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1. Post-industrial landscapes of pollution

On my first visit in April 2005, | approached the Bosnian city of Tuzla from the South, traveling by
bus from Sarajevo. It was a wet and overcast day. The landscape imprints of the international conflict (1992-
1995) haunted me alongside the road. This was mainly visible in scattered empty houses, boarded or without
roofs, and the signs "Pazi Mine" ("Watch Mine"). The route involved crossing several towns shaped by their
industrial heritage. Yet, nothing on this route prepared me for arrival in Tuzla. After climbing a long string of
foothills and peaks the road suddenly descended to a narrow valley where the river Jala flows. From the bus,
the valley was divided in two halves. On one side of the valley, small houses, both old and modern with their
red roofs, spread up the Majevica Mountains onto every patch of available land, and giant apartment towers
dominated the centre of the city. On the other side of the valley, at once grand and menacing, a power plant
presides over the industrial complex that brought prosperity to this region during former Yugoslavia. The
plant now stands as testimony to a dream of modernity never quite realised. Before reaching the bus station, |
was saluted by the grand statue Rudarima, or ‘coal miner', with his hand up, holding a rifle, and his other hand
on miner's tools. The statue reminds the traveler of the centrality of the coal industry to the region.

The environmental degradation caused by Tuzla's coal-energy production is a compelling case of
industrial pollution and economic decline, in which concerns for the environment and about unemployment
are articulated simultaneously. The fundamental changes in the political and social structures of Boshian
society due to the break-up of Yugoslavia, the international conflict, and the subsequent economic transition,
bring to the fore a number of challenges in the redefinition of post-industrial Tuzla. In particular, growing
public concern about the environment in BiH has been accompanied by the decline of labor opportunities for
the people of the region. The end of the war brought peace, but also a complicated system of government that
accounts for 45.6% of the country's Gross Domestic Product (IMF 2010). In Tuzla the lack of public and
private investment during the late 1990s and early 2000s stopped local development, with companies closing
and rising unemployment. Foreign investment was welcomed but this often implied that objections and
protests were silenced by a desperate attempt to revive the local economy: dramatic whispers over a glass of
slivovica, the local plum brandy, and talk of the sale of emblematic chemical industries to foreign investors
for symbolic prices.

The processes of industrialization and de-industrialization have left their mark on the physical
environment. Most notably, there are serious pollution problems in the river Jala, the main surface water
resource in the region; geo-technical disruptions caused by the extraction of salt and coal and the
accumulation of coal ash in disposal sites (the city and its suburbs now have a serious sinking problem); and
contaminants polluting the air with particulates, sulphur and carbon monoxide. In the urban suburbs near the
coal-fired power plant, the physical effects of de-industrialization — black deposits in buildings and
infrastructure, carbonate sediments in the local streams, landscape ruptures by land subsidence and coal ash
accumulation— are even more salient. Pollution impacts are more noticeable in small suburban settlements
around the power plant and the coal waste disposal sites whose inhabitants are directly affected by the
material disruptions of pollution.

This is a land of contradictions, although, perhaps, no more contradictions than other areas where
industrial decline and lack of investment have left behind a legacy of derelict land and environmental
pollution. Yet, there is an amazing capacity of living forms to spread around and reinvent the landscape.
During a visit to the disposal sites after four years of work, in August 2008, | was pleasantly surprised by wild
vegetation growing and blossoming around the disposal sites. In the surrounding suburban villages (mjesna
zajednica in Bosnian, or 'local communities'), life seemed to be thriving too: new houses were being built and
old houses renovated; new business, shops and local cafes multiplied alongside the main road; home gardens
and windows were colored by flowers and food crops. Life goes on, as well, under the shadow of the power
plant. More puzzling, even, is the spontaneous cultivation by some local residents of some of the disposal
sites where the power plant established a thin soil cover (20 to 50 cm). Walking between maize and bean
crops, | felt compelled to celebrate the ability of living creatures to go beyond the environmental destruction
created by the industry, even though | share the concerns expressed by some people in those communities
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who argue that by cultivating, selling and eating those crops, those who farm on the waste disposal sites are
"endangering the whole community."”

