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Focus
Blind track

Yurij Castelfranchi, Giancarlo Sturloni

The people of Val di Susa (Italy) blocked the qoietion of the new high-speed railway line that sldo
connect Turin with Lyons (France). This projectagarded as a strategic achievement for the economi
development of the European Union, but local conitiesrhave a different concept of development and
are asserting their rights through ad hoc expertgorts and the production “from the bottom” of new
specialised knowledge. We shall describe thesa®uasra case study to put ecological democracleo t
test of facts, also through a comparison with tkpegimental actions taken in some Southern cowntrie
of the world.

From Europe to Brazil, the debate on health andiremmental risks resulting from modernisation is
upsetting democratic societies and urging new foahparticipation in the decision-making process.
There is a clash between different “concepts ofwtoeld”, in which communication strategies play a
crucial role and from whose outcome the societyliich we wish to live in will emerge.

“You don't tell the frogs when you are draining timarsh”, could feel authorised to say Rémy Carle,
director of Electricité de France, when commentipgn the impressive nuclear reactor construction
program completed by the French government beti666 and 1985.

Today, the European scenario has drastically clthrayal usually any attempt to impose from the top
risky — although promising — technological workslsas the construction of waste to energy plahts, t
identification of disposal sites for toxic wastesthe implementation of highly impacting territdria
transformation projects, without first establishiagtransparent dialogue with the people involved in
them, just leads to social conflicts.

Sometimes, the opposition of those who exert thetio power to protect local interest against pitsjec
of “general” interest is called Nimby syndrome,rfraéhe abbreviation of the English expression “mot i
my backyard”. However, today, the existence of aegal interest itself is questioned by a visiont tha
calls for negotiation between different legitimatgerests, be they economic, political, social or
environmentaf. For instance, the notion of “governance”, whicttisrently a common expression in
EU policies, explicitly refers to the need for pesses through which individuals and institutiorsthb
public and private ones, are enabled to best mar@genon interests and reconcile conflicting interes
thus implicitly admitting that “higher” interestaignot be invoked to smooth out differences.

In the Val di Susa case, we are facing events gedfedcting a community, which perceives a serious
risk imposed from the top to the benefit of otheFhe unequal distribution of risks and benefits
inevitably makes reference to the (denied) prirspf freedom and justice, thus reinforcing thdirige
of belonging to a community and the willingness ioflividuals to mobilise. In this context,
communication processes play a crucial role.

High speed

At the European level, the dispute that opposegéuple of Val di Susa — an Alpine region of Wester
Italy near the French border — to the Italian gowent and the European Union is paradigmatic. The
dispute — still unsolved — deals with the constarcbf the Turin-Lyons high speed railway line (TAV
intended for shifting a significant portion of gaoulaffics between Italy and France to railway $gzort.
Today, most of these goods are carried by aboutriliion trucks crossing the border every y&ar.
These construction works are strongly supportedhgy European Union because this connection is
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regarded as a crucial hub of the so-called Corriddhe high-speed railway line that should conegct
Kiev with Lisbon.

On the contrary, the inhabitants and managers ofdV8usa are against this project, which provides
for the excavation of a tunnel more than 50 km lbetyveen Venaus and Saint Jeanne de Maurienne
(France): these impressive works will not be congulebefore 2018 and, over the next twelve years,
might turn the valley into an enormous construcgga. Many people wonder whether, in terms ofost
and benefits, it would be better to strengthendkisting railway line, which is a less expensivel an
invasive option.

Moreover, the inhabitants of Val di Susa, suppobtgdeological surveys, claim that excavation works
would release dangerous materials such as ashkastiogranium, which are likely to be present in the
rocks of Val di Susa, whose population unfortunatdteady holds the regional record of cancer-eelat
deaths. Doubts and fears were increased by theofdaformation on risks and the decision madehsy t
Italian government to start works without propensaltation of all the parties involved in the pije

As a matter of fact, the construction of the Turyens line was included in the Law no. 443/01 (the
so-called “Objective Law”) on large construction nk®, which simplifies environmental impact
assessment procedures and restricts negotiatiortopfiies. This choice, adding to a lack of
communications, was immediately perceived as aéplée strategy™ the fastest way to close a big
deal outflanking exposed communities and theirtiegite calls for safety.

