
ABSTRACT 

SZABO, ADRIANA MARIANA. Environmental Threats and Economic Promises: The 

Treadmill of Production and Gold Mining in Roșia Montană, Romania (Under the direction of 

Dr. Thomas E. Shriver and Dr. Stefano B. Longo). 

 

Extractive industries often promise prosperity to regions of the world that are less 

economically developed. However, economic development projects that rely on productive 

expansion of the extractive industries, such as mining, often result in significant environmental 

degradation. This tension between economic promises and environmental impacts often sparks 

heated debates and conflicts related to sustainable economic development in rural settings. My 

study analyzes a proposed mining project in Roșia Montană, Romania, which has fueled conflict 

between pro-mining advocates—including state and corporate officials and some local 

residents—and anti-mining activists.  

The data for this project come from in-depth interviews, company and NGO documents, 

and extensive newspaper coverage (between January 2011 and December 2013) of the dispute 

over the proposed mine. My analysis in grounded in several bodies of literature. First, I draw 

from environmental sociology (i.e. treadmill of production), state theory and world-systems 

theory to explicate the ways in which corporate, state and labor actors further production 

expansion in semi-peripheral nations, favoring pro-growth economic logic over environmental 

concerns. I draw from the social movements literature (i.e. political opportunities and threats, 

framing) to examine how environmental social movements work to slow down the expansion of 

the treadmill. Drawing from these bodies of literature, this study examines how 1) treadmill of 

production dynamics (e.g., state-corporate partnerships, trade agreements) drive production 

expansion and how social processes advance the treadmill logic; 2) how collective resistance 

may slow down the treadmill; 3) how the confluence of political opportunities and threats shape 



social movement activism; 4) how activists can draw from broader grievances to mobilize 

support, and 5) how treadmill of production political-economic and environmental conditions 

create or thwart activist movements.  

Findings indicate that the state-corporate coalition in the treadmill of production 

constrains poorer areas into accepting environmentally destructive extractive industry projects. 

Furthermore, this study shows how trade agreements leave semi-peripheral nations vulnerable to 

the exploits of corporations from wealthy nations or the core of the modern world-system. 

However, despite significant pressure from treadmill actors, findings indicate that collective 

mobilization in the face of environmental threat can slow down the advancement of the 

treadmill. Moreover, the study shows how activists can draw from the rhetoric of international 

social movements to bolster their claim of systemic inequalities and secure sustained 

mobilization. Findings also indicate that treadmill actors pressure activists in a myriad of ways, 

attempting to thwart mobilization. Finally, the research concludes by highlighting the importance 

of integrating these different theoretical frameworks for understanding broader patterns of 

resistance to environmentally risky development projects. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION  

Environmental changes associated with extractive industries are continuing social 

concerns. These processes, aimed at encouraging economic development and growth, have often 

had serious consequences for local environments and communities. Rural, developing areas in 

peripheral and semi-peripheral nations are particularly vulnerable to the growth imperative of 

capitalist production, the pursuit of perpetual economic growth and increasing profits, and 

associated environmental disorganization (Gould et al. 2008). Such communities often find 

themselves forced to choose between toxic industries or the permanence of scarce economic 

opportunity and the deterioration of the living conditions. 

This research project explores the workings of modern economic development processes 

associated with the capitalist mode of production in the semi-periphery. The study seeks to 

contribute to the ongoing debate over sustainable economic development in rural communities 

through a case study of a proposed mining project in Roșia Montană, Romania. It considers the 

social mechanisms that advance growth-centered development strategies, and the potential of 

social movement to slow down ecological destruction that can often be associated with these 

approaches. 

Like many regions of the world, Western Romania has faced serious socioeconomic 

challenges as there are limited opportunities for economic development projects that would bring 

much needed employment and revenue to the area. However, economic development projects 

that rely on productive expansion of the extractive industries, such as mining, result in significant 

environmental change, raising concerns over the ecological and social viability of such 

development approaches. In the case of proposed mining in Roșia Montană, the project has 

caused deep fissures between pro-mining advocates (i.e., state and corporate officials) and local 
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residents and anti-mining activists. My analysis of this controversial economic development 

project promises to inform the broader literature on communities facing similar challenges. 

