… We know that the neighborhood association has been fighting many years, and I
really admire them because they are aged people and the youth should also be supportive. Because
some of those people have been fighting since they were young to improve the neighborhood, and
this is really remarkable. And I also think that the municipality should stand on the people’s side
and support the neighbors in this conflict. Let’s see what happens with the new mayor. In the last
years the number of people involved in the movement and attending demonstration and other
protest actions have increased, but it’s still mostly the aged people, the same people as 20 years
ago. It’s also curious that when I went to some demonstrations that took place in downtown
Montcada I realized that there were workers from the cement plant demonstrating with us. But they
always tried to cover their faces because they were afraid of being fired. There were just a few
workers I think, but it tells a lot that some of the workers are demonstrating for the closure of the
cement plant. And in the carnival, when we organized the funeral against Lafarge, as we were all
wearing costumes there were also some workers who could join the protest. But in the end the main
stakeholder in the movement, and the one who really makes things happen, is the neighborhood
association. They are always the same people, and we should change that, we should help them
because it’s a common cause.
Right now we are starting a youth association in the neighborhood. Because there used to be the
scouts, but it was in the town center. We have been lucky to find a group of people from the
neighborhood, although a couple of them are from other parts of Montcada, but it’s also interesting
to create links with other communities. It’s not so easy to find young people who is still in the
neighborhood and who are willing to reinforce the community bonds. So we thought that we could
organize different activities, support the neighborhood association and the platform against
incineration, and raise awareness among the youth. We want to encompass from kids to people in
their twenties and thirties and work on activities related to the environment and the life of the
neighborhood. We want also to team up with the recently created women group from Can Sant
Joan. The point is to be able to bring different groups together and build some cohesion. It all
started from a group of people that used to hang out together. Then some of them started bringing
other friends and we finally decided to start something more organized. As some of us had been
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working together as instructors in the scout group our approach was more for kids, but others
thought about cultural activities for grown ups… and we finally reached an agreement. We are
willing to start organizing activities and to support the movement against the cement plant with
everything that is in our hands.

58

6. The movement against waste incineration in Can Sant Joan
I believe that they were destined to be subalterns, but they have rejected their
fate. They fought back and freed themselves from marginality. (Núria Vidal de
Llobatera, interview 13)
The community of Can Sant Joan has a long story of engagement in different struggles for
improving livelihood conditions in the neighborhood, of which the most significant is the dispute
against pollution from the Asland cement plant. The conflict has gone through different stages since
the 1960s, but it intensified in 2006 when the cement plant received permission to use RDF – or in
other words, incinerate waste. At that moment a movement arose in Can Sant Joan and a platform
against incineration was created (PAMiR) in 2007, of which the neighborhood association has
always been the core. As often, the movement went through a high intensity phase during its first
year and a half and was then consolidated in a low intensity phase that still lasts. The struggle has
enhanced the subaltern consciousness of the community, that has embraced a complex
neighborhood-detached subaltern identity shared with other communities. Eventually the conflict
has become a quest for autonomy and social justice as much as a matter of environmental health,
and that is why I argue that the movement against incineration in Can Sant Joan is a perfect
example of subaltern environmentalism. The PAMiR has worked mainly around four lines of
activism that intertwine among them: protest actions, legal actions, street science, and forging
alliances; of which the latter two are especially important. Not unlike many other sacrifice
communities around the world, Can Sant Joan has made – and continues making – good use of
street science to contest the production of environmental health knowledge in the neighborhood,
that was monopolized by corporate and institutional powers. What started as timid attempts to
produce local knowledge and legitimize it by embracing – to a certain extent – scientific language,
has now become a complex process of street science that is carried out together with scientists and
other communities affected by waste incineration. The PAMiR – that has strived to democratize
environmental health knowledge in the neighborhood since its creation – has currently two main
open fronts concerning street science: raising awareness and knowledge production. Limitations in
the production of knowledge – among other motivations – led the PAMiR to build and join alliances
against waste incineration at different scales: regional, national and international. Apart from giving
visibility to the waste incineration conflicts and forge a common identity among communities, these
networks are used to strategize joint forms of political incidence and knowledge production.

The Asland and the community: a history of subaltern environmentalism in
Can Sant Joan
The people of Can Sant Joan, organized around the neighborhood association, have been involved
in struggles for improving the quality of life of the neighborhood since Franco’s death in 1975,
whose regime did not allow an earlier commitment. Although many of their claims were related
with the environment, until recently they never thought of themselves as an environmental
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movement. Still today, when asked about it, most of the people of the neighborhood assert being
interested in environmental issues but they hesitate in considering themselves environmental
activists. For the community of Can Sant Joan, their fight is about gaining social and political
visibility against the oppression and disinterest of the authorities (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19,
20). In short, rather than limit their activism to the environment, they seem to frame their story as a
quest for social justice. The most significant battle that the neighborhood has been involved in is
against pollution from the Asland cement plant. When in 2006 the factory got a permission for
using RDF in the kiln – or in other words, for incinerating waste – the community decided to bring
their mobilization a step further. Since then, the struggle – that first went through a high intensity
phase to be later stabilized in a low intensity phase – has become a matter of environmental health
as well as a journey towards political autonomy. Even if they do not use the term, people from the
neighborhood have embraced a complex subaltern identity expressed in many ways – including
class, culture, economic level and others – that they are trying to overcome. That is why I argue that
their form of activism, although could fit into other forms of alternative environmentalism, perfectly
matches the concept of subaltern environmentalism.

A historical dispute
The community of Can Sant Joan has embraced a long list of struggles since the 1970s. Whereas
some of them cannot be directly considered environmentally related – health care, education,
cultural spaces, or public transport; others respond to environmental concerns – industrial pollution
of air and water, habitat destruction in the Montcada hill, sanitary condition of the Rec Comtal
canal, or concealment of the railway lines. The most relevant one, nevertheless, is the confrontation
between the neighborhood and the cement plant. The conflict, that is first documented in a 1968
issue of Hoja Informativa (Limpiala y la engrandecerás, 1968) – the monthly magazine edited by
the neighborhood association and the parish – has gone through different phases including clouds of
dust, irresponsible use of explosives, urban spaces constantly covered with a layer of cement, and
the most recent waste incineration struggle (interview 2). Back in the 1960s and 1970s the Asland
employed hundreds of workers – of whom many were from Can Sant Joan – but the need of labor
force has been drastically reduced due to the implementation of automated processes in the cement
production. Currently, about 50 people – including skilled and unskilled workers – work at the
factory, of whom none is from the neighborhood (interview 1). The absence of an economical
return for the neighborhood – also known as “job blackmail” (Barca, 2012) – along with the popular
perception that the Asland has carried out many unlawful actions against the environment while the
authorities turned a blind eye, have contributed to alter the opinion that the community has of the
company. What some decades ago was a moderate discontentment during episodes of heavy
pollution has been gradually replaced by a general opposition to the very existence of the cement
plant. Old time residents of the neighborhood still remember how during the late 1970s and early
1980s Can Sant Joan used to be constantly covered with a layer of cement, and how every time the
dust levels were unbearable the community would protest. Then, the release of cement dust would
decrease during some months until it started to gradually rise again, awaiting for the next protest in
a cyclical process. In 1987, though, the Asland was forced to install a new set of modern and more
effective filters that temporally satisfied the requests of the community. Nevertheless, during the
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1990s the company exacerbated not only the neighborhood of Can Sant Joan but the whole
municipality of MiR with its plans of dismantling the Montcada hill. The Asland pretended to
expand the existing quarry until eventually dismantling the whole hill in order to increase cement
production. The company argued that the project would reduce pollution in the neighborhood as the
air currents could flow better once the hill was removed, but being the Montcada hill a cultural
symbol – it actually gives name to the town of MiR – the plans were aborted by the municipality,
that put an end to the discussion by declaring the hill as a protected natural area (interview 13).
During that time and the first years of the 21 st century the community started to realize that the
filters installed in 1987 removed only big particles of cement, but that small particles like PM10 and
smaller, even if invisible, were still an environmental health issue. In 2002 a failure took place in
the now not-so-new filters and a cement leak covered the whole neighborhood in a grey layer
(Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.). The reinforcing trends of growing opposition towards
the Asland along with this particular event made the dissatisfaction increase among the neighbors,
who were not comfortable with the idea of having such a pollution emitter hardly 150 meters away
from the neighborhood (interview 1).

