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Das Projekt begann mit gesellschaftlichen Debatten lber die Energiewende, bei denen die globalen und lokalen
Auswirkungen des Abbaus von wichtigen Mineralien wie Lithium allzu oft ausser Acht gelassen werden. Der Abbau
solcher Mineralien tragt erheblich zu den Treibhausgasemissionen und dem Verlust der biologischen Vielfalt bei.
Darliber hinaus wird die steigende Nachfrage nach Mineralien wahrscheinlich bestehende Probleme in der
Bergbauindustrie verscharfen, wie z. B. soziale Konflikte um Wasserrechte, Vertreibung, widerspriichliche Nachfrage
nach Land und Menschenrechtsverletzungen im Zusammenhang mit informellen Bergbauaktivitaten. Das Ziel des
Projekts war, ein Netzwerk aufzubauen und Grundlagenforschung im Rahmen eines SNF-Antrags zu betreiben. Dies
involvierte schlussendlich Zusammenarbeiten mit der ETHZ Departemente fir Architektur (D-ARCH) und ETHZ
Departement fiir Entwicklungszusammenarbeit (NADEL), sowie das UZH Departement Geografie und das University of
Cambridge Departement Geografie. Das Projekt wurde als gemeinsames Vorhaben der drei Universitaten konzipiert, bei
dem vorhandene methodisch-logische und theoretische Expertise zusammengefiihrt werden sollte, um innovative
empirische Forschung mit gemischten Methoden und auf mehreren Ebenen durchzufiihren. Das Stipendium mit dem
Titel Global Capital "Hitting the Ground": Frontiers of Lithium Extraction and Peripheries of the Energy Transition
(Grenzen der Lithiumgewinnung und Peripherien der Energiewende) erhielt sehr positive Kritiken, wurde aber leider
nicht zur Finanzierung ausgewahlt. Es wird Uberarbeitet und 2024 erneut eingereicht werden. Der Zuschuss ermoglichte
auch eine erste Feldforschung in "sacrifice areas" in Mitteleuropa, die dem Alpenrheintal am nachsten liegen, und die in
die Lehre an der Uni Li integriert wurde. Es unterstlitzte auch die Teilnahme von Prof. Howe und Dr. Herburger an
mehreren herausragenden internationalen Konferenzen als Vertreter der Fachgruppe "Urbanismus und Gesellschaft"
und finanzierte gemeinsame Workshops fiir Doktoranden mit der ETHZ und der University of Cambridge, die auf diesen
Ergebnissen und Beziehungen aufbauten.
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Global Capital “Hitting the Ground”: Frontiers of Lithium
Extraction and Peripheries of the Energy Transition

1. Summary of the research plan

The subject of this proposal is how lithium extraction is negotiated, and what implications its extraction has for the green
energy transition. We will investigate this in three work packages, by tracing what happens at sites of lithium extraction—or
what we refer to as “frontiers”—from (1] its impacts on social groups locally, to (2] processes of urbanization and urban
infrastructure regionally, to (3] the global value chains (GVCs) and their governance that ensue from extraction. This requires
multi-scalar understandings of extractive processes and methodologies found in urban studies, as well as critical geography,
political economy, and development studies. The project is conceived of as a joint undertaking between University of
Liechtenstein {Uni Li), ETH Zurich {ETHZ), and University of Zurich {UZH}), where existing methodological and theoretical

expertise will be brought together to conduct innovative mixed-method and multi-scalar empirical research.

Questions on the ramifications of “green” capitalisrn and extractive valorization are of great significance, because energy
transitions depend on many critical minerals located in countries of the Global South. We are particularly interested in
what leverage people and institutions have with which to negotiate frontiers, as well as how they counter the forms of
peripheralization that can result from extractive valorization, such as “sacrifice areas” (Arboleda 2020). As such, we seek to
apprehend how capital manifests and behaves as it “hits the ground™ (cf. Mezzadra and Neilson 2019)—does it restructure

space and social relations locally, reconfigure geopolitical relationships, or reshape colenial legacies across the Global South?