A Polish physicist who was researching the soil-pollutant relationships on the coal ash disposal sites
asked me a rhetorical question: "How can people live like this?" She implied that local residents did not
realize the potential dangers to which they were exposing themselves (or perhaps, she suggested, they did not
care about them). This understanding of local perceptions of pollution resonates with the literature of
psychological studies of risk perception, particularly on studies of individual reluctance to identify pollution
in the home areas, often called the "neighborhood halo effect”" (Bickerstaff and Walker 2001; Bickerstaff
2004). According to Bickerstaff (2004: 828) the literature on the social perception of risks has often
interpreted these findings "as an expression of neighborhood or personal invulnerability in which the
individual agrees to the presence of danger but denies that it will happen to them." Often, explanations for
lack of awareness of pollution are associated with the idea that local residents will conform to the industry's
requirements in exchange for jobs and economic security. The experience of a polluted space is intimately
linked with their dependence on other stakeholders and their relative concerns for quality of life and
livelihoods.

I suggest, however, that rather than being two separate issues caught up in an inverse relationship,
quality of environment and security of employment are two closely related issues, and thus, local demands for
environmental justice are often implicated with local demands for sustainable livelihoods in the same space.
In other words, environmental quality and job provision are not viewed in a trade-off relationship; instead,
both environmental quality and employment are part of the life of the community residents. Suggesting that
local residents can turn (consciously or unconsciously) a blind eye to pollution in exchange for jobs,
misrepresents the complexity of responses to residential pollution. Bringing together the political ecology on
environmental conflicts and the social constructionist literature on public perceptions of environmental risks,
this article argues that working class and the disadvantaged sections of society often are confronted by
alliances between the industry, institutions and other stakeholders which may serve to legitimate a particular
configuration of things in which the appropriation of some resources (i.e. land) by the industry is regarded as
legitimate. However, these arrangements are unstable: they are subject to constant renegotiation between the
social groups concerned. Thus, how the emergence of concerns about the local environment relates to
preoccupations with the state of the local economy is related to the process whereby these relationships are
constructed and re-negotiated.

In this context, the case of environmental pollution from coal-energy production in Tuzla is relevant
for two reasons: first, it is a compelling case of industrial pollution and economic decline in which concerns
for the environment and unemployment are articulated simultaneously. Second, the fundamental changes to
the political and social structures of the Bosnian society due to the break-up of Yugoslavia, the international
conflict and the subsequent economic transition, bring to the fore a number of challenges in the redefinition of
post-industrial Tuzla. In particular, the growing public concern about the environment in Bosnia and
Herzegovina that has emerged in the context of cultural and political change since the fall of former
Yugoslavia is accompanied by the decline of labor as a central value in Bosnian society.

The paper is articulated in four parts. Section 2 explores the relationship between work, space and
environment by presenting insights from political ecology and social constructionist literatures on public
perceptions of environmental pollution. It concludes by returning to the classical idea of the social contract, as
a metaphor for thinking about alternative arrangements to address both environmental pollution and
employment concerns. Section 3 presents the case study of coal ash pollution in Tuzla, giving an overview of
the case and summarizing how local residents put forward environmental and social justice arguments. The
final discussion in Section 4 brings together the findings to highlight the dynamic relationships of local
residents with their environment and the shortcomings of defining their arguments as a mere trade-off
between either preserving environmental quality or creating jobs. Thus, | conclude, there is a need in Tuzla to
redefine the role of industry within the social and environmental context in which it is established.

2. Living and working with environmental pollution

From a political ecology perspective, the putative dilemma between environmental quality and security
of employment needs to be examined within specific political and economic contexts. How different social
groups identify environmental problems has practical consequences. Environmental change rarely elicits a
homogeneous response. What is presented as an environmental improvement by one group is often regarded
as a problem by others (cf. Relph 1976; Greider and Garkovich 1994). Environmental protests are, therefore,
not only about the putative conditions to which the claimants refer (environmental pollution) but also about
other social factors that interact with these conditions (see for example Burningham and Cooper 1999;
Hannigan 2006; Vatn 2005; Bickerstaff 2004). Emphasizing that the material world is subject to multiple
social interpretations, these social constructionist studies highlight how environmental problems are defined
in relation to other struggles, such as economic crises, political processes, social inequality and injustice.