A frantic response to start a movement
The last and most conflictive stage of the struggle started in 2006, when the Asland got an official
permit to start using RDF – also known as waste incineration or waste valorization. The license
allowed the company to incinerating waste in the cement kiln as of 2008 in substitution of the
traditionally used petroleum coke. The permit included a wide range of waste types in the RDF mix
including urban waste, sewage sludge, plastics, meat flour and waste from the pharmacy industry
among others (Baltasar i Albesa, 2008). It is ironic that Francesc Baltasar, the Catalan minister of
the environment who signed the permit, belonged to ICV (Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds), a selfdefined green party that at the moment was part of the leftist tripartite that held the power in the
Catalan government. After the news of the RDF plans of the Asland were spread in December 2006,
the neighborhood association decided to bring the ongoing struggle a step further. They felt that
they had to put all their efforts in resisting waste incineration before it began, and that it would be
much more difficult to stop it once it had started (intervies 1, 2, 14, 16). During the year 2007 the
community – led by the neighborhood association – mobilized frantically trying to avoid that the
cement plant started burning dangerous waste besides their homes. In January a popular assembly
was called in the neighborhood, in which the neighbors decided to schedule a massive
demonstration for the 24th of the same month. The shopkeepers association of the neighborhood
supported the march with a general closure of all the stores, contributing to the success of the rally.
In February a themed Carnival was celebrated in which the neighbors simulated to be convicts
under the slogan “Presos por la contaminación” (which stands for imprisoned by pollution in
Spanish) (Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.). During the same month it was decided that
demonstrations would run recurrently every two weeks from Can Sant Joan to the city hall in the
center of MiR. On March 14th, more than 200 people from the neighborhood sabotaged the official
inauguration of an escalator in the town center. Once the mayor was forced to left the event, the
neighborhood association performed a popular inauguration of the escalator. On the occasion of the
municipal election that was taking place in May 2007, the neighborhood association organized both
61

an assembly and a debate in which representatives of all the political parties took part. Both events,
that revolved around long time claims of the community including the waste incineration struggle,
were a complete success and helped to give the neighborhood political visibility. Many articles and
reports exposing the danger of waste incineration and documenting the struggle between Can Sant
Joan and the Asland appeared in the local and regional press during the year. On June 6 th there was
a fire in the cement plant and the neighborhood was covered by a thick smoke cloud. The
neighborhood association complained about the misinformation on the consequences of the released
fumes and the lack of an evacuation plan. In July an allegation was filed against the license that the
Asland was holding for exploiting the Montcada hill as a quarry. Although the municipality
supported the neighborhood association, the Generalitat (the Catalan government) dismissed the
allegation. In October the community of Can Sant Joan carried out an action of political incidence
when they presented an informative dossier to the municipality in order to gain its support in the
struggle against waste incineration in the Asland. Later the same month an allegation was filed
against the environmental impact study that allowed the Asland to burn waste. For the first time, the
neighborhood association was able to gather support from different municipal associations,
environmental groups and political parties: the allegation was signed by more than 50 groups. That
common effort was the embryo for the foundation in November 7 th of the PAMiR (which stands for
Platform against waste incineration in Montcada i Reixac) (Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán,
n.d.; interviews 1, 2, 14, 16). The PAMiR was created under the perspective that although air
pollution from waste incineration would affect mostly Can Sant Joan – as it is the closest settlement
to the cement plant – other communities could also suffer environmental health affections. Taking
advantage of this situation the neighborhood association was able to involve 20 different
associations from MiR and constitute the PAMiR. Their goal was to increase the critical mass of
people and associations opposing the Asland beyond Can Sant Joan, and thus gain popular
legitimacy and political visibility (interview 1). Even if the scale of the struggle changed, involving
many new people and organizations, the active core kept being the neighborhood association.
During November, six informative talks about the health effects of waste incineration were
organized by the PAMiR in surrounding communities in order to raise awareness and gain external
support. Taking advantage of the scale achieved with the constitution of the PAMiR, a media
campaign was launched that was echoed even by national Spanish media. In December 1500
people, including the mayor and the members of the city council, demonstrated in MiR against
waste incineration shouting slogans like “La incineración nos mata, la Generalitat nos remata”
(which stands for incineration kills us, but the Generalitat finishes us in Spanish). Nevertheless, the
municipality rapidly changed its position towards waste incineration in the Asland, and thus
conveyed with the official discourse held by the Generalitat. It is no surprise that the mayor of MiR,
César Arrizabalaga, and the Catalan president at the time, José Montilla, both belonged to the same
political party, the PSC (Partit Socialista de Catalunya). Trying to revert the situation, members of
PAMiR had a meeting with representatives of the municipality in which they brought a motion
signed by César Arrizabalaga himself that baned waste incineration in the municipality of MiR. The
document dated from 1999, when MiR was fighting to be released from an urban waste incineration
plant – the first of its kind in Spain, from 1974 – that finally shut down in 2004. The PAMiR
efforts were in vain and the municipality – together with the Generalitat, Ciment Català (association
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of cement producers in Catalonia), other political parties, trade unions and the companies involved
– formed a monitoring committee for RDF usage in the Asland. An invitation to join the committee
was rejected by the PAMiR, who simply opposed the idea of waste incineration and thus considered
that by joining the committee they would legitimize the decisions taken unilaterally by the
companies and institutions. After a frantic year of struggle a little victory was achieved: on
February 25th 2008 the Generalitat enforced an 18 months moratorium on the use of RDF in the
Asland. Even though, the PAMiR was not satisfied with the decision and claimed a complete denial
of the waste incineration permit. In April 2008 all the local Catalan platforms against waste
incineration together with some environmental groups wrote a joint manifesto and planted the seed
of what would later become a fruitful collaboration. In May the PAMiR – supported by more than
40 other organizations, filed an allegation against the EIA (Environmental Impact Assessment) of
the RDF usage activity in the Asland. This legal action was supported by a big demonstration of
more than 1000 people and a collection of signatures against waste incineration that gathered 6195
and were later handed to the Generalitat along with the allegation. At this point, with the Can Sant
Joan community exhausted and only a little victory achieved, the struggle entered a new phase of
lower intensity (Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.).

Consolidation of the movement
Although the struggle lowered its intensity and was stabilized in 2008, the PAMiR and the
community of Can Sant Joan have been all but still since then. The resistance has concentrated
efforts in timely but significant actions that can be organized in four groups that are intertwined and
dependent on each other: a) protest actions; b) legal actions; c) street science; d) and coalition
building.
a) Protest actions
Demonstrations have been a useful tool for the PAMiR in the struggle against waste incineration at
the Asland – many were organized during the high intensity conflict phase, several of which
exceeded 1000 people. During the low intensity phase, though, the convening capacity of the
PAMiR has decreased and they are very careful when trying to organize a rally in order not to show
weakness as a movement (interview 2). Demonstrations have been usually called to clash with
political events as a way of sabotage that deteriorated the public image of the local authorities. This
kind of actions have not been carried out since 2015 though, year of election of the mayor Laura
Campos, a former inhabitant of Can Sant Joan that belongs to ICV and has gained a certain respect
from the community. Another event that has become a classical way of protest is Carnival. Every
year since 2007 many neighbors dress in costumes and take part in the themed Carnival parade
organized by the neighborhood association. They usually simulate either a funeral procession in
which they bury the Asland or to be convicted by the pollution produced by the cement plant
(Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.). In 2011 the filmmaker Frank Espartero together with
the studio Creaciones Base shot the movie “Arcángeles” in Can Sant Joan. In the film, the earth is
invaded by a zombie epidemic whose source of infection is the Asland factory. The premiere of the
movie took place at the Kursaal in Can Sant Joan, that was sold out for the occasion (Maldonado,
2011). Some of this actions of protest have been used to raise funds that are employed mainly to
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defray the legal expenses in which the PAMiR has incurred by suing the cement factory. One of the
most meaningful fundraising protest actions was the music festival “Estem Cremats” organized in
2014 by the platform Pigme@s Revoltos@s at the Ateneu Popular de Nou Barris. All the money
raised was donated to the PAMiR but, even more important was the fact that the festival served as a
starting point for the “Judici a la Cimentera” campaign. “Judici a la Cimentera” was a fund raising
campaign articulated around the cultural world that sought to expand the limits of the struggle to the
surrounding neighborhoods and municipalities. It was supported by the actor Sergi López and the
musicians Feliu Ventura and La Pegatina, all of them from MiR and popular at a national level.
Several renowned doctors and scientists like the Dr. Josep Martí, Mercè Girona and the Dr. Carme
Valls also collaborated with the campaign by giving talks to rise awareness about the risks of waste
incineration. “Judici a la Cimentera” was accompanied by a both physical and on-line crowdfunding
campaign that raised more than the 11000€ needed to defray the wage of a professional lawyer and
legal costs incurred by the legal actions taken against the Asland (interview 20). During all this
years of low intensity conflict the struggle has achieved a high visibility in the local, regional and
national media, appearing several times even in the mainstream newspapers and different Spanish
TV channels.