Similar cases show that any attempt to conceat iisknediately entails an — often irrecoverablesslo
of credibility for governmental institutions, thesding up by legitimating local committees that @se
themselves “in the interest of the community as laole® and soon become the only credible
interlocutors. The unbalance between costs andfiberiacilitates mobilisation: indeed, benefitslfal
upon (and dilute in) a larger community, which sally scarcely interested in the case, whereds cos
do concentrate in smaller groups, which are stgongitivated since they are directly involvéd.

This happened to Val di Susa as well, where thebitants spontaneously organised a protest
movement, which dates back to the early 90s, atithe when the Turin-Lyons line project became
operational.

New specialised knowledge

Since the first public meetings, “independent” expevere invited to take part: physicians, geoltsyis
engineers and economists, who at times were conuméss true experts’ reports by the so-called “No
TAV” committee. In this way, the protest movementlected a large body of information on various
aspects of the project (health, territory, engiimggr economic implications). This material was
immediately published on its websiand made available at the institutional level afi.w

Unlike other well-known cases reported by literafuthis material goes beyond a simple contribution
of laic information based on experience and ditewiwledge of the territory. It is a true production
“from the bottom” of new scientific knowledge conssioned to renowned experts so as to give
scientific rational foundations to the reasons footesting. The “independent” production of new
specialised knowledge confers upon the “reasonsbéimg against’ a legitimacy that can only be
guaranteed by science, thus preventing local momevieom being classified as antiscientific anddahs
on irrationality, ignorance, or at least lack oflerstanding of scientific facts.

Over the last decade, similar experiences — in lwhical populations not only sdé jureissues or the
value of their knowledge and traditions against&sed knowledge, but also legitimated their g
even from the scientific point of view — multipliéd all continents. At times, researchers tookimgj to
social movements of natives, peasantslesplazadgsand produced evidence or arguments in favour of
their views. This happened, for instance, in Ind@&,some movements of peasants, which were
supported by Vandana Shiva in her books sharpligising the Green Revolution and the economic and
agro-ecological theory that regarded high-yieldustdal monocultures as crucial for developing and
fighting hunger in Third World countries$.

NGOs against large hydroelectric dams are anothal-fiting example: often, they commission
environmental impact studies to show that otherettgpment options based on smaller plants or other
energy sources are viable or that energy produgddrije hydroelectric dams is far from being clean
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and substantially contributes to greenhouse gassémnis (owing to putrefaction of the biomass
submerged by flooding}.

In some more interesting cases, local communi@sserted to scientific sources and combined them to
traditional knowledge to produce environmental ioipgtudies against those produced by governments
or companies. In Brazil, the inhabitants ofeavantevillage in the savannahs of Mato Grosso, desfite o
some criticism according to which an Indian “islanger an Indian” if he resorts to modern technglog
created a website and asked a Brazilian chemistittish on it the results of his tests on wateiytet
by fazendeiroswho were invading their lands. At the same tithey disclosed the description of their
way of managing the ecosystem, as well as theimogeny, to demonstrate that “if the world is to @m
to an end, then why should we dance and sifgSimilarly, some Amazonian communities affected by
the construction of the large dam of Balbina as&ddcal poet and peasant to write a rhymed poem
aimed at disclosing the outcome of a biochemiaalysto show the catastrophic impact of the d&m.

Therefore, if on the one side scientific knowle@dgehority seems to be indispensable, on the ottier s
the disclosure of opposed and irreconcilable trigh®s a picture of science that is very far from
standing as unquestionable, unique and indeperidentledge that can ultimately offer solutions to
settle technical and scientific disputes. Oftenseay consequences and even definitions of techioalog
modernisation risks are pervaded by uncertainty, the parties involved can bend facts and data to
partisan values and interests, thus delegatindicoséttlement to politics.