This view has contributed studies of public understanding of environmental pollution that focus on
how social interaction mediates the ways in which people come to know and make sense of environmental
pollution, raising questions about dominant discourses of pollution and the policies they legitimate
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(Bickerstaff and Walker 2001, 2003). Social constructionist research exposes the limitations of various
approaches that treat pollution as an isolated phenomenon, highlighting how the broad impacts of
environmental pollution can only be understood within the socio-economic system in which they are
identified. The social identification of a condition, in this case pollution, as a problem precedes the
construction of the problem. Previous research has pointed to a variety of factors that may prevent individuals
and social groups from identifying the condition of residential pollution, such as the amorphous and invisible
nature of chemical exposure; the difficulties in diagnosing its presence and consequences; the reassurances (if
present) by industry or local authorities about the safety of the area affected; or personal circumstances, such
as the pride of ownership of a contaminated land parcel (for a detailed study see Edelstein 2004). In
particular, case studies of areas where there are lower concerns (or even no concerns at all) about
technological risks associated with environmental pollution and the siting of industrial facilities have
interrogated whether certain groups are willing to accept the burden of a potentially harmful environmental
risk, and why this occurs.

In a comprehensive ethnographic study of local attitudes toward nuclear facilities in La Hague,
Normandy in France, Zonabend (1993) explained that people living in the vicinity of nuclear power stations
and workers in high-risk industries "refuse to acknowledge the dangers of their job to the point where it is
hard to get them to admit to taking essential safety precautions" (Zonabend 1993). To cope with the presence
of the nuclear industry, he suggested, local residents and plant workers develop a discourse of safety that is,
nevertheless, plagued by "furtive anxieties" toward the nuclear facilities. The study focused on the
concealment of anxieties rather than on the initial question about the reasons why local residents and workers
are willing to live with heightened environmental risks. Zonabend's study only begins to unpack why
concerns about the local environment tend to be silenced or diminished when talking about one's own
neighborhood, even though a similar concern may be recognized in the wider environment.

This issue has been the object of much interest in the literature on the social amplification of risks,
generally concerned with "how risks and risk events interact with psychological, social, institutional, and
cultural processes in ways that amplify or attenuate risk perceptions and concerns, and thereby shape risk
behavior, influence institutional processes and affect risk consequences” (Kasperson et al. 2003: 2). In
particular, this literature has developed a wide body of theory to explain the different mechanisms whereby
the public develops individual or collective negative responses to technological risks (for a review see
Kasperson et al. 2003). However, there is less research focusing on why residents in some locations present
low-levels of or even no concern about particular technological risks. Often this relationship is simply
explained by presuming a cost-benefit trade-off between the economic benefits provided by the industry
locally and regionally and the emergence of concerns about environmental pollution among local
communities: "Much economic theory of risk is based on the idea that views of risk and concern about local
industrial hazards may be muted if that same industry is a major local employer" (Baxter and Lee 2004: 3).
Moreover, it has been argued that when local residents rely on the industry to provide jobs, collective action
proposals against environmental pollution, which could raise the level of local concern, may be silenced by
the residents themselves (McGee 1999).

Using a social constructionist perspective to study local residents' concerns about a hazardous waste
facility in The Swan Hills, Alberta, Canada, Baxter and Lee (2004: 22) argued that, locally, the industry was
perceived as being "economically stabilizing" but the authors move away from the suggestion that perceived
economic benefits were traded for environmental concerns by explaining that "the reluctance to express
facility risk and safety concerns, latent or otherwise, may be traced to a community's historical and economic
context, as well as the legacy of facility siting. In this case, a historically floundering local economy
combined with a voluntary siting process set the stage for ongoing individual and social suppression of
concern. Outsiders' negative perceptions of the facility were regarded as a threat, and thus highly contested
locally, independently of the local perceptions of the landscape changes (see Baxter 2009 for a detailed
analysis of the insider/outsider thesis). Moreover, local residents in disadvantaged communities may perceive
outsiders' descriptions of their locality as offensive, particularly when they portray their home as "polluted" or
"unhealthy" (Burningham and Thrush 2004). The local industry may be "naturalized" as part of the landscape
in which the community is imagined:

Interviewees in Cefn Mawr painted a picture of a close-knit, friendly and family oriented village.
This community had been built around local industry which provided jobs, investment and a
sense of local purpose and identity. Industrial employment had, however, been declining in the
area for years, threatening individuals' livelihoods and the whole community. In this context,
while aware of and concerned about the health risks associated with pollution, the presence of
the factory was often vigorously defended. The relationship between pollution and ill-health,
although clearly of concern, was treated as a risk that was part of local life. One woman
commented; "we've put up with it for so long, to me it's not a problem now." (Burningham and
Thrush 2003: 530)
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Perceptions of pollution are associated with emotional investment of residents in a particular location.
In addition, these perceptions are related to whether they also think they have agency to act in response to the
circumstances. Surprisingly, often people who feel trapped in the landscape with little political and economic
opportunities, to either move elsewhere or improve their situation, are the ones who express strong concerns
about being "trapped” in a polluted environment (Bickerstaff 2004). Again, Burningham and Thrush (2003:
227) argue that rather than solutions being developed in response to problems, situations often become
problematic “only if solutions are apparent.” Sometimes the identification of environmental problems
contribute reasons for social and economic demands that are already on the table linking demands for
environmental and social justice.