Figure 6.1 – Protest driven by the PAMiR in front of the cement plant. Source:
www.ladirecta.cat
b) Legal actions
Since it was made public that the Asland obtained the permit to use RDF the neighborhood
association and later the PAMiR considered important to carry out a legal battle in parallel with
other forms of protest. At the first moment they wrote themselves the complaint letters and
allegations, but they were soon overwhelmed by bureaucracy and the complexity of trying to
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embrace a type of language different to what they were used to. Thus, they decided to seek for
professional help when they could afford it. Albert Calduch, a Catalan lawyer specialized in
environmental rights, was the choice made by the community. Although the PAMiR had to
overcome financial difficulties to defray the services of Mr. Calduch, he was always very involved
with the cause and even offered himself several times to give talks along with other experts. Since a
professional lawyer was involved, the PAMiR has filed two different lawsuits against the Asland:
one for irregularities in the EIA related to the waste incineration activity, and the other for
exceeding the legal noise limits. Whereas the first one resulted in the aforementioned 18 months
moratorium, the second one is still ongoing (Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.).
c) Street science
The use of street science in Can Sant Joan was born from the rejection by the community to the
official narrative that air pollution in the neighborhood was mainly caused by traffic. This
hypothesis has been proposed in several studies (e.g. Mari et al., 2017) and public talks by members
of the TecnATox research center and embraced by the cement plant managers as a scientifically
proved fact. After decades of suffering visible pollution in the form of cement dust clouds that
covered the neighborhood, new filters were installed in the Asland in 1987 that removed visible
pollution. Nevertheless, the community did not perceive a decrease in the amount of respiratory
diseases and cancer cases, and through the years they started building a knowledge background
about small particles pollution and familiarizing with scientific language. When in 2006 they
learned about waste incineration plans in the cement kiln they already had a certain background on
street science that they took one step further. In the campaign against waste incineration in the
Asland the PAMiR has opened two fronts: local knowledge production and raising awareness. With
the help of several scientists and doctors who are deeply involved in environmental health struggles
they have been able to produce scientific knowledge (discussion follows in next section) that
contradicts the mainstream analysis of air pollution, and they have spread their findings among not
only the people of Can Sant Joan but many surrounding communities and activist networks.
d) Coalition building
Since the creation of the PAMiR, that gathered support from other neighborhoods and associations
in the municipality of MiR, the neighborhood association have been trying to bring the struggle
beyond the borders of Can Sant Joan. The PAMiR is an active member of the Coordinadora
Catalana Contra la Incineració de Residus (CCCIR, Catalan coordinator against waste incineration)
– which is a common platform where different local movements against incineration in Catalonia
gather and carry out common actions – and the Coordinadora Estatal Contra la Incineración de
Residuos en Cementeras (State coordinator against waste incineration in cement plants) – similar to
CCCIR but at a Spanish scale. The PAMiR has also been one of the initiators of a series of
European forums against waste incineration in cement plants. Several regional, national and
international environmental groups are also to some extent involved in the Can Sant Joan struggle,
including the CEPA (Catalan acronym of the Center of ecology and alternative projects),
Ecologistes en Acció and APQUIRA (Catalan Acronym of the Association of people affected by
chemical products and radiations). In 2015, the Kursaal hosted the II International meeting against
incineration as a result of the collaboration between GAIA (Global Alliance for Incineration
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Alternatives), Zero Waste Europe and the PAMiR. By meeting other communities in a similar
situation, sharing experiences and carrying out joint actions; the identity of the community has been
partially detached from a geographical localization – the neighborhood – to embrace a broader
subaltern community in opposition to corporate power in order to achieve a higher degree of
autonomy that ensures environmental and social justice.

Figure 6.2 – Posters of the II International forum against incineration and for zero waste held in
Can Sant Joan; and the Estem Cremats fundraising music festival held in the Nou Barris Ateneu.
Source: www.judicialacimentera.wordpress.com
Even if the local resistance to waste incineration in Can Sant Joan seems to revolve around the
PAMiR, the real operational core is still the neighborhood association. In fact, the PAMiR is not
legally constituted as an association and, for instance, the legal actions are carried out in the name
of the neighborhood association (interview 1). There is a divergence of opinions about how many
people participate in the movement against waste incineration in Can Sant Joan, but there is a
consensus in the fact that its structure is organized in rings of engagement. Interviewees also agreed
about the main figures of the movement, being José Luis Conejero – president of the neighborhood
association – and Manuel Gómez – member of the management board – designated as so. They
belong to a group of about 8 people – most of them from the management board of the
neighborhood association – that are very active in the movement against the Asland and that carry
out most of the work. If we open the spectrum there is a group of 20-25 people who is involved in
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the decision making of the PAMiR and that attend most of the meetings and events, even if they
involve traveling. When a general assembly is called or local events organized the group expands
up to 80 to 100 people. And when demonstrations or other big events are held the social mass can
reach from 200-300 up to 2000 people. Among the people actively involved in the movement, most
of them are white Spanish aged men who have lived in the neighborhood for decades. The PAMiR
has identified this trend and is currently trying to reverse it. The neighborhood association started in
2016 a women group and in 2017 a youth group. Although the main goals of these groups are not
directly related with the struggle against incineration, their members are showing a high level of
engagement with the PAMiR and thus helping to diversify the movement. Despite the existence of a
hierarchy in the movement determined mainly by the level of commitment, important decisions are
taken through direct democracy. There are usually two or three general assemblies called every year
in which the members – the groups and associations that belong to the PAMiR – discuss the
direction that the movement is heading. In every assembly there is a vote among the participants
over decisions that need to be taken, such as the investment of collected funds in attorneys or which
protest actions to carry out (interviews 1, 2, 4, 6-8, 11, 14-17, 19, 20).