The project focuses on two sites of lithium extraction in South America and Southern Africa. The first is the cross-border
region of Chile, Argentina, and Bolivia known as the “Lithium Triangle™ (UIT), where most of the world's lithium originates.
The second is Zimbabwe {ZIM), the largest producer in Africa, with the most dynamic lithium mining sector, from large-scale,
mechanized projects to unprecedented increases in artisanalfsmall-scale mining. UT and ZIM comprise approximately 70% of
current lithium reserves. In addition to their global significance, we follow the practice of “siting” (Riefrances 2021), in which
areas to study are selected not purely as most similar or most different cases, but as an attempt to understand different
histories and processes of extraction (salt-flat brines in LIT vs. ore mining in ZIM] that face potentially similar challenges from
extractive valorization (e.g. political protest, urban policy and development, or the co-constitution of GVCs).

We anticipate our multi-scalar approach o yield significant insight into power asymmetries, including conflicting politics and
imaginaries between global sustainability objectives, as well as between local people and institutions connected to lithium
extraction. We hypothesize mineral extraction acts as a “double-edged sword,” providing both opportunities and
reinforcing multi-scalar forms of peripheralization for people (e.g., workers, families living near the site, local brokers, PPPs).
Correspondingly, we will investigate how people and institutions negotiate, contest, and cope with peripheralization (e.g.,
“informal” housing production, artisanal mining, illicit financial flows). Sites of extraction may comprise new frontiers of
space, politics, social relations, and capital. This consolidates and builds on our team’s existing research into resource
frontiers, urbanization, and development impacts, and resource governance in the Global South (see §2.1.5 and §2.2). We
will contribute to a scientific audience through publications, to students at our respective universities through teaching, and

to society at large through accessible outputs, such as a short film and articles in popular media (see §2.3.2 and §2.5.3).

Lithium Frontiers & Peripheries

2. Research plan

2.1 State of research in the field

The project’s point of departure is preveiling societal debates about energy transitions, which too often overlook
the intertwined global and local implications of extracting key minerals like lithium (Gudynas 2021). In this section,
we discuss existing scholarly research into the politics and govemnance of extraction, and the state of research at our
sites. We draw upon this to desaribe where further research is needed, which we frame in terms of “frontiers” and
“peripheries” negotiated across multiple spatial scales in the Lithium Triangle {LIT) and Zimbabwe {ZIM).

2.1.1 Prevailing societal debates about sustainable energy transitions

To slow down global warming and to mitigate some of the most severe risks associated with it, industrialized nations are
gradually embracing the idea of a "green energy transition™ to reduce fossil fuel consumption. However, despite growing
acceptance of “sustainable” energy sources and projections about the energy transition, its “true cost” [Lenz 2011) remains
unclear. Resource extraction has always been the hasis of development; growing populations and providing the
infrastructure required for increasing quality of life is not making it any easier to achieve goals such as Agenda 2030 or the
Paris Agreement. A rapid reduction in the use of fossil fuels, a switch to renewable energies, and the electrification of
transport will significantly increase the demand for mining resources. Lithium is a key material in this transition (Sovacool

et al. 2020, Yokoi et al. 2022). McKinsey (2023) predicts “staggering growth” for industries like lithium-ion battery production

The right to e
€ City as a right
residents yis-3.us © centrality (Schm;
= S VIS-3-vis uneven poer N (Schmid, 2010: 155) s
ich they are embeddeq. 5 21 the socio-material reltios

UNI
@ [ UNWVERSITAY .

Lithium Frontiers & Peripheries

driven by the green energy transition, noting that its value chain could “grow by over 30 percent annually from 2022 vo 2030,

when it would reach a value of more than $400 billion.*

Extracting such minerals significandy drives greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Cabernard et al. 2022) and biodiversity loss
[Cabernard 2021). Particulate-matter (PM] related health impact of metals has almost doubled over the past two decades
[Cabernard et al. 2019, Salem et al. 2018) and mining is a key driver of water pollution globally (Schwarzenbach et al. 2010).
Moreover, the increasing demand for minerals is likely to exacerbate existing problems in the mining industry, such as
social conflicts over water allocation and pollution, health concerns of communities living around mines, displacement,

conflicting demand for land, and various h rights al frequently iated with informal, “artisanal™ mining

activities. These are the kinds of relations that can be revealed when we investigate how extraction and capital accumulation
are “sited” (Riofrancos 2021] in space, meaning how they are iterated in forms of urbanization and in different social groups’
responses to these processes.

