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Abstract 

 

The aim of this degree project is to provide a description of the social movements that 

struggle against mega projects in Europe and of the relations between them.  

A body of literature on neoliberalism sets the context in which these struggles take 

place. The concept of rhizome, encompassing characters of multiplicity, heterogeneity, 

horizontality, is presented as a theoretical framework. 

These theoretical foundations are confronted with investigation on two levels. At a 

general level, internet-based research is carried out to map, at least in part, the constellation 

of movements involved. At a more focused level, participant observation is conducted in 

specific sites in order to grasp the ideas, discourses and meanings that colour the struggles. 

By setting the struggles in a wider political context and by experimenting alternative 

social and spatial practices, the rhizome of movements gives deeper significance to the 

contestation of mega projects and opens societal prospects. 

 

Keywords: social movements, megaprojects, neoliberalism, rhizome, Unnecessary Imposed Mega 

Projects, mapping, social disparities, spatial polarisation, democracy, Notre-Dame-des-Landes, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background 

In the last years, many large projects dealing with infrastructure or other activities with 

long-lasting impacts on a territory, which we refer to as mega projects, have been faced by 

social movements of opposition. Yet mega projects are viewed as a tool to overcome the 

financial and economic crisis that has affected most countries in the world and public policies 

are carried out in order to favour the realisation of mega projects. But citizen movements 

opposed to mega projects dispute their relevance in a world of limited resources and threats 

of climate change. They argue that not only these projects are no solution to the crisis but 

they also worsen the situation by weakening the economy, triggering environmental 

damages and social injustice, without any respect for democracy.  

The movements of resistance against mega projects go beyond resident NIMBY (Not In My 

Back Yard) struggles, in the sense that their opposition is based on considerations of 

common good rather than individualist interests.  Many of these groups have identified 

spatial plans as a symbol and materialization of neoliberal power and the protest against a 

project often leads to questioning broader issues. Some sites are or have been occupied, 

giving rise to alternative ways of organising a territory and a community with regard for the 

commons. 

An ongoing process of networking between the movements is implemented in order 

to coordinate the struggles. Activists of different struggles cooperate, exchange information, 

resources and views. The contested projects have been named under a common 

expression, “Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects” and for four years forums have been 

organised in different project sites in Europe that gathered several opposition movements 

against mega projects. Moreover, some organisations did an inventory of these contested 

projects worldwide: the EJOLT project, supported by the European Commission to back the 

work of Environmental Justice Organisations, initiated a map1; another similar map is 

developed by Intercoll.net2 (Social movements international collective intellectual). 

These efforts to acknowledge, inventory, articulate and gather the multiplicity of 

heterogeneous grassroots movements against mega projects aim to go beyond the particular 

local contexts in which all the projects are based, to oppose a consistent and worldwide 

adversary to global power structures imbued with neoliberal ideologies. However, if there are 

connections between movements struggling in every part of the world, it seems that it’s at the 

national and, to a lesser extent, at the continental scale that networking efforts are the most 

fruitful. The Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects illustrate the latter and 

assert the will to promote a Europe of people and solidarity rather than the current market-

oriented European Union that fails to generate popular enthusiasm, as the European 

elections of 22-25 May 2014 showed with massive abstention and high nationalist scores. 

There is a body of planning or geography literature concerning mega projects 

(Flyvbjerg 2003, 2005; Lehrer & Laidley, 2008), grassroots place-based struggles (Lopes de 

Souza, 2006; Purcell, 2009, 2013), networks of social movements (Castells, 1997; Cumbers 

                                                
1
 EjAtlas.org, About the Atlas of Environmental Justice, [Online], available at: http://ejatlas.org/about 

2
 Intercoll.net, Large and useless infrastructures, [Online], available at : 

http://www.intercoll.net/bdf/en/questions/question-3.html  

http://ejatlas.org/about
http://www.intercoll.net/bdf/en/questions/question-3.html
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et al., 2008; Funke, 2012; Routledge, 2003). There are also academic articles concerning the 

struggles around specific mega projects such as the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-

Landes (Renard & Rialland-Juin, 2013) or the High Speed Railway between Lyon and Torino 

(Armano et al. 2013; Leonardi, 2013). But as far as I know, nothing has been published 

about the ensemble of movements opposed to mega projects, about the connections that 

they have created between each other and about the prospects opened up by this ensemble.  

Unlike social movements focused on general issues, the ones in which my study is interested 

are anchored in space. They are not only set in specific local contexts but also tied to 

broader scales. The spatial and organisational aspects may be interesting for planners and 

those interested in the organization of space and politics, as they open up new perspectives 

characteristic to our time and as they question the act of planning itself. 

I would like to underline two scholars who suggested directions for urban studies that 

I found relevant for my work. One is Castells, who stated that urban social movements, 

rather than planning institutions, are the true sources of change and innovation3. It seems to 

me that the movements opposed to mega projects propose topical and inventive reflections 

and practices in reaction to today’s neoliberalism that are worth studying. The other scholar 

is Purcell who expressed a call on planners to engage with the work of Deleuze and Guattari: 

“I have argued that Deleuze and Guattari have the potential to invigorate the planning 

discourse, but that must happen through sustained debates about what their argument is, 

what it means for planning.”4 Although I didn’t invest enough time and efforts to master the 

whole extent of challenging thoughts Deleuze and Guattari have brought, I tried to respond to 

it within my current capacities, notably by appropriating their concept of rhizome. 

 

1.2. Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of my research is to describe and account for the social movements 

opposing mega projects and the relations between them at the European scale.  

Beyond mega projects, these struggles challenge current models of urban or regional 

planning and more broadly social organisations that are shaped by neoliberalism. The 

manner movements are articulated, as well as the discourses and ideas they promote, seem 

to set the foundations for alternative social and spatial relations. 

Thus several aspects of investigation and reflection arise that will frame discussion. 

Firstly, there are signs of cooperation and exchange between social movements opposing 

mega projects but the nature and extent of the connections have to be examined. How to 

analyse this constellation of movements? We will address this question by finding a suitable 

theoretical framework and assessing it following careful website analysis and on-site 

observation. 

Secondly, if social movements that struggle against mega projects do not solely 

oppose the very projects, the deep-seated reasons for their commitment are not obvious at 

first glance. What meanings do they hold? Based on theory and investigation, my work 

                                                
3
 Manuel Castells, Luttes urbaines, 1972, p. 19 

4
 Mark Purcell, A new land: Deleuze and Guattari and planning, Planning Theory & Practice, 2013, 

p.35 
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endeavours to understand the scope of discontent and demand embodied by these struggles 

and to appraise the grounds for their mobilising force. 

 Finally, the way these struggles are carried out is meaningful. In what way does it 

outline alternative spatial or social organisations, experimental approaches to collective 

living? 

1.3. Methods and structure  

To address these queries, my work bases itself on a body of theory and on personal 

investigation. The theories presented in the second section (the first section being this 

introduction) enable to set the context in which mega projects and their contestations arise: 

firstly, attention is drawn to the neoliberal hydra – the neoliberal doctrine as well as its actual 

hybrid, multi-faceted materialisation, the way mega projects relate to it and the implications 

this has. Secondly, scholar contributions describing and analysing social movements help to 

situate the groups opposed to mega projects. Deleuze & Guattari’s concept of the rhizome is 

introduced as a framework to depict the struggles against mega projects. 

The third and fourth sections expose the investigation I conducted, respectively in 

general at the European scale and more specifically on the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. 

In these two sections I used several hybrid methods for a pragmatic qualitative research best 

suited to my subject and to the limited time I had: non-participatory observation using 

principally the medium of the Internet aimed at mapping contested mega projects; discourse 

analysis of a sample of narratives and data produced by the movements opposed to mega 

projects; participant observation with moderate participation of the Fourth Forum Against 

Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects, of movements against Stuttgart 21 rail station project, 

against a coal mine in Hambacher Forest and of the movement against the airport project in 

Notre-Dame-des-Landes.  

In the third section, an inventory of European contested mega projects and a few 

reported cases account for the multiplicity and diversity of the movements opposed to mega 

projects; elements of “genealogy” and relations with past movements are found; the process 

of Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects that has gathered (European) 

movements every year for four years in different sites in Europe is presented, with a focus on 

the last edition in Rosia Montana that I attended. 

The case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes is introduced in the beginning of the fourth section with 

a historical overview of the struggle and a reflexive journal of the time I spent in the ZAD, the 

site where the airport is supposed to be built, which is now occupied by opponents to the 

project. Their connections at a variety of scales are then presented, as well as narratives and 

references that stress subjective character. Finally elements tying the struggle to certain 

discourses on the metropolis are highlighted. 

The fifth section assembles the theories and the results of the investigation to situate 

the constellation of movements against mega projects and highlight their potential and 

perspectives. Firstly, the rhizome as a theoretical framework for the ensemble of movements 

opposed to mega projects, its interest, limitations and potential, are discussed, in order to 

suggest the architecture of this ensemble. Secondly, I analyse the way movements question 

and challenge the neoliberal discourse that sustains mega projects. Thirdly, I discuss the 

prospects opened up by the struggles, on spatial, organisational and societal points of view. 
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2. THEORETICAL BASES 

Before investigating the social movements opposing mega projects, a theoretical 

approach will enable to set the context in which mega projects and their contestations arise. 

2.1. Mega-projects and the neoliberal hydra 

The struggles against mega projects take place in a certain economic and societal 

context that affects both the projects and the opposition movements. Therefore it is useful to 

define this context before studying the struggles. Neoliberalism, in the sense that the term 

encompasses most transformations of the last decades, seems to exert dominance, notably 

in regards to mega projects. 

2.1.1. The neoliberal hydra 

 “Neo-liberalism is arguably the most useful concept available for connecting the 

political discourses of the economising of social life, the reformation of the welfare states, 

and the complex processes of globalisation”5, writes Tore Sager in his survey of urban policy 

and planning literature related to neo-liberalism. Indeed it is common to refer to neoliberalism 

while confronted to societal changes of our time; the term evokes relocations, the cold 

violence of increasing inequalities, and a process that seems unstoppable. However one 

needs to be cautious with this term. 

Neoliberalism primarily refers to a project that is heterogeneously and partially 

achieved, a doctrine that celebrates unfettered market rule: “economic deregulation, 

elimination of tariffs, and a range of monetary and social policies favorable to business and 

indifferent toward poverty, social deracination, cultural decimation, long term resource 

depletion and environmental destruction.”6 The market should control the political sphere 

rather than being monitored by the state and other political institutions, and market rule 

should penetrate all spheres of social life.  

According to Duménil & Lévy7, neoliberalism corresponds to a third phase in the evolution of 

capitalism: a first period of financial hegemony occurred during the late XIXth century; then 

came the Keynesian compromise of welfare state and, from the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

the decline of this second stage and changes in technology and profitability allowed the 

emergence of the second period of financial hegemony, neoliberalism. The doctrine was 

supported by various think tanks and academics, notably of the Chicago school of 

economics, of which both Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman were awarded Nobel 

Prize in 1974 and 1976 respectively8. It became prominent via certain elite groups such as 

the class of financiers that emerged further to the separation of capital ownership to 

management9, emblematic institutions and political figureheads –the governments of 

                                                
5
 Tore Sager, ‘Neo-liberal urban planning policies: A literature survey 1990–2010’, Progress in 

Planning, Vol.76(4), 2011, p.148 
6
 Wendy Brown, Neoliberalism and the end of liberal democracy, Theory & Event, 2003, Vol.7(1) p.28 

7
 Gérard Duménil & Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent. Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution, pp.209-

212 
8
 David Harvey, A brief history of neoliberalism, p.22 

9
 Gérard Duménil & Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent. Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution, p.12 
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Margareth Thatcher in the United Kingdom, Ronald Reagan in the United States, Deng 

Xiaoping in China10. 

Indeed the neoliberal transformations that have occurred in the past three decades are 

characterized by “an ideological faith in the market, a performative deference to international 

economic circumstances and constraints, and the widespread adoption of governmental 

techniques like privatization and monetary restraint.”11 These transformations have starred a 

decline, a restructuration of “a particular kind of state”12, what Duménil and Levy refer to as 

“the historical feat” that the dominant class has just accomplished: to seize the progress of 

socialization from state control in favour of a private socialization, and to take hold of the 

state.13 This feat seems paradoxical: the state has opted for a restructuration that lessens its 

power, or rather reshapes its orientations, from social welfare policies toward for instance 

displaying an increasingly repressive face.  

However, neoliberalism should not be seen as a coherent comprehensive receipt to be 

uniformly implemented everywhere throughout the globe. Rather it is hybrid, depending on 

the various local and historical situations. That’s why Peck, Theodore and Brenner introduce 

the concept of “actually existing neoliberalism” to draw attention to “the contextual 

embeddedness and path-dependency of neoliberal restructuring projects”.14 The myth of 

David and Goliath to depict respectively civil society and corporate globalism is present in 

many political and everyday discourses, that is to say, the enouncements in written and 

spoken communication that convey certain structures of thought. But Peck et al. warn us 

against such a monolithic representation that, although it tells something about power 

asymmetry, prevents us from understanding the complex process of shaping neoliberalism 

throughout the ages and its contestations (like Keynesian redistribution or institutions of 

social solidarity). “Just as contestation is not unproblematically “exterior” to neoliberalism, so 

neoliberalism itself is a multifaceted hybrid, more Hydra than Goliath.”15 Unlike the giant 

warrior of the Bible, in Greek mythology, the Lernaean Hydra is a monster with many heads 

that grow back when cut off. Then, referring to a “neoliberal hydra” underlines the plural and 

sneaky nature of neoliberalism. The term “creative destruction” put forward by Peck, 

Theodore and Brenner emphasizes these entangled relations between “the (partial) 

destruction of extant institutional arrangements and political compromises through market-

oriented reform initiatives; and second, the (tendencial) creation of a new infrastructure for 

market-oriented economic growth, commodification, and capital-centric rule.”16 

 From the perspective of scholars like David Harvey, Mike Davis or Duménil and Lévy, 

the neoliberal project is inseparable from class relations. The latter view neoliberalism as an 

attempt to restore the interests and power of the leading class made of capitalist owners and 

                                                
10

 David Harvey, A brief history of neoliberalism, p.1 
11

 Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell, ‘Conceptualizing Neoliberalism, Thinking Thatcherism’, Contesting 

neoliberalism urban frontiers, p.29 
12

 Ibid. 
13

 Gérard Duménil & Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent. Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution, p.213 
14

 Jamie Peck, Nikolas Theodore & Neil Brenner, ‘Neoliberal Urbanism : Models, Moments, Mutations’, 
SAIS Review, 2009, Vol.29(1), pp.49-50 
15

 Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell, ‘Conceptualizing Neoliberalism, Thinking Thatcherism’, Contesting 
neoliberalism urban frontiers, p.27 
16

 Jamie Peck, Nikolas Theodore & Neil Brenner, ‘Neoliberal Urbanism : Models, Moments, Mutations’, 
SAIS Review, p.55 
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institutions17. According to Davis, social inequalities are the driving forces of contemporary 

economy rather than mere collateral damage. And the class configuration now has to be 

conceived transnationally. It is not new that the ruling classes of different nation-states have 

links with each other (it was also the case in the past, especially during colonial era). “But 

there has undoubtedly been a deepening as well as a widening of these transnational 

connections during the phase of neoliberal globalization, and it is vital that these 

connectivities be acknowledged.”18 

In Mondialisation, villes et territoires, French engineer and sociologist Pierre Veltz describes 

spatial features of globalisation. Far from homogenising the territory, the increasing transport 

speed and development of new technologies have involved more concentration of activity in 

metropolises and increasing spatial and social inequalities. The fluidity of the new economy 

tends to polarise in a polycentric network. Transport and communication infrastructure play a 

key role in the image of a networked territory: they create connections but also 

channelization effects in the zones that they cross but don’t serve. The networked territory 

also implies a prevalence of relations between two nodes over relations between a node and 

its hinterland.19 It is crucial to keep that in mind when faced to grass-root protests against 

transport infrastructure such as high-speed railways or airports. 

“Neo-liberalism mobilises urban space as an arena for market-oriented economic growth and 

elite consumption practices, and in so doing it transforms the politico-economic setting in 

which public plans and projects are implemented.”20 In other words, neoliberalism shapes the 

functions and characters of space, but also the processes and frameworks in which space is 

produced. Thus mega-projects, in the sense that they are vectors of space transformation 

and processes involving many actors, are affected by neoliberal transformations, as the 

following section will show, in their very purpose and in the way they are decided, financed 

and carried out. 

2.1.2. A story of mega projects 

Mega projects are increasingly criticised and arouse growing opposition. The word 

defines large-scale investments in physical capital facilities21. Mega projects of today include 

large infrastructure projects in domains ranging from transport to energy, water and waste 

management, but also projects related to mining, to urban regeneration like waterfront 

development or to recreation and tourism. In addition, aerospace projects weapons or big 

events arguably belong to this category, although they are not part of my study. Actually the 

projects that I’m concerned with share several characteristics: they are place-based and 

physical; great amounts of (often public) money are involved; they bring about sizeable 

social, environmental and economic impacts; and they face up to significant opposition 

movements.  

                                                
17

 Gérard Duménil & Dominique Lévy, Capital Resurgent. Roots of the Neoliberal Revolution, pp.1-2 
18

 David Harvey, A brief history of neoliberalism, p.35 
19

 Pierre Veltz, Mondialisation, Villes et Territoires, p. 70 
20

 Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell, ‘Conceptualizing Neoliberalism, Thinking Thatcherism’, Contesting 
neoliberalism urban frontiers, p.91 
21

 To take up the words of Altshuler et al. in the introduction of their book “Mega-projects the changing 
politics of urban public investment”, after slightly modifying them: they label mega-projects “large-scale 
government investments in physical capital facilities” but as investments are increasingly private, I 
chose to remove “government” 
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2.1.2.a. Mega projects - A historical overview of excitement 

The story of mega projects intertwines the story of civilisations. One could think of the 

Egyptian pyramids erected thousands of years ago, of the Great Wall of China, of medieval 

cathedrals, of the Moai of Easter Island. These monuments are still in place, even if many 

ancient mega projects may have fallen into ruins. It is hard to imagine that their time limits – 

several decades or centuries - and their cost in human lives could be considered acceptable 

today though: “the death toll among the builders of the first Great Wall was so high that the 

Chinese dubbed the immense barrier ‘The Longest Cemetery on Earth’”, referring to the 

authoritarian regime of Emperor Qin Shi Huang (Slavicek, 2004).22 

Industrialisation refreshed the interest for mega projects. Developing large infrastructure 

amenities enabled to stabilize capital, to foster growth and it was closely linked to the idea of 

modernity, of providing large parts of the population with higher standards of living. The 

Cartesian ideal of mastering the natural environment is also prominent, as transportation 

amenities are continuously being built to decrease travel time and shrink space, in an ideal of 

what Bill Gates called “frictionless capitalism”23. 

 The ideology of progress is fundamental for carrying out mega projects and the mythical 

dimension is never far away. Besides, the frontier may be very thin between enlightened 

investment and delusions of grandeur. In the foreword of KPMG semi-annual magazine 

Insight, Nick Chism, Global Chair of KPMG’s Infrastructure, Government and Healthcare line 

of business, writes: “One cannot help but be awestruck by mega projects. When huge 

budgets, massive footprints, unanticipated transformative benefits and all the thrills and spills 

of a theme park ride come together in one exhilarating project, it’s hard not to be 

enthralled.”24  

All the continents are concerned, especially “emerging” countries. Hundreds of often huge 

dams like are being built in Brasil, the most famous being Belo Monte, for the criticism it 

generated among indigenous people and environmental organizations from Brasil and 

beyond. It is reminiscent of the controversial Three Gorges dam in China, which triggered 

displacement of some 1.3 million people, flooded archaeological sites and had major 

ecological impact. Africa is not forgotten: KPMG magazine Insight issue on mega projects 

incorporated a special feature on African infrastructure market:  

     “We are also proud of this edition’s special report on Africa. In the new ‘Spotlight’ feature 

of Insight, we explore some of the biggest and most impactful projects now underway across 

the continent and identify tremendous opportunities for both domestic and foreign investors. 

We are excited about the future for Africa and believe the industry should be as well.”25 

Excitement seems to be the rule among projects promoters and investors. However, it is 

hard to appraise the actual future impacts of mega projects on a region economy and their 

viability. In an article addressing the long-term effects of mega projects, Carl Koopmans and 

Piet Rietveld point out:  

                                                
22

 Louise Chipley Slavicek, The Great Wall of China, 2004, p.36 
23

 Flyvbjerg, Bruzelius, & Rothengatter, Megaprojects and Risk: An Anatomy of Ambition, 2003, p.2 
24

 Nick Chism, ‘foreword’, Insight, Issue4, 2013, p.1 
25

 Nick Chism, ‘foreword’, Insight, p.1 
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     “It might be illuminating to consider mega-projects in history. Pyramids – at least some of 

them – have a long lifetime and unforeseen effects such as the attraction of tourist flows 

millennia later. The same holds true for many ambitious projects from the Roman period 

such as large amphitheatres and temples. These projects ended in cultural heritage that is 

highly valued in present day times.”26  

Who knows, maybe unexpected uses will be found for Heathrow airport or U.S. Interstate 

Highway System by the humans or post-humans of the future… One has to admit that for 

mega projects, fierce optimism prevails. 

Most of the times, this optimism isn’t justified, though. Flyvbjerg even talks about 

“Machiavellian mega projects” that emerge in the “Machiavellian make-believe world of 

underestimated costs and overestimated benefits”.27 In the book Megaprojects and Risk: An 

Anatomy of Ambition 28, Flyvbjerg et al. reviewed data from several hundred large projects 

and nearly systematically encountered the same stories of forgotten costs and deceptive 

gains, leading to what they view as a paradox:  

     “At the same time as many more and much larger infrastructure projects are being 

proposed and built around the world, it is becoming clear that many such projects have 

strikingly poor performance records in term of economy, environment and public support. 

Cost overruns and lower-than-predicted revenues frequently place project viability at risk and 

redefine projects that were initially promoted as effective vehicles to economic growth as 

possible obstacles to such growth”,  

endangering sometimes the prosperity of whole nations.  

Why are these projects carried out, then? Flyvbjerg suggests possible answer to this 

question: there are millions and sometimes even billions of dollars involved, which represents 

notable personal profits for various categories of people: from engineers and developers to 

bankers, lawyers and construction workers. Moreover, these projects are substantial 

achievements that can boost politicians’ careers, city branding and investments.29 

It is striking to note that mega projects have played a significant role in post-crises periods. In 

France, 1848 crisis was addressed by Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte with  

     “a vast programme of infrastructural investment both at home and abroad. In the latter 

case, this meant the construction of railroads throughout Europe and into the Orient, as well 

as support for grand works such as the Suez Canal. At home, it meant consolidating the 

railway network, building ports and harbours, and draining marshes. Above all, it entailed the 

reconfiguration of the urban infrastructure of Paris.”30  

In response to the Great Repression of the early 1930s, the American New Deal 

encompassed the creation of the Public Works Administration that organised and funded 

infrastructure construction, which created numbers of jobs for the unemployed. Similarly, 

policies have been launched after 2008 financial crisis to revitalise the economy, within the 
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context of the 2008 European Union stimulus plan or the 2008–09 Chinese economic 

stimulus program, for instance. These policies could be part of the reasons that account for 

the seeming multiplication of new mega projects in recent years in Europe and other 

continents, and the boom of the opposition movements that they trigger.  