Subalternity as the main feature
When trying to characterize the environmentalism that people from Can Sant Joan has embraced in
their struggle against waste incineration in the Asland, the feature that stands out is positionality.
The Asland company was funded by the Güell family – prominent among the Catalan burgeoisie –
in 1901 and the Can Sant Joan cement plant was built in 1917. The neighborhood of Can Sant Joan,
that was born under direct influence of the Asland, was since the beginning a place where the
unskilled working class dwelt. In 1989 the French multinational Lafarge became the major
shareholder of the Asland company (Lafarge Asland, 2001), and in 2014 it became LafargeHolcim
after merging with the Swiss company (Raymond, 2014). Nevertheless, people from Can Sant Joan
do not really care about the ownership of the cement plant and they still call it the Asland. For them,
whatever the nationality, the factory represents the oppression by a ruling group to a poor workingclass community with the acquiescence of the authorities. This fact could be significant enough as
to consider it a case of subaltern environmentalism. Nevertheless, by contrasting the case study with
the blueprint developed in Chapter 3 (see table 3.1) more evidence will possibly appear to support
this characterization. People in Can Sant Joan have a broad conception of what constitutes the
environment. For them, the environment is not only nature but the urban spaces where they live and
even their own bodies. They have learned to identify a strong relationship between the environment
and their health, and thus they are concerned about waste incineration in the Asland, as they relate
the high rate of respiratory diseases and cancer in the neighborhood (interview 18) with the cement
plant activities. The movement against waste incineration in the Asland is about livelihood in the
neighborhood, it is a material conflict mainly played in the environmental health field. As so, the
community has a direct personal connection with the issues of concern: what is on dispute is their
own bodies and lives. Even if the community had a previous identity before the start of the struggle,
characterized mainly by being working-class immigrants (interviews 1, 2, 4-11, 13-17, 19, 20), it
has been reshaped through the conflict. The feeling of being despised and sacrificed because of its
subordinated social and political position is now the main feature of the social group, that has been
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expanded beyond the limits of Can Sant Joan. In fact, I argue that globalization processes have led
to the creation of a new social group formed by communities with similar problems whose shared
identity is based on material concerns as well as subaltern consciousness. Nevertheless, it is worth
mentioning that the core of the movement in Can Sant Joan is formed by a group of people of
similar characteristics: aged Spanish men. Whereas women and young people are currently trying to
be integrated into the movement, groups of newly arrived migrants – mainly foreigners – are not
getting involved. Most of these recently arrived people are not involved because they do not
perceive it as a livelihood struggle. Overcoming the social division and raising awareness among
new groups of migrants is the biggest challenge of the PAMiR to increase their social mass in Can
Sant Joan. Another feature of the movement against waste incineration in the neighborhood that is
related to subaltern environmentalism is its political load. Among the core group of 8-10 people
mostly involved in the PAMiR, most of them are openly communist or anarchist, and they have
belonged to political parties, trade unions or even armed antifascist groups during Francoism
(interviews 1, 2, 8, 14, 16, 17). This small group of people consider their environmental activism
embedded in their political ideology, as they ultimately seek for empowering a subaltern
community against the ruling group. Even if the PAMiR is not officially positioned in the political
spectrum, what has permeated from the core group is an articulation of the struggle around social
justice and equity. Thus, although most of the people involved in the movement are not aware of
political theory, they perceive corporations and governments as the ultimate perpetrators of the
environmental burdens that they are bearing. Most of the people involved in the PAMiR identify
themselves with the new left movement – although the platform does not support any particular
party – and are openly positioned against neoliberal capitalism. Again, the political orientation of
the PAMiR is strongly influenced by the positionality of the community of Can Sant Joan, that is
unveiled as the main feature of the movement. Although many of the aforementioned features could
fit in different forms of alternative environmentalism, the subaltern consciousness of the people in
Can Sant Joan – that has developed into a neighborhood detached subaltern identity shared with
other communities – shapes the struggle more than anything else. In fact, in Can Sant Joan the
struggle is not only lived as an environmental health conflict, but as a quest for autonomy in order
to cease subalternity.

Global alliances for local knowledge
Street science has played a key role in the different struggles related to environmental impacts that
the community of Can Sant Joan has carried out through the years, and more specifically in the
awakening of the movement against waste incineration in the Asland. The dissociation between
people’s own experience and the corporate/official narrative fostered the production of local
knowledge by the community, that tried at the same time to embrace a scientific language to
legitimize their findings. Street science continues to be a crucial element of the popular resistance
against the Asland, and the PAMiR has opened two main fronts that are intertwined between them:
raising awareness and production of knowledge. Since the awakening of the movement in 2007, the
platform – aware of its limitations – has sought to involve scientists and physicians. Their role has
been mainly to raise awareness through public events in which they have given informative talks.
People from the PAMiR have also gained new insights on how to collect and analyze environmental
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data through their contact with the experts, and participatory processes of knowledge production
have been created. The findings have been shared with other communities at a regional, national
and even international level by means of several territorial networks against waste incineration that
have been developed during the last years. These networks – that have contributed to the creation of
common identities among their participants – provide a work space where communities involved in
similar struggles discuss joint strategies of political incidence and knowledge production.
Moreover, the big scale of the alliances gives visibility to the claims and protest actions of the
communities, that in turn become more powerful.

Democratizing science is not enough
When the permit that allowed the Asland to use RDF was issued in 2006, the community already
had a notion of the environmental health threat it involved. For many years the Can Sant Joan
community had suffered heavy air pollution from multiple sources, among which the cement plant
and the waste incineration plant – that was active from 1974 to 2004 – stand out. Pollution from the
Asland was especially notorious before the installation of the first modern filters in its chimney, as
it involved thick clouds of cement dust that permanently covered the whole neighborhood. In 1987
a set of modern and more efficient filters was installed, but as the neighbors would later know their
performance was limited as only big particles were removed. The community was not completely
satisfied with the solution and remained skeptical, and the suspicions were somehow confirmed
after several years when the amount of cancer and respiratory diseases remained still. At that point
the neighbors started to trace a relationship between invisible air pollution and human health. The
trend was reinforced by the reaction of local physicians when attending people from the
neighborhood. Several people from the community have reported that during the 1980s and 1990s
physicians from MiR would be able to determine that they lived in Can Sant Joan only by carrying
out pulmonary auscultation (interviews 1, 2, 4-6, 11, 13, 14, 20). The uneasiness created by those
medical diagnostics spread through the community and helped to raise awareness about the
relationship between air pollution and human health. After the installation of the new set of filters in
the cement plant in 1987, that supposed a temporary relieve to the neighbors, the waste incinerator
centered the claims of the community. The neighborhood obtained a little victory in 1999 when a
motion was approved in the MiR municipality that banned waste incineration within town
boundaries (Gómez Moreno and Conejero Antorán, n.d.), and the incinerator was finally shut down
in 2004. During all this process the community started to familiarize with scientific language and to
develop a certain background on environmental impacts caused by waste incineration. When in
2006 the plans of the Asland of using RDF were made public, the neighbors picked up their
previous knowledge and took it one step further.
After the aforementioned precedent, uncertainty about the health affections that the usage of RDF
could cause was a strong enough reason to lead the community to embrace street science.
Nevertheless, there was a specific event that urged the neighbors to take immediate action. On June
6th 20076 a fire hit the cement plant and produced a thick smoke cloud that directly affected Can
6 RDF was still not being used at the time, as the moratorium mentioned in page xx was under
application.
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Sant Joan. The company released only a brief statement affirming that the incident did not suppose
a threat to public health without further justification. The community was not satisfied with the
explanation and complained about a complete lack of information on the issue, as well as the
absence of an evacuation plan for the neighborhood. The episode represented a turning point and
the people from Can Sant Joan saw the need to gain access to new sources of knowledge. Popular
pressure following the incident forced the Diputació de Barcelona to install a mobile air quality
measuring station in the school yard to control emissions from the Asland. The station – that took
data from October 2007 to January 2008 – was criticized by the community because it was placed
against a wall and surrounded by trees, instead of being at an open air position like the protocol
indicated (Grup de Medi Ambient de Montcada i Reixac – Ecologistes en Acció, 2007). During
October 2007, the neighborhood association of Can Sant Joan – the PAMiR had not been created
yet – presented to the municipality a dossier with a selection of relevant legal texts, medical reports
and research works. It was the first serious effort of collecting scientific material related to air
pollution caused by waste incineration in the neighborhood, as the community felt the need to
legitimize their fight against the Asland by embracing a scientific language and thus gain
institutional support. In November 2007 – just after the PAMiR was created – the platform released
the first informative leaflet that summarized the potential environmental health impacts that waste
incineration in the Asland could entail. During the same month, a series of informative talks
complemented the release of the leaflet and sought to increase popular support and engagement.
The events were held not only in Can Sant Joan, but also in other surrounding communities and
gathered about 700 people in total. Thanks to the mediation of environmental groups which were
part of the PAMiR – such as the CEPA or Ecologistes en Acció – the speakers included renowned
scientists and physicians specialized in environmental health and air pollution. The informative
campaign served to form bonds between the PAMiR and the scientific community, in a
collaboration that has been progressively reinforced. Apart from raising awareness and
disseminating scientific knowledge that is later embraced by the community in its alternative
narrative, through the contact with affected people scientists are able to obtain a valuable feedback
to adjust their research frame (interview 18) in a process of democratization of scientific knowledge
production. Renowned scientists that have collaborated and are to some extent engaged in the
struggle against waste incineration in the Asland include Dr. Carme Valls – endocrinologist
specialized in environmental health and former member of the Catalan parliament; Dr. Josep Martí i
Valls – surgeon, former associate professor at Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and healthcare
director of the Vall d’Hebron hospital; Dr. Nicolás Olea – full professor at Universidad de Granada
and research coordinator at Hospital Clínico de Granada; Judith Marques – agricultural engineer
and activist; and Paul Connett – Professor Emeritus in Environmental Chemistry at St. Lawrence
University; among others (interview 18).
On November 6th 2009, after a failure in the set of filters in the cement plant, Can Sant Joan
suffered a cement leak that covered the whole neighborhood with a layer of gray dust. This time,
though, the community decided to carry out a samples’ collection campaign. More than 20 jars full
of dust were collected from inside different houses and balconies of the neighborhood. In
anticipation of the company statement that was expected to ensure the security of the neighbors, the
samples were brought to the town hall claiming for an analysis of the content. Despite the efforts of
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the community, the municipality never analyzed the samples – or at least the results were never
made public (interview 1). In 2010 a permanent air quality measurement station was installed in
Can Sant Joan, on the roof of the adult school which is located in the center of the neighborhood.
The device measures the level of PM10 in the air and the results are made available to the public in
real time through the website http://dtes.gencat.cat/icqa/. The PAMiR has shown their
discontentment with the measurement station for two main reasons. First, they consider very
inaccurate to assess the quality of the air based only on the level of PM10, while the byproducts of
CDR incineration include dioxins, furans, hydrocarbons, dichlorinated biphenyls and nanoparticles
among others (interview 18). And second, because the maintenance works on the station are being
performed by operators of the cement plant, in what constitutes a clear conflict of interests.
Nevertheless, the neighbors have taken advantage of the station to contest the narrative of the
cement plant – based on studies commissioned to the TecnATox institute (see p. 55) – that affirms
that the main source of air pollution in the neighborhood is traffic. This statement – that has been
repeated ad nauseam by the managers of the cement plant – outrages the neighbors as they perceive
the Asland is not only washing its hands of the air pollution problem, but blaming them for owning
cars (interviews 2, 4, 5, 8, 20). The first study carried out by members of the PAMiR examined the
level of PM10 in Can Sant Joan from June 2010 to October 2012. They found out that the daily
mean was 28.6 µg/m³, below the threshold allowed by the Generalitat that is 40 µg/m³ but way
above the recommendation of the WHO (World Health Organization) that is 20 µg/m³. Moreover,
they discovered that whereas the highest rates of PM10 occurred from 7 to 11 am – traffic rush
hours – there was a constant level of 25 µg/m³ even during the night time. The community attribute
the continued high levels of PM10 mainly to the Asland. Nevertheless, they are aware that although
the study has been reproduced yearly with similar results, it is not sufficient evidence of liability
(interviews 1, 2, 4, 6-13, 15-20). Thus, one of the most insistent claims of the movement during the
last years has been the need of a proper epidemiological study that can determine the environmental
and health effects of waste incineration in the Asland. In response to popular pressure the municipal
department of public health in MiR has requested an epidemiological study to the Diputació de
Barcelona. Yet, municipal workers admit that the Diputació does not have either capacities or
courage – as the study would surely involve confrontation with the owner of the cement plant, the
multinational LafargeHolcim – to conduct a comprehensive study (interview 10).
Ten years after the fire that hit the Asland in 2007, the community of Can Sant Joan – led by the
PAMiR – has accomplished remarkable achievements concerning the democratization of
environmental health knowledge in the neighborhood. The neighbors have gone through a gradual
process that has brought them from embracing scientific language and producing local knowledge
to a more complex form of street science. Currently, they are carrying out a process of knowledge
co-production along with other communities that face similar problems and different members of
the scientific community. People of Can Sant Joan are not just able to provide local knowledge but
also to participate in problem framing, a crucial part of science democratization that was usually
reserved to professional knowledge (Corburn, 2005). Nevertheless, the community is far from being
satisfied with the achievements. The neighbors – who use street science just as a tool to achieve
political incidence in environmental health issues (Ottinger, 2010) – have a clear final goal: they do
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not only demand the end of waste incineration in the cement kiln, but the complete closure of the
factory (interview 2).