The Roșia Montană gold mining project proposed by the Canadian firm Gabriel 

Resources was set to open in late 2013 or early 2014. The community was split over the decision 

to open the mine, with people voicing concerns over the environmental cost versus the economic 

benefits that could result from the mining project. In 2013 a wave of protests erupted following 

the passing of a draft law that would allow the mining company to expropriate the local people 

who refused to relocate to allow the mining development. For several months, local activists 

joined others from major cities in Romania and took to the streets to voice their opposition 

against the mine. Concerned about the risks posed by the cyanide used in the mining process, 

activists refuted assurances of technological efficiency in reducing the impact of the cyanide on 

the environment and human health. Given precedents such as the dam failure in Baia Mare in 

2000 (Macklin et al. 2003), and the one in Certej in 1971 (Zobrist et al. 2009), activists were 

skeptical that any technology could spare the area of an ecocatastrophe in the event of extreme 

weather, as it was the case at Baia Mare, or sustained soil erosion at Certej. They also voiced 

their criticism against the government actors who sided with the mining corporation, potentially 

at the expense of the long-term social and ecological well-being of the rural community in Roșia 

Montană. Despite consistent build-up for the mine by state, corporate and labor actors, and the 

support of what appeared to be “astroturf” organizations, along with their media partners, the 

start of the project stalled and by December 2013 the draft law was repealed and protests faded. 

The mine remains closed and in 2015 the corporation requested arbitration through the 

World Bank, threatening to demand four billion dollars from the Romanian government in 

compensatory payments for not respecting the initial investments agreement. The Canadian 
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company is invoking two Bilateral Trade Agreements (BIT): 1) the Agreement between the 

Government of Canada and the Government of Romania for the Promotion and Reciprocal 

Protection of Investments 2011, and 2) the Agreement between the Government of the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of Romania for the 

Promotion and Reciprocal Protection of Investments 1996 (extended to the Bailiwick of Jersey 

by Exchange of Notes 1999) arguing that Romania is in violation of both agreements. 

The goal of this research is to better understand the complex dynamics shaping both 

citizen and corporate responses to environmental development projects, particularly in semi-

peripheral regions of the world. I will draw from theoretical literatures in environmental 

sociology (e.g., treadmill of production theory), state theory, world-systems theory and social 

movements (e.g., political opportunity theory, framing) to analyze the buildup of the proposed 

mine, and the collective resistance to the project. The study is guided by the following research 

questions:  What were the treadmill of production dynamics (e.g., state-corporate partnerships) 

that drove the proposal of the mine in Roșia Montană? What were the social processes that 

advanced the treadmill logic? Did collective resistance to the proposal slow down the treadmill 

of production?  If so, how? How did the confluence of political opportunities and threats shape 

social movement activism? How can activists draw from broader grievances to mobilize support 

for their campaigns? How did the treadmill of production political-economic and environmental 

conditions create or thwart activist movements? By answering these questions, my research will 

contribute to both environmental sociology and social movement theory. More specifically, my 

work will highlight the importance of integrating these important frameworks for understanding 

broader patterns of resistance to environmentally risky development projects.  
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This research employs a qualitative design that utilizes multiple sources of data, 

including: extensive newspaper coverage the proposed mining project (n=180 news articles), in-

depth interviews with community members and protesters (n=31 respondents), and reports from 

corporations and non-governmental organizations involved in the campaign. I also draw on my 

observations from a rally contesting the arbitration process in Washington D.C., in December 

2019. Taken together, these data sources allowed me to analyze the proposed mining project, as 

well as the collective responses to it by various stakeholder groups. The Roșia Montană gold 

mining project offers an example of the ways in which collective action challenges how rural 

development is proposed and how costs and benefits from development projects are unequally 

shared. Moreover, it allows us to understand consequences of the conflict over natural resource 

exploitation on the affected communities. The findings have important implications for the 

literature on controversial development projects in economically challenged rural areas and for 

environmentally sound development policy.    

I begin by providing an overview of the proposed Roșia Montană gold mining project. I 

then outline the general theoretical frameworks that will inform my analysis, followed by a 

discussion of my data sources and analytical strategy. The empirical analysis is organized in two 

chapters. In Chapter Four, I examine the build-up process for the mine, discussing the different 

corporate strategies to promote the mining project with the help of state actors, a corporate-

supported countermovement and the media. In Chapter Five, I analyze at how social movements 

work to slow down the treadmill, discussing the threats that led to mobilization and the frames 

deployed by activists to secure support for the campaign. In this chapter, I also analyze treadmill 

actors’ response to activism, including efforts to harass and intimidate. I conclude by 
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summarizing the findings and discussing the implications of this study for environmental 

sociology and social movements literature.  