Indeed resistance has been reinforced since the 1960s owing to the great social and 

environmental impact of mega projects, leading to more general questioning of progress and 

modernity.31 For instance, the anti-nuclear movement that arose in the 1970s opposed 

construction of nuclear power-plants, affecting the country’s decisions on energy in the long 

term.32 Global environmental issues such as climate change and concerns on social justice 

shed new light on the relevance of mega projects. 

 

2.1.2.b. Between Keynes and Laissez-faire – the example of EU policy 

Lehrer and Laidley describe a turning point in the development of mega projects. In the 

1980s, following deregulatory policies and neoliberal shifts, new kinds of mega-projects 

emerged: “these new mega-projects take the form of vast complexes characterized by a mix 

of uses, a variety of financing techniques, and a combination of public- and private-sector 

initiators”, which involve “a wholesale transformation of urban space” in order to seek to win 

the competition of city-regions, if not at least to keep up with the race.33 The example that 

they present is Toronto’s waterfront redevelopment, which didn’t arouse much opposition. 

However, I claim that urban regeneration projects have not fully replaced old-style mega 

projects such as the construction of major highways, tunnels, dams, etc. These have been 

affected by the neoliberal turn though. In the case of the airport project of Notre-Dame-Des-

Landes, for instance, the major reason put forward is to spur the economy of the whole 

region that suffers peripheral location in Europe; furthermore, like new mega projects 

described by Lehrer et al., the project is “undertaken by state actors operating in 

collaboration with private interests.” 

Actually mega projects exemplify the hybrid and contradictory characters of actually existing 

neoliberalism. The doctrine of neoliberalism is adverse to the idea of public planning in 

general, as it is viewed as interference in free market rule that lessens flexibility and 

efficiency. However the private sector is inclined to use infrastructure planning insofar as it 

can facilitate development and it creates lucrative investment opportunities. Moreover, some 

urban entrepreneurs value public planning as it reduces uncertainties in a context of 

unpredictable business cycles.34 This mixed attitude of neoliberalism toward public planning 

reveals a contradiction inherent to neoliberalism: on the one hand, the market should be 

unregulated and free and public planning shouldn’t intrude; on the other hand, public 

planning brings a necessary predictability and guarantee for investments in long-term 

projects such as infrastructure facilities that will boost the economic development and 

expand the capital market. The next sub-section will draw on that topic. 
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The global credit crisis and considerations on sustainable development question the idea that 

the market should hold the leadership. In a study carried out by the OMEGA Centre at 

University College London (UCL) for the Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE) and the Actuarial 

Profession (AP), project appraisal methodologies are said to be facing an ideological shift: 

following a period of “unregulated neoliberal approaches”, “Keynesian welfare economic 

values” are coming back and “the validity of the premise that all costs and benefits of project 

outcomes can be monetized and even quantified in proxy terms” is re-evaluated.35 Keynesian 

thought influenced Roosevelt’s New Deal policy of government spending on infrastructure 

projects in the 1930s, which enabled to stimulate employment and stabilize wages in a 

period of economic recession.  

Similarly, today, large infrastructure development is promoted by national governments, 

multilateral development banks and international groupings, such as G20.36 “Large 

infrastructure projects are at the core of the European plan to drag the ‘old continent’ from 

one of the most profound periods of crises in modern Europe.”37 Indeed the European 

Commission has developed guidelines for transport (TEN-T), energy (TEN-E) and 

telecommunication (ICT) networks. The corresponding projects are provided financial 

support from the European Union budget and loans by the European Investment Bank (EIB). 

According to Jose Manuel Barroso, President of the European Commission, “this investment 

will generate growth and jobs and at the same time make work and travel easier for millions 

of European citizens and businesses.” 

But these investments in infrastructure mega projects occur in an era when we know that the 

natural resources are limited and radical change is needed to alleviate the disastrous 

consequences of climate change. The press release of Connecting Europe Facility policy 

claims that this “will also make Europe's economy greener by promoting cleaner transport 

modes, high speed broadband connections and facilitating the use of renewable energy in 

line with the Europe 2020 Strategy.”38 However it is questionable to view the projects that are 

considered priority in TEN-T (Trans-European Network for Transport) and TEN-E (Energy) 

policies as green. They range from high-voltage lines, refineries, gas storage and pipelines to 

highways and high-speed railways.39 These projects also have contested social benefits. For 

instance, high-speed long-distance connections are implemented at the expense of local 

transportation, for which the demand is high in European territories. 

2.1.2.c. The financialisation of mega projects 

Before the 1980s, large infrastructure projects, including energy, transport, 

telecommunications, were financed by the state and this role was not questioned. The 

neoliberal shift of the 1980s that brought the idea of superiority of the private sector over the 

public was followed by an increasingly private financing of the projects. In the name of 

efficiency, privatisation policies were carried out, which triggered many protests especially in 
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the global South.40 The late 1990s saw the rise of another form of liberalisation of 

infrastructure projects, Public-Private-Partnerships (PPPs)41, although public-private 

collaboration is not new: for instance, private societies were involved in the modernisation of 

Haussmannian Paris in the XIXth century.42 

PPPs are joint ventures beyond conventional subsidy relationships. The private sector 

allegedly brings technical and managerial expertise and the capital the public sector lacks. 

The public sector facilitates permit delivery. “It is strongly believed that the PPP approach is 

best suited for the infrastructure sector. It supplements scarce public resources, creates a 

more competitive environment and helps reduce costs.”43 There are many forms of PPPs, 

from alliances where the government is deeply involved at every stage of the project to 

concessions where the long-term exploitation rights are sold to the private sector and which 

“shift the role of government from that of provider to that of purchaser of public services”.44 

Some planners are suspicious about PPPs as there is a risk that the interests of private 

business prevail over the ambitions of elected government, notions of common interest and 

equality.45 2008 French Court of Auditors’ report was also critical towards PPPs, deploring 

that these financial packages too frequently lead to cost overruns for the State and the 

taxpayers.46 PPPs are also criticized in regards to democracy: “partnerships can restrict 

inspection rights and transparency, weaken public accountability and hamper citizen 

participation.”47 

There is also another step in the liberalisation of infrastructure projects. Infrastructure 

development plans are viewed as an area where to invest “the trillions of euros accumulated 

in private wealth in search of hefty returns in the short term and assets on which to build new 

markets.”48 But there are impediments to long-term commitments on the part of institutional 

investors, such as “high levels of macroeconomic and policy uncertainty”, to use the wording 

of the Institute of International Finance and reinsurance company Swiss re in a report that 

proposes “initiatives to strengthen the role of institutional investors and facilitate 

infrastructure investing”.49 One of these initiatives is Europe 2020 Project Bond Initiative: 

according to the IIF and Swiss re, “this initiative represents a first step in the right direction of 

a more harmonised project bond market across Europe.”50 
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Europe 2020 Project Bond Initiative is an innovative financial tool that is being tested and 

implemented in order to better “share” the risks and “attract private finance in projects”.51 

Project bonds are not new: they have been used for years in order to split, distribute and 

repackage the risk of infrastructure investment in financial products.52 They are part of what 

Nicholas Hilyard from the Corner House calls “structured finance”, stating that “[i]n the 

process, infrastructure projects have become raw material for constructing multi-layered 

deals, involving a bewilderingly cat’s cradle of financial products and markets, with each 

additional transaction generating arrangement fees and opportunities for speculation by 

intermediaries.”53  

This shift from “project finance” to “structured finance” reflects the changes that have 

occurred in the banking business in the last decade, namely that most long-term assets are 

based on short-term liability funding, which, as the IIF and Swiss re acknowledge, “exposes 

the banking sector to considerable liquidity risks.” According to them, it makes pension funds 

and insurance firms more suitable for funding long-term investments, given that these firms 

are based on a liability structure and holdings whose duration typically ranges from 7 to 15 

years.54 

Indeed “[l]arge insurance companies have developed specific insurance instruments linked to 

the issuance of project bonds – monoline insurance – that are in most cases sold on the 

financial capital market (and bought by the same investors involved in the project, including 

the oil multinationals) as well as other counter-guarantees that cover the same insurance 

companies from the risk they are undertaking.”55 This is unsettling, as these insurance 

companies have been primarily affected by 2008 subprime mortgage crisis, that’s why, since 

then, very few project bonds have been issued in Europe. Europe 2020 Project Bond 

Initiative seeks to address this shortage. 

Re:Common publication “Large infrastructure to overcome the crisis?” details the core 

elements of Europe 2020 Project Bond Initiative. What this initiative enables is to guarantee 

project bonds with a top rating in order to foster their sales, making use of public funds: it 

improves the solvency of companies and projects that otherwise wouldn’t have been 

considered attractive to investors. It raises a substantial problem though: “Indeed if public-

private partnership infrastructure does not repay itself - for instance when the financial plan 

may have been based on an incorrect calculation of the project’s capacity to repay itself or 

on an inaccurate projection of costs and benefits - a debt is generated that falls back on the 

public in the future.”56 It can be seen in the case of the Castor gas storage project in Spain, 

the first pilot project of the policy. Launched in Summer 2013, the project had to halt in 

September the same year, after 220 mini-earthquakes were detected in the region in less 

than a month, following the preliminary phase of injecting cushion gas. The bonds’ credit 

                                                
51

 European Commission, Connecting Europe Facility: Commission adopts plan for €50 billion boost to 
European networks, [Press release 19/10/2011] 
52

 Elena Gerebizza & Antonio Tricarico, Large infrastructure to overcome the crisis?, re:Common, 
2013, p.10 
53

 Nicholas Hildyard, More than bricks and mortar. Infrastructure as Asset Class: A Critical Look at 
Private Equity Infrastructure Funds, The Corner House, 2012, p.13 
54

 IIF & Swiss:re, Infrastructure Investing. It Matters, 2014, p. 11 
55

 Elena Gerebizza & Antonio Tricarico, Large infrastructure to overcome the crisis?, re:Common, 
2013, p.10 
56

 Elena Gerebizza & Antonio Tricarico, Large infrastructure to overcome the crisis?, re:Common, 
2013, p.11 



19 
 

ratings have declined sharply and, due to a compensation clause, the Spanish government 

has to repay the operating company Escal UGS.57 Spanish organisations have protested and 

claimed for a stopping of the European project bonds policy.  

Indeed this pilot project failure highlights the environmental and social consequences of such 

a policy in an era of crisis, which not only keeps investing in an old fossil fuelled energy and 

society model without taking climate change, social equity or democracy into consideration, 

but also expands the sphere of influence of finance over common interest. The goals of 

Europe 2020 Project Bond Initiative appear to be primarily to “transform infrastructure into an 

asset class”58 for the interest of speculative finance, even if this does not affect positively the 

“real” economy and even if European citizens have not been consulted. 

2.1.3. The delicate matter of democracy 

Neoliberalism shapes all the spheres of society; it affects the intimate and the 

collective.  Political life is then altered by neoliberalism. For instance, Clarke has shown how 

the understanding of the public has shifted from a collective identity to a sum of taxpayers 

and consumers in the last decades.59 This is not without implications for arguments around 

mega-projects, whether they arouse “public interest” or not. Neoliberal policy promoters have 

disputed the existence of a public interest that would be more than “a consumerist desire for 

efficient and high-quality services”.60 

This had the effect of de-politicising the public realm. With the help of the assumption of the 

superiority of the market to deal with public issues, the possibilities to make a political choice 

and to have a political conflict are brushed aside.61 According to Rancière, “the end of the 

socialist alternative […] signified the reduction of democratic life to the management of local 

consequences of global economic necessity. The latter, in fact, was posited as a common 

condition which imposed the same solutions on both left and right. Consensus around these 

solutions became the supreme democratic value.”62  

This consensus is what Swyngedow refers to as the “postpolitical urban order”.63 He explains 

that there is no choice or freedom outside this order and dissent can only emerge from the 

traditionalist or the fundamentalist. “The only way to deal with them is by sheer violence, by 

suspending their ‘humanitarian’ and ‘democratic’ rights. The postpolitical relies on either 

including all in a consensual pluralist order and on excluding radically those who posit 

themselves outside the consensus.” These are then treated as extremists and terrorists. 

Giorgio Agamben refers to it as a “State of exception”, arguing that the state of war has 

become a prolonged state of being, allowing the State to suspend the law.64 In this context, 

US department of defence is funding research in social science in order to model social 
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unrest throughout the globe, for example programmes studying the “dynamics of social 

movement mobilization and contagions”, “individual radicalisation” or “conflict under different 

climate change and socioeconomic trajectories”.65 Indeed American defence is concerned 

with tracking insurgent movements and social unrest so as to protect a certain state of being, 

a certain consensus, and it is far from certain that the democratic legitimacy of this unrest will 

be appraised. 

Rancière emphasizes the values of conflict and dissent for “real democracy”. “The 

identification of democracy with consensus is the current form of this evanescence. 

Consensus does not mean simply the erasure of conflicts for the benefit of common 

interests. Consensus means erasing the contestatory, conflictual nature of the very givens of 

common life.”66 Real democratic politics defies the state of order: it is not about pacifying 

social unrest and managing consensus but it is disruptive and transformative. It is not 

something that is for granted: it has to be conquered. It presupposes equality as a premise 

and arises “when those whose voice is only recognized as noise by the police order claim the 

right to speak, acquire speech.”67 This is why the repression and criminalisation of the 

opponents to consensus, who for instance question the supremacy of economic necessity in 

political choices, is problematic for democracy and this issue is present in the struggles 

around mega projects.  

 Indeed many mega projects rely on arguments that arise from neoliberal economic 

consensus: projects related to transport praise the necessity for the place to be a big 

transportation node in the European net in order to ensure the future; the arguments of 

growth and job creation are also considered as decisive, regardless of the environmental 

damages, social injustices and financial risks of the projects. When concerns about the latter 

aspects are expressed, they tend to be ignored, even when the public is allowed to 

participate like in the Public Debate that took place in the case of the airport project in Notre-

Dame-des-Landes (see section 4). It was perceived as formal and not real democracy by the 

participants, who had the impression that it had all been decided in advance. According to 

philosopher Dominique Bourg, this is symptomatic of a “crisis of democracy” where mistrust 

regarding political elites not only concerns the central State but is also directed toward local 

elected representatives.68  

2.2. Contemporary social movements and the rhizome 

The precedent section was concerned with the power of the neoliberal hydra, in the way it 

shapes mega projects and the settings in which they form.  Now we’ll take a look at the forms 

of resistance that oppose it. 

2.2.1. Contemporary social movements 

According to Tarrow, social movements are "collective challenges, based on common 

purposes and social solidarities, in sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and 
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authorities"69. He adds that “contention is “[the] most characteristic way of interacting with 

other actors” for social movements. Drawing on his knowledge of urban social movements in 

Latin America, Lopes de Souza considers that the role of social movements is to 

“constructively criticiz[e] the state and put[] it permanently under pressure” rather than to 

“turn[] into mere ‘assistants’ to the state apparatus”70. 

As for Tarrow, social movements emerge when episodic contentious acts that draw on 

“known repertoires of action” like riots, strikes, barricades, sit-ins, etc. are converted into a 

sustained action, which can happen on condition that they rely on “dense social networks 

and connective structures” and use “cultural frames” that strike a chord with the societies in 

which they are embedded. They are dynamic, in constant interaction with political 

opportunities and constraints.71 

Indeed social movements evolve with the society in which they take part. In industrial 

societies of the XIXth century, social movements were seen as associations of people with 

common interests embedded in structured social positions.72 Melucci considers that in the 

knowledge-based, post-industrial societies of today, which are complex, differentiated and 

confront the individual with a wide range of choices, identity and personal expression are 

central. Then social movements reflect the importance of the symbolic dimension that 

prevails over the attempt to achieve a specific goal; social movements enable to construct a 

collective identity.73 They try to practice the social changes they seek. 

Touraine views social movements as forces competing for control over historicity, which 

corresponds to the capacity for societies to act upon themselves, in a context where society 

is produced, perpetually reinventing itself, rather than reproduced.74 Besides, he claims that 

“it is preferable to replace the expression ‘social movements’ with that of ‘cultural 

movements’”75 because societies of today are no longer set up by clearly identified social 

categories that oppose each other in a well-defined political and territorial structure. Culture 

was indeed critical to what he called “New Social movements”, which emerged in the 1970s 

around issues like feminism, peace or the environment: 

“New social movements for their part do not have the transformation of economic situations 

and relations as their guiding principle; they defend the freedom and responsibility of each 

individual, alone or collectively, against the impersonal logic of profit and competition – and 

also against the established order that decides what is normal and abnormal, permitted and 

prohibited.”76 
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This is close to what Michel Foucault considered as characteristic of contemporary struggles: 

they revolve around the question “Who are we?” and claim the right to answer themselves to 

this question rather than being alienated by “economic and ideological state violence” and 

scientific or administrative determinism.77 Foucault also underlined other key features of the 

movements committed to these struggles:  

 They are “transversal” 

 They address “the power effects as such” 

 They are "immediate" and address the instances of power that are closest to them 

 They defend what makes individuals truly individual while insisting on community life 

and social ties 

 They struggle against the privileges of knowledge 

As these movements tended to weaken in the 1980s, the work on the New Social 

Movements’ phenomenon also decreased.78 In the late 1990s movements aiming at 

challenging globalisation emerged, what the media have clumsily called the “anti-

globalization movement” and which is often described as a network. In the following section I 

will elaborate on it and refer to it as “grassroots globalization networks”, to take up the term 

of Paul Routledge.79 

2.2.2. Grassroots globalization networks 

“The speed, density and complexity of international linkages have grown dramatically in the 

past 20 years.”80 This, according to Routledge and other social scientists81, has benefitted 

activists for whom it became easier to communicate through the internet notably and to travel 

with cheap air flight. Flows of information intensified within and between groups distant from 

each other. Personal contact was made possible between many activists from different parts 

of the world.  

Relationships that develop within “information-age activism” are more flexible than in 

traditional hierarchies, as individuals can be connected to movements in which they want to 

be involved and potentially become disconnected when they decide to get involved in other 

issues. “Network activism is viewed as involving a more personalized and hybrid sense of 

self-identity”: it differs from traditional class politics in the sense that one does not submit to 

totalising ideology and collective identity but rather preserves certain autonomy.82 While 

vertical command logics are exclusionary and alienating – the search for effectiveness 

happens at the expense of marginal elements and ideas that are excluded, in horizontalist 
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logics, “groups engage in a decentred, non-hierarchical network of horizontal, rhizomatic 

relations”83. 

In their book Multitude, in which they examine the resistance to ‘Empire’, Hardt and Negri 

highlight the surprising heterogeneity of groups that managed to act in common despite their 

contradictory interests.84 The groups “relate to each other in a network structure”, based on 

“forms of democratic decision-making”, without being led by a single authority. Therefore 

they constitute a “movement of movements”. As for Routledge, such protests constitute a 

“coalition of difference”85 that does not attempt to alienate the diversity of interests and 

identities of groups that confront neoliberal globalisation through “universalistic and 

centralizing solutions”. Then, because “protest actions are so varied and changing”86 and 

there are no (named, at least) leaders, the question of legality is blurred in the network. 

According to Hardt and Negri, there are three principles that guide the way modern 

resistance movements organise: firstly, it must prove its effectiveness in the historical context 

by grasping opportunities in the power balance, “in order to maximise its ability to resist, 

contest and/or overthrow the ruling form of power”; secondly, the organisation needs to 

correspond to the current forms of economic and social production; thirdly, it should allow 

democracy and freedom. Hardt and Negri consider that these principles that have been 

contradictory in the past coincide today, for the first time, with the network structure. That’s 

why there is a great potential in this organisational form.87 

The network imagery has been adopted by the social movements and associated with 

metaphors of ants, swarms and multitude88: “The network attack appears as something like a 

swarm of birds or insects in a horror film, a multitude of mindless assailants, unknown, 

uncertain, unseen, and unexpected. If one looks inside a network, however, one cans see 

that it is indeed organised, rational, and creative. It has swarm intelligence.”89 

However, the horizontal network model does not account perfectly for the reality of 

grassroots globalisation movements. As for Cumbers et al., the functioning of networks is 

influenced by remaining tendencies of capitalist or traditional societies where social relations 

are shaped by categories like class, gender, ethnicity, religion, etc. It is deeply context-

dependent. For instance, movements from the Global North have more resources and 

manage to have a global reach while in the Global South they are more localised. Indeed 

networks are coloured by power asymmetries.90 According to Thompson, there is a 

“tendency for networks to create hubs as these provide more stability and robustness. Hubs 

establish a kind of “hierarchy” within networks and this in turn gives a certain advantage to 
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key positions of players”91. Some key activists are seen as spokespersons by the media, 

unintentional elites are formed, as they have more experience, charisma, discernment, 

visibility… Routledge underlines the fact that rather than resisting “Empire”92 from 

everywhere and nowhere, “when local-based struggles develop, or become part of, 

geographically flexible networks, they become embedded in different places at a variety of 

spatial scales.”93 This overview of the characteristics of grassroots globalisation networks will 

make it easier to understand social movements opposing mega projects, as, to large extent, 

they relate to them. 

2.2.3. Studying movements opposed to mega projects: from network to 

rhizome 

During my research work, the question of how to apprehend the expanse and the 

relationships between the different movements of opposition to large mega projects has been 

essential, and an ongoing process. I found myself trying to spot an order, to find structural 

patterns, to generate mental representations, to visualise the ensemble of movements and 

how they were linked…  

2.2.3.a. Network/rhizome 

Following research on “grassroots globalisation networks”, I started by 

conceptualising this ensemble as a network. According to the Oxford dictionary, a network is 

1 An arrangement of intersecting horizontal and vertical lines 2 A group or system of 

interconnected people or things94. The term suggests connections between nodes, which 

may be of different kinds. It opens possibility for something flexible, depending on the nature 

of the connections. In our domain, one node can be one movement opposed to one big 

project, connected to other movements opposed to the same project or to others. One node 

can also be the ensemble of movements opposed to the same project, linked to other 

ensembles of movements opposed to other projects. The latter configuration enables to draw 

spatial maps in the European or world territory, where nodes are the projects that are facing 

opposition and the links represent the relations between the opposition movements.  

Then some questions arise: to start with, what makes a significant opposition movement? 

Different aspects may come into play: the number of opponents, the degree of their 

commitment, the nature of their protest, whether or not it goes beyond mere NIMBY (Not In 

My Back Yard) struggle… And then, what makes a connection between the different site-

based struggles? These connections can be of different types, from a simple occasional 

contact to common declarations; they can be made visible through links between the 

webpages or they can remain informal through visits or opponents who struggle in different 

sites… Moreover, every day new projects are made public, new opposition movements form, 

old movements die, and some win the cases… How to account for this temporal dimension? 

Is the network valid only at a very moment? How to report its evolution? What is more, how 

to draw the boundaries of what is a big infrastructure project? Do anti-nuclear struggles, for 
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instance, belong to this category, giving that they are not generally place-based but might 

concentrate on some sites?  

Actually what can be observed concerning the struggles against large projects is a shifting 

picture of a myriad of diverse social movements that often have little to do with each other 

and that often expand their range of recrimination, that become or might become something 

else, something broader; a myriad of movements that often advance under cover, which 

emergence seems to be mysterious and coincidental… In that context, the concept of the 

rhizome appears to be helpful. 