There is strength in numbers
Considering the limitations that members of the PAMiR have faced when trying to produce local
knowledge and embrace street science, during the last years they have boosted a sharing strategy
that has brought people from Can Sant Joan to team other communities at regional, national and
even international level. These alliances – that have helped to create a common identity
characterized by their opposition to corporate power – have revealed themselves as an excellent
endeavor that has brought positive outcomes of many types to the neighborhood. Even though,
considering logistical and economic issues – the participants of the PAMiR who want to attend the
meetings usually need to finance their own expenses; the larger the scale of the network, the less
fluent the communication among the members and the most difficult is to work together (interviews
1, 2, 4, 5).

Figure 6.3 – Jose Luis Conejero and Manuel Gómez, members of the PAMiR, during their
presentation at the I European Gathering Against Waste Incineration in Cement Kilns held in
Barletta in 2014. Source: www.ladirecta.cat
The first alliances bridged date back to 2009, when a meeting was organized in Madrid between
representatives of the PAMiR and similar platforms from Toledo and Ponferrada. The goal was to
bring a discussion about waste incineration struggles to the Spanish parliament. Realizing the
potential that local movements could have if they joined forces, they decided to organize the first
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nationwide forum against waste incineration in cement plants in Ponferrada. The event – in which
Ecologistas en Acción had an important role – was held in October 2009 and saw the formation of
the Coordinadora Estatal Contra la Incineración de Residuos en Cementeras (State Coordinator
Against Waste Incineration in Cement Plants, hereafter CECIRC), a cluster of different local
platforms that have embraced similar struggles in different Spanish communities. The CECIRC
members have since then held yearly meetings, including one in Can Sant Joan in November 2011.
In the forums, the affected communities are able to share updated news about the different
struggles, to discuss common strategies against waste incineration, and especially to present new
findings or scientific knowledge that can be relevant in the struggles. The events consist on talks by
local activists from different platforms and scientists, and always culminate in joint protest actions
(interviews 1, 2, 4, 5). In May 2014 the Coordinadora Catalana Contra la Incineració (Catalan
Coordinator Against Incineration, hereafter CCCI) was created by the PAMiR and other Catalan
local platforms that are opposing waste incineration in cement plants. Some environmental groups
are actively involved in the CCCI including the CEPA, Ecologistes en Acció, the Centre d’Anàlisi i
Programes Sanitaris (Center for Healthcare Analysis and Programmes, hereafter CAPS), and the
Associació de Persones Afectades per Productes Químics i Radiacions Ambientals (Association of
People Affected by Chemical Products and Environmental Radiation, hereafter APQUIRA). The
CCCI is organized as a working group that meets approximately every 3 months and whose
members have a fluent communication among them. The strength of the group is that it is equally
formed by local platforms and environmental groups, creating a valuable feedback among them:
environmental groups provide scientific and bureaucratic counseling to local platforms, that at the
same time help environmental groups to redefine their scientific research in a democratic process
and gain social mass. The ultimate goals of the CCCI are to have political incidence at a local and
Catalan level, and to contest the official waste incineration narratives through scientific and other
means (interviews 1, 2, 4, 5).
The first European gathering against waste incineration in cement kilns took place in Barletta (Italy)
in November 2014. The event – that was promoted by the Global Alliance for Incinerator
Alternatives (GAIA) and Zero Waste Europe – was joined by representations of local movements in
Italy, Spain, Slovenia, Serbia, England, Croatia and Bulgaria. The PAMiR led the Spanish
delegation and the members Jose Luis Conejero and Manuel Gómez had the opportunity to expose
the situation in Can Sant Joan (see figure 6.3). Activists from several communities, members of
environmental groups, experts and policy-makers gave talks that were attended by more than 200
people and received extensive press coverage in Italy and beyond. The gathering – that resulted in
the elaboration of a manifesto – served to plan further coordination among the different
communities opposing waste incineration in cement plants and to share strategies and knowledge
(Zero Waste Europe, 2014). The second international gathering took place during the last week of
November 2015 and was organized by the PAMiR in Can Sant Joan, again with the collaboration of
GAIA and Zero Waste Europe. This time, though, given the proximity of the COP21 – at both a
geographical and temporal level – that took place in Paris in December 2015, the organizers
extended the call to non-European countries. Thus, to the list of representatives from European
communities that had already been involved in the first gathering were added participants from
Mexico, India, China, Philippines, Bangladesh and Tanzania among others (Alcántara, 2015). One
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of the highlights of the event was the release of a study conducted by ENT (Environment and
Management) that evaluated the level of enforcement of the European legislation for air quality in
waste incinerators based in five case studies – of which Can Sant Joan was one (AVV Montcada
Can Sant Joan, 2015). After the gathering, several members of the PAMiR – as well as most of the
communities that had participated in the event – joined the GAIA global meeting that took place
during the following week in Paris as an alternative event in parallel to the COP 21. Next
international meeting is planned to happen in Mexico in late 2017 (interview 1). Alliances with
other communities that have embraced similar struggles have allowed people from Can Sant Joan to
share knowledge and other resources while building and reinforcing a common subaltern identity
detached from a geographical dimension. These sacrifice communities that are facing the specific
problem of waste incineration have found support in each other to the extent that they are
strategizing joint forms of action and knowledge production. Moreover, by joining forces they have
gained social visibility and have thus increased their political incidence.
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[Interlude 6: José Luis Conejero, "el maño"]
My name is José Luis Conejero, although in the neighborhood they mostly call me “El Maño” in
reference to my origins (people from the Aragón province are colloquially called “maños”, a.n.). I
was born in Zaragoza in 1954, so I’m 63 years old. I only reached “Bachillerato”, the 4 th grade,
and I didn’t present to the “reválida”. Nevertheless, later on I could validate it and I started
working in a bank. When I was 17 I moved to Catalonia looking for a job. For two years I was
living in Mollet, but then I came to Can Sant Joan when I was 19. My father worked at a mechanic
workshop and my mother run a shop together with my grandmother. But I consider my family
working-class, I think that the owners of small shops are also workers. I have been involved in
local activism since I was 18 years old. I was also active politically during some years, in the
Movimiento Comunista de Catalunya (Communist Movement of Catalonia, a.n.), the Organización
de Izquierda Comunista (Communist Left Organization, a.n.) and some antifascist platforms that
were illegal, although were finally legalized.
Can Sant Joan is an urban settlement isolated from the Montcada city center, that has developed
into a neighborhood-village where everybody knows each other in some way. Thus, there is a
particular idiosyncrasy inside the neighborhood. This has always been a community were people
have organized in order to fight, at least since I arrived here. Moreover, there is a special
atmosphere in the neighborhood that make us feel from Can Sant Joan. I would define people who
live here as “Can Sant Joanistas”. I wouldn’t say that there are substantial differences among Can
Sant Joan and other marginal neighborhoods around… but it’s true that those that belong to the
city of Barcelona are more powerful and able to do more things. Since I arrived to Can Sant Joan
the neighborhood has changed a lot, we have achieved some major improvements: asphalt in the
streets, an “ateneu” (cultural center, a.n.), a school was built… But everything was achieved
through common struggles, nothing was given for free. We also had (and still have) a cement plant
that in those times did not have any kind of filters and dumped everything over the people. Dust
impregnated all the neighborhood: streets, balconies, roofs… everything. Then in 1975 we
organized the first important demonstration: we blocked the road that was the only Northern access
to Barcelona, reached the cement plant, and came back to the neighborhood. Short after that, the
first filters were installed, although they were obviously not enough. The dynamics have always
been the same, they only apply environmental measures if we protest.
We started to be aware of pollution when in the 1980s many neighbors of Can Sant Joan started to
have pulmonary problems. The physicians treating them would guess their place of residence after
performing pulmonary auscultation. In fact, one of the former doctors at the Montcada health care
center even came to the neighborhood to talk about the lungs problems that people in the
community were developing because of pollution. This doctor, that is actually deceased, was the
first one who dared to link our health problems with pollution, and raised awareness among the
neighbors. Many people of the neighborhood have passed away because of respiratory diseases…
especially former workers of the cement plant, I think all of them are dead. Almost every week I
hear about someone who has discovered being sick… And everyday there are more cases among
children, especially girls who get the period too young. We cannot point to a single source, but we
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are convinced that this is because of the high levels of pollution in the neighborhood. In this
community the number of sick people is much higher than in others around, and that is why we
have asked for an epidemiological study. There is a study by the Universidad Carlos III from
Madrid that say that living in a 5 km radius from a cement plant increases the possibilities of
having different types of cancer (referring to García-Pérez et al., 2015, a.n.). The Asland cement
plant appears in that study. Some scientists say that postal code is a key feature for evaluating
health.
Sometimes I have thought about moving out from the neighborhood, because the pollution and the
noise are really unpleasant experiences. But this neighborhood has also some very particular
features that you can’t find in other places. We all know each other. We are in the big city but at
the same time here we are a big family. If you leave… you break with everything. Besides, where
could I go? Not to Barcelona, because we know that the pollution also reaches the city. To the
mountain then? Pollution has no borders. Obviously the closest you are to the pollution sources the
higher is the toxicity, but anyway… If we had to change our routines and behaviors because of
pollution, not only would it be affecting our physical health but also our way of thinking and being.
So we just look forward and try to do what we have to do. Even if we tried to, we don’t really know
how to protect ourselves from this pollution.
The policy of the cement plant is to give money to anyone who gets close and asks for it. If someone
wants to climb a mountain, he goes and asks for money. I someone needs a sponsor for a t-shirt, the
cement plant provides it. The local football and basketball teams, for example, are sponsored by the
cement plant. When my kids were younger and I was involved in the AMPA (Parents Association,
a.n.) of the school they wanted to give us money to organize activities and buy t-shirts, but we
rejected. We said that our sons and daughters were not going to wear Lafarge propaganda. When
the new direction board – of which I am part – of the neighborhood association started, we found
out that the association was receiving 3000€ every year in order to organize the annual popular
festival. We organized an assembly and decided to tell the cement plant that we would still accept
the money, but that we would use it to finance the lawsuit against them. They naturally stopped
giving us money. But what we don’t want is to be used as propaganda and to be bribed by a factory
that is polluting us. We even refuse to appear in places where they do.
I have always been keen on the environment, mountains, nature… I always enjoyed it and tried to
protect it in my own individual way. Nevertheless, since we learned that they were going to burn
waste – including sewage sludge and other terrible things – we started to deepen our knowledge
about its implications and our conception of the environment radically changed. Now we all have
become environmentalists. We have learned a lot by means of reading a lot, asking many questions
and listening to experts. I have always mobilized against pollution coming from the cement plant,
but the intensity of my engagement has fluctuated along time. This struggle is a long-distance race,
and there have been specific events that have been strongly opposed by the community and have
increased the intensity of the mobilization. We have organized carnivals where we enact a funeral
in which we bury the cement plant, many demonstrations with over a thousand people… We set