Here trust plays a crucial role, and in many céissshe only means to discriminate between opppsi
truths. By filling the information gap on risks tdfy “official” sources, local movements can easily
become the only credible interlocutors. In thisegaso communication campaigns can give back
institutions the consensus of a population thafdpresented thiait accompliand having lost trust in
them, will inevitably ignore or reject any reassgrimessage. Usually, it is even too late to laythen
table the card of risk monetisation. The exposeaimanity will refuse to accept it in exchange for
economic benefits: all opportunities to negotiatelast; direct clash is inevitable.

A clash between different concepts of the world

In Val di Susa, the climate grew heated in earlywéber, when the first drill was positioned. To
prevent works from starting — the beginning of womkas also decided with no negotiations — the
inhabitants of the valley occupied the excavatit® &nd organised permanent pickets. The community
sided unanimously with the “No TAV” front and, orodember 16, fifty thousand people took part in a
protest manifestation that paralysed the valley alian government reacted by a misplaced attéonpt
militarise the territory. In the night of Deceml&rriot cops took actions to evacuate the picketmy
people were injured in the battle on both sides.

These events were largely reported by medias. Whis the time when the story had the broadest
coverage on the main ltalian newspapeend caused strong reactions of indignation iny lhd
Europe. Whenever showing a conflict between Dawid @oliath — which is extraordinarily effective on
medias — it is not hard at all to gain public suppand, generally speaking, whenever local movetsien
succeed in bringing about the interest of mediascéise, resorting to very spectacular and symbolic
actions) and raising their claims to the level afional politics, things turn to their advantage.

As a matter of fact, few days later, the Italiavggmment surrendered and finally opened negotiation
with the managers of Val di Susa: the beginninger€avation works was postponed pending an
environment impact assessment to ascertain podstalkh and environmental risks. On November 30,
2005, the President of the Italian Republic, Caklzelio Ciampi, also intervened officially in the
dispute, but he only said that Italy could not sitspdevelopment process. Nonetheless, there ang ma
concepts of development, and the comic actor B&pilo, when taking part in a meeting of the “No
TAV” movement ironically stated, “Progress does nean making mozzarellas run at 175 miles per
hour”.

This witty remark reveals that this case goes bdyarsimple technical diatribe on the safety of a
tunnel excavated right in the heart of the Alpssibites that trigger public debates in industridlise
societies, from nuclear power to transgenic foodmf global warming effects to large engineering
works, increasingly often involve science and fiplecations because, more than ever before, tHegtaf
our lives and permeate our culture. However, coptta what we would tend to believe, usually
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discussions are not focussed on the safety of engigchnology or settlement of a techno-scientific
dispute, but on a clash between different “conceptthe world” in which social, cultural, political
legal, ethic or religious values and reasons plesuaial role'®

As stated above, through communication strategiesring on values shared by communities, local
committees can succeed in mobilising individualsiédend a common cau¥eThe first values levered
on are justice and freedom, which are manifestlyabned by the imposition of (or just the lack of
transparent information on) a risk to the bendfivthers. But other values deriving from a preciséon
of the relationship between the environment anddruactivities — such as preservation of what, raght
wrong, is regarded as natural — can contribute, andve can easily imagine, this vision is deepbted
in the mountain communities involved in this story.

In other words, disputes on technological risks @ften triggered by a conflict between opposite
concepts of the world and, according to the Gerswariologist Ulrich Beck, these different concepts
should be construed as implicit moral judgmentshenways chosen by societies to develop:

Behind all references to formulas and data, sooner or later,ahkepr of “acceptability” arises,
and with it, again, the old question of “how we want to lite”.

Therefore, there is nothing surprising about the fiaat, increasingly often, the public assertsight
to take part in choices that involve common assetsh as health, the environment, or social and
economic development.

Armed conservation?

Some opposite examples of social participationcmlagical governance — in which local communities,
rather than opposing to technological or industpmdjects, fight for their right to use local natur
resources against “top-down” conservation projentanaged by governments or international
environmental protection institutions — also deeeowr attention. In many cases, protected areas
intended for purely recreational or scientific tiemy management are located in territories inteabiby
people that, for generations, have often been rgakidow environmental impact use of their land,
although such a use is not consistent with thetioadl rules of a park (no hunting, fishing, callieg
wood, etc.).