In botany, a rhizome is the “horizontal, underground plant stem capable of producing the 

shoot and root systems of a new plant. This capability allows the parent plant to propagate 

vegetatively (asexually) and also enables a plant to perennate (survive an annual 

unfavourable season) underground.”95 Deleuze and Guattari took up the term in their 

introduction to A thousand Plateaus96 to present a way of thinking that enables to grasp 

multiplicity and differs from arborescent patterns insofar as, unlike arborescence, a 

rhizomatic structure is non-hierarchical, non-binary, can connect entities of different kinds 

and has neither origin nor end (see figure 2.1.)  

 

Figure 2.1. The tree and the rhizome. (Diane Robert) 

Deleuze and Guattari have thrown six principles for the concept of rhizome into relief: 

                                                
95

 Encyclopaedia Britannica, rhizome 
96

 Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, A thousand plateaus 



26 
 

« 1 and 2. Principles of connection and heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be 

connected to anything other, and must be. This is very different from the tree or root, which 

plots a point, fixes an order. […]  

3. Principle of multiplicity: it is only when the multiple is effectively treated as a substantive, 

"multiplicity," that it ceases to have any relation to the One as subject or object, natural or 

spiritual reality, image and world. […]There are no points or positions in a rhizome, such as 

those found in a structure, tree, or root. There are only lines. […] 

4. Principle of asignifying rupture: against the oversignifying breaks separating structures or 

cutting across a single structure. A rhizome may be broken, shattered at a given spot, but it 

will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines. […] 

5 and 6. Principle of cartography and decalcomania: a rhizome is not amenable to any 

structural or generative model. It is a stranger to any idea of genetic axis or deep structure. A 

genetic axis is like an objective pivotal unity upon which successive stages are organized; a 

deep structure is more like a base sequence that can be broken down into immediate 

constituents, while the unity of the product passes into another, transformational and 

subjective, dimension. […]The rhizome is altogether different, a map and not a tracing. 

[…]Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the rhizome is that it always has 

multiple entryways”97 

Intuitively, the study of movements opposed to big infrastructure projects, probably like a 

significant part of contemporary social movements, can appropriate this conceptualization of 

the rhizome, at least to a certain extent. The ensemble of relations that characterize the 

movements opposed to big projects draw links between entities of different kinds, sizes, 

cultures, modes of organization, without established hierarchy, and these connections 

multiply (principles 1 and 2). These movements are characterized by multiplicity, in respect of 

the subjectivities that form them and are formed by them; they can hardly be enclosed with a 

single definition, a single shape, a single entity (principle 3). To eradicate this constellation of 

movements may be a hard task; it is not an established structure that one can dissolve, but 

rather swarms that gather or scatter (principle 4). Up to a certain point, sketching, tracing or 

tracking the constellation of movements and the relations between its stars is an empty 

dream, as it is dynamic, partly submerged and it escapes static definition; the net can be 

accessed through every thread (principles 5 and 6).  

In an online video, Joseph Vogl, a German professor of contemporary literature at the 

Humboldt University of Berlin and translator of Deleuze, gives considerations on the concept: 

“The key to the rhizome is that it remains underground, that it exists in multiple processes of 

exchange with its environment and that, in a sense, it is characterised by an inner 

endlessness.”98 This summarizes the advantage of thinking about movements opposed to 

infrastructure projects in terms of rhizome in addition to simple network. To put it in a 

nutshell, a rhizome is a network with characters of multiplicity, intense relation with its 

surroundings and revolutionary potential. 
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2.2.3.b. Sketching, tracing the rhizome? 

The concept suggests that any attempt to trace a rhizome is illusory or even dangerous, as it 

objectifies and immobilizes it… “The tracing has already translated the map into an image; it 

has already transformed the rhizome into roots and radicles. It has organized, stabilized, 

neutralized the multiplicities according to the axes of signifiance and subjectification 

belonging to it. It has generated, structuralized the rhizome, and when it thinks it is 

reproducing something else it is in fact only reproducing itself. That is why the tracing is so 

dangerous. It injects redundancies and propagates them. What the tracing reproduces of the 

map or rhizome are only the impasses, blockages, incipient taproots, or points of 

structuration.”99 If the movements opposed to large (infrastructure) projects follow rhizomatic 

patterns, then it would be impossible to draw it, to trace it.  

Empirically, the attempt to sketch this network, or this rhizome, is difficult, looking like an 

endless task and always shifting. However, trying to sketch the rhizome can give an idea of 

how the rhizome looks like. As Joseph Vogl puts it, even if the belief that a “third, divine eye” 

could survey and understand the maze of human life has been invalidated with time, intuition 

allows training one’s ability to see in the maze, like with a “small drawn map”. “But all that 

can be produced are maps of localities. No general map, no general purview. At best, 

approximations.”100 Having that in mind, some mapping can be produced as approximation 

of the rhizome, that is to say, without pretending it represents the rhizome with accuracy.  

2.2.3.c. A rhizome of movements 

Actually the image of the rhizome has already been used to study interactions 

between social movements, with the work of Funke on the World Social Forums. Funke uses 

it as a theoretical framework for an understanding of “the nature and workings, as well as the 

challenges and contemporary shortcomings, of the social forum process, and more generally 

the broader global movement(s)”.101  

Indeed the concept of the rhizome reflects the multi-connectivity, heterogeneity and 

multiplicity that characterises the global social forum process, and the fact that the social 

forum idea adapts and transforms depending on the place and context where it is taken up. If 

this form of resistance safeguards the diversity and autonomy of the groups that interact in 

the Social Forums, Funke deplores the lack of “sustained organizing”, the “under-strategized 

direction” and the transience inherent to the global social forum rhizome, which impair its 

long-term viability and efficiency on the global scale. As for him, the limitation lies in the 

concept of the rhizome itself, which is “always in the process of becoming and of growing in 

unplanned ways.” 

Funke, who defines himself as a “neo-marxist”, seems to consider that rhizomatic 

forms of (dis)organisation without “genetic axis” or leadership are problematic for this very 

reason and he pursues “resilient movement building”. But for Deleuze and Guattari, rhizomes 

enable to flee “apparatuses of capture” such as capitalism and the state that imprison 
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“desiring-production” and hijack its creative force. As Purcell explains102, they argue that 

“[w]e should not manage, restrict, and rule desiring-production” but “liberate it and help it to 

create on its own terms.” Fixed social order is considered deadly, as it captures desire, which 

is essentially transformative. Thus elements are continuously fleeing, pursuing a “line of 

flight”, before they are recaptured and flee again, and so on. The goal is to find other lines of 

flight to connect with and form flows in order to remain in motion and evade recapture:  

“In order to form properly revolutionary connections, for [Deleuze and Guattari,] lines of flight 

must associate with each other in rhizomes without leaders, where coordination emerges 

spontaneously.”103 In doing so, they generate what Deleuze and Guattari call “a new land”. 

This new land cannot be planned nor controlled by a leadership. 

 These questions related to the desirability of rhizomatic patterns, that is to say, to the 

multiplicity and the necessity or not of a core axis to oppose the neoliberal hydra are 

discussed among grassroots globalisation networks and also, more specifically, among the 

movements opposing mega projects. Some call, like Funke, for some structuring of the 

movement or more cohesiveness in the demands and actions. Others fear that this would 

happen at the expense of the diversity in and of the movements, as certain demands, certain 

subjectivities would be marginalised, which would distort and weaken the movement. 

And besides, the question of the relevance of conceptualising grassroots globalisation 

networks like the one formed by the global social forum process or the movements opposed 

to mega projects as rhizomes can also be raised. Indeed if the rhizome concept seems to fit 

the trends in such social movements today, arborescent patterns or patterns that are not 

rhizomatic are still there, in the form of more or less implicit hierarchies, structuring attempts, 

rivalries…  

Now that some literature on social movements has been presented and that the 

theoretical framework of the rhizome has been introduced, we can better situate the 

movements opposing mega projects. The next sections that seek to investigate this 

constellation of movements, and more specifically the movements opposed to the airport 

project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, will enable to discuss these questions of relevance and 

desirability of the rhizome further in the 5th section. 
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3. INVESTIGATING THE CONSTELLATION OF MOVEMENTS 

The investigation that I carried out enable me to obtain some material which, 

confronted with the theoretical foundations, will answer my research questions. The methods 

that I used to gather qualitative data are hybrid and pragmatic. They are what I found feasible 

and relevant for my work and the amount of time I could dedicate to it. They are both based 

on the Internet and on field observation.  

Research on the Internet is comparable to non-participatory observation where the 

field would be the Web 2.0, in the sense that information-age activism happens massively on 

the net and parts of the world of activists opposed to mega projects are there. Internet is a 

predominant tool in networking as the architecture of the Internet follows network 

architecture: one can have an idea of how relations between opposition movements look like 

by checking the links in the different movements’ webpages. Moreover, these webpages 

show what opposition movements want to express, how they want to present themselves, 

and one can deduce the ideological background that orients these choices. I based my study 

on the exploration of such webpages, noting the linkages, the common discourses and 

differences between them.  

However, this observation is limited because, firstly, navigating on the net through a 

screen provides poorer or different information than observing embodied people with five 

senses, and secondly this world is fragmented and partial. This Internet network is only a 

façade of the ensemble of relations between movements opposed to mega projects. External 

constraints such as strategic choices and State-led repression prevent the Internet pages 

from showing the whole extent of the networking dynamics. Many ties between activists of 

different struggles happen through other modes, which are more trustworthy: word-of-mouth 

trust relations and real-life meetings. That’s why field observations are important. I decided to 

visit several sites that I selected for their diversity – a long multi-component rural struggle in 

Notre-Dame-des-Landes, an urban protest in a rather conservative city (Stuttgart), a young 

struggle in a forest in Hambacher forst, and because I could speak the language. I also 

deemed that I had to attend the annual Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects 

in Romania, as this initiative is in line with the subject of my project. 

On site, I conducted a method that resembles participant observation used in 

ethnography, anthropology and human geography. In participant observation, “researchers 

naturalistically enter the world of the informants and attempt to gain their trust by interacting 

with them, spending nonstructured time with them, asking questions, and formulating 

emergent hypotheses and theories that are then inductively subjected to scrutiny and 

reformulation.”104 Yet I was not present on sites over an extended period of time, which is 

common to do in participant observation. My observation was fragmented between several 

sites and events. On the one hand, I spent about one week in Notre-Dame-des-Landes 

(which will be presented in the next section) and took part in the demonstration that was 

organised, and I attended nearly the whole duration of the fourth Forum Against 

Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects in Rosia Montana – four days. On the other hand, my 

observations in Germany were very short: I spent two days in the city of Stuttgart and two 

days on the site of Hambacher Forst. I conducted two informal interviews in Stuttgart and 
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one in Hambacher Forst. If a few field observations were obviously not enough to take stock 

of the whole architecture of relations between the different opposition movements, several 

days-long visits on struggle sites enabled to grasp at least the general dynamics of place-

based networking and the general atmosphere that orients specific behaviours. However, 

one needs to keep in mind that my work is based on a limited range of struggle sites. 

These periods of immersion in the field challenged me as a researcher because, 

while I was there, I was interacting with what I was supposed to observe, which necessarily 

modified it. My participation was moderate: I was alternatively observing and participating, 

outsider and insider, in order to find a balance between staying outside without 

understanding and empathy, and submerging myself totally with no critical distance.  

 I gathered personal data on site principally with field notes and interviews with 

activists, which enabled to have the vision of the ones involved in the networking dynamics 

on what they do and the meaning of it with their own words, but I used other sources too: 

there are already recorded speeches, comments and narratives from the opponents. 

3.1. A myriad of contested mega projects 

This section aims to introduce the multiplicity and diversity of contested mega projects 

in Europe. 

3.1.1. Non-exhaustive inventory of contested mega projects 

The following map (see figures 3.1., 3.2. and 3.3.) is a non-exhaustive inventory of 

contested mega projects in Europe (in a large sense and not only the European Union) 

based on: 

 my own research, which takes into account the projects opposed by movements that 

have participated in the Forums against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects and by 

movements in relation with activists of the ZAD in Notre Dame des Landes, from the 

information available on their websites and traces on site that I could find105. 

 The website Ej Atlas, which presents an atlas of Environmental Justice that aims at 

“mapping ecological conflicts and spaces of resistance”106. It is carried out by the 

global research project EJOLT (Environmental Justice Organisations, Liabilities and 

Trade). 

 The map of Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects107 published by the Intercoll project 

(social movements international collective intellectual) and French review 

Mouvements, initiated by activist and journalist Nicolas Haeringer. 
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Figure 3.1. Map of contested mega projects in Europe (non exhaustive). (Diane Robert) 

 

Figure 3.2. List of contested mega projects (1/2) 
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Figure 3.3 List of contested mega projects (2/2) 

I need to insist on the non-exhaustive character of this inventory map: I could not include 

on the map all the mega projects listed by Ej Atlas and the map from Intercoll, as these were 

too numerous in some regions of Europe (France, for instance, in the map from Intercoll) or 

irrelevant (EjAtlas maps conflicts of environmental justice, which are broader than mega 

projects).  

Besides, it is obvious that there are European mega projects that neither appear on the maps 

of Ej Atlas and Intercoll nor are opposed by groups active in European networking efforts that 

I encountered in my research. According to the map, many countries of Eastern Europe, 

notably, seem to be free from contested mega projects but this is very unlikely that no mega 

projects are initiated in these countries or that they are happily and un-problematically 

accepted by local citizens. 

 The map shows a list contested mega projects - non-exhaustive but rather long. It is a 

first step in order to map the rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects, if that were 

possible… As a matter of fact, there is evidence that many movements opposed to a 

particular project are in contact with other movements opposed to other projects. They bring 

each other support, advice and resources, which often strengthen their struggles. They are 

sometimes also related to more general movements which are not place-based, NGOs, etc. 

The task of tracing the rhizome against mega projects is presented in the following sections: 

it was only partially done, from the entry points of the Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed 
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Mega projects and the ZAD movement in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, which is in contact with 

dozens of other movements. 

3.1.2. A few stories 

Four examples of struggle against a mega project are briefly described, in order to 

emphasize their diversity and also some common traits. 

3.1.2.a. No TAV (and repression) 

The No TAV movement has been opposing a project of High Speed Train between 

Lyon and Turin for more than ten years. The project is part of European policy Trans-

European Network for Transport (TEN-T), and more specifically the Lyon-Turin-Trieste-

Ljubljana-Budapest railway axis108. A 235-kilometer international railway line is planned to be 

built for freight and passenger transport, including a 57-km tunnel between the Susa Valley in 

Italy and the Maurienne Valley. There is already another railway between Lyon and Turin, 

effective today, but the project promoters claim that its implementation for freight transport 

would be less interesting than building a new line, although traffic flows are declining 

between the two cities and it is unlikely that the demand rises in the future.109  

The project is expected to cost 26 billion euros, a figure that has more than doubled 

since the beginning of the project discussions. It is also highly criticised on ecological basis 

since for instance the mountains in which the tunnel is to be dug are filled with uranium, 

radon, and asbestos110. Moreover, the risk of mafia infiltration is high111 and two 

subcontractor companies that intervene in the project, Martina SRL and Italcoge, have been 

identified as related to Calabrian mafia 'Ndrangheta in a report written by Italian Carabinieri 

of Piemont and Aoste.112  

The opposition movement NoTAV is originally and principally located in Susa valley, 

Italy, even though other movements of resistance have emerged in other regions in Italy and 

France. Now the opponents claim that the movement of resistance about the High Speed 

Railway between Lyon and Turin is one Franco-Italian movement, not two national 

movements that show solidarity to each other113. Leonardi states that “what originally erupted 

as a typical environmental battle evolved into a struggle against the very pillars of the 

capitalist system.”114 This radical character asserted itself following the “rough escalation of 

the conflict during the winter of 2005, when the valley was militarized”, which led to a 

massive strike and actions to reconquer the sites of planned tunnel drilling by establishing 

“presidi” (garrisons) that became socialising places where the current model of capitalist 
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development in general is constantly questioned. “Today, people still eat together, play cards 

or board games, watch movies, organize concerts and various activities (theatre, concerts, 

farmers markets, etc.)”115 Armano et al. and Leonardi view No TAV movement as a “struggle 

for subjectification” where the movement “has criticized the regime of truth of the opposite 

party” and also “prefigured a possible social alternative based on a direct, communitarian 

self-government.”116 

The last years of protest have been marked by “another cycle of mobilization, violent 

repression, and an intensified criminalization of the movement that has seen numerous 

clashes between police and protesters, and arrests.”117 In December 2013, four activists, 

Chiara Zenobi, Claudio Alberto, Niccolò Blasi and Mattia Zanotti, were arrested and accused 

of terrorism following a direct action of sabotage of the machines on the building site of the 

exploratory tunnel in Chiomonte, Val di Susa. While some activists kept the police at a 

distance with Molotov cocktails, others fired a couple of machines. No one was injured and 

the No TAV movement as a whole claimed responsibility for the action. Chiara, Claudio, 

Niccolò and Mattia are now in jail in high security quarters. Their trial started in May 2014 

and if accusations of terrorism are enforced, they risk sentences of 20 to 30 years of prison. 

Numerous demonstrations of solidarity have been expressed not only in Italy but also in 

other European countries like France at various occasions (supporting concerts in squats, 

declarations during meetings…) and Romania during the Fourth edition of Unnecessary 

Imposed Mega Projects. 

3.1.2.b. Stuttgart 21 

I spent two days in Stuttgart in April in order to visit the site, meet some local activists 

opposed to Stuttgart 21 project: Julia von Staden, Andrea Schmidt and Sabine Manke. 

Stuttgart 21 is a twenty-year old railway and urban development project, part of TEN-T 

(Trans European Network of Transportation) policy that plans to rebuild Stuttgart rail station 

with about 60 km of new railway, half of them in tunnels. The predicted cost are 6.5 billion 

euros (higher now than during the negotiations), to be shared between German Railway 

Company Deutsche Bahn, the state of Baden-Württemberg, the German government and the 

city of Stuttgart. 

 The project has been controversial since the beginning but large grassroots 

mobilisation began in 2007-2008, after a petition that gathered more than 60000 signatures 

demanding a referendum, while only 20000 were necessary, was ignored. Thousands of 

people gathered on the street and their number continuously increased at the following 

demonstrations. On 30 September 2010, named “Schwarzer Donnerstag”, hundreds of 

people who were occupying the park where trees would be cut for the project were injured by 

the police, which used water cannon and pepper spray against the demonstrators. Thus the 

demonstration on 1 October 2010 gathered 100000 people. My interviewees described the 

original mobilisation as rather bourgeois, quite old and based on indignation as tax money 

would finance a badly budgeted project that plans to destruct a park in disregard of 

democracy. Many of them became politicised by the opposition to Stuttgart 21 and reacted 

with much surprise to what they perceived as police violence. When some demonstrators 

occupied the project site on 20 June 2011, which led to fights with the police and material 

                                                
115

 Ibid., p.34 
116

 Ibid., p.39 
117

 Ibid., p.35 



35 
 

damage, many people distanced from the opposition that they found becoming too radical. 

Following that, a referendum to decide whether the state of Baden-Württemberg should 

cease funding for the project gained nearly 60% of votes stating that it should not, so that the 

project was maintained. Now mobilisation has fallen and building work has started.  

3.1.2.c. Hambacher Forst 

Hambacher Forst is a forest located west of Köln in Germany, which originally 

covered 5500 hectares and hosts dozens of protected species, notably bats. Brown coal 

extraction has largely encroached on the forest and German Electricity Company RWE plans 

to extend the mining area. The forest has been periodically occupied since 2012, being 

evicted by the police several times. The last time was in March 2014 and four weeks later, on 

26 April, a demonstration of reoccupation was organised, which was successful, following a 

Skill-sharing camp. I arrived there in the evening in the camp on a field. There were several 

dozens of (especially young) people of several nationalities, among them people from the 

ZAD in France. A collective kitchen had been built and people prepared a meal together and 

shared it, while a few people were spending the night hanging on trees. The occupiers want 

to raise attention on the forest destruction and the need for a radically different energy model 

by getting out not only of very polluting and inefficient coal mining but also of nuclear power. 

Thomas Puls, the activist whom I interviewed, who was previously involved against Stuttgart 

21 and in the Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects, stressed the necessity 

for higher links between the occupiers and other opponents to RWE, principally active in 

associations, as well as with the local people, who tend to be wary of the occupiers. 

However, the opposition to RWE in Hambacher Forst has gained attention at the national 

scale and they attended the fourth Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects in 

Rosia Montana. 

3.1.2.d. OL Land in Décines 

OL Land is a project that plans to build a new bigger football stadium in Décines, in the 

periphery of Lyon, on agricultural land, in addition to the actual stadium in located in Gerland. 

Gérard Collomb, the Socialist Mayor of Lyon, announced the decision for the site in 2007. 

Although several Public Inquiries were unfavourable to the project and despite numerous 

pending appeals in court, a building permit was delivered in 2012. It is financed by the private 

sector (OL and VINCI Company) but accessibility infrastructures are to be financed by the 

public sector. Several associations, among them Carton Rouge, conduct a communication 

and judiciary struggle, and a ZAD took place on the project site until its eviction in 2013. 

Today the opposition movement is not very strong and the population of the city is not well-

informed. I was living in Lyon while writing this project and I got to know some activists who 

took part in the struggle against the stadium project. According to their sayings, cohesion 

was missing between the diverse parts of the opposition movement, each part remaining in 

its own corner. However, some legal remedies are still pending. 

 These four cases of struggle are all different: they take place in different contexts, 

over disparate time lengths and generate contrasted outcomes. But in every case, power 

asymmetries and (uneven) repression are to be seen. One can also note that apparently, 

cohesion inside the movement and good relations with local people do help. Now that 

present struggles have been introduced, the following sub-section will account for their 

heritage, in order to fathom some dynamics of transmission. 
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3.2. Genealogies and influences 

The movements against mega projects don’t emerge from nothingness. They bear a 

certain heritage from past movements, past struggles, or movements from other parts of the 

world, whose ideas, techniques and symbols have been a source of inspiration. Some 

activists have been involved in struggles from other times or other places and they bring their 

know-how and knowledge with them when they participate to a struggle against mega 

projects. Besides, some documents and ideas cross the boundaries of time and space to 

influence these present struggles. 

Among these past resistance movements and influences, one can name the anti-nuclear 

movement in Germany that emerged in the 1970s and formed activists, some of whom are 

now active against mega projects, such as the rail station Stuttgart 21 and the coal mine in 

Hambacher forst. The anti-road movement of the nineties in the United Kingdom can also be 

seen as a precursor of the movements against mega projects, because it united locals and 

activists against infrastructure projects and developed a network of connections between the 

place-based struggles against specific bypass roads. The Conservative government had 

planned what they called 'the biggest road-building programme since the Romans', which 

was favoured by Trans-European Network (TEN-T) policies of the European Union. Alarm 

UK, a London-based group, coordinated the nationwide opposition by linking 300 anti-roads 

groups.118 This network had a central aspect and therefore naming it a rhizome might be 

inaccurate. Other groups or networks, like Reclaim The Streets and Earth First!, were also 

active and the way they mobilised people, the way groups were in relation with each other, 

were closer to rhizomatic patterns. The relation between the anti-road movement and 

present struggles is exemplified in section 4 with the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. 