three huge crosses that were visible from the road and the highway in order to portray the cement
plant as the Montcada cemetery… We dressed in protective suits and protested with banners at the
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entrance of the cement plant… We organized this kind of actions. We have also collected
signatures several times. And last year we organized the 2 nd International meeting against
incineration, that was a beautiful way of getting recognition. We have organized raffles, solidarity
awards and even a music festival in order to collect money. We have been able to collect a lot of
money, but it’s not only that… It’s also about the movement and visibility that it gives us, and the
outreach to other communities and struggles. We received the award to the best Catalan
neighborhood association by the CONFAVC (stands for Confederation of Catalan Neighborhood
Associations in Catalan, a.n.). We have also organized talks with different experts and activists,
even at an international level. And not only in the neighborhood, but in many other places around.
We even started different lawsuits against the cement plant. In brief, we have tried to be present
everywhere that we could. All these actions have worked in different ways, but in the end they all
have the same goal. We decide what is the best option according to the situation at the moment, or
the perspectives that we perceive.
We’ve had some problems since the previous mayor (referring to César Arrizabalaga, mayor of
Montcada i Reixac from 1999 to 2010, a.n.) together with the cement plant promoted counter
demonstrations to every action we organized. They obviously did it through third parties, but
everybody knew who was behind that. They sent the workers to the talks that we organized… There
was a moment when something serious could have happened when the CEMA, which is an
organization of the cement companies together with labor unions, organized an event in Montcada.
We organized a demonstration to show our dissent and they organized another one to offset ours.
We realized that something weird was happening and we decided to retreat, and after that we found
out that there were moles in our group trying to induce violent situations. But luckily we left just in
time.
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7. Conclusion
Over the course of this study I have analyzed the processes that led to the formation of a sacrifice
zone in Can Sant Joan, uncovered different forms of violence that have been – and are being –
inflicted to the community, and explored the ways in which the neighbors have organized to oppose
social and environmental injustices. The ongoing struggle in which the Can Sant Joan community is
opposing the use of RDF – in other words, waste incineration – in the kiln of the Asland cement
plant has allowed me to undertake such task. Yet, this is only the last of a long list of conflicts that
the community has engaged in during the last 50 years, and in which the neighbors have dedicatedly
rejected further discrimination that would have reinforced their subaltern condition. Thus, this work
should be regarded as a frame in the ongoing clash between political economic elites trying to
further entrench their hegemony and a subaltern community claiming for autonomy and political
representation. With this I want to highlight the dynamic nature of the studied processes and
phenomena, and acknowledge that the struggles for social and environmental justice in Can Sant
Joan are hence a matter of the past, but at the same time more alive than ever.
The stated propositions and the theoretical tools that I have mobilized in this research rely on the
assumption that Can Sant Joan is a subaltern community. Thus, operationalizing a way of assessing
Can Sant Joan’s positionality in order to prove its sociopolitical subordination – or in other words,
answering my first research question – has been an essential prerequisite for this study. In order to
do so, I have chosen a conception of subalternity in line with Gramsci, Guha (Green, 2002) and
Pulido (1996); in which the subaltern are all the nonelite groups oppressed by a hegemonic class,
and this oppression is expressed through an ensemble of interdependent relations. Thus, in order to
reflect the manifold character of subalternity I have chosen to analyze Can Sant Joan’s positionality
in the following terms: economic level, education level, value of real estate properties, cultural
spaces, and public services. This evaluation has clearly portrayed Can Sant Joan as a subaltern
community under the hegemony of both Montcada Center – at a local scale – and Barcelona city –
at a regional scale – and highlighted the scalar tensions of subalternity assessment, where a group
can simultaneously play different roles depending on the scale of analysis. Building on the assertion
that subaltern groups are non-equivalent among them, I have finally made use of the Gramscian
ladder of subalternity, through which the level of subordination of social groups is assessed
according to their degree of political autonomy (Green, 2002). A deeper analysis has led me to find
out that the marginal position of Can Sant Joan is not unique at all among its surrounding
communities. Nevertheles, what makes of the neighborhood a special case, is the strong resistance
that the community has opposed to sociopolitical hegemony, sparked by a strong sense of
community and a developed subaltern consciousness. Thus, Can Sant Joan has been able to move
upper than its surrounding communities in the Gramscian ladder outwards subalternity.
By assessing the positionality of Can Sant Joan I have been able to arguably call it a subaltern
community, and this assertion has led free way for the rest of my research questions. The next of
my inquires seeks to uncover the dynamics that made of the neighborhood a sacrifice zone (Lerner,
2012). To this end, I have documented the main locally unwanted land uses (LULUs) that have
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affected – and still affect – the neighborhood since its creation and contextualized this information
in a broader sociopolitical background – heavily influenced by migration – in search of patterns. My
research has demonstrated that waste incineration in the cement plant is just the straw that broke the
camel’s back, the last of a long list of impactful infrastructures placed in Can Sant Joan. Most of
those facilities – such as the sewage treatment plant or the railway lines – give service to many
municipalities while creating high environmental impacts in the neighborhood. Can Sant Joan – as
well as many other subaltern communities in the Vallès region – was constituted in its present form
during the migration wave from rural to industrial areas that took place in Spain in the 1960s and
1970s. These neighborhoods were developed in the vicinity of heavy polluting industries in order to
host newly arrived working-class immigrants and, thus, were already born as sacrifice zones. This
feature was subsequently reinforced in a still ongoing practice, as the recent siting of the sewage
treatment plant and the Ecoparc 2 shows in the case of Can Sant Joan. My investigation has led me
to assert that the concentration of LULUs in the neighborhood – as well as in other subaltern
communities in the Vallès region – was deliberately bolstered following political criteria. After the
creation of the aforementioned working-class migrant neighborhoods, new infrastructures and
industrial land – that gave service to large populations including wealthier communities – were
developed in those subaltern communities that were already sacrifice zones. Thus, I have found out
that the siting of LULUs followed a political criteria and subaltern communities without access to
political representation were targeted for that purpose following the path of least resistance (Energy
Justice Network, n.d.) and making of Can Sant Joan and many other surrounding communities
sacrifice zones.
Once Can Sant Joan’s condition of sacrifice zone has been confirmed, my third research question
seeks to deepen into the violence inflicted to communities inhabiting in these areas. For that
purpose, I have focused in the ongoing waste incineration conflict and I have used the slow violence
(Nixon, 2011) framework to analyze the violence that the Asland cement plant is inflicting to the
community. I have found out that in order to maintain its social legitimacy at the lowest economic
price, the different companies managing the Asland during the years have structurally and
environmentally discriminated the Can Sant Joan community with the acquiescence of the
authorities at different geographical scales. This responds to a gradual type of violence that
discounts affected communities of its cultural and political agency, takes place out of sight, and
does not fit with cultural assumptions of violence; namely slow violence (Ibid.) In this part of my
research I have also explored slow violence as a manifold process composed of other more specific
forms of violence including environmental, structural, and narrative violence. To this end I have
analyzed the role of the cement industry – and more specifically the Asland – in the European CO 2
emissions market and traced a link to regional waste management. My findings have portrayed
waste incineration as a double business for the owners of the cement plant, who take advantage of a
controversial legislation to reinforce the environmental burdens on the community while making
profit out of it, in a clear pattern of structural violence (Galtung, 1969). Moreover, I have also
analyzed the relationship between the Asland and the TecnATox research institute. My research has
revealed that the managers of the cement plant have a reciprocal relationship of mutual benefit with
the TecnATox, to which they commission environmental health assessments and studies that are –
unsurprisingly – always favorable to their interests. By doing so, they polarize scientific research
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and deliberately foster doubts about the effects that pollution from the Asland has on the
community, in a clear case of narrative violence (Barca, 2014). Thus, I have found out that the
Asland is inflicting slow violence to the Can Sant Joan community in different ways. These forms
of violence do not have clear boundaries, intertwine among each other, and together form a
reinforcing loop that reproduces subalternity and consolidates the sacrifice zone.
After having uncovered different types of violence the Asland is inflicting to the community, my
last research question explores the ways in which the people from Can Sant Joan is mobilizing
against that violence and discrimination. For that purpose I have analyzed the still ongoing
movement against waste incineration in the Asland that sparkled in Can Sant Joan and lately
reached beyond its borders. This movement was born as a continuation of a long list of struggles for
improving livelihood in the neighborhood that the community has tirelessly engaged during the last
fifty years. Just like those previous movements, the present struggle against waste incineration in
the cement plant is as much a quest for autonomy and social justice as it is about environmental
health. Local activists and neighbors are not trying to protect the environment, but to oppose
inequalities and further discrimination by a hegemonic class whose single existence is perceived by
the community as an obstacle to their livelihood improvement. My findings, thus, have led me to
identify a strong common subaltern identity as the main feature of the movement against waste
incineration in Can Sant Joan, that perfectly matches the definition of subaltern environmentalism
(Pulido, 1996). The movement, that does not claim for a relocation but for closure of the factory,
has used a variety of strategies to reach its goal, including protest actions, legal actions, street
science (Corburn, 2005), and bridging alliances. In my research I have analyzed the process of
street science embraced by the community of Can Sant Joan, in which local activists have teamed
with global activists and renowned scientists and physicians. The community has benefited of this
process in two ways: by co-producing scientific knowledge that legitimizes their claims and raising
awareness among its members and beyond. This has led to the creation of networks of resistance
with other similarly affected communities. By bridging alliances, local activists have been able to
bring the struggle beyond the borders of the neighborhood, strategize joint forms of political
incidence, and share and work together in the production of scientific knowledge. Moreover, I have
found out that this latter strategy has contributed to develop the previously existing local subaltern
consciousnesses of the Can Sant Joan community into a more complex and geographically detached
identity in common with other communities affected by waste incineration.
My main line of inquiry has been complemented along this work with a series of interludes
revolving around toxic autobiography. The understanding of waste not only as matter, but as a set of
relationships inscribed in the organosphere, leads to broadening the definition of sacrifice zones,
that thereby include also subaltern human – and more-than-human – bodies (Armiero and Iengo,
2017). Thus, by shifting the unit of analysis from the community of Can Sant Joan to individuals
affected by the studied phenomena, in these interludes I have been able to explore from a different
perspective the types of violence being inflicted in sacrifice zones, and more specifically narrative
violence. In these pieces, five members of the Can Sant Joan community challenge the toxic
narrative built around the Asland, that becomes idle in front of their counter-hegemonic corporeal
storytelling. Through this process, known as guerrilla narrative, storytelling is legitimized as a
80