Until the 80s, environmental protection policiesr&vessentially based on the exclusion of most human
activities from the areas to be protected. Consgruieant enclosing, mollycoddling, segregating meatu
from the contact with man, who was seen as an mafteigent and inevitable cause of degradation. In
many Southern countries of the world, this coneeg applied as a true “armed protection”.

In the 80s, there was a massive expansion of smetlements in many of these countries as
dictatorships were defeated. Thanks to the actigraups of natives, peasants,seringueirosthe idea
gained momentum that social development and envieo protection are not only mutually inclusive
and consistent, but that the former cannot takeepla the detriment of the latter, whereas theidathly
exists when the former is guaranteed.

In 1987, the Bruntland report opened the era oftanable development”. In 1992, the Conference of
Rio de Janeiro confirmed that something was chandiiten, the project-centred approach, according
to which panels of experts from rich countries maeeisions on means and ways to develop poor
countries and adopted practices to “inoculate” tadsfer allegedly all-solving recipes, turned wube
unsuccessful. Hence, people-centred projects aiatetheeting local needs, listening in addition to
teaching, and focussed on participative managemeae launched If “the common argument is that
poor people are forced to cultivate marginal land$ overexploit resources”, “it may just as eabié
said (as it as often been) that the excessive wealtl overconsumption of industrialised societges i
responsible for the vast majority of unsustainabkource extraction, and that wealth may therdbere
more appropriately blamed for ecological problehantpoverty™®

In the 90s, there was an unexpected change in:regweral international agencies discontinued their
support to mega-projects, which had been typicalttef agreements between the World Bank,
cooperation bodies and local governments, andestat support movements of victims of dams, to
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favour small agricultural projects managed by locanmunities, to negotiate project structures and
objectives with their recipients.

In the name of an ecological democracy

However, still today, the longly desired public to@pation in decision-making processes and choices
has many opponents. Politicians of many Europearergments do not hesitate to turn to technical
solutions to overcome disputes on risks, and paotlexperts are regularly set up to express a
judgement on the most diverse issues.

Yet, the “TAV” story in Val di Susa, like other rexst experiences, emblematically proves that, in any
democratic society, the solution to problems résylfrom modernisation cannot be delegated to a
technocraticelite because “even the best technical solutions riguréaif adopted by experts behind
closed doors and meekly endorsed by politicaltinins” >

Of course, we are not suggesting that issues réigadchnoscience will inevitably remain unsolved.
For instance, with reference to Italian and Europleigh speed railway lines, there is the experience
which is less known, although positive — of the neigh speed railway line between Florence and
Bologna, where works were started in 1996 and its¢ frain will run in 2008. Again, there were
protests, which were then smoothed out through loagotiations involving companies, citizens’
committees, environmentalist associations, loc#iaities, and even magistrates that, at timesred
construction sites to be sealed. Within the framéwaf these talks, the original project was revised
several times: technical solutions were bent to rdmults of environmental assessments and close
consultations with mayors and people living in tinenicipalities involved in the project were laundhe

These two stories, having opposite outcomes, ptbet the objective to be pursued is not the
“absence” of conflicts, but the identification amsplementation of the most effective means to
“negotiate” settlement. Presently, in the lightpast experiences, the best tools available to neanag
disputes resulting from modernisation are: opetodige-oriented communications involving all groups
concerned and extension of the participation inisige-making processes to society as a whole. The
aim is not cherishing a utopian unique conceptntoath out all disputes. We should rather share the
various perspectives and interests in order to ntlaéebest choice within the regulatory system af ou
democratic State.

So far, participative experiences in many courftfibave demonstrated that negotiations limit the risk
of excessive polarisation of disputes, thus maktireguse of restrictive solutions — which, in masses,
are unsatisfactory — such as “yes/no” referendaeeen worst, authoritative impositions less likely.
However, more incisive and widespread models oftiggpative democracy should perhaps be
developed. In other words, we should develop aroltggcal democracy” able to find “a socially
sustainable solution to the ongoing conflict bettsehnology and democracs?.

Apparently, the ecological issue requires new answend probably even new forms of democratic
participation in the decision-making process: puldiscussion forums to broaden the narrow and, at
times, “self-referential” boundaries of conventibpalitics.
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