The World Social Forums, as section 3.4 will show, have been very influential for certain 

parts of the movement against mega projects. A filiation can also be drawn between 

movements of Global South such as the Zapatistas in Mexico and the ambitions of the 

occupation movements against mega projects like for example the airport project in Notre-

Dame-des-Landes in France and the resistance against the coal mine in Hambacher Forst in 

Germany: “The Zapatistas have now established their own autonomous local institutions or 

‘counter-spaces’ (Hesketh, 2012) alongside those of the Mexican state in the areas of 

Chiapas they control.”119 These European occupation movements, at least a large part of the 

people who take part in it, desire to experience living in a community without state, in certain 

autonomy. Moreover, like other movements like Via Campesina, they have provided 

examples of grassroots horizontal organisation, which, through the World Social Forum and 

global networks of activists, have influenced movements from the North.120 

Beyond informal transmission between past and present struggles related to mega projects, 

there are annual events that institutionalise these contacts, and the next sub-section will 

focus on them. 
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3.3. Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects 

For four years, a number of movements opposed to mega projects have started to get 

in touch with each other, to exchange information and advice and to co-operate by the 

means of regular gatherings: the Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects. I 

attended the fourth edition in Rosia Montana in May 2014, which will be presented with more 

details. 

3.3.1. “Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects” and the history of forums 

3.3.1.a. The origin: Hendaye, 2010 

The origin of the European forums against large infrastructure projects can be traced 

back to a gathering that took place in Hendaye close to the Spanish-France border in 2010, 

in which dozens of associations opposed to high speed railways from the states of France, 

Spain and Italy took part, in order to “join their forces and to make their voices louder and 

stronger, since the problems that they are facing are the same everywhere.”121 The 

movements that were present released a text, the Charter of Hendaye, which was then 

presented to the European Parliament. The charter highlighted the main points of dissent 

toward high speed railway projects, that are their ecological and socioeconomic impact on 

the territory that railways cross, the undemocratic nature of decision-making, the wrong 

calculations on which the projects are based and the huge costs they represent, the priority 

given to high speed and new at the expense of proximity and maintenance of the existing, 

the globalized capitalism for which they are instrumental. Then the charter exposes the 

demands of the movements to the European institutions – to revision TEN-T policy and to 

governments – to stop the project and initiate real public debates on transport and territorial 

planning. Finally it proposes guidelines for solutions – to maintain and develop the existing 

infrastructure, to reduce transport and relocalise the economy and to establish an authentic 

local democracy. 

3.3.1.b. Annual forums 

Following this gathering in Hendaye, the Italian movement No-TAV initiated the first forum 

opposing “Unnecessary Large Projects” in August 2011 in Venaus, Val di Susa, where 10 

opposition movements against large transport projects in Italy, Spain, France, Germany, 

Ireland exchanged views about their struggles and decided to continue the process of 

networking and cooperating.122 The second forum took place nearby Notre-Dame-des-

Landes, France, in July 2012 and up to 8000 people attended it. The adjective “imposed” 

was added to “unnecessary mega projects” in order to highlight the lack of democracy in the 

decisions made about the projects. The intention was to explain and popularize the concept 

broadly. Moreover, there was a thematic broadening out: as Geneviève Coiffard-Grosdoy, 

French activist from Attac and ACIPA, said:  

“In Notre-Dame-des-Landes, which was the second forum, we expanded the issue not only 

to transport but also to energy production: we step out of the unproductive to move into 

production. It’s a change of scale. So we had people who came on behalf of EPR struggle: 

we connected people struggling against the EPR in Finland and in Flamanville; we had 

people against high speed railway in North Basque and in South Basque region (One should 
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not say French and Spanish Basque country…). So we made connections beyond transport, 

including production and the issue of waste.”123 

The third forum took place in Stuttgart, Germany, in July 2013. It emphasized the relation 

between mega projects and the financial bubble, stating that “[t]he project bonds promoted 

by the EU create debt for the countries which use them. Furthermore, they set a vicious 

circle in motion which destroys economies and social structures.”124 The participants 

reaffirmed their will to “promote the international movement against unnecessary imposed 

mega-projects of any kind.” They decided to have the Fourth Forum in 2014 in Rosia 

Montania, Romania. 

3.3.1.c. World Social Sub-forums? 

The structure and the idea of the forums are intimately linked to the ones of the World and 

European Social Forums, which are annual meetings of civil society organizations that 

attempt to develop an alternative to neoliberal globalisation. “The second forum in Notre 

Dame des Landes was a thematic and regional sub-forum, which means we are in the 

process and the approach of World Social Forums but we don’t claim to encompass 

everything. Otherwise, inside World Social Forums there are also days or pieces or 

workshops or seminars of several groups that can be thematic. For instance, in Tunis there 

were two days and a half dedicated to large projects or large works.”125 It resulted notably in 

the Tunis Charter (see Annexe 1) that took up the Hendaye Charter and added or 

emphasized some aspects. Regarding the analysis of the context in which mega projects are 

decided, the participants of the Social Forum in Tunis highlighted the competition between 

territories that spur mega projects, the polarisation between the rich and the poor, the global 

and the local that mega projects tend to reinforce. The relation between mega projects, debt 

and the liberal economic system is further acknowledged, with a statement claiming that “the 

same mechanisms that have increased the debt of the poorest nations since the end of direct 

colonialism are now being used on western countries”. The Tunis Charter questions the logic 

that favours gigantism over small-scale and locally based economic systems, as well as the 

financing methods and the militarization and criminalisation of opposition. It advocates a 

need and a hope for “new relationships of solidarity between people of the south and the 

north to “break with the logic of domination and colonialism”.126 

A reason for these organisational similarities with the Social Forum or even integration into it 

is that many activists against large projects who organised the first forums against mega 

projects were also part of the alter-globalisation movement and the Social Forums. However, 

not everybody in the Forums against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects are familiar with 

the Social Forums. “There are people who were already involved in the process of World 
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Social Forums, and who therefore continue to be part of it. There are people who weren’t in 

Social Forums before, so it’s more complicated.”127 

3.3.1.d. An expansion trend? 

The Forums against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects have represented increasingly 

diverse opposition movements: in the beginning, there were only movements of South-

Western Europe opposed to High-Speed Railways; then the range of themes gradually 

expanded and transport infrastructure projects are now only a part of the range of projects 

represented. “[I]n Rosia Montana, and this is very important, there will be three main issues: 

there will be mining, there will be hydraulic fracturing, fracking, and the third issue will be 

infrastructure.”128 

What is more, there has also been a certain spatial expansion, with movements from 

Northern, Eastern Europe and beyond: “geographically it has expanded to Eastern countries 

to Maghreb; we still have contact with people from Latin America even if it’s more 

complicated for networking. Things are going very well because there really is geographical 

and thematic broadening out.”129 The following maps account for the spatial evolution of the 

forums. These maps show the social movements present at the different forums. They are 

based on the programs and accounts of the different forums. It may well be the case that 

some movements that took part in the forums but didn’t appear in the program haven’t been 

registered for the map. That’s why the maps give a general view of which movements 

participated in the forums over time rather than a precise account. 

This overview enables to make a few comments. While a general spatial expansion can be 

acknowledged since the first forum, it remains moderate: from the second forum, the number 

of movements present hasn’t risen; new movements regularly join the forum but some 

movements don’t attend the following edition of the forum; some countries are far more 

represented than other that are totally absent, like countries in Northern and Eastern Europe 

(except Romania) and even the 4th edition in Romania didn’t attract these Eastern-European 

movements in spite of a greater proximity. However, if one considers that the movements 

present once in a forum continue to be part of the general movement and to be connected to 

other movements, the network-rhizome of movements as a whole is growing. Besides, the 

edition of a forum in a country is attended by several groups of this very country. From the 

words of the organisers of forums, hosting a forum in a specific country helps to connect the 

movements inside this country or with countries with a specific link (think about Germany and 

Turkey, for instance) and reinforce cohesion at a national scale.  
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Figure 3.4. 1
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 Forum 2011 (Diane Robert) 

 

Figure 3.5. 2
nd

 forum 2012 (Diane Robert) 
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3.3.2. Roșia Montană – 8th-11th May 

The fourth edition of the Forum against Unnecessary Imposed Mega-Projects took place 

from 8 to 11 May 2014 in Roșia Montană, Romania, and I had the opportunity to attend it. 

Roșia Montană is a village in Western Transylvania and more specifically in the small and 

beautiful Apuseni mountains. Historically, the place has been a site for gold mining since the 

late Stone Age. After centuries of underground mining, the gold started to be extracted open-

pit in 1975 by a state-owned company and this mine was closed in 2006. The current gold 

and silver mining project is initiated by Roșia Montană Gold Corporation, a subsidiary of 

Canadian firm Gabriel Resources, supported by the government. It consists of Europe's 

largest open-pit gold mine, using gold cyanidation mining technique. The protest has been 

very significant in Romania, with demonstrations gathering thousands of people. Now the 

project is on-hold because of regulations regarding the environment and heritage. 

About 150 people attended the forum. Either they were hosted by local people or they stayed 

in tents on a hill or in the forest. Some large tents had been installed to host the plenaries, 

the workshops and an information space. There was also a hand-made wooden space for a 

collective kitchen and vegan meals that were prepared by a team of voluntary cooks; 

participants were asked to take turns at doing collective tasks, such as washing dishes or 

cleaning the dry toilets. A group of voluntary interprets, organised instant translation of the 

lectures and debates in several languages: English, Romanian, German, French, Italian.  

The participants had a variety of profiles: most people were activists on a specific struggle, 

willing to share their analysis, impressions and receive advice and inspiration, from 

experienced activists organised in associations to young anarchists occupying a land in 

jeopardy (in Hambacher forst, Germany). There were also representatives of NGOs, such as 

EJOLT, Catapa, re:Common, Counter Balance, CEE Bankwatch... The media were 

represented with a journalist for Reporterre, a French daily newspaper on ecology, and a few 

people making a documentary film. There were also people travelling in the region, who 

decided to take a look at the forum, and locals. Apart from Romania, most activists came 

from Western Europe: Italy, France, Germany, Spain, UK, but also from Morocco and Turkey 

- Europe, broadly and inclusively defined. Interestingly, there were very few people from 

Eastern Europe except Romania. I met some Croatian people who were there out of 

curiosity. They had come to Roșia Montană some years ago for a camp by Reclaim the 

Fields, which made a deep impression on them and motivated them to launch a community 

garden in their hometown in Croatia.  

The days were divided in sessions when round tables, lectures, workshops or debates took 

place simultaneously, except for plenaries that brought everybody together. A program was 

set in advance but it was deeply modified as new events were added. The official program 

can be found in Annexe 1. During the events, there were planned speakers but everyone 

could contribute to the discussion.  

As an example, here is a brief account of the Mining Plenary. Mining Watch, a network 

dedicated to monitoring and analysing mining projects in Romania, presented a brief 

summary of the history of mining in Roșia Montană and Romania, stressing the current trend 

of smaller scale mining, which, if not as obviously problematic as major projects like the one 

in Roșia Montană, remains questionable on environmental, sanitary, economic and social 

point of view. The opportunities for mining companies are there, as gold deposits can be 
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found all over South Eastern Europe. Cyanide-based extraction of minerals is not new and 

triggered major accidents in Romania: the Certej dam failure of 1971 which resulted in 89 

deaths and was hushed up by the Communist regime, and Baia Mare in 2000, when the dam 

retaining mine waste water broke down and released hundreds of tons of cyanide into the 

Tisza River. Mining Watch introduced current projects in Romania, among them the current 

project in Roșia Montană and the Certej project, undertaken by Canadian firm Eldorado, 

which is also behind the very controversial mining project in Skouries in Greece. Baia Mare 

accident led to changes in EU regulations, but the goal of activists present here is to ban 

cyanide for mining industry in Europe.  

Some comments were made about the relevance of discussions at a European level, as 

Germany is the largest producer of cyanide in Europe… There were followed by an 

intervention of a French activist who raised the issue of the recent revival of mining in 

Limousin, with a permit delivered to the company Cominor for mining exploration. He 

underlined the heavy past of uranium mining in Limousin and the higher number of cancers 

in the region, and in other places where French nuclear company AREVA is active, before 

calling for vigilance: if cyanide is banned, the replacement products might be even more 

hazardous for the environment and health.  

The next speakers, representatives for CATAPA, a Belgian movement supporting 

communities endangered by multinational mining corporations in Latin America, told about 

mining in Peru and Bolivia and raised the issues they faced there: a criminalisation of the 

protest and denial of the right to inform, the many and diverse impacts of the projects, and 

the system of power, as in Latin America the state structure becomes dependent on foreign 

multinational companies. That’s why they engage in a work of mapping power structure. A 

Moroccan activist introduced the case of a silver mine in the city of Tinghir, which doesn”t 

benefit the local economy and endangers the health of the inhabitants.  

Attention was drawn to the fact that a too high focus on national control over mining wouldn’t 

be efficient to fight mining projects. There is a need to focus on the economic model as well. 

Thus the idea is to find weak parts in the mining industry. For instance, a campaign for an EU 

directive to ban cyanide would challenge the business model and image of big company. 

Someone mentioned the existence of European Citizens' Initiative for environmental crimes 

to be recognised as crimes. Someone else suggested informing Canadian pensioners that 

their investments are used for these damaging projects, to what someone advanced that the 

origin of funding was now not so cleared, it was “Wall Street Money”. The theme of informing 

the public was further debated through an evaluation of the tools: word-of-mouth, involving 

people in simple acts, social and alternative media, and physical gatherings were considered 

the most efficient. The interest of mapping the projects with initiatives like EJOLT and to 

translate the information with WIKA network was highlighted.130 

Other workshops, lectures, debates concerned themes like waste incineration, fracking, 

infrastructure, energy, debt and financing, attempts of connecting with other struggles – 

French intermittents du spectacle131 and precarious workers, demand for universal 

citizenship passport, etc. - but also strategic issues for the movement itself: redefining 

“unnecessary” and “imposed”, the forms of struggle, legal issues, strategy with European 
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institutions, perspectives… A special discussion concerned the place to allocate to political 

parties in the struggles against mega projects, following an argument about a leaflet written 

by the German communist party; the decision was that people belonging to parties should be 

considered as mere activists and the forums against mega projects should be autonomous 

and independent from any political party. 

During free time in the forum, activists alternatively remained together with their group of 

friends and exchanged views and contact information with other participants. These informal 

chats between people with different backgrounds, cultures and languages were favoured by 

meal times and nights, when some people started to play music, drink local alcohol and sing 

protest songs. Although everyone could express their views at any time, “historical” activists 

of the forum (the ones who initiated the networking movement and the representatives of the 

movements present from the start) seemed to intervene more often in the debates and to be 

more confident to launch initiatives. 

 

 These annual forums of movements opposing mega projects make easier some 

transfer of knowledge, relations between the struggles. They also enable to develop and 

mutualise reflection on mega projects, on the context in which they arise and on the ways to 

oppose them. In that sense, these forums institutionalise some contacts that have existed 

between the struggles, past and present, for some time, and that still exist today even 

between social movements that don’t attend the forums. The next section will focus on the 

case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes, where several social movements are opposing an airport 

project, in order to dig deeper in the connections around a struggle and to account for the 

meanings it can take on. 
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4. SPECIAL FOCUS: THE STRUGGLE OF NOTRE-DAME-

DES-LANDES 

I decided to focus on a specific case in order to deepen the enquiries on one struggle, 

not to remain on the surface with every struggle. I chose the struggle of Notre-Dame-des-

Landes as I knew it better than the other cases and it is in my native country. During about 

one week, I conducted participant observation in the ZAD, the project site that is occupied, 

with moderate participation: I didn’t feel totally part of the group but rather included and 

accepted. 

Of course my social situation and my personality determined my experience there and my 

perceptions. I am 23 year old, female, originally from the French middle class, with no real 

activist background but political ideas that make me curious and sympathetic to the struggle 

and experimentations there. I have a tendency to be shy but I push myself to be able to 

reach out to others, which make me appear a calm person, not extrovert but not anti-social.  

The people with whom I had them were generally people I got on rather well. I found myself 

unable to pursue a talk with people with whom I had no affinity at all, because the 

conversation would have felt forced and false, and because I would have been aware of my 

try to use or exploit people with the remote view to producing a piece of knowledge, 

something that I didn’t want for ethical reasons and something that, I believe, couldn’t be 

fruitful. I’m sure that someone with a different personality, a different physical appearance 

and a different social background would have had different relationships with encountered 

people and a different view on the ZAD in general. It is, I think, the kind of place where one 

can realise that it is almost impossible to get rid of the share of subjectivity of research, and 

to get rid of oneself in the process.  

This observation on-site was necessary, I think: the description of the zone and the 

daily situations that I observed there accounts for the fabric of everyday life where ties are 

woven between people who permanently or temporarily live on the ZAD. The conversations 

on the very subject of my thesis were a small part of all the conversations I had but they 

specially brought light to them.  

On site I recorded data by the means of a reflexive journal, which engendered sub-section 

4.1.2., a few pictures, and two recorded interviews with Geneviève Coiffard Grosdoy, an 

activist of association ACIPA and “M”, a “zadist”. I also used many other external documents 

and records. 

4.1. Introducing the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes 

First of all, a historical overview of the case and the reflexive journal based on my visit of the 

site will introduce this French struggle. Notre-Dame-des-Landes is a municipality in the 

North-West of the city of Nantes (see figure 4.1), where there is a plan to build an 

international airport. 
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Figure 4.1. Geographic situation of the airport project in Notre Dame des Landes (Diane Robert) 

4.1.1. A history of struggle 

The project of building a new large international airport for the Grand-Ouest region in 

the vicinity of Nantes is nearly fifty years old. It has gone through subsequent waves of 

national ambitions linked to large projects, as described in an article by researchers Jean 

Renard and Cécile Rialland-Juin
132

.  

The origins of the project are traced to 1963, when the policy of “balancing metropolis” was 

launched for 8 French metropolises in order to reduce a strong imbalance between 

hypertrophic Parisian development and French provinces lagging behind. The Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry of Nantes stated that the region was ideal for the development of a 

great outward-looking steel-producing or petrochemical complex so that the Atlantic coast 

was to become “the Ruhr of the twenty-first century”, which would reinforce the industrial 

position of France and the West133.  

Expecting dramatic growth in air travel in the following decades (estimating the traffic in 2000 

to 6 million passengers compared to an actual 2000 traffic of 3 million), the OREAM - 

Research and Planning Agency for Metropolitan Area Nantes-Saint-Nazaire considered that 

Château Bougon (now called Nantes-Atlantique) airport that lies 3km in the South-West of 

Nantes was not large enough to support the major industrial complex that the region 

considered to take in at that time. Thus in 1968 the prefecture of Loire-Atlantique selected 
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the Notre-Dame-des-Landes site, a wetland, on the basis on criteria such as its location and 

the assumed low fertility of its land. In 1970, Senator Michel Chauty, who later became the 

mayor of Nantes, interviewed by local newspaper Presse Océan, said that the metropolis 

Nantes-Saint-Nazaire could become the air-Rotterdam of Europe thanks to the creation of a 

freight international airport, which should be even more ambitious with 7000 hectares instead 

of 3000 announced.134 Besides, the commissioning of the supersonic plane Concorde in 

1976 reinforced the project, as the airport was envisioned as a landing runway to New York. 

In reaction to the project, the farmers whose lands were on the forthcoming airport campus 

organized in an association in 1972, the ADECA: Association for Defence of Farmers 

Concerned by the Airport. 

But the oil crisis and the commissioning of the TGV (High Speed Train) between Nantes and 

Paris put a brake on the project’s implementation which was temporarily shelved. Meanwhile, 

the land acquired by the General Council, which was precluded from building construction, 

became a biodiversity reserve following the evolution of environmental law. Furthermore, its 

surroundings were the scene of suburban sprawl that increased the population of the area. 

The project resurfaced in the late 1990s due to the overload of Parisian airports, 

supported by Jean-Marc Ayrault, mayor of Nantes at that time, the President of General 

Council Loire-Atlantique and the president of the Chamber of Commerce. In 2000, the 

government outlined it in a transportation policy. The ACIPA (Civic Intermunicipal Association 

of People Concerned by the Airport Project) was created, gathering the farmers and mostly 

the new inhabitants. The Special Public Debate Commission (CPDP) whose president was 

Jean Bergougnoux, the former CEO of SNCF (the France's national state-owned railway 

company), organized a series of public meetings over a period of six months and transmitted 

the report to the government pointing the main positions of the actors of the public debate135. 

In 2007, the Council of State launched the required procedures for declaring the project of 

Public Utility following a public enquiry. The government signed the decree in 2008, which 

made the inhabitants of the area expropriable. 

This decision deepened the opposition to the project. In 2009, a collective of elected 

representatives doubting the relevance of the airport in Notre Dame des Landes (CéDpa) 

caught up with the ADECA and ACIPA against the project. Since 2008, the ZAD area, called 

“Zone A Défendre” (Defence zone), has been occupied by groups of people related to the 

anti-globalization movement, who have carried out experiments of community life and self-

organization. They have been named “zadists”. 

In 2010, within the frame of a Public Private Partnership, the state signed a concession 

contract with AGO, a VINCI subsidiary company, which plans the construction of the airport 

in Notre Dame des Landes and its operating for 55 years. The cost was evaluated to 556 

million euros, distributed among VINCI (310 million), the state and local authorities (regions, 

department, agglomeration). The project was endowed with the veneer of ecological 

construction certification HQE (High Environmental Quality). Since then, the opponents 

have taken the issue before the courts on a number of occasions, organized various 

demonstrations on site, in Nantes and in other cities, and gone on hunger strikes. 
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After the Socialist Party victory at 2012 presidential election, Jean-Marc Ayrault became 

France’s Prime Minister. In autumn 2012, the police conducted an eviction and demolition 

operation called “opération César” against the inhabitants and the squatters on site. The 

demonstration on 17 November 2012 for reconstructing the destroyed houses and cabins 

gathered between 13500 (police numbers) and 40000 people (Citizens associations 

numbers)136. A week later, the police conducted evacuation operations that gave rise to 

violent confrontation. Several demonstrations in support of the opponents were organized. 

By the time, the struggle had become a national issue and raised large national media 

coverage. To alleviate the tension, the government announced a 6 month-truce and 

launched a dialogue commission in which the airport construction was not questioned, which 

was the reason why the citizens association decided to boycott it137. After the end of the 

official period of truce, things have remained in the same state. The site is still squatted by 

around 200 people and the local authorities still claim that the airport is going to be built. The 

plan was that the airport would come into service in 2017. At present, the project is lagging 

behind schedule. The next step is supposed to move protected endangered species to 

artificial ponds in the vicinity, but the squatters need to be evicted before, which is risky for 

the government’s image due to the election year. Opponents are still mobilised against the 

project. On 22 February 2014, a big demonstration gathered up to 50000 people in Nantes. 