In an example of a multinational mining project in New Caledonia, Horowitz (2010) found that
employees joined local protest groups against their own employer, because their trust of the company was
influenced by long-term social relationships and group affiliations. According to Horowitz (2010: 623)
"[r]ather than emphasizing the advantages of employment for themselves and their families, though, these
villagers focused on benefits for the country as a whole. They viewed the project as an important part of a
long-term development strategy in which multinational mining companies could provide inputs of money and
infrastructure that could lead, in the long run, to higher standards of living for all citizens." Overall, local
responses to industrial development are mediated by a heterogeneous array of discourses in relation to the
different identities at play among local residents (cf. Horowitz 2011). For example, in Tuzla, the
stigmatization of place as polluted has resulted in the construction of multiple identities in relation to the local
perceptions of the capacity to act among local residents (Castan Broto et al. 2011). Similarly, in a case study
of a conflict around a landfill in Durban, South Africa, Leonard (2012) emphasizes how the conflict is
structured around class and ethnic lines, rather than simply as a conflict between livelihoods and
environmental hazards.

These examples highlight the fundamental contingent nature of concerns about environmental
pollution, that depend on the historical relationships between the industry and the local residents and the
capacity of residents to imagine themselves as part of a community engaged in collective action. The idea that
there is a trade-off between environmental quality and employment security (or economic stability) is false
because quality of life depends on both environmental quality and economic stability. Rather, claims about
environmental pollution are subject to the complex history of power relations and interactions between the
industry, the governmental organizations and the public and the environmental response.

Ultimately, this is a question about the local legitimization of the coal-fired power plant and what those
whose lives are affected by industrial pollution perceive as acceptable. The concept of 'social contract' has
been used in the business literature in an attempt to explain the limits of fairness in the relationship between
business and society. This concept is borrowed from Enlightenment philosophers, most notably Hobbes,
Locke and Rousseau, who used it in different ways to explain how (and why) communities may expect to
relinquish part of their freedoms in exchange for the establishment of a social order that guarantees the
maintenance of the remaining freedoms.? For example, studies of corporate social responsibility looking at
the role of businesses in society approach microsocial contracts to show explicit or implicit agreements that
are binding within an identified community of industries and stakeholders (Garriga and Mele 2004).

In contrast to recent enthusiasm regarding the idea of the social contract, Martha Nussbaum has argued
that the concept does not offer a viable solution to solve problems of global justice. In particular, she is
concerned about the emphasis on seeking mutual benefits for all parties and the lack of recognition of the
different possibilities for access that such a contract would provide for all the parties (Nussbaum 2006). The
social contract approach, thus, is hindered by the problem of representing the participants as equals who
should cooperate for mutual advantage. In the case of residents living with pollution associated with an
industry, a contractual approach fails to explain the limited choice that local residents may have regarding the
presence and development of an industrial facility, particularly when it is considered a national priority, as is
the case of the coal energy industry in Bosnia and Herzegovina. If the social contract is not an appropriate
base to develop a normative system to balance power struggles within society, it may offer little to improve
the fairness of siting industrial facilities.

Instead, | use the concept of social contract as a metaphor for how the industry is integrated within the
social and physical landscape, and how a system of relationships develops between industry and the people,
determining what a particular group is willing to accept for the development of the industry. With this
metaphor | am trying to describe the processes of institutional legitimization whereby an industry may be or
may not be collectively accepted as a fair deal in terms of the package of presences, rather than benefits and
impacts that this business offers to a community. This package comprises not only economic security and
employment but also contributions to a sense of identity and purpose and a caring attitude toward the whole
system of socio-ecological relations in which the particular industry is embedded. Other aspects of this social
contract may emerge contingent to the location and historical context in which the industry Is set.

2 Although the three thinkers explore the concept of 'social contract' they used it to justify very different types of
governments.
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The presence of a social contract, a history of togetherness, does not guarantee fairness: such
negotiations reflect class differences and are developed through a history of huge power imbalances. Thus, in
addition to asking how environmental pollution is constructed in Tuzla, it is also important to examine the
question of how industry, residents and other stakeholders construct through a process of continuous
negotiation a social contract whereby the industry's legitimacy is accepted or rejected within that particular
context, and the process whereby local residents reject and contest the status quo.