democratic source of knowledge. By telling their stories, subaltern people rejects the passive role
that toxic narratives have attributed to them and hence, storytelling becomes a way of changing
realities. Therefore, in these interludes I have looked beyond academic outcomes and I have sought
to humbly offer something back to the community of Can Sant Joan. Being the main focus of local
activists street science and bridging alliances, I believe that a guerrilla narrative approach could
complement the movement against waste incineration and increase the likelihood of success.
This study opens the door to further research in Can Sant Joan that could keep contributing to
different theoretical bodies but also to the community in their struggle for environmental health and
social justice. Being slow violence delayed in time and difficult to identify in its first stages (Nixon,
2011), I foresee Can Sant Joan – whose constitutive condition of sacrifice zone has been reinforced
during the last decades – as a very suitable case study to further inquire into the different forms that
slow violence can take and evaluate this process over longer periods of time. Moreover, the
willingness that local activists have shown in collaborating with physicians and scholars of different
disciplines make Can Sant Joan a fitting environment to keep bringing academia – and particularly
a field like political ecology – closer to social and environmental activism, in what Marta Conde
(2014) has defined as activism mobilizing science. Critical political and social theory has in the past
been one important factor in organizing social movements, building collective political agency, and
imagining political change. Today, however, connections between theory and activism are less
prevalent. Methodologies grounded on political ecology could be developed to influence
communities involved in environmental struggles by providing specific knowledge in a feedback
process that would enhance the efficiency of the movements and help to prioritize modes of action.
The struggle against waste incineration in Can Sant Joan could be useful to analyze the connection
between the potential of this new methodology to contribute to efficient and meaningful action and
the specific political ecological characteristics of different types of communities that inhabit
sacrifice zones.
I started this conclusion by emphasizing that the struggle in Can Sant Joan is more alive than ever,
and the events that have taken place during the last months prove that it was not just rhetoric. In
2017, the Asland cement plant turned 100 years old and the current managers decided to celebrate
the milestone. A giant commemorative banner was hanged from one of the buildings so it could be
seen from the highways, a big party with 350 guests – including politicians and industrial
representatives – was thrown in the cement plant, and an exposition about the Asland’s history was
organized in the Montcada auditorium (La Vanguardia, 2017; La Veu, 2017). The festivities got
moderate attention in local, regional and even national press, and José Luis Coleto, director of the
plant, unashamedly asserted: “The times have changed, now it’s clean, it’s the factory of the future”
(La Vanguardia, 2017). Despite trying to show her commitment with the movement against
incineration by rejecting the invitation to the party, MiR mayor Laura Campos was heavily
criticized by the PAMiR for allowing the exposition to take place in a public space. Nevertheless,
the platform’s reaction was not limited to censuring LafargeHolcim’s festivities and the institutional
support – especially by the Catalan government – the company received; the PAMiR decided to
host its own counter-celebration at the Kursaal, the stronghold of the movement in Can Sant Joan.
The highlight of the event was the participation of a group of activists from Trbovlje (Slovenia),
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who in 2015 managed to close a LafargeHolcim cement plant where different types of waste were
being incinerated. In fact, this big success got the leader of the movement Uroš Macerl awarded
with the Goldman Prize in 2017. In the event hosted by the PAMiR, the Slovenian activists gave to
the Can Sant Joan neighborhood association a figure commemorating the closure of the Trbovlje
LafargeHolcim cement plant with the name Montcada i Reixac inscribed in it, with the hope that
both movements will soon have something else in common: rejecting their fate (figure 7.1)
(Alquézar, 2017).