Throughout the years, the airport project has embodied the ways of thinking and 

ambitions of the French political and business elite for the region: at the start it was related to 

industrial aspirations, then to an idea of being a major European or even global node for air 

freight and human mobility, while accompanying the flagships of technological pride – the 

Concorde and the A380. Today, if concessions have been made (the airport won’t be able to 

take in the A380, for instance), it still refers to certain worldviews. In the documentary by 

Thibaut Férié, Le Tarmac est dans le pré138, the elect invoke the necessity of building a new 

airport by the idea of “development”, which means “projects, jobs, growth, activity”, the 

necessity of looking towards the future, being ambitious, investing for tomorrow. 

Infrastructures are seen as motors for land development in the context of fierce competition 

between European metropolises, all the more necessary given the outlying situation of the 

French West coast. 

4.1.2. Reflexive journal: Impressions on the site 

In the end of February, I hitchhiked to the ZAD of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. Two days 

later, on 22 February 2014, a large demonstration was planned in Nantes in order to show 

that the mobilisation against the airport project was still high and determined. The last vehicle 

to pick me up, a van driven by three “zadists”139, left me at La Saulce crossroads inside the 

zone. From there I headed for La Châteigne (a mix between the words chestnut, ringworm 

and cat), the main location for newcomers, and a collective space that hosts meetings and 

events. The ZAD consists in a grouping of small localities, some corresponding to existing 

permanent buildings where the former inhabitants live or used to live; others, more 

numerous, to houses that were destroyed during the evictions in 2012, and that are now 

recolonized by artisanal cabins made of wood, cob and/or retrieved material. The small 

                                                
136

 Libération, Forte mobilisation à Notre-Dame-des-Landes contre «l'Ayraultport», 17/11/2012 
137

 Chéreau, Brévan, & Kbaier, Rapport de la commission du dialogue, 2013  
138

  Thibaut Férié, ‘Le tarmac est dans le pré’, documentary film, France 3 Pays de la loire, 2013 
139

 The name given to the inhabitants of the ZAD, among them many came following the Camp for 
Climate Action of 2009 and the evictions of Autumn 2012. 



49 
 

localities are linked by secondary roads, enhanced with barricades from the time of the police 

presence140, alongside fields and woods (see Figure 4.2). All of them have a specific 

atmosphere and customs. There are for instance a feminist – and non-mixed – cabin and an 

antispeciesist cabin. 

 

Figure 4.2. Map of the ZAD showing the project site and the different localities (Zad.nadir.org)
141

 

I had on my backpack and walking shoes but boots would have been more appropriate 

because of the mud – the ZAD is a wetland. I passed fields, until I saw an arrow sign “La 

Châteigne”. I continued my way, slightly staggering, on a path made of slatted wood 

surrounded by forest. The people I met on the way said hello and smiled. La Châteigne is a 

group of wooden buildings that were built during the demonstration for reoccupation on 17 

November 2012 that followed the previous evictions by the police forces and gathered up to 

40000 people. The buildings comprise a collective kitchen and several rooms. It also offers 

dormitories for visitors and newcomers. In the main room this day, a group of clown activists 

were sitting in a circle, discussing legal issues in case of arrest during the demonstration. 

They didn’t show signs of disturbance when other people went in, and people came and went 

freely from the room.  

Reporting these observations, which are not directly related to the subject of my 

thesis, is I believe, necessary: they convey certain feeling of the atmosphere on site, that is 

to say, its sensorial character, its ambience, which may have a great effect on people who 

decide to join the struggle. I do that also in a perspective of frankness, so that the means 
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with which I gathered the information can be understandable and more easily open to 

critique. After having glanced at the documents in the room, left my backpack in a dormitory 

and eaten a bowl of soup that had been prepared for the clowns and generously proposed, I 

decided to go for a small tour. I visited some sites, looking for traces of connections with 

other struggle sites or people who might have gone to some of them. There have been a lot 

of coming and going, many visitors and journalists, which has got on long-time resident’s 

nerves, so that cameras and interrogation are not welcome: “If you want pictures, use the 

internet, or throw us peanuts!”, is written on a notice close to one of the localities. I was 

aware that I had to establish a sense of trust before asking people for a piece of information. 

I think that this was all the more understandable that there are rumours that the whole 

movement has been infiltrated by the police, that the whole place is considered to be 

headquarters for eco-terrorism and guerrilla by the authorities142, and that charges on 

individuals are likely to be heavy in case of arrest following an action. Moreover, institutions – 

the university is part of it – are generally viewed with suspicion and mistrust by many zadists.  

I had previously sent an e-mail to the ZAD e-mail143 explaining my research work and asking 

to get in contact with activists who had been to other protest-sites, or in relation with people 

from other struggles, or been part of the setting up of the occupation following the climate 

camp. The information on my search spread among the permanent inhabitants of the ZAD, in 

the internal news bulletin, and some people I questioned told me that they had heard about 

it. However, as I could expect, no one contacted me directly.  

There have been various reactions to my enquiries among the zadists. Some have been 

keen on talking, some have been more reluctant, weighing every word they let, and a few 

have been more confronting. It has been relatively easy to have a dialogue about my thesis 

subject with people I already knew, people I had already exchanged a few words in a 

different context. I had already come to the ZAD last summer and I had met people back 

then who kindly accepted to answer some of my questions when I encountered them again 

this winter. This has been the case for M, whom I interviewed. M is 65 year old. He has been 

living in the ZAD for 3 and half years, in “Le Maquis” locality. He is half-Czech, half-Berber. 

His father was member of the FLN (National Liberation Front) in the time of the Algerian War. 

M grew up in Czech Republic and Slovakia, and the Prague Spring has marked his political 

awakening. He became a musician, got involved in international solidarity actions, travelled 

to India. In 2010144 he joined the “Indignant’ movement in France and met some people there 

who were already established in the ZAD in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, that’s why he decided 

to come to the ZAD to continue the struggle. He also participated to the struggle against the 

Highway project between Moscow and Saint-Petersburg in Russia carried out by VINCI 

Company, which is supposed to cross Khimki forest; and to the resistance movement against 

a large dam in Monte Belo, Brazil. On 22 February 2014, just after the demonstration, he 

would go to Spain to take part in the march for dignity, with J, a French young man who 

alternatively lives itinerant and in Spain, where he is involved in movements and 

associations. 
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To meet other people, I visited different small localities in the ZAD. But arriving to a 

place where people are busy, doing something else, and trying to explain that I wanted to 

gather information for my thesis didn’t prove to be great method… Nonetheless, in places 

that have a collective and established status, like Les Fosses Noires, where bread and 

vegetables are sold at non-fixed price twice a week, which provides open access to 

computers and where one can find Radio Klaxon, it felt more acceptable to directly ask; 

some people accepted to take a few minutes to answer some of my questions and promised 

me to transmit my enquiries to people who may have more relevant things to say.  

Something I found striking about my experience of the ZAD was that it often made me 

self-conscious, because I had to orient myself differently, with other markers, other norms, 

other values than in my everyday life in a city, for instance, which I took in in a more or less 

(un)conscious way. There are no official rules in la ZAD, no official codes either. However, 

informally, some behaviour, clothing styles and ways to talk are particularly widespread in the 

site. They resemble the ones that can be found in squats or other counter-culture places. To 

me it meant that I watched my way to talk, the words that I employed, the opinions that I 

expressed. Many activities and social moments happen within groups and I had the feeling of 

a high group pressure. The values and ideas of the group were regularly enforced by jokes 

and statements that celebrated the lifestyle and positions of the zadists and criticised 

mainstream way of life. There was also a certain culture of anonymity, as people were known 

by their nicknames and often even introduced as “Camille”, a gender-neutral name, to the 

media, in order not to reveal their identities and to avoid the establishment of a standard 

portrait of the zadist. 

Moreover I paid more attention to and felt more responsible for any simple gesture. For 

example, there is no organized waste management in the ZAD. When you want to get rid of 

rubbish in any city, you just have to look for the next proper dust bin to throw it away, hoping 

slightly that it will be processed in good social and environmental conditions, if possible 

recycled, but this is not directly your business and soon you forget about it. If you don’t act 

this way, you expose yourself to a fine. In the ZAD, on the other hand, you are free. You can 

litter the ground with it, put it in a temporary bin, burn it, reuse it, recycle it, look for 

information about how it can be processed, if you can do it yourself or if you’d better find a 

bin in the next village… You can have these reflections on your own, you can ask for other 

people’s advice, you can try to start a collective debate about management of the locality’s 

waste, how to treat it with as little impact on the environment as possible, as little transport as 

possible, as fairly as possible, how to use soils and plants for a natural treatment of the local 

wastewater… In the end you’re responsible for your decision and how you make it, which are 

also related to your position in the group, to the social role you take on. 

On my second day in the ZAD, I met a group of people from my city of residence, 

Lyon, whom I had already met before. I decided to stay with them the rest of my time and 

together we began to restore a cabin at l’Isolette. Being part of this group in some way 

enabled me to get to know other people in the ZAD and feel more comfortable to carry out 

my investigation. The new dynamics at l’Isolette brought other people with whom we had 

informal talks which, although they didn’t focus on my very subject, were interesting to 

understand how living permanently in la ZAD can be, how it affects people, why they stay 

here a long time even though it is not a period of fight. 



52 
 

At some point, someone told me that people were willing to meet me in one of the localities. I 

went there, two men were in a caravan. Other voices could be heard in other cabins or vans. 

I entered the caravan and introduced myself and the reason why I was there. A man, rather 

old, grey beard, his eyes set alight, began to hold forth about the situation, about what I 

should know and write in my work, and about how it would be used by the secret police. I 

tried to calm his anger down, to insure him about my intentions, that I understood his 

suspicion, but I felt disarmed, as if to him I was not on the same side, as if my otherness was 

rising up. At this moment I didn’t note down what he said but I recorded some of his words 

soon after I left the place. He told me that there are several sorts of zadists and he is a zadist 

of the forest, which means it’s hard, I have to realise how hard it is. Farmers get money and 

have expensive tractors, while he lives with no electricity and running water every day in the 

winter. All the zadists are not in the same predicament and the hardest is for zadists of the 

forest. I have to realize, as well, that zadists are repressed. The radio aerial only emits within 

the distance of one kilometre. Everybody is on file here. Everybody is watched. Everybody is 

suspected to be an eco-terrorist. And what I have to understand is that people here are 

social cases, otherwise they couldn’t stand to live here so long.  

Then other people entered the caravan and I found myself chatting with a young man who 

told me that he used to live nearby and to work, he came to visit the ZAD, and little by little 

he spent more time there, because social relations are easier here, because he was bored 

with his life in “Babylon”145. At some point he mentioned the number of people who are 

supposed to live here, 200, and at this moment the old man left the caravan and livened up: 

“Why are you saying that to her? She doesn’t need to know how many we are!” and then the 

young man defended himself, following what the old man said “when I say I am a social 

case, it means that I don’t know how to express myself. Social cases can’t express 

themselves!”, and he went away. This episode made me feel the barrier between inhabitants 

of the ZAD and people like me who are just passing in the ZAD, whom they call “tourists”. 

On Saturday 22nd, after having breakfast with J. in “Le Maquis”, we headed for La 

Vache Rit, from where a procession of cars was supposed to reach Nantes. We arrived too 

late and caught up with another convoy at La Saulce crossroads. A van of 9 seats with a 

driver accepted to pick us up, and we took a seat. It was around 11 o’clock. The 

demonstration began at 13 o’clock. There were already many people at the starting place of 

the demonstration, and banners, flags, floats, mobile kitchens, some tractors.  

The itinerary of the demonstration that was supposed to cross the very city centre was 

modified by the authorities two days before and on the day of the demonstration this part of 

the city was totally blocked by large grills and columns of members of the security police. 

Most demonstrators took the legal itinerary but some stopped in front of the blocked street to 

show their opposition to their interdiction to access the city centre. This place was very close 

to the end-station of the demonstration and people who had taken the legal itinerary watched 

the incidents with the police at the other side of the square. 

At some point, fights began between some demonstrators and forces of the security police 

and there was an exchange of teargas bombs, water cannon, stun grenades on the police 

side and paved stones and fallen grenades on the side of the demonstrators. Some teargas 

bombs and stun grenades were thrown far in the crowd, where the more pacific 
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demonstrators were standing, sometimes with children and old people, while the 

demonstrators who were confronting the police were on the first lines. Between the 

demonstrators staying behind and listening to the speeches and the ones confronting the 

police, many people stood and watched the fights, preventing the confronting demonstrators 

from being circled by the police forces. In addition, the windows of the offices of VINCI 

Company that was on the itinerary of the demonstration were broken, some computers 

destroyed and the walls tagged, like the walls of a police station and the town hall. A crane 

on a housing project led by VINCI was also burnt. Dozens of people were injured in both 

camps, among them three demonstrators lost an eye. 

Many media employed the terms of “devastated city centre”146,  “havoc of Nantes”147, “scenes 

of urban guerrilla”148 to describe the demonstration, and the Prefect of Loire-Atlantique 

declared that institutional opposition to the airport project had to stop being “the legal 

showcase of an armed movement”. The opposition regretted that this sensationalism 

overshadowed the extent of the mobilisation and the massive peasant presence with 520 

tractors in the streets of Nantes on behalf of the defence of agricultural land. 

4.2. Multiple connections 

Now that the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes has been introduce, this sub-section will 

present the connections, internal and external, between social movements related to it, as to 

give an idea of the diversity of the social movements involved in struggles against mega 

projects and the forms of the relations between them. 

4.2.1. Local connections 

The configuration of the struggle against one specific project is often complex. It is 

striking to note the multiplicity and heterogeneity of the social movements involved, which all 

have their specific history, values and worldviews. In the case of the struggle against the 

airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, the movement is multi-headed (see Figure 4.3). 

The oldest organisation, the ADECA (Association for the Defence of Farmers Concerned 

with the Airport Project), created in 1972, was then joined by ACIPA (Civic Inter-municipal 

Association of People Concerned by the Airport Project) in 2000, and the more informal 

movement of “zadists” that started to grow in 2009 following a Camp for Climate Action. A 

younger association of farmers - COPAIN44, a collective of elected representatives, a group 

of naturalists, dozens of active local supporting committees are also part of the movement 

against the airport. 
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Figure 4.3. Local connections (Diane Robert) 

 

The relations between local actors have evolved throughout time. On site, the cooperation 

isn’t always easy: many tensions arise that need to express and if possible to be alleviated. 

For instance, the question of violence has often divided some members of the ACIPA and 

some “zadists”.149150 During the fights with the police that have occurred on the territory of the 

ZAD, some members of the ACIPA have “condemned the violence of a minority of 

extremists”, armed with stones and Molotov cocktails against the sound grenades and 

teargas from the police, a position that was bitterly commented by some “zadists”, who 

viewed it as a betrayal from those whose action was highly facilitated by the fact that some 

people occupied the site and blocked the construction work. Discussions were also tense 

after the demonstration on 22 February 2014 in Nantes, where fights with the police and 

material damage occurred, were amplified by the media, and distracted the attention from the 

massive farmer’s mobilisation – 520 tractors were present in the streets. The farmer’s 

movement got the feeling of being deprived of their demonstration.151 However, the official 

declarations insisted on the violence from the side of the police, the militarisation of the 

police deployment around the course of the demonstration, the people hurt (some 

demonstrators lost an eye), and the motivation to continue the struggle.152 Unity is the 

watchword of the different stems of the opposition movement, not to disperse in internal 

conflicts and to show a cohesive face to the adversary and civil society. 
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Moreover, the way the different groups are structured and communicate is also a source of 

debate and discussion. Marcel Thébault, from Bellevue farm on the territory of the ZAD, 

mentions two strategies that run alongside: “the one of the young” [the zadists], that favours 

horizontal structures, direct actions and the experimentation of a lifestyle opposed to 

consumer society where needs and belongings are pooled; and “the strategy of the 

associations”, which makes use of argumentation and expertise, cares about public opinion 

and is supported by three pillars: judiciary, political and a citizen mobilisation open to 

everyone.153 The “necessity to ensure a plurality of tactics” and their complementarity is often 

put forward by the opponents. “Let’s not bureaucratise our struggles”, said a zadist.154 

Besides, land, which is fundamental for agriculture and self-reliance, is a key issue that 

similarly generates conflicts. Some zadists question the mode of farming of farmers present 

on site, urging them to stop pesticides (that contaminate their own harvest)155, or to stop 

animal exploitation. But for farmers this represents costly investments that are difficult due to 

uncertainties regarding the future of the site. The issue of who owns the fields is also at 

stake, as occupiers claim a certain legitimacy to farm the land they have defended with their 

bodies during the fights with police forces. “Sème ta ZAD” (Sow your ZAD!), an initiative 

aimed at cultivating arable land that is officially the property of VINCI and lies fallow (owned 

before by farmers who accepted to leave), managed to bring together people from the 

ADECA, COPAIN and the ZAD around a farming project: 24 hectares were shared between 

different groups and are now cultivated.156  

4.2.2. Connections with other struggles 

 The different movements are also connected to different struggles. For instance, I 

made an inventory of the movements with whom the official website of the ZAD has shown 

solidarity, based on their website (under the section “Struggle comrades”) and leaflets, 

banners and inscriptions found on site. This is not exhaustive, as other struggles may have 

been mentioned in other sections of the website and physically on site, but it gives an idea of 

the extent of networking efforts. The intensity of the connections differed between the 

“struggle comrades”: some struggles were mentioned several times and some people from 

the ZAD have joined them for several days, like Hambacher forst in Germany, where a group 

of “zadists” came to bring help for the reoccupation action of 26 April 2014. In other cases, 

the connection can be a mere declaration of solidarity. 

Pictures from La Chateigne in the ZAD are presented below. There I found, for example, a 

notice on Ojnare forest struggle in Sweden (see Figure 4.4), leaflets on nuclear struggles in 

France, a call for volunteers to establish a ZAD, which means to occupy a territory, in the 

Tarn, against a dam project. The front of one of the cabins there refers to the struggle 

against the High Speed Railway project between Lyon and Torino (see Figure 4.5). 
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Figure 4.4. Notices mentioning fighting against Fracking and The struggle for the Ojnare forest (in 

Sweden) (Diane Robert) 

 

Figure 4.5. “NO TAVERNE”, playing with words “No TAV” (movement against High Speed Railway in 

Italy) and “tavern” (Diane Robert) 

The inventory has led to drawing the following map (see Figure 4.6): 
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Figure 4.6. Non-exhaustive inventory of connections to the ZAD (Diane Robert) 

Many struggles in France are also referred to as “ZADs”: “Zones To defend”. Indeed the ZAD 

in Notre-Dame-des-Landes has inspired other groups of resistance against infrastructure 

projects to occupy zones and develop “post-capitalist” communities, in the frame of a general 

movement – ZAD everywhere. The issue at stake is both to resist projects of land planning 

that seem unwarranted, harmful and outdated, and to experiment “post-capitalist” lifestyles in 

common.  

The ZAD has been a meeting place for both activists with a long militant story behind them 

who have an experience of self-management and struggle that they can share and less 

experienced people for whom occupying land for sustainable farming and developing 

alternative lifestyles seems meaningful and appealing. “The ZAD in Notre-Dame-des-Landes 

has raised many youth”, said M. Since the beginnings, the ZAD has attracted people from all 

over France and Europe, especially after the high national media exposure that followed the 

violent evictions of autumn 2012. Besides, the events that are organised continuously bring 

new people there. Some decide to stay, for more or less time, depending on their availability, 

on how they feel there… Background, ideology, personality may account for these situations 

and feelings and a certain filtration occurs: the people who stay seem to be comfortable with 

the types of counter-culture that can be found in the ZAD, which makes a selection among 

the visitors and curious.  
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4.2.3. Connections to broader issues 

The ZAD is also connected to political struggles that do not concern mega-projects based on 

a specific site. For example the website of the ZAD relays information related to the anti-

GMOs movement, the resistance of Zapatistas in Chiapas, the repression of migrants in 

Calais, urban squatting movements, antifascist groups… Many people living in the ZAD are 

also or have been involved in activism. Some people I met in the ZAD were preparing for 

joining the “march of dignity” against austerity policies that reached Madrid on 22 March 

2014. Several “zadists” also attend Camps for Climate Action or Reclaim the Fields 

gatherings (see Figure 4.7). Stickers referring to other struggles are to be found on many of 

the vans and dormobiles that are parked on the roads. During demonstrations or actions, 

many banners also concern other struggles such as against GMOs, fracking, etc. (see Figure 

4.8) 

The ZAD is a meeting place for activists from all over France and to a lesser extent Europe 

concerned with diverse issues. This is reflected in conversations that can be heard in the 

ZAD. They are connected to anti-capitalist discourses and celebrations of autonomy and self-

management. 

 

Figure 4.7. Notice informing about a “Reclaim the fields” camp near Rouge & Noire locality in the ZAD 

(Diane Robert) 



59 
 

 

Figure 4.8. During “human chain” event against the airport project on 11 May 2013: signs mentioning 

other issues: “Fracking, no!”, “High Voltage Powerlines, no!”, “EPR, no!”, “GMO, no!”, “PCB, no!” 

(ACIPA)
157

 

4.3. A subjective struggle 

For the people involved the struggle of Notre-Dame-des-Landes means generally 

more than simply opposing an airport project. It is lived as significant experience and takes 

place in their subjective histories. 

4.3.1. Multiple narratives 

The documents released by the promoters of the project seem to aim at providing facts, 

figures and quantitative arguments, based on technical expertise and serious calculations, in 

order to convince of the seriousness of the project. This line of argumentation is challenged 

by second expert opinions on the side of the opposition, like the study made by the 

independent consultancy organisation CE Delft that put the costs/benefits calculations in 

doubt. 
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However, much communication from the opposition side also acknowledges a large part of 

subjectivity and tries to account for the qualitative aspects of experiencing the struggle. It is 

conveyed by a great diversity of formats, media and modes of expression: from vindictive 

leaflets and slogans, graffiti, pirate radio to text narratives, concerts, videos, drawings and 

comic strips (see Figure 4.9).  

 

Figure 4.9. A comic strip about the demonstration for reoccupation on 17 November 2012
158

 

If the tone is sometimes impersonal or condescending in militant pamphlets, many narratives 

express how this political struggle is intertwined with stories of human relationships and 

meaningful personal experiences where the collective is central. For instance, for several 

years, some people have met in the ZAD in order to write a collective diary about the various 

events and daily life.159 

4.3.2. Genealogies and influences 

People who have experienced or followed other struggles often draw parallels 

between these and the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. Referring to past resistance whose 

outcome is known and can be analysed probably helps to make the stir of the present more 

intelligible.  These other struggles that are present in some activists’ minds can also be a 

source of inspiration.  
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The case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes has reminded white-haired activists of another peasant 

struggle, the Fight for the Larzac that took place in the seventies against the extension of a 

military base in the South of France that would have expropriated 103 peasant landowners. 

Together with disparate allies, among them many left-wing/Maoist young people from the 

city, they organised actions of non-violent civil disobedience to gain public attention and 

oppose French army. Their fight succeeded when François Mitterrand became president in 

1981. Several aspects enable to draw a comparison between the two cases: the alliance of 

peasants (originally rather conservative, although their political edge tends to shift left during 

the struggle) and young dissenters whose ways seemed somewhat shocking to the peasants 

at first; the organisation of tractors convoys on site and to Paris; the establishment of 

decentralised supporting committees; arguments for the defence of nourishing earth; links to 

alter-globalisation movements… However, peasants are less united in Notre-Dame-des-

Landes –many accepted to sell their land, and the Socialist Party that supported the 

opposition to the military project in the Larzac is the one that defends the airport project 

today… Moreover, if the ZAD is a meaningful symbol to many fringes of society, it is too soon 

to claim it has the same national mythical significance as the Fight for the Larzac had in the 

seventies.   