3. The case of coal ash pollution in Bosnia and Herzegovina

The city of Tuzla, in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), has a long history of industrial development
shaped by a dramatically redefined political system in the Wake of the international conflict and the resulting
shift from a socialist to a ‘consocionalist' political system. ¥ A 2.7 mW plant close to the coal mine, Kreka, in
the outskirts of Tuzla, started operating In 1906 and closed in 1956. In 1959, a new thermal-power plant,
Thermoelektrana Tuzla (TEP), was established in Tuzla; the final phase of construction, with the plant already
in operation, concluded in 1978. This plant is currently the largest energy production unit in BiH with a net
production of 2,806 gWh in 2006, which accounts for 58% of the thermal energy production and 44% of the
total energy production in the country (RECOAL 2009). In the post war environment, the reliance of the
country's economy on coal is bigger than ever.

The international conflict during 1992-1995 had a considerable impact on the production of electricity
in the country. Energy plants were strategic objectives and often targets of shelling and bombings. The
conflict was followed by an effort to reconstruct the facilities and infrastructure in the energy sector. Another
major impact of the war was the sudden transformatlon of the institutional and economic conditions for
electricity production. The Dayton Agreement,* a political accord to stop the armed confrontation in 1995,
divided the country into two main entities, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH) and Republika
Srpska (RS), and one independent district (Br¢ko). Each entity had developed a constitution during the war;
the RS being conceived as a unitary state divided into municipalities and the FBiH as a federation of smaller
territorial units, the Cantons, which in turn split into several municipalities (for a detailed account see Ramet
2005). In addltlon the Dayton Agreement established ethnic quotas of “constituent peoples" (Croat, Bosniak
and Serb)® set to guarantee that each group has equal influence in decision- making®. The effect of the
agreement is that government and economic organizations have also become divided along ethnic lines:

In fact, the framework agreement now confirms negative aspects of ethnic division across all
areas of social life by treating such differences of identity as best managed by territorial
separation. Parallel education systems, separate institutions and different communal narratives
based on an ethnocentric worldview are widening the cultural gap between ethnic communities.
(Halilovich et al., 2006: 4)

Furthermore, the transition to a market economy meant that the former Yugoslavia socialist ideologies
were replaced by neoliberal discourses of capital investment and profitability. Recently, the energy sector in
BiH, under the guidance of international organizations, has followed the trend toward deregulation of the
power industry. New laws on electricity in each of the two entities in which the country was divided followed
the publication of a law on transmission, regulation and system operation of electricity in BiH.” These
institutional changes have had a considerable impact on the functioning of the utility companies. For example,
TEP Tuzla has seen large investments in modernizing its infrastructure, such as the reconstruction of three of
its seven generation blocks, the changes to automatic controls, and modernization of the boilers. This work
has improved its generation capacity (709 mW) and extended the lifetime of the plant. Now, the company
plans to build new blocks to increase the plant generation capacity by 50%. Some analysts argue that BiH's
potential for electricity production is underexploited and could emerge into a prosperous economic sector
(Leki¢ 2008). Thus, the energy sector is regarded as central to the country's development strategy. The main
reason to be optimistic about the energy sector is BiH's considerable coal reserve; it is estimated at 5,464
million metric tonnes (34% brown coal and 66% lignite) (Leki¢ 2008). Despite the growing importance of

% This system, unique to BiH, allows for the co-governing in the country by three presidents along ethnic divisions.

% Signed in Paris on 14 December 1995, the Dayton Agreement ended the Bosnian international conflict (1992-1995) and
established its national Constitution. Bosnia and Herzegovina is the only country in the world whose constitution was
written in a language other than the official language of the country (English).

® The three groups of "constituent peoples™ are virtually indistinguishable; they also speak mutually intelligible languages.
The only feature that allows for their differentiation is their religion (Croats are characterised as being Catholic, Serbs as
Orthodox and Bosniaks as Muslim).

® BiH is commonly referred as an example of 'consociationalism'.

7 Law on transmission, regulation and system operation of electricity in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Official Gazatte of BiH,
7/2002); Law on electricity in the Federation of BiH (Official Gazette of the BiH Federation 41/2002, 24/2005 and
38/2005); and Law on electricity in the RS (Official Gazette of RS 66/2002, 29/2003, and 86/2003).
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hydropower (there are 14 plants in the country), coal is likely to continue shaping the energy sector in the
coming decades.