Figure 7.1 – Slovenian activists handing over a figure in support of the Can Sant Joan movement
against waste incineration in the LafargeHolcim cement plant. Source: www.laveu.cat

In January 2018, while I was spending some days back home in vacation, I went to the Can Sant
Joan neighborhood association to pay a visit to the people who so kindly had shared their stories
with me. After lively telling me about all the things that were going on in the neighborhood and
future protest actions still to come, José Luis stopped for a second and pointed to the top of a shelf,
where the figure stood over the room: “but now we’ve got the amulet, so we’re going to close it [the
cement plant]!”.
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Annex 1: conducted interviews
The table below displays a list of all the interviews that I conducted during the data collection
process. Additionally, it contains detailed information including: name of the interviewee,
description of the activities that make her / him relevant for this work, and date and place of the
interview. An arbitrary identification number (ID) has been given to each of the interviewees, these
IDs have been used when referencing specific interviews in this work. All the interviewees signed
informed consent forms (see chapter 2) that can be made available under request at
sergiorc@kth.se.
ID Name

Description

Date

Place

1

José Luis
Conejero

Can Sant Joan neighbor, president of the
neighborhood association

6/02/2017

AVV Can Sant Joan

2

Manuel Gómez

Can Sant Joan neighbor, board member of
6/02/2017
the neighborhood association

AVV Can Sant Joan

3

Josep Martí

Retired surgeon, activist at CAPS

6/02/2017

Online
questionnaire

4

Rosa Maria
Martín

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
women group

7/02/2017

AVV Can Sant Joan

5

Nicolasa
Fernández

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
women group

7/02/2017

AVV Can Sant Joan

6

Chaima Khella

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
youth group

7/02/2017

Montcata Vins

7

Albert
Domínguez

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
youth group

7/02/2017

Montcata Vins

8

Antonio de
Pedro

Can Sant Joan neighbor, board member of
8/02/2017
the neighborhood association

AVV Can Sant Joan

9

Sonia Ortega

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
women group

8/02/2017

AVV Can Sant Joan

10

Claudio
Marcos

Public health inspector for the MiR
municipality

8/02/2017

City Hall of MiR

11

Adoración
Ruiz

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
women group

8/02/2017

AVV Can Sant Joan

12

Santiago
Cutura

Representative of APQUIRA

9/02/2017

La Garriga, private
house

13

Núria Vidal de Member of EeA and former worker of the
Barcelona, private
10/02/2017
Llobatera
MiR municipality in the environment area
house

14

Sebastià
Heredia

15 Gonzalo García
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Can Sant Joan neighbor, former rector of
the Can Sant Joan parish

13/02/2017

Can Sant Joan,
private house

CUP representative at the MiR
municipalaity

13/02/2017 City Hall of MiR

ID Name

Description

16 Antonio López MiR neighbor

Date

Place

14/02/2017 AVV Can Sant Joan

17 Leo López

Can Sant Joan neighbor, board member of
14/02/2017 AVV Can Sant Joan
the neighborhood association

18 Carme Valls

Endocrinologist specialized in
Barcelona, private
environmental health, former member of 15/02/2017
office
the Catalan parliament, member of CAPS

19

Immaculada
Hoyo

Can Sant Joan neighbor, member of the
parent’s association of the Escola El
Viver, member of ICV at the MiR
municipality

20

Antonio
Alcántara

Can Sant Joan neighbor, initiator of the
campaign “Judici a la Cimentera”

15/02/2017 Escola El Viver

10/03/2017 Skype

Acronyms
AVV: Associació de Veïns (neighborhood association)
MiR: Montcada i Reixac (name of the municipality to which Can Sant Joan belongs)
CAPS: Centre d’Anàlisi i Programes Sanitaris (Center for Healthcare Analysis and Programmes)
EeA: Ecologistes en Acció (Environmentalists in Action)
APQUIRA: Associació de Persones Afectades per Productes Químics i Radiacions Ambientals
(Association of People Affected by Chemical Products and Environmental Radiation)
CUP: Candidatura d’Unitat (Popular Popular Unity Candidacy)
ICV: Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds (Green Catalonia Initiative)
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