Other “genealogies” can be suggested. The resistance in the ZAD probably has a kinship 

with the Anti-Road movement in the United Kingdom in the nineties (see section 3.3).The 

Anti-Road movement involved loose networks able to mobilise resources for direct action 

(like Earth First!)160, a model that has similarities with the mobilisation for the ZAD. Moreover, 

it was made of diverse activist groups with different discourses and degrees of protest: “The 

campaigns against the Mil in London, the M77 in Glasgow and the M66 in Manchester were 

all based in urban areas and gave priority to the theme that communities were powerless 

against planners. In contrast, at Twyford, the Dongas developed a deep ecological discourse 

that reappeared at Bath, Preston and at Newbury.”161 This opposition to road projects 

changed the political mind-sets of many opponents, who were involved in a political struggle 

for the first time. An article by John Drury, Steve Reicher & Clifford Stott relates how the 

locals, who were initially dubious at dreadlocked protesters, came to feel in the same 

community and even identify with broader struggles. Their view of the police was radically 

transformed.162 Something similar occurred in the ZAD. For instance, Marcel Thébault, 

farmer in the ZAD, explained how he, son of an agricultural worker, likes when things are in 

order and used to vote for “reasonable” people like the Socialist Party, but the fight to keep 

his land against a project that he doesn’t believe is of common interest radically changed his 

political basis.163 Marcel Thébault is now deeply involved in “Sème ta ZAD” action and 

participates in discussion, mutual support with the “zadists”. Finally, more directly, John 

Jordan, cofounder of Reclaim The Streets and creator of the Clown Army, spent time in the 

ZAD.164 
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In addition to past or other present movements, some reference texts are also influential. For 

instance, philosophical newspaper TIQQUN, active between 1999 and 2001, and The 

Coming Insurrection written by the Invisible Committee are in several bookshelves in the 

ZAD and often quoted. Literature linked to anarchism and autonomism, as well as ecology 

and practical issues is also very present. 

4.4. NDDL and the metropolis 

The precedent sub-section concerned the personal significance of the struggle for the 

people involved in it and their influences. Another aspect that the documents about the 

struggle raise is the issue of the metropolis. 

In addition to a matter of transport planning, the airport project in notre-Dame-des-

Landes is a highly urban issue. Nantes is a rather attractive city and the demands for building 

land are likely to increase. But the current airport in the South-West puts a curb on the city 

expansion, notably due to noise constraints for construction. Thus moving the airport to 

Notre-Dame-des-Landes would free land of high value because of their proximity to the inner 

city. This represents a goldmine for real estate speculation. It is no coincidence that François 

de la Tullaye, co-founder of association ACIPRAN (Citizen Association For the Realisation of 

an International Airport in Notre-Dame-des-Landes), is also leader of a real estate agency.165 

The inhabitants of Notre-Dame-des-Landes resent this polarisation between the city and the 

countryside: “This is really so: the city moves to the hicks’ place because it needs space. So 

there they will free hectares that they will sell 500000 euros each and they only pay 1600 

euros per hectare here. The way things happen is full of scorn.”166 

The CNCA, the Nantes-based Group Against the Airport, has proposed a reflection on urban 

and regional planning. Originally centred around the airport project, they realised that « the 

airport was only a link in the chain of far-broader projects that concern territories and their 

inhabitants between Nantes and Saint-Nazaire.” By now, they have published three editions 

of the newspaper “Nantes Nécropole” (wordplay between metropolis and necropolis) that 

deconstruct and virulently oppose official discourses and urban processes. The first edition 

covered the issues of the airport project, the concept of ecology and how it is hijacked by 

capitalism, and the metropolis in a context of globalisation and city-branding. The second 

edition focused on a critique of the nomination of Nantes for “Green Capital 2013” and the 

green-washing of the city policies. The third edition tackled issues of communication, control 

and polarisation of the territory between lively metropolises and rural “deserts”. These 

publications denote a very critical, thorough and partial (in the sense that it makes a division 

between the elite and the people, “them” and “us”) understanding of planning policies and the 

way they affect people and territories. 

The analyses and discourses that the CNCA provides are taken up by the movement against 

the airport at large. Indeed the words of the movement of the ZAD during the demonstration 

were marked by the same hostility regarding official planning: “Town and country planning is 

the planning of our lives. Gentrification, all-out concreting, this imposed desocialisation in 

cities and in the heart of the country wrenches people from their common history, their 

practices. Uprooting them from their land, from their streets, from their neighbourhoods, from 

their villages is assessing, isolating, controlling, patenting, exploiting, locking up, making 
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every space profitable.”167 The city as a space for consumption, including consumption of 

cultural or leisure events is criticised (see Figure 4.10). 

 

Figure 4.10. “Symbolic killing of street performance, this Disney-stampable attraction keeps the 

inhabitants of Nantes stuck in their viewer’s armchair, spectators of their own city-scenery”
168

 

In the ZAD I heard several people opposing life in the ZAD, which they considered humane and 

authentic, to life in “Babylon” – in the city - where human contact is distorted by money and greed is 

the rule. If the term “Babylon” refers to modern Western society for Rastafari movement, which 

probably influences many zadists, it has its origin in a 5000 year-old written story. British activist John 

Jordan, who was present in the ZAD in Autumn 2012, views this story as an allegory of how mankind 

is corrupted by civilisation: 

“In the worlds oldest surviving written story, the Mesopotamian epic of Gilgamesh, Enkidu the 

wild man, is seduced into the city, into being “civilised”, by the whore of Babylon. His seamless 

life with the natural world, where he eats wild plants and drinks from the rivers, is broken, and 

he soon dies regretting that he had been lead astray to become complicit with murder of a 

fellow and the destruction of the forests. 

The epic of Gilgamesh, was perhaps the first tale that tells the story that has remained with us 

ever since, that urban ‘civilised life’ is the epitome of progress and that the dirty, barbaric, 

chaotic, natural world’s only value is to be controlled, captured for our use.  

The tablets with the story written on them were found under the great walled city of Uruk built 

5000 years ago. Surrounded by cedar forest, it lived off some of the first farmed and irrigated 

fields in the history of humanity.  

Like most civilisations it did not last much more than a couple of thousand years. If you go 

there now there are just dusty ruins surrounded by desert, nothing grows, its bone dry, all life 

has gone. 

Even before the Sumerian civilisation collapsed, the epic of Gilgamesh asked what price 

people pay to be civilized. It’s a question many of us should perhaps be asking ourselves as 

we face the final confrontation between capitalism’s need for infinite growth and the finite 

resources of a single planet.”
169
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5. DISCUSSING THE RHIZOME AND ITS PROSPECTS 

The precedent sections exposed the data collected during investigation at a general 

level of the European constellation of movements opposing mega projects and at a more 

focussed level with the struggle in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, which enabled to qualify the 

connections more and grasp the meanings struggles against mega projects take on. In this 

section, these results will be discussed and confronted with the theoretical foundations of 

section 2. 

5.1. Rhizomatic dynamics? 

First of all, in the light of the investigation carried out on a general level about the 

European movement against mega project and more thoroughly on the case of Notre-Dame-

des-Landes, we can discuss to what extent the model of the rhizome corresponds to the 

architecture of the reality of the movement and the implications it has. 

5.1.1. Discussing rhizomatic architecture 

The rhizome appeared to be an interesting framework to understand the constellation 

of movements opposing mega projects, as its characteristics seemed to apply to the 

architecture of relations between the movements. This is what is discussed below. 

5.1.1.a. Heterogeneity, multiplicity 

The concept of rhizome encompasses characteristics of heterogeneity and multiplicity 

that correspond to the second and third principles according to Deleuze and Guattari170. The 

diversity of contested mega projects in Europe and the diversity of socio-political contexts in 

which they emerge sow the seeds for the multiple nature of the forms of resistance against 

them. The resistance movements against Stuttgart 21 rail station in Germany, which can be 

describes as rather conservative, and against the gold mine in Skouries in Greece, for 

instance, were unlikely to be similar.  

Moreover, the movements bring together variety of people: of different age, gender, social 

status, political ideas, etc., although some activist profiles are more frequent than other: for 

example, according to my observations on-site, the most recurring profiles are old people 

with experience of non-violent activism and time to allocate for the struggle once retired, and 

young protesters, often with more radical ideas, who don’t want to (and maybe cannot) be 

part of a society that seems to lead to a stalemate to them. The case of Notre-Dame-des-

Landes typically exemplifies the multiplicity and heterogeneity of the movements involved in 

the struggle: associations ACIPA and ADECA, “zadists”, groups COPAIN, CéDpa, 

Naturalistes en lutte and CNCA all embody different and complementary facets of the 

struggle with plurality of tactics. The words of Marcel Thébault about different strategies that 

run alongside, the one of the zadists and the one of the associations shows that the 

movement against the airport project is aware of this diversity. Indeed European resistance 

against mega projects resonates with Hardt & Negri’s “movement of movements”171 and 

Routledge’s “coalition of difference”172. 
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5.1.1.b. Connectivity 

 Multiplying connections among opposition groups and also with other broader issues 

is predominant activity in the movement of resistance against mega projects. This is again 

visible in the case of the opposition to the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes: the 

presence of references to other struggles is striking on the territory of the ZAD and in the 

website. Figure 4.6., the map that presents a non-exhaustive inventory of connections to the 

ZAD, shows that the ZAD movement has ties with at least 25 other sites of struggle against 

mega projects, and connections with broader struggles that are not site-based need to be 

added to this number. At a more general level, the process of bridging movements opposed 

to particular projects through the 4 editions of the “Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed 

Mega Projects” and the other events related to it is another proof of the connecting efforts of 

the movement. The fact that connecting movements and activists from different parts of the 

world is easier today with the Internet and cheap flights, as stated by Routledge, seems to be 

confirmed for the resistance movement against mega projects. 

In Notre-Dame-des-Landes, local connections between the different facets of resistance 

against the airport project also mobilise significant resources, although their intensities and 

longevities are uneven: sustained interactions like “Sème ta ZAD” that mobilises “zadists” 

and farmers maintain tight connections and solidarity between different parts, while 

sometimes tensions and misunderstandings can account for brief and weak relations, which 

might weaken the resistance against the airport by dismantling it. The relative failure of the 

resistance against a new stadium in Décines near Lyon results – at least partly – of a 

prolonged division between the occupiers and the association leading judiciary and legal 

resistance. To take up Tarrow’s terminology173, the social networks and connective structures 

were not dense enough to make a comprehensive movement emerge against the stadium. 

This intense connecting activity in the resistance to mega projects is another argument to 

justify the description of the constellation of movements opposed to distinct mega projects as 

a rhizome. However, if Deleuze & Guattari claim that “any point of a rhizome can be 

connected to anything other, and must be”174 as principles of connection and heterogeneity, 

this doesn’t occur evenly between the movements opposed to mega projects. There seem to 

be privileged connections between some movements. For instance, the ZAD is primarily 

connected to movements that resemble it (like in Hambach forest) and to movements located 

in France that nearly account for half of its relations. This can also be seen within the 

different editions of the Forums, which every time gather many movements from the very 

country where the forum takes place and movements coming from countries with a particular 

tie (neighbouring countries, countries with historical or linguistic tie…). Still, I argue that these 

asymmetries in the connections and limitations of heterogeneity do not invalidate the 

possibility to describe the resistance against mega projects as a rhizome. 

5.1.1.c. Horizontality vs. verticality 

 Apparently horizontal structures prevail over vertical hierarchies among the 

movements opposed to mega projects. The rejection of political parties in the 4th Forum 

Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects in Rosia Montana is a strong symbol in this 

sense. Although hierarchical structures like political parties and unions have a role to play in 
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the struggle against mega projects, the social movements seem to seek autonomy and 

pursue their own development with their own goals and decisions. It doesn’t preclude 

cautious collaboration with certain parties and elected representatives that can engage with 

political struggle to the institutions and mobilise resources. For instance, in the case of the 

resistance against the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, association CéDpa that 

groups elected representatives opposed to the airport commanded a study by consultancy 

CE Delft that brought factual elements to the argumentation against the project. In the case 

of Stuttgart 21 project of a new rail station, though, the Green party are said to have hijacked 

the movement of mobilisation for their electoral agenda. So it seems that favouring horizontal 

relations independent from hierarchical structures inside movements of resistance is not only 

a way for the diverse subjectivities present in the movements to resist alienation from 

totalising ideology, as Routledge argued, but also a good strategy to protect collective energy 

from being sucked in by opportunist political ambitions. Indeed Hardt & Negri’s swarm 

intelligence seems to apply to the movement of resistance to mega projects. 

But similarly to what Thompson describes in networks where there is a tendency to create 

“hubs”, which establish hierarchies around key positions175, some movements or activists 

seem to have a preponderant role in the broader movement against mega projects. Indeed 

during the 4th edition of the Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects in Rosia 

Montana, some activists, especially historic opponents who had organised the previous 

editions of the forum, expressed their opinions longer, more frequently and in better 

conditions than others. I’m not arguing that they were led by the lure of power: I would rather 

suggest that their experience provided them with more self-confidence and better knowledge 

of the functioning of the forums. Besides, as Routledge argues176, inequalities and 

unevenness that are present in our societies can also be found among social movements 

opposed to mega projects: for instance, during forums, there is a tendency for men to 

express more than women; some “minorities” or repressed social categories are less 

represented among the movements. It is not surprising that the society in which movements 

are embedded highly influences them, although they might claim their will for autonomy from 

it. There are discussions about these issues and initiatives that seek awareness and 

emancipation from them though. In the ZAD, to tackle the issue of representation, activists 

and dwellers are used to introducing themselves as “Camille”, a gender-neutral name, and to 

speaking in turn, so that there are no official spokespersons of the movement. In that sense, 

there is no perfect rhizomatic horizontality in the movements against mega projects, although 

they unevenly try to reach it. That’s why in my opinion the model of the rhizome is not 

invalidated by the imperfect horizontal quality. It enables to grasp a significant tendency in 

these movements that was less present in former ones. 

5.1.1.d. Sketching 

According to Deleuze & Guattari and their 5th and 6th principles of cartography and 

decalcomania177, it is impossible to sketch or trace the rhizome as sketching implies a 

reproduction of a well-identified state of being and the rhizome belongs to the realm of 
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becoming. However, Vogl argues that approximations – at best – can be produced178. That’s 

the role of the maps179 that present non-exhaustive inventories of contested mega projects in 

Europe, of movements opposing mega projects connected through the 4 editions of the 

Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects, of movements related to the ZAD 

through the ZAD’s website and leaflets, banners and inscriptions found on site. These maps 

can be useful in an indicative manner, to give an idea of the extent of the connections and 

the trends and challenges that emerge (and will be discussed further in the following 

section), but their indicative non-exhaustive and non-permanent aspects must not be 

forgotten. The maps present a restrictive character regarding time, space and the extent of 

issues involved: they underline mega projects or opposition movements that have been 

active and connected within a short duration at a specific moment; they occult connections to 

movements outside Europe and probably sub-rhizomes inside Europe that are weakly 

connected to the rhizomes they show; they don’t account for the relations and connections of 

the movements opposing mega projects with broader struggles that are not site specific, 

although these relations are growing and could prevail in the future. 

The maps give a static representation of the movements opposing mega projects. In the 

sections reporting my investigation I have tried to stress their dynamic character, expansion 

trends and transformative potential, notably the multiplication of connections to more remote 

places and issues, the deconstruction of discourses that enable to broaden the scope of 

struggle (from a struggle against the mega project itself to a struggle against the broader 

frame of neoliberalism), although one could argue that some identity solidification and 

structuration occurs. The importance of the dynamic aspect in a rhizome is pointed out in 

Deleuze and Negri’s principle of multiplicity: a rhizome only bears lines that move together, 

rather than points that symbolise immobility. Thus the rhizome has a transient character as it 

constantly escapes stable definition. While Funke considers it as a weakness, Deleuze & 

Guattari view it as a source of resilience, because fleeing apparatuses of capture involve 

constant transformation but also prevents the rhizome from being defeated. Concerning 

movements opposing mega projects, I have a more nuanced view: to my mind they don’t 

fully belong to the realm of becoming, as they involve many repetitions and routines. Forums, 

lectures, demonstrations and direct action may constitute mere habits that are pursued 

throughout time as, although they are not original, their efficiency has been assessed and is 

constantly implemented. But the diversity of routinized actions carried out by the diverse 

parts of the movements restrains the routine character. In this sense, I claim that one can 

view movements against mega projects as a rhizome despite the solidification and 

structuration attempts that occur within them. 

 Although movements opposing mega projects are – unevenly – characterised by 

some degrees of hierarchy and structuration, I argue that the aspects of multiplicity and 

heterogeneity inherent to them, the pursuit of horizontality that distinguish them and the 

search for connections and dynamism present within many of them make the term of 

rhizome relevant to describe these movements. The movements opposing mega projects 

(and some more than others) might constitute a rather imperfect rhizome but the imagery of 

the rhizome enables to grasp their core characteristics and tendencies and to highlight some 

of the prospects they open up. 
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5.1.2. Discussing the soil of the rhizome 

The imagery of the rhizome, which I claim is relevant for the movements opposed to 

mega projects, involves the aspect of what Vogl describes as “multiple processes of 

exchange with its environment”180. If we think about a botanical rhizome, this would 

correspond to the soil where the rhizome propagates. Similarly, the rhizome of resistance 

against mega projects propagates in a certain soil with which it interacts. This soil is 

constituted by the specific social, historical and political contexts that influence the struggles 

against mega projects. Both Tarrow and Touraine highlight that social movements are 

constantly related to the societies181 – the soil - in which they intervene. Testimonies, 

transfers of know-how, imaginary representations from ancient struggles like the Anti-road 

movement of the nineties in the United Kingdom or the anti-nuclear movement in Germany 

can be seen as layers of humus that feed present struggles against mega projects.  

The soil is not the same for every struggle against a mega project and some unevenness 

can be observed across the European territory. The map that presents a non-exhaustive 

inventory of contested mega projects based on EJ Atlas, Intercoll and my own research 

shows striking spatial irregularities182. Some countries, mainly in Eastern Europe, seem to be 

free from contested mega projects, although it is very dubious that there are no questionable 

mega projects in these countries. Several hypotheses can be made that all imply the soil: 

firstly, the political, economic and historical context in these countries may restrain protest. 

For instance, citizens of countries that used to be part of the Eastern Block may be more 

prone to accept decisions from the government even if they disagree or are negatively 

affected by them and the argument of job creation might be more valued than environmental 

or social protection in countries where the economic situation is harsh. Secondly, groups 

opposing projects in Eastern Europe may neither have identified them as nor heard of 

“Unnecessary imposed Mega Projects”. Thirdly, groups against mega projects in the 

countries that seem to be free from contested mega projects might be isolated or connected 

to other networks of activism, that’s why the mega projects in question don’t appear on the 

maps by EJAtlas, Intercoll or in my research. As a matter of facts, similarly, some countries 

are more represented than others in the four editions of the Forum Against Unnecessary 

Imposed Mega Projects183. There again, Eastern Europe seems to be absent (except 

Romania where the 4th edition took place). The maps that represent the movements that 

have attended the forums also show that an edition of the forum preferably mobilises 

movements of the same country where the edition takes place or movements of countries 

with a special link: for instance, several groups from Turkey attended the third edition in 

Germany, which has historical privileged relation with Turkey. This reinforces Routledge’s 

claim that place matters in grassroots globalisation networks where struggles are “embedded 

in different places at a variety of spatial scales”184. Indeed the analysis of the connections 

with the ZAD movement that can be visualised in figure 4.6 (p 56) also shows that even 

though the movement is related to other struggles in the whole world, 88% of these struggles 

(22/25) are located in Europe and 44% (11/25) in France. Elements of language, proximity, 

culture, specific political context may account for this fact. 
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The impressions that I got from visiting the site of the ZAD make me want to add a 

cultural and identity aspect to the soil in which the rhizome of resistance against mega 

projects propagates. The movement in the ZAD seems to gather certain people more easily 

than others – for instance people familiar with the (counter-)culture that can also be found in 

active squats, whose dominant clothing style or way to talk is close to the styles present in 

the ZAD. Although this impression might be a wrong perception due to a difference in 

environments between my daily life and the environment of the ZAD, I had the feeling that 

statements that celebrate zadist lifestyles in opposition to mainstream society were 

constantly repeated and helped to consolidate a sustained and renewed opposition to the 

airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes. These cultural codes and affirmations of identity 

seemed to be part of the soil nurturing the struggle, as well as this struggle against the 

airport and for alternative lifestyles in the ZAD also influences a large part of the political 

arenas that oppose neoliberalism. Thus cultural and identity elements may influence the soil 

where the rhizome of resistance against mega projects spreads. 

 Despite certain reservations, the model of the rhizome can account for the 

architecture of the constellation of social movements against mega projects. It also 

emphasises the cultural and political context in which it develops and with which it resonates.  

5.2. Deconstructing the neoliberal urban discourse 

Deconstruction of and opposition to the neoliberal discourse seem to provide a basis 

for a broad movement against mega projects. 

5.2.1. Criticizing “Unnecessary Mega Projects” 

By calling the projects against which they fight “unnecessary”, the rhizome of 

resistance against mega projects reintroduce the issue of class struggle between the few 

beneficiary of construction and exploitation of mega projects and the vast majority of people 

ripped off.  Indeed the question implied is to know for whom mega projects are necessary. 

The Tunis Charter states that “Useless and Imposed Mega Projects are instruments that 

guarantee exorbitant profits for large industrial and financial groups, civilians and military 

persons, who are no longer able to obtain the elevated rate of profit in the saturated global 

market”185. It was written in 2013 by activists related to the organisation of the forums. Like 

Flyvbjerg186, it mentions the personal profits for the professionals involved in the realisation of 

mega projects: engineers, developers, lawyers, etc. But also has something in common with 

the view of Nicholas Hildyard187, when he denounces the financialisation of mega projects 

that transforms infrastructure into “an asset class” for the private financial sphere, which 

seeks to invest the huge amounts of money they have accumulated. Nicholas Hildyard’s 

analysis was taken up by NGO re:Common that spoke about Europe 2020 Project Bond 

Initiative during the Fourth Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects in Rosia 

Montana and highlighted the fact that financers of mega projects are increasingly structured 

finance, that is, pension funds and insurance firms, the ones that are responsible for 2008 

subprime mortgage crisis. Therefore, opponents to mega projects incorporate their struggle 

in a more general struggle against neoliberal policies that seek to restore the power of the 
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leading class of capitalist owners according to Duménil & Lévy188 and to mobilise space as 

an arena for economic growth as for Peck & Tickell189. They suggest that rather than 

multiplying mega projects that are only necessary for small elite, “maintaining and optimizing 

existing infrastructure” is a better solution190. 