The issues of energy transitions, extraction and urbanization, and negotiating peripheralization described above are what our
project will critically explore. Existing research indicates that opportunities for the Global South to leverage energy
transitions could hinge on the ways that global value chains co-constitute local processes, how urbanization processes
unfold and urban infrastructure is made, and how social groups negotiate the politics and power relations of extractive
mechanisms. Irarrizaval (2022:9] notes: "a truly inclusive and sustainable approach to mining should go beyond the
relationship between specific projects and local communities and address the quality of life the multiple places in which the
production networks of extractive industries embed.” Research into the conceptualization of “frontiers” and “peripheries”
across multiple scales is required, which the project will attem pt to define as useful theoretical categories, in order to

apprehend and contextualize locally specific phenomena for broader theoretical implications (see §2.1.4).

2.1.2 Existing scholarly research into the politics and governance of extraction

Extractive valorization (Arboleda 2020) in mineral extraction is part of the complex systems of reproduction, characterized by
uneven geographies and unequal power relations [Ye et al. 2020). Dependency theory {for ple, Quijano 1967; Cardoso
and Faletto 1969), as well as Wallerstein's {1974) world sy theory provided a framing for this in the 1960s and 1970s,
desaibing how countries in the Global South have historically been locked into “peripheral™ relationships with the Global

North (cf. Moran et al. 2013). The conditions resulting from extraction in Southern Africa and Latin America has historically
ranged from abandonment (Mwana and Bowmann 2018, Solminhac 2003, Guitemrez-Vinuales 2008) to the creation of vibrant
urban centralities (Beavon 2004, Mabin 2013; Leggett 2006). More recent research desaibes this relationship in termns of
the “territorial turn,” or the impact of extraction on the sub-national level {cf. S5chwarz and Streule 2016), along with how
extraction leads to the {spatialized) exploitation and super-exploitation of labor through “peripheral urbanization™ from a
political economy lens {Reis and Lukas 2022). Similarly, the work by scholars, from Irarrizaval (2022) to Arias et al. (2014),
Atienza et al. (2020a, 2020b] Breul and Rebilla Diez (2021) or Orihuela (2018), highlight the importance of pdlitics and social
mobilization in the production of space related to extraction. While the concept of the “periphery” remains open from a
theoretical perspective (as discussed in §2.1.4), Arboleda (2020:251) describes it as a “ubiquitous sociospatial condition” for

embedding capital and extracting labor through what he terms “sacrifice areas.”
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Com perative analysis is a key existing approach to understanding the politics and governance of extraction. This project
foll calls by scholars such as Robi {2006, 2016) from urban studies, as well as Simmons and Rush Smith {2021) in

political sci , to rethink ison as a means of exposing the similarly faced challenges of extraction and

L

exploitation, in haped by colonial histories. Comparison can thus be conducted, even if the areas of study are

organized according to different social, political, and economic systems. Riofrancos (2021:121) advocates for this practice,
which she refers to as “siting,” because it allows the investigation of linkages, hierarchies of power, and questions of scale on
horizontal, vertical, and transversal axes (on this notion, see Bartlett and Vavrus 2017), and to see whether similar trade-offs
and dilemmas arise in complex and possibly divergent contexts (Simmons and Rush Smith 2021:3-9]. There are not just
“upstream” and “downstream” relationships resulting from processes of extraction; rather, they “mutually constitute one

another” {Riofrancos 2021:107), allowing us to read global processes throuph specific sites where these pr P

The interconnectedness of spatial and social phenomena, which bridges scales and connects the global with the local, is also
inherent to some of the broadly debated theories in urban studies, such as planetary urbanization (Arboleda 2015, Brenner
and Schmid 2012, 2015) and extended urbanization (Castriota and Tonucc 2018, Monte Mor 2018, Schmid and Couling,
forthcoming). The urban is the scale at which transnational, national, and local relationships manifest and come into
conflict. The necessity of understanding urbanization across scales, in all its complexity, is thus particularly evident when
thinking through contexts of Southem Africa and Latin America. Work into the developmental impact of extraction typically
advocates careful consideration for “people inhabiting the spaces in which the mining production network exert[s] a strong
influence” (Irarrizaval 2022:2). Questions of these specific histories, the interstice between global capital and local agendas
and the power asymmetries that result thereof, as well as how their relationship links to urbanization, peripheralization,

and the governance of global value chains are therefi | to ourr h questions and work packepes (see §2.1.4).

Images of capital “hitiing the ground” in wrban infrasiruciure and ASM (photos by Mark Lewis, 201 6); “urbanizaiion process map” of Johannesburg {2017).
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