These changes have occurred in the context of a profound cultural transformation throughout the
country, from the socialist regime of former Yugoslavia to the multi-party, federal system of Bosnia and
Herzegovina. The Marxist-inspired values of the former Yugoslavia recognized the centrality of labor to both
society and the economy. Since the 1950s, workers were given the right to decision-making within their
companies, then called organizations of associated labor. The relationship between individuals and the
different institutions that provided jobs, such as mines, the power plant and associated chemical industries,
remained at the centre of individuals' understanding of the self. Moreover, working in the industry could give
local communities access to decision-making about some aspects of environmental management. The working
class communities laboring in the coal mines, the power plant and associated industries are today in a very
different situation. In the new system, however, this relationship has been eroded, as unemployment has
skyrocketed and the workers' councils—characteristic of the former Yugoslavia self-management system—
have disappeared. This has been accompanied by growing protests about the impacts of the industry on
human and environmental health. This has been salient in the coal industry, where modernization has led to a
slash in the number of jobs provided to local communities, while local communities have organized protests
against the public health and environmental risks posed by the coal industry.

From 2005 to 2011, | investigated environmental protests in working-class communities in the peri-
urban areas around Tuzla. Among other things, | wanted to understand what changes in the relationship
between local residents and the industry could explain the heightening or lowering of local concerns about
environmental pollution. Every situation resulted in a specific kind of dialogue that I shared with local
residents, trying to understand their main preoccupations, and how the shadow of the power plant and its
environmental risks shaped their lives. | carried out qualitative interviews among government officials,
industrialists, NGOs and local residents during the period spanning from April 2005 to August 2008. Some of
these interviews were carried out as part of the multi-national project RECOAL (Reintegration of Coal Ash
Disposal Sites in the Western Balkans), led by environmental and agricultural engineers from the University
of Agriculture in Vienna, and partially funded by the European Union. Additional research was carried out
independently, contributing to my doctoral thesis. Exploratory interviews carried out during 2005 among
diverse stakeholders exposed an ongoing conflict about environmental pollution in Tuzla, heightened by the
local claims about the impacts of pollution on their health and livelihoods, but most interviewees tracked the
emergence of these concerns to the early 1990s. On this basis, semi-structured interviews were carried out
during the spring of 2006 (n=51, only local residents) and during the summer of 2008 (n=21, including local
residents, institutional representatives and non-governmental organization [NGO] activists) which explicitly
addressed the factors that may have heightened environmental awareness. A follow up visit with further
informal interviews was carried out in October 2011.

Accounts of the emergence of environmental pollution concerns

When asked about their beliefs about the environment in the past, several interviewees expressed
nostalgia for the socialist regime of former Yugoslavia, explaining that their quality of life had worsened.
They told me that services provided by the former socialist system, such as pensions, health services or
employment security, have disappeared while the privatization process has resulted in a sharp rise in
unemployment and the concentration of resources in a few hands. Work was defined as a fundamental part of
life by most interviewees, and unemployment was pointed out as jeopardizing the future of their local
communities. Sead, a middle aged man active in local politics told me "There are fewer and fewer jobs, less
industry and all the other things which are necessary for a normal life, for having a normal job, for simply
communicating." ® Another woman, Hasane, explained how her life has been challenged: "Before the war
(...) I had my store, my shop," she says, "and we, my husband and I, lived a normal life, worked. Everything
was more normal than now. Salaries were more regular and people worked more."

Most interviewees lamented the lack of interest by politicians or plant managers in labor and its
significance. More than fifteen years after the end of the international conflict, the country is still undergoing
continuous adjustments without a normalization of either the political or economic situation. Instead, some
local interviewees argue, industry focused only on profits while authorities (other than the local municipality,
which has limited agency to act) did not acknowledge that the national priority of producing energy was
posing a local burden in the form of pollution and environmental degradation. This has direct consequences
for the acceptability of pollution. Interviewees explain that the industry was part of a system that "brought
them good": the harm they suffered was acceptable in the context of the benefits which ensured the continuity
of their community. They often emphasized that there was employment for everyone, and therefore, people
were able to develop alternative strategies to cope with pollution. For example, workers could count on a
reliable health service that provided them what they considered reliable advice about their health and the
potential risks in their environment.

8 Names h