Beyond considering that the mega projects that they fight are “unnecessary”, 

movements opposed to mega projects underline their harmful character: “these projects 

represent ecological, socio-economic and human disasters, the destruction of wildlife areas 

and agricultural lands and of cultural and artistic heritage: they do harm and cause 

degradation, environmental pollution and have serious negative consequences for 

inhabitants”, states the Tunis Charter. Indeed these “Machiavellian mega projects”, to take 

up the term and analysis of Flyvbjerg, have bad results in economy, environment and public 

support. If we consider that mega projects are embedded in neoliberal thinking, this is not 

surprising, as the neoliberal project is, according to Brown191, “indifferent toward poverty, 

social deracination, cultural decimation, long term resource depletion and environmental 

destruction”. The situation that the rhizome of resistance against mega projects attempts to 

denounce and fight comes within the context of what Peck, Theodore and Brenner call 

“creative destruction”192: the opponents show that mega projects damage the environment, 

increase social inequalities and destabilise public budget and local economy. Signatories of 

the Tunis Charter reckon that “mega projects permit the capitalist predator to increase its 

dominance on the planet generating irreversible damage to the environment and the 

populace”193. Movements against mega projects identify mega projects as products and 

facilitators of neoliberalism and, with varying degrees, they consider their struggles to be part 

of global strife against the neoliberal project. 

Anti-capitalist discourses are notably very common in the ZAD of Notre-Dame-des-

Landes. Moreover, the four editions of the Forum Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega 

Projects that have been organised can be seen as part of the World Social Forum process 

that represents grassroots globalisation movement opposed to neoliberal globalisation. In the 

sense that it stresses the double standard between elites that would benefit from mega 

projects and the majority of people for whom they are unnecessary, the rhizome of 

resistance against mega projects can compare with the Indignant movement that followed 

austerity policies in Europe (especially Greece, Spain and Portugal) that were supposed to 

tackle the damages of 2008 economic crisis, or the Occupy movement, which had “We are 

the 99 per cent” as a slogan.  

5.2.2. Criticizing current democracy: “Imposed” 

According to Clarke, Rancière and Swyngedouw, democratic life has been 

substantially depoliticised following neoliberalisation of the political sphere: market rule 
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prevails over political choices, which are now led by global economic necessity194. This leads 

to consensual decisions from both the Left and the Right. Therefore what is outside this 

“post-political urban order” has to be excluded and Swyngedow notices that the ones who 

dissent this consensus are named either traditionalist or fundamentalist. Indeed the rhizome 

of movements against mega projects question the democratic character of the projects that 

they are fighting and worry about the criminalisation of their protest.  

Yet mega projects look democratic: processes of public participation are included in many of 

the projects that are carried out in Europe. In French regulation for instance, implementing a 

Public Debate is necessary for the issuance of a Declaration of Public Utility, which gives the 

right of expropriation. However, as these instruments don’t give substantial power to the 

citizens – although they can give their opinion, it seems that it is not taken into account –, 

many of these view them as democratic on paper only. The Charter of Tunis states that 

mega projects “exclude the effective participation of the population in the decision-making 

process and deny them access to the means of communication”195. On the other side, project 

proponents object that the elected representatives who make decisions about the projects 

are legitimate because they won most of the vote at local or national elections; the vote that 

was given to them is supposed to symbolise consent for the totality of their action during the 

mandate. Many opponents doubt this assumption.  

As a matter of fact, projects like the airport in Notre Dame des Landes and the High 

Speed Railway between Lyon and Turino are supported by both the main right-wing and left-

wing parties, forming a consensus on perspectives of development for the region based on 

economic necessity. However, if polls were to be realised, it is far from likely that most 

people would approve these projects. Besides, the results would depend on the information 

available and accessible. Knowledge is power, and implementing communication, 

mediatizing the struggle are key part of the fight against mega projects carried out by 

opposition movements. In this domain power relations are asymmetrical though. While great 

financial resources, skills and high media visibility are allocated to official public 

communication that celebrates mega projects, opponents need to count on donations, 

voluntary work, often amateurism, and inventiveness to draw attention and make their 

arguments heard. Their relations with mainstream media, which many consider to be at the 

pay of the government or big companies, all the more so because traditional media face 

financial difficulties that endanger their independence, are often complicated. 

Actually the rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects question the legitimacy of 

current forms of representative democracy. They discredit so-called rule-of-law institutions 

ensuring general interest. They denounce recurrent collusions of interests. In the case of 

Notre-Dame-des-Landes, Bernard Hagelsteen, prefect of Loire-Atlantique, published the 

public interest authorisation for the airport project in notre-Dame-des-Landes in 2008. In 

2011, he was hired by VINCI Company, which is in charge of the construction work. There 

are also conflicts of interest in the Commission of Public Inquiry of the project of High Speed 

Railway between Lyon and Turin that delivered a favourable opinion: his president was 
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previously part of the accounting firm that carried out the railway’s impact assessment.196 

These are only glaring examples of the increasing rapprochement of public and private 

spheres in political life that favours the consensus on the necessity of growth, attractiveness, 

competition and infrastructure building, in spite of multiple warnings on climate change, 

pollutions and increasing social inequalities. 

 Opposition movements to mega projects situate themselves outside this consensus 

and they face situations of contempt or repression. Their access to the media is often 

problematic and they strive for visibility through media stunts, large gatherings, festivals, 

recurrent presence in public space… The Charter of Tunis emphasizes “the militarisation and 

criminalisation of opposition”. It refers, firstly, to the massive presence of military forces and 

excessively armed riot police during demonstrations and their intervention against the 

occupation of some project sites, which led to numerous serious injuries. And secondly, to 

the charges and convictions that fall upon some of the opponents: for instance, Chiara, 

Claudio, Niccolò and Mattia, who took part in a direct action of sabotage against the High 

Speed Railway between Lyon and Turin, are accused of act of terrorism, damage, violence 

toward police officers, possession and transport of war weapons, and they are on remand in 

Italian High Security Quarters. In France, following the demonstration on 22 February 2014 in 

Nantes against Notre-Dame-des-Landes airport project, several opponents have been 

sentenced to several-months-long to one-year-long prison terms for refusing to submit to 

DNA sample collection or damage – the accusation of criminal association was not upheld. 

Yet public figures use strong language – “armed movement”, “ultra-left threat” with a view to 

discrediting the opposition. 

The Charter of Tunis shows that movements opposed to mega projects are aware that 

contempt, strong language, criminal convictions attempt to smear the credibility of any 

opposition to the consensus that allows for the realisation of mega projects. This is also the 

case for declarations of unity and support within or between movements against mega 

projects, which underline the necessity to oppose criminalisation of the opposition and to 

show solidarity to the opponents who are accused or charged with heavy sentences, 

Opposition movements advocate “attributing the final part of the decision-making process to 

the populace directly affected, a fundamental factor for real democracy and local autonomy 

which can be obtained even through adequate legislative proposals, as opposed to an 

imposed development model.” 

By labelling mega projects “unnecessary” and “imposed”, opposition movements set 

each of their struggles in the broader frame of a fight against certain neoliberal consensus, 

which benefits a few individual and corporate interests while destabilising the economy and 

harming the environment and the social fabric of the place, in defiance of “real democracy”. 

This labelling gives their struggles visibility and enables to constitute a common basis for 

their “coalition of difference”, to take up the terms of Routledge197, from which they can 

deconstruct not only the very projects that they fight but also the logics behind them. Thus, 

they question a certain spatial rationale tied to mega projects. 
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5.2.3. Criticizing “Babylon”: neoliberalism and the metropolis 

Mega projects participate in the process of metropolisation, whether they are mega 

projects related to transportation, which reduce travel time for dominant transport axes at the 

expense of local transport links, or mega projects that involve massive resource extraction to 

feed large concentrations of people and activity. This process corresponds to the increasing 

concentration of activity in metropolises that is accompanied by rising spatial and social 

inequalities, as described by Veltz198. Indeed in the case of Notre-Dame-des-Landes, 

opponents feel confronted to a double standard between for example the farmers who were 

supposed to sell their land, which is the source of their production, at a low price, and real 

estate companies that could make a profit by selling land of the current airport in the direct 

vicinity of Nantes at a high price if the airport is built in Notre-Dame-des-Landes (see section 

NDDL and the city).  They question the usefulness of a costly infrastructure that would mainly 

benefit small elite of affluent travellers. Opponents to mega projects reckon that these 

intensify polarisation between the rich and the poor, the centre and the periphery. 

Metropolisation has consequences at a variety of scales. It polarises the territory: 

transportation and energy mega projects are agents of “frictionless capitalism”, to take up the 

term of Bill Gates, in the sense that the former contribute to reduce travel time and shrink 

space between big nodes - metropolises, and the latter fuel these infrastructures that link the 

nodes to each other. European policies TEN-T, TEN-E and ICT, for instance, are embedded 

in these logics of creating a networked territory. But although big nodes are more and more 

connected, what is between the nodes is overlooked. This is what Veltz calls “channelization 

effect”. Relations between nodes prevail over relations between a node and its hinterland, 

something that is also expressed by opponents to mega projects: “the priority placed on 

infrastructure mega projects is to the detriment of local needs.”199 Rather they advocate 

“equitable local development”. CNCA-written newspaper Nantes Nécropole associates 

metropolisation with desertification: what is not a successful node in the network of 

metropolises is inclined to decaying; public action and resources withdraw in order to 

concentrate in promising nodes that can generate more attractiveness. As a result, 

inhabitants of these territories are left behind. 

Moreover, metropolises are engaged in fierce competition, in which mega projects are 

viewed as key assets, necessary conditions for a city not to be left behind: mega projects 

boost city branding, according to Flyvbjerg. Cultural events and “green” character are other 

typical arguments to praise quality of life in a city and attract more active people. The CNCA 

in Nantes denounce the city’s communication and green-washing on these topics while they 

consider that the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes is not compatible with the city’s 

nomination as “Green Capital 2013” and that the city is no longer seen as a living place for its 

inhabitants but as an attractive hub for flows of people, goods and capital, where people and 

activities need to be controlled. They raise awareness on the idea of a competition between 

cities and regions that drives the city’s policy instead of general interest or the interest of the 

inhabitants of the city. Similarly, the Charter of Tunis states that unnecessary imposed mega 

projects “increase competition between territories and always lean toward “bigger, faster, 

more expensive, more centralized”. They imply unsustainable consumption of natural and 

financial resources. This penchant for gigantism can be found in the excitement of firm 
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KPMG about “huge budgets, massive footprints, unanticipated transformative benefits and all 

the thrills and spills of a theme park ride”200.  

The rhizome of opposition movements warn against over-sized projects that “threaten 

the survival of future generations”. They question the vision for the future that is tied to mega 

projects, in a context of climate change and biodiversity in peril. In their claims and practices, 

they propose alternative though limited ways to organise and live in space. The next sub-

section will elaborate on them. 

5.3. Societal prospects 

Social movements against mega projects do not only oppose them: their views, 

practices and organisational structures reflect a will to propose alternatives to the neoliberal 

hydra. Therefore they open up prospects that are worth examining for anyone interested in 

societal and spatial trends. 

5.3.1. Prospects for spatial and social organisations 

Movements against mega projects favour horizontality and decentralisation over 

hierarchical, centred spatial and social neoliberal relations. 

5.3.1.a. The potential of a rhizome anchored in space 

Because mega projects (of my study) are place-based, physical and often gigantic 

projects, their potential impact on the local social, environmental and economic fabric are 

very visible. They make tangible the neoliberal logics that are behind them, which tend to 

sound abstract in other situations. Here, neoliberalism is embodied in material objects, on 

specific sites. The power structure that furthers them is also uncovered, especially with cases 

of militarisation of the opposition. Contestation largely arises from these specific sites, from 

people realising what these projects are to change in their daily life and home regions, rather 

than from general discourses and ideologies that would be tacked onto local realities, 

although worldviews and political mind sets nurture the struggles and draw links with similar 

conflicts. Struggles against mega projects are concrete struggles, anchored in the territory. 

And the relation between mega projects and certain spatial planning policies is addressed by 

the opposition: for instance, the demonstration against the airport project of Notre-Dame-des-

Landes on 22 February that was organised in Nantes can be interpreted as a will to highlight 

the role of the airport for the growing and changing “metropolis” of Nantes and not only for 

the specific site of Notre-Dame-des-Landes. 

The project site is not the only place on which the opposition movement is based. In many 

cases, for instance concerning the airport project in Notre Dame des Landes and its dozens 

of supporting committees in other departments, the project of High Speed Railway between 

Lyon and Torino, or the gold mine in Rosia Montana, support committees are formed in other 

places, not only in villages and cities nearby but also on the whole national territory and 

beyond. Information and calls for action are also relayed in specific spaces: self-managed 

meeting places, venues that host counter-culture events, politically committed spaces, etc. 

For instance, activist squats certainly play a part in consolidating the rhizome of movements 

opposed to mega projects, as they relay information and mobilise people to defend the sites 

and strengthen occupations. Then, opposition movements to specific projects show solidarity 
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with, and sometimes visit, each other. Moreover, forums demonstrations or gatherings are 

organised in other places. Thus resistance movements against specific projects are tied to 

many locations. Occupied sites, like the ZAD in Notre-Dame-des-Landes, where many 

people spend a few days and are made aware of specific political issues and tactics, or the 

Italian “presidi” in Val de Susa, are meeting places that create ties between numerous 

activists and movements. 

What Routledge argues about local-based struggles that become “embedded in different 

places at a variety of spatial scales”201 can be observed in the resistance against mega 

projects. The inventory of contested mega projects in figure 4.6. suggests that everywhere in 

Europe, opposition movements to these projects can be “seeds” for the expansion of a 

rhizome of resistance against mega projects that would have a great potential in contesting 

and challenging current economic and political system. 

5.3.1.b. Similarities and differences between a neoliberal network and an 

opposition rhizome 

According to Veltz, the polycentric network that characterises the new economy 

involves higher concentrations of activity in hubs and increasing spatial disparities. Relations 

between two hubs prevail over relations between hubs and their hinterlands. To some extent, 

parts of the rhizome of movements against mega projects follow these models: firstly, 

activities and exchanges tend to be concentrated in and between the most active opposition 

hubs, to the detriment of weaker opposition nodes or even sometimes, to the local context in 

which they are embedded: for instance, in the case of the opposition to the stadium in 

Décines, coordination between the different opposition movements was weak and 

connections with the local residents were missing, which partly account for the relative failure 

of the opposition. Thus, the rhizome of opposition to mega projects is also affected by certain 

unevenness, inequalities and polarisation but arguably, unlike neoliberal networks, the more 

polarised it is, the weaker: the most successful movements managed to bring together their 

diverse entities without a few dominating the others.  

Secondly, rhizomatic organisational forms promote particular behaviours: initiative spirit, 

good communicative skills, flexibility, and impermanent involvement in projects… These 

characters remind of the “great man” of Boltanski and Chiapello, who has the greatest status 

in the “projective city” and its networks: active, autonomous, adaptable, versatile, open, 

friendly, able to engage others, a connector, a mediator202.  To some degree, valuable 

personalities in the neoliberal network and in the rhizome of resistance against mega 

projects share similarities. 

But there is a horizontalist will in the rhizome of movements opposed to mega 

projects that attempts to apply regardless of traditional social statuses that usually produce 

hierarchies, for example money, class or education. While transport networks promoted by 

European policies and opposed by the rhizome are planned in space and time and prioritized 

(primary or secondary axes, etc.), the rhizome is unplanned, progressive and open. 

Transport networks select certain nodes and overlook the other ones while in the rhizome, 

“every point can be connected and must be”. Thus the Charter of Tunis advocates “new 

relationships of solidarity between the people of the south and the north that definitively 
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break with the logic of domination and colonialism”. In contrast to the competition prevailing 

in neoliberal networks, the rhizome of opposition to mega projects is rather inclusive and 

based on cooperation. 

5.3.2. Prospects for living together 

Struggles against mega projects are testing grounds not only in terms of social and 

spatial organisation, but also regarding personal and collective fulfilment.   

5.3.2.a. Personal fulfilment by collectively fighting neoliberalism  

In the rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects, the issues at stake go 

beyond the fight against the very projects: what is highlighted in the numerous narratives 

produced during the struggles is the experiences that were lived, the human relationships 

that were built, how personal fulfilment is tied to the collective stories of struggle. In the 

spaces and situations created for the opposition, many opponents find the seeds for other 

social relations than the ones that they can have in more ordinary contexts. In that sense, it 

is close to Touraine and Foucault’s conceptions of New Social Movements, in which 

participants claim the right to decide for themselves who they are and to develop 

relationships that are not perverted by cold competition and the logic of profit203.   

Yet according to Touraine, New Social Movements don’t essentially seek radical 

economic change but simply possibilities for individual fulfilment. In contrast to this type of 

movements, the movements opposing mega projects clearly oppose and fight neoliberal 

logics, and they consider that fulfilment goes along opposition to and emancipation from 

these logics. The movements of opposition to the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes 

and notably the ZAD movement view the metropolis and urban (top-down) planning 

respectively as an alienating system where consumption is prevailing and as a process of 

rational locking up of people and their desires. The discourse on civilisation symbolised by 

“Babylon” follows this consideration: civilisation is supposed to seek to seize and control the 

chaos of nature. On the other side, Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome is always on the move, 

fleeing apparatuses of capture, whether they are the state or capitalism. This is also the 

ambition of the rhizome of movements against mega projects, at least some of them, even if 

others, similarly to Funke in his thoughts about the World Social Forum process204, would like 

to organise it following an established structure for more efficiency and cohesiveness. 

Besides, one can wonder if the movements’ self-definition as “opposing” mega projects and 

neoliberalism, as well as the strong counter-culture that can be present in some sites are 

also a rigid stance, another apparatus of capture, which might curb openness… However, it 

remains true that the opposition to mega projects is implementing a struggle both against 

mega projects and neoliberalism and for new modes of living together freed from established 

domination. 

Movements against mega projects are engaged in horizontalist and non-hierarchical 

logics, offering a plurality of tactics that enable diverse people and personalities to be part of 

the struggle. What Melucci states about today’s social movements – that they enable to 
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construct a collective identity and try to practice the social changes they seek205 –, can be 

observed concerning the rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects.  In the places 

that are occupied and during the gatherings, alternative practices of organisation and living 

are promoted: vegan or vegetarian local food with very little waste, collective kitchens, 

convivial spaces, dry toilets, accommodation in wood cabins, local people's homes or in 

tents… About the No TAV movement in Italy, Armano et al. and Leonardi claimed that it 

creatively shaped new sociality, new modes of being, and the “creation of co-operative 

subjectivities”206. This statement could arguably be extended to the European rhizome of 

movements opposed to mega projects as a whole. 

5.3.2.b. Deciding together the fate of the commons 

Processes of decision-making in the rhizome of movements opposed to mega 

projects, whether they happen during within or between the movements like in forums and 

meetings, are, to various degrees, democratic in the terminology of Rancière207, in the sense 

that they are based on equality between the participants (or at least tend to be…) and arise 

when people who are overlooked or stigmatised in mainstream society – as “terrorists”, 

criminals, or merely outsiders, claim the right to speak out. And they are coloured with many 

conflicts: consensus is rare and numerous long discussions must be carried out before 

reaching an agreement for a solution to a problem, or without reaching agreement. During 

this process, mind sets are often transformed. But as this type of democratic practice is not 

common in other (non-activist) contexts, it may be hard for newcomers to engage: one 

shouldn’t be too shy in these situations, and it is not by chance that for instance women tend 

to express less during these processes. However, the movements try to be innovative to face 

these problems by finding other models of debate that favour “minorities”. Democracy is thus 

something toward which they tend.  

The rhizome of opposition to mega projects probably follows the third principle of 

Hardt & Negri stating that movements should combine democracy and freedom. Hardt & 

Negri also underline the striking fact that heterogeneous groups act in common. It leads to 

certain hybridity in how democracy is understood. For instance, in the case of the protest 

against the airport project in notre-Dame-des-Landes, the ZAD movement and associations 

like ACIPA and ADECA, which are more institutional and structured, have trouble 

establishing conditions for arenas for democracy that suit both of them: issues involving 

representation, or pre-established or spontaneous order of speakers … But the common goal 

of resisting the airport project and the necessity to find an arrangement for the territory of the 

ZAD in “Sème ta Zad” operation in the past, or today for its future once the airport project is 

cancelled for instance, force them to implement solutions. The territory of the ZAD, with its 

richness in biodiversity, activity, social relations and meanings, is a common that is 

constantly discussed and reinvented. The rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects 

opposes the hegemony of private property and state authority. It struggles for the right of the 

people to re-appropriate the right to decide collectively of the future of the commons, whether 

they are natural resources, energetic models, democratic processes or social relations. 
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This sub-section has discussed the struggles against mega projects as spaces for 

collectively experimenting with other kinds of relations. These can resonate with aspirations 

of the ones opposed to neoliberalism. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This conclusion will briefly sum up the research work that I exposed here, before 

identifying its limits and the aspects that would require further research in my opinion. Finally, 

it draws attention to the challenges and perspectives for the rhizome of movements opposing 

mega projects. 

6.1. Summing up 

My research aimed to provide an overview of social movements struggling against 

mega projects in Europe and the relations between them, and to look at the social prospects 

that they open. 

The second section was dedicated to theoretical bases that were needed to analyse 

the struggles against mega projects. Mega projects are partially but deeply affected by the 

heterogeneous and partially achieved project that is referred to as neoliberalism, which 

doctrine celebrates unfettered market rule. Neoliberalism is accompanied socially by a 

restructuration of the State from social welfare policies toward repressive function and 

spatially by increasing inequalities and certain pre-eminence of relations between the hubs of 

a global network. Mega projects have always been characterised by gigantism: their impact 

is high in essence and their financial, human and environmental costs are huge. Despite 

prevalent imbalance between their cost and benefits, they are seen as necessary for their 

image in today’s context of global competition. They have also been considered useful in 

post-crisis periods. Indeed, today, investments in infrastructure mega projects are part of 

European strategy to get out of the crisis. While the public sector has long been the prime 

financier of these projects, neoliberal doctrine put the private sector forward on behalf of its 

alleged better performance. Public Private Partnerships – joint ventures between the private 

and the public, as well as the rising involvement of structured finance are examples of 

increasing privatisation of mega projects, the latter becoming an asset class where to invest 

with certain guarantee the huge sums of money accumulated by the banking sector. 

Neoliberalism has also affected the political arena, in which mega projects are decided, by 

disputing the existence of alternatives to obedience to global economic necessity. Thus 

governments defend a post-political order promoting mega projects, while dissent is 

overruled and repressed. 

These transformations do not go off smoothly. They are notably faced by social movements 

that attempt to challenge them. However, social movements have their own logics that 

resonate with the society in which they are embedded. Indeed in social movements of today, 

notions of individual and collective identity and freedom are crucial. They have extensively 

made use of information and communication technologies, as well as easier transportation 

possibilities. Thus they created a network of activism where relations tend toward 

horizontality. In this context, the rhizome, as conceptualised by Deleuze and Guattari, 

appears to be helpful to frame the ensemble of movements opposed to mega projects: 

rhizomatic structures are non-hierarchical, non-binary, have no beginning and no end; 

connections in a rhizome are formed between multiple heterogeneous entities; the rhizome is 

in intense relation with its environment and according to Deleuze and Guattari it has a 

revolutionary potential. 

 The investigation that I led in third and fourth sections enabled to describe some 

characteristics and structural features of the ensemble of movements opposed to mega 
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projects in Europe. The third section addressed Europeans movements opposed to mega 

projects in general. My research and other contributions enabled me to establish a non-

exhaustive inventory of contested mega projects in Europe, which highlights not only the 

multiplicity of contestation movements but also certain unevenness between different 

geographical regions. A few examples are briefly introduced, as well as elements of heritage, 

genealogy and influences between the movements throughout time. I then draw attention to 

the process of Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects that gather diverse 

movements from many parts of Europe (and beyond, to some extent). It started in 2010 with 

the Hendaye Charter about High Speed Railway projects from three countries and since then 

it has grown in space and range of concerned issues. I attended the fourth edition in May 

2014 in Rosia Montana. These gatherings provided information on specific projects, laws and 

European policies, but also possibilities of fruitful networking and space to discuss common 

strategies. They led to common declarations that frame the grounds for dissent and demands 

of the movements. 

The fourth section presented the investigation conducted on the struggle of Notre-Dame-des-

Landes against a 50 year-old airport project, which is the case that I know best, but also the 

most contested mega project in France, with several diverse movements involved, whose 

relations with each other are evolving and complex. Some are oriented toward 

communication and legal appeals, other struggle for sustainable farming, or the defence of 

endangered biodiversity. There is also the movement of occupiers, the “zadists”, who defend 

the zone (ZAD) against the police and the building companies that are to begin construction 

work, while experimenting alternative forms of collective life and more sustainable lifestyles. I 

present my experience of participant observation there and at the demonstration of 22 

February 2014 in Nantes, which uncovered power structures, notably in the relation with the 

State. The ZAD attracts many enthusiastic people for shorter or longer duration, therefore 

many ties are being created there between individuals and movements. The survey of 

connections at the local, national and global scale and to other non-place-based struggles 

highlights the multiplicity and diversity of movements involved. The importance of narratives 

and subjective aspects is pointed out, which reveals meanings and significances. I stress the 

relations that the project and the struggle have with the metropolis and the process of 

metropolisation, and how it is perceived by the opposition movement. This focus on a 

particular case aims to make the social fabric and atmosphere – the sensorial aspects 

present in the spaces – of one struggle more tangible, which are determinant for the relations 

movements opposing this project have with other groups.  

The fifth section assembles the previous sections to set a discussion about the 

rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects and its prospects following three axes, 

three research questions. Firstly, the theoretical framework of the rhizome is evaluated. Its 

characters of multiplicity and heterogeneity are indeed present in the ensemble of European 

movements against mega projects and they account for this striking “coalition of difference”, 

even though the principle of connectivity is mitigated by certain unevenness, some 

movements or geographical regions being more connected than other. Horizontalism is 

prevailing within and between the movements despite certain inequalities that probably 

permeate from the societal context in which movements are embedded. The rhizome model 

enables to grasp tendencies and core characteristics present in the movements opposed to 

mega projects. It also accounts for the contextual influences, its “soil”, shaped by geography, 
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history, cultures and ideologies. Thus the rhizome enables to analyse the constellation of 

social movements opposing mega projects in a satisfying way. 

Secondly, once this rhizome is described and understandable, the meanings it bears can be 

discussed. The terminology of Unnecessary and Imposed as such reflects certain ideas on 

the politics of mega projects and the context in which they arise: “unnecessary” stresses the 

inequalities inherent to neoliberalism between the few beneficiaries of the project and the 

majority on which the projects have a rather negative impact; “imposed” highlights the 

deficiency of democracy observed by the movement, and the repression of dissent to the 

post-political/neoliberal order that sustains the projects. The movements opposing mega 

projects become aware of the relations between the mega projects they fight and a process 

of metropolisation that exacerbates territorial polarisation and inequalities. Thus what 

movements fight goes beyond mega projects as such and concerns the policies, sustaining 

logics and ideologies in which they are incorporated. Their stance against neoliberalism 

confers on them potentially wider significance and mobilisation potential than mere NIMBY 

(Not In My Back yard) fights. 

Thirdly, the movements opposed to mega projects propose constructive paths to explore in 

order to find alternatives to the neoliberal hydra. Its anchoring in various places gives it 

resilience insofar as these places are in contact with each other through rhizomatic relations 

that, instead of competition and polarisation, promote inclusiveness and cooperation. These 

relations make different forms of personal and collective fulfilment possible, by jointly 

resisting and proposing. Their horizontalism also enables innovative processes of democracy 

in which collective decisions about the commons are made. These highlighted aspects are 

societal prospects that may correspond to tendencies and aspirations of our time.  

6.2. Contribution, limitations and need for further research 

My major contribution with this research has been to raise attention, I hope, to the 

contestation of mega projects, to the social movements that nurture it, to the forms they take 

and the interactions they have with each other. All of these suggest perspectives that 

concern those interested in the interaction between space, society and politics. Then I have 

outlined a framework, by adapting the rhizome of Deleuze and Guattari to the ensemble of 

movements opposed to mega projects, which, I believe, can be taken up to study other social 

movements of our time and even possibly some emerging trends in society. I have attempted 

to account for the meanings that these struggles take on at a variety of depths, for the 

individuals that take part in it and for the collectives that are thus shaped. These tasks 

enabled me to delineate some prospects that these movements are building that are 

inspiring, as they might be initiating significant social change for the future. 

However, my research has been far from complete and satisfying in comparison with 

the extent and potential of struggles against mega projects. Since I am not at all an 

experimented social researcher, my background before the master being engineering, the 

limited time that was allocated to this research did not allow me to come to results that would 

let me free from frustration. I would have liked to get more involved in participant observation, 

for instance: I think that the time that I spent on that in the different sites was not enough to 

grasp more than general atmosphere and tendencies. Moreover, the range of visited struggle 

sites was probably too narrow to be able to draw definitive conclusions. To researchers 
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willing to engage with the subject, I would advocate to dedicate significant time to this stage 

of research process and multiply experiences.  

Moreover, the geographical bounds that I had set for myself – Europe, make sense given 

that the rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects is best developed at this scale, 

notably with the Forums Against Unnecessary Imposed Mega Projects. Yet, on the one 

hand, they conceal certain disparities between Western and Eastern Europe that are worth 

studying: I am of the opinion that the specific Eastern context(s) – with for example a history 

imbued with long period of “communism” followed by unbridled capitalism, shape movements 

opposed to mega projects differently than in Western Europe, but I don’t think that I am able 

to account for that. On the other hand, this focus on Europe pushed the struggles in the 

Global South into the background, as well as the efforts to bridge movements of the Global 

South and the Global North, which do exist. This aspect is relevant and necessary to study if 

one want to appraise the potential of the struggles against mega projects as opposed to the 

neoliberal hydra. 

Besides, this subject – struggles against mega projects and especially the connections they 

create with each other – is a very topical subject. If its study is therefore necessary, more 

hindsight may be useful to better appraise its significance for society in general, which 

requires time to examine it in the long run. Other themes or approaches could also be 

relevant, here are some examples: on an anthropological point of view, a focus on the 

grounds and factors that motivate people to engage with these issues; a closer study of 

repression and criminalisation of the protest against mega projects, accompanied with an 

analysis of the power structure behind the struggles; an evaluation of the innovative 

processes of democracy and governance developed within the struggles. I hope that the 

academic world, and notably domains engaged with space like urban planning, will get hold 

of this subject that is now acute in a context of city-branding and territorial competition. 

6.3. Challenges and perspectives 

The rhizome of movements opposed to mega projects is affected by internal 

dilemmas. Thus some argue that establishing a kind of central structure to make information 

transfer, convergence and mobilisation easier would be useful and good for resilience, 

especially if the movement against mega projects grows: the rhizome of today depends on 

the benevolence and availability of its members, which can be unstable; in addition, 

organisation of events and gatherings is often challenging; it is also unclear what people do 

and there is little traceability, so that for a movement opposed to a specific mega project it is 

hard to know if for instance similar technical studies have already been done for a similar 

case. But a central structure could also establish certain hierarchy between the members of 

the ensemble of movements opposed to mega projects, harm the openness, multiplicity and 

heterogeneity that is now present: in short, it would cease to be a rhizome. On the other 

hand, without more efficient organisation, the movement could be tired out as its scale is 

getting larger. Developing tools to better manage connectivity and information providing while 

keeping the openness, multiplicity, heterogeneity and richness of lived experiences of the 

struggle is therefore a big challenge for the rhizome of movements opposed to mega 

projects, all the more so because its size is getting bigger. 

Moreover, the rhizome of today is principally developed in Western Europe, although 

contested projects are present everywhere and the neoliberal logics that lay behind them are 
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developed globally. Even in Europe, the ties with movements in Eastern countries except 

Romania are still quite weak. There are some ties with movements of further countries, like 

the Turkish and Moroccan movements present at the forums, but they are still in the minority. 

Strengthening the links between movements of the Global North and the Global South is, I 

think, a relevant line of development for the rhizome. The expansion could also be thematic, 

with stronger ties created with other non-place-based struggles. The potential is there, as 

struggles around mega projects question broad societal issues. 

 Mega projects are related to economic structures, political decisions, laws that are 

being passed at many scales and levels. For instance, Transatlantic Trade and Investment 

Partnership could have an incidence on the framework in which mega projects are 

implemented, and environmental laws that are decided at the European scale can disrupt 

their progress… Surveillance and supervision of this political and economic context enables 

to better oppose mega projects. In the rhizome, some movements or activists seem to act on 

that level, by observing and criticising projects by the European Commission, for example.  

  But the alternatives to the logics and organisational models that make mega projects 

necessary should be maintained, implemented and developed further if the opposition to 

mega projects is to be a source of proposals that provides personal and collective fulfilment 

to the opponents. Creativity – one that is not hijacked by neoliberal logics – is decisive for the 

future of the rhizome. 

 The success of some specific struggles could benefit the whole rhizome of 

movements opposed to mega projects, in a symbolic way. Contrary to broad political and 

societal struggles (against increasing job insecurity, against surveillance, etc.) that are 

necessary but where chances of success seem to be mitigated, it is possible to win (within a 

lifetime!) over a mega project. For instance, Eurovegas, a project originally either in 

Barcelona or Madrid that planned golfs, luxurious hotels and casinos, accompanied with 

amendments to the Labour code and smoking prohibition, was finally cancelled following 

mobilisation. Other victories against the airport project in Notre-Dame-des-Landes or the 

High Speed Railway in Italy for example, would be of strategic importance for movements 

opposed to mega projects all over Europe, as sources of inspiration and hope. 
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8. ANNEXE 1 – CHARTER OF TUNIS 

Adopted at the WSF in Tunis on March 29, 2013 Forum Against Useless and Imposed Mega 

Projects (*) 

We, citizens, associations and movements that struggle against Useless and Imposed Mega 

Projects 

Confirm that: 

 these projects represent ecological, socio-economic and human disasters, the 

destruction of wildlife areas and agricultural lands and of cultural and artistic heritage: 

they do harm and cause degradation, environmental pollution and have serious 

negative consequences for inhabitants, 

 these projects exclude the effective participation of the population in the decision-

making process and deny them access to the means of communication, 

 faced with the serious social conflicts that these projects cause, governments and 

administrations operate in obscurity and treat proposals by citizens with contempt, 

 the official justification for the realization of these new infrastructure projects is always 

based on false cost/benefit analyses and job creation, 

 the priority placed on infrastructure mega projects is to the detriment of local needs, 

 these projects increase competition between territories and always lean toward 

“bigger, faster, more expensive, more centralized”, 

 the liberal economic system that dominates the world is experiencing a profound 

crisis: Useless and Imposed Mega Projects are instruments that guarantee exorbitant 

profits for large industrial and financial groups, civilians and military persons, who are 

no longer able to obtain the elevated rate of profit in the saturated global market, 

 the realization of these useless projects is increasingly at the expense of public 

coffers: they produce enormous debts and don’t generate economic benefits, 

concentrating wealth and impoverishing society, 

 mega projects permit the capitalist predator to increase its dominance on the planet 

generating irreversible damage to the environment and the populace, 

 the same mechanisms that have increased the debt of the poorest nations since the 

end of direct colonialism are now being used on western countries. 

Question: 

 the logic of promoting geographic and functional concentration which doesn’t permit 

equitable local development, and uses mechanisms that threaten the survival of small 

and medium-sized enterprises and locally-based economic systems, 

 the use of over-sized infrastructure for the production of non-renewable energy 

sources, the construction of large dams with technology that implies significant 

environmental damage to land, water, air and marine beds and the disappearance of 

entire areas, threatening the survival of future generations, 

 the financing methods in these types of projects which generate enormous profits that 

are guaranteed by public funds together with a juridical-financial structure that is 

scandalous and favours companies that, through lobbying, influence political 

decision-making to obtain exceptional measures to get around all legal obstacles, 



93 
 

 the support for these projects on the part of various levels of local, national and 

supranational political structures, as well as global financial institutions, which are in 

opposition to the rights, needs and will of the people, 

 the militarization and criminalization of opposition. 

Affirm that solutions are possible: 

 by maintaining and optimizing existing infrastructure which almost always represents 

an acceptable alternative, from an environmental and cost perspective, to the 

construction of new infrastructure which must respond to public interest and not profit, 

 given the profound transformation of the socio-economic model that is in deep crisis, 

by giving preference to the proximity and re-localization of the economy, protection of 

agricultural land, energy-use moderation and the transition toward de-centralized, 

renewable energy sources: our priorities, 

 by attributing the final part of the decision-making process to the populace directly 

affected, a fundamental factor for real democracy and local autonomy which can be 

obtained even through adequate legislative proposals, as opposed to an imposed 

development model, 

 through new relationships of solidarity between the people of the south and the north 

that definitively break with the logic of domination and colonialism. 

We affirm our solidarity with the struggle against Useless and Imposed Mega Projects 

and our common desire to re-appropriate our world. 

(*) This declaration was prepared by associations and movements that oppose the 

realization of mega infrastructure projects (to transport people or cargo, energy, tourism, 

urban or military initiatives) united today at the Tunis WSF to join forces and raise their 

voices, being that the problems are the same across the globe. 

  



94 
 

9. ANNEXE 2 – PROGRAM FAUIMP4 

Thursday, May 8 

When | What | Who | Where 

10:00 – 13:00 | Participants arrival and welcoming | Info Tent & Old Square 

10:00 – 13:00 | Guided Tour of the village | Save Rosia Montana | Info Tent 

15:00 – 16:00 | Opening Plenary | Plenary Tent 

16:30 – 18:30 | Presentations of the groups participating at the forum | Plenary Tent 

19:00 – 20:00 | From the fights against useless and imposed mega-projects to a post-capitalist world | 

Utopia/France | Plenary Tent 

19:00 – 20:00 | Public-private partnerships (PPPs) in public service infrastructure | CEE 

Bankwatch/Croatia/Romania | Hay Barn 

Friday, May 9 

10:00 – 12:00 | Mining Plenary | Mining Watch/Romania, CATAPA/ Belgium, CEE Bankwatch/Romania | 

Plenary Tent 

12:00 – 13:30 | “Unnecessary” indeed ?? | Groupe GPII Notre Dame des Landes/France, S21/Germany 

| Plenary Tent 

12:00 – 13:30 | Waste Incineration – Chronic poisoning of the people | Bürgerbewegung für 

Kreislaufwirtschaft total/Germany | Hay Barn 

12:00 – 13:30 | New hydropower in Italy | Acqua Bene Comune/Italy | Open Space Tent 

15:00 – 16:30 | Forms of Struggle – determination, creativity & effectiveness | Groupe GPII Notre Dame 

des Landes/France, NO TAV/ Italy, Save Rosia Montana/Romania | Plenary Tent 

15:00 – 16:30 | Biodiversity offsetting in the construction of mega-projects | Re:Common/Italy, Counter 

Balance/Belgium, Groupe GPII Notre Dame des Landes/France, SRM/Romania, Observatory on Debt 

Globalization/Spain | Hay Barn 

17:00 – 18:30 | Fracking Plenary | Platform/UK, Re:common/Italy, Asociația Vira & R9TM/Romania | 

Plenary Tent 

19:00 – 20:00 | Legal situation and problems of No TAV movement | No TAV/Italy | Plenary Tent 

19:00 – 20:00 | Lignite mining and coal power plants in southeast Europe 

CEE | Bankwatch/Croatia/Romania | Hay Barn 

Saturday, May 10 

10:00 – 12:00 | Infrastructure plenary | Groupe GPII NDDL/France, No TAV/Italy, STOP HS2/UK, 

S21/Germany | Plenary Tent 

12:00 – 13:30 | Megaprojects, infrastructure and economic crisis | STOP HS2/UK | Plenary Tent 

12:00 – 13:30 | We want to present the idea of an environmental union to you! | Bürgerbewegung für 

Kreislaufwirtschaft total/Germany | Hay Barn 

12:00 – 13:30 | Biodiversity | ACIPA NDDL/France | Open Space Tent 15:00 – 16:30 | “Imposed”: a 

question of democracy | S21/Germany, NDDL/France, No TAV/Italy, Stop HS2/UK | Plenary Tent 

15:00 – 16:30 | Land grabbing – Access to land in Romania | Eco Ruralis/Romania | Hay Barn 

17:00 – 18:30 | From European policies to European elections | No TAV/Italy, top HS2/UK, S21/Germany 

| Plenary Tent 

17:00 – 18:30 | High speed train of Morocco and the increase of the public national debt | Association de 

lutte contre l’habitat insalubre/Morocco | Hay Barn 

18:30 – 20:00 | Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) | Stuttgart 21/Germany | Plenary 

Tent 

18:30 – 20:00 | Europe 2020 project bonds: “new” financial mechanism to relaunch infrastructure and 
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financialization | SRM/Romania, Re:Common/Italy, Counter Balance, Observatory on Debt in the 

Globalization/Spain | Hay Barn 

 

Sunday, May 11 

10:00 – 13:00 | Evaluation and continuation of FAUIMP | Plenary Tent 

11:30 – 13:00 | Closing plenary | Plenary Tent 

15:00 – 16:30 | Demo | Old Square 17:00 – 19:00 | Guided Tour of the village | Save Rosia Montana | 

Info Tent 

Descriptions of the workshops 

From the fights against useless and imposed mega-projects to a post-capitalist world 

To go further than the simple juxtaposition of the fights against useless and imposed mega-projects, 

we need to achieve a common and deep understanding of what links the various alternatives we 

promote. Our fights have values in common: ecology, post-growth, post-consumption, post-capitalism 

among others. Taking them forward in a vision that encompasses these different dimensions can 

powerfully bring about the paradigm shift we so urgently need. While the current system does not yet 

allow for such a shift, we call every citizen and movement to developing a space across all continents 

where people can permanently think and live the common vision that will inspire the world of 

tomorrow: a world made of non-violent, meaningful and humanist projects, in symbiosis with their 

environment. 

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) in public service infrastructure 

Everyone’s heard of them, but few people know how they work… Yet PPPs have caused huge hidden 

public debts from countries as diverse as Hungary, Portugal and the UK. Come and learn what they 

are, what are the problems with them and what can be done about them. In this workshop we’ll go 

over the basics, see where in Europe people are struggling with PPPs in large useless infrastructure 

projects and see what can be done together. 

Mining Plenary 

Presentation and debate about mining struggles in different parts of the world. 

“Unnecessary” indeed ?? 

Questions about ‘unnecessary” 1. Justification of the project by social or human need ? 2. Is there a 

less expensive alternative? 3. How do they “sell” the project to the population? 4. The “unnecessity” 

and the profit – two sides of one coin! 5. Not only unnecessary, but damage (for the people, the 

nature, the climate, etc.) 

Waste Incineration – Chronic poisoning of the people 

The lecture derives its special significance from the systematicness of its comprehensive description 

of the mostly highly toxic emissions of waste incineration plants. Massive expansion of waste 

incineration paves the way for strongly increasing waste imports and for a growing international waste 

trade — a development which is opposed to the necessary transition to a closed-loop economy and 

therefore must provoke cross-border resistance! Future with closed-loop economy! 
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Forms of Struggle – determination, creativity & effectiveness 

The workshop aims to describe the various methods of struggle and consider the causes and effects 

of the different approaches. The legal repercussions of certain actions and their resulting efficacy will 

also be considered. Does strong state intervention diminish or increase the commitment to a struggle? 

How can a network of movements provide transnational support? The objective is to provide a forum 

for an open discussion on these and other related issues between members of the movements 

participating at the forum. 

Biodiversity offsetting in the construction of mega-projects 

Biodiversity offsetting schemes are market-based compensation schemes that start to be included in 

the design of mega-projects (from mines to airports, highways, dams etc) or directly in changes to the 

environmental law. The idea behind it is that a location can be replaced with a similar one elsewhere, 

in order to allow the construction of a mega-project, regardless the humans living on the territory, and 

the cultural and historical, social and economic living importance of the territory as it is. The workshop 

will compare different existing cases of biodiversity offsetting schemes (like Notre Dame des Landes 

with its planned airport, or Henkley Point nuclear plant and uranium mine in Namibia) and legislative 

reforms in Europe (in UK, in Spain), to understand its dangers and how such schemes could help the 

expansion of financial markets in the area of natural commons. 

Fracking Plenary 

Across Europe an anti-fracking movement is building against company’s and government’s drive for 

shale gas. At the same time communities in Europe and around the globe are organizing against the 

raft of new pipelines being built to suck gas from around the world to Europe and to continue the 

extraction of wealth through financial markets involved is such construction. Simultaneously people in 

European countries are speaking out against the large energy bills that are pushing them into fuel 

poverty. The debate will bring together perspectives of different movements in order to strategically 

link up and support each other struggles. 

Lignite mining and coal power plants in southeast Europe 

While Western European countries have virtually stopped planning new coal power plants, the race to 

build health-damaging, climate-killing lignite and coal plants continues in countries like Poland, 

Romania, Turkey and the Western Balkans. In this workshop we will discuss the coal plants planned, 

who is behind them, what is being done to stop them, and what more we can do together. 

Infrastructure plenary 

Presentation and debate about struggles against big infrastructure projects. We want to present the 

idea of an environmental union to you! Humankind stands at the crossroads: the foundations of human 

life and the future of today’s and future’s generations are existentially questioned. How can the 

environmental movement achieve superiority over those chiefly responsible? This aim requires a new 

quality of the ecological movement and thereby also of its level of organization. With this background, 

we want to present the idea of an environmental union to you and to stimulate a discussion. 

“Imposed”: a question of democracy 

A discussion about the gap between what citizens want and what politicians/ administrators are 

imposing them, about what means we have to make them listen and about how we can use the Forum 

to do it. All movements are concerned, not only the “infrastructure groups”. 
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From European policies to European elections 

We can and must change Europe. We will discuss what the Forum against UIMP has done at the EU 

level and would invite all the participants to share their own experience with trying to change things at 

the EU level. 

Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) 

What will this treaty project cover? What does it mean for the movement against unnecessary imposed 

megaprojects? How can we prevent its application? 

Europe 2020 project bonds: “new” financial mechanism to relaunch infrastructure and 

financialization 

The European Commission and the European Investment Bank have set up a new financial 

mechanism that aims to involve financial actors like investment funds, private equity funds, pension 

funds in the construction of mega-projects “of common interest” for Europe. This would allow the 

expansion of financial markets with long term implications for the society, beyond the environmental 

and social damage caused by the construction of the project. The workshop is dedicated to 

understand how the mechanism works (looking into concrete cases, like the Castor gas project in 

Spain) and to joint strategies and solidarity to stop the so called “financialization of infrastructure” 

 