Case Background and Overview 

Roșia Montană is located in Alba county, about 75 km northwest from Alba Iulia, the county 

capital. This area of the Apuseni and Metalliferous Mountains of Transylvania is also known as 

the Golden Quadrilateral, due to its rich deposits of gold and silver. The community of Roșia 

Montană has a long mining tradition. Tourists today can go underground on guided tours through 

the almost two millennia-old Roman mining galleries that have been rehabilitated to allow 

visitors. Roșia Montană relied on a largely mono-industrial economy, with mining being a major 

income source throughout its history.  

After the fall of the communist government at the end of 1989, Romania entered what is 

known as the “transition” phase, where many previously state-owned and run industries either 

closed or were privatized, drawing heavily on neoliberal economic development policies and 

strategies. As Harvey (2005) notes, neoliberalism is “a theory of political economic practices” 

(2), that rests on privatization, free markets, and free trade as the best way to achieve human 

well-being. Since the 1970s, neoliberal views became the “guiding principle of economic 

thought and management” (Harvey 2005:2), informing not only global economic relationships, 

but also the national development strategies of numerous countries, including the former socialist 

nations in Eastern Europe. This liberalization of development at a national level tends to 

downgrade social and ecological goals in order to increase global market participation, which 

often means an intensification of natural resource extraction that can threaten “environments and 

resource regeneration” (McMichael 2012:132). 
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Due to major restructuring of state-owned mines in mid-1990s and early 2000s, the Roșia 

Montană mine closed its operations by 2006. As a result, many local people in Roșia Montană 

lost their jobs. The National Institute of Statistics has only made unemployment numbers 

available since the year 2010, with data showing that the community recorded about 26 percent 

unemployment at the end of the year. The following two years, INS reports unemployment rates 

below 20 percent, with an increase to over 30 percent in 2013, and 45 percent in 2014 (INS 

2020). Similar mines across the country closed, leaving hundreds of thousands of people without 

local employment. However, as RMGC had opened an office in the community, many of the 

former miners entertained hopes that the mine would reopen under foreign management. In line 

with strategies of liberalization of markets and privatization (Harvey 2005), since the early 

1990s, Romania moved eagerly toward policies aimed at decreasing government regulations of 

economic activities to attract foreign investment (Asaftei and Parmeter 2010; Hunya 2007). The 

state listed lack of capital for investment in modernizing the mining industry as a major reason 

for its privatization (Buțiu 2009:422; Bostan 2013). The Canadian firm, Gabriel Resources 

announced its intention to invest in a new gold mine in the area in the early 2000s, promising 

that new technological advancements would make it possible to successfully access the 

remaining gold and silver ore. Roșia Montană Gold Corporation, a subsidiary of the Canadian 

firm Gabriel Resources, arrived in the community and began to work on obtaining the necessary 

permits to open the mine. Given the economic challenges in the region, some members of the 

rural community welcomed the news.  

On RMGC’s website and in their press releases and reports, the circumstances seemed 

auspicious, economically speaking: billions of dollars in profit from the mining project. 

According to the company’s documents, the project would have contributed 5.3 billion dollars to 
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the Romanian economy, out of which $2.3 billion in direct benefits and another $3 billion from 

the company’s expenses with human resources, construction, electricity, materials, and 

transportation. On its website, the company claims that the total benefits for Romania could 

reach $24 billion, if indirect financial benefits were considered. For comparison, Romania’s 

GDP in 2013 was $191 billion. On top of that, the company states that Romania would gain 

additional direct and indirect economic benefits, including 2.300 jobs during the construction 

phase of the mine, 800 jobs during the exploitation and 3600 jobs in total (both direct and 

indirect) during the operations (RMGC 2015).  

However, some were skeptical of the sanguine predictions and a local NGO, Alburnus 

Maior, formed to oppose the project. The NGO and its supporters contested the mine, raising 

concerns over the ecological risks posed by the cyanide tailings resulting from the mining 

process. Local opponents and activists argued that the environmental costs of the mine would far 

outweigh the economic benefits. The concerns were that the mine would employ a few dozen 

people for a period of about five years, but the community would have to cope with the long-

term ecological disruption once the mine closed. These ecological costs were thought to include: 

resettlement issues, deforestation, the removal of four mountaintops, and an open-pit of cyanide 

waste approximately five miles in diameter. Moreover, official documents revealed that the share 

of profits negotiated by the Romanian government were minimal and that most of the economic 

benefits would have been exported out of the country in the form of corporate profits rather than 

local revenue (Buțiu 2009; Goțiu 2013).  

Rural areas in Romania have historically provided resources for many national industries. 

However, after the political changes in 1989 and after Romania joined the European Union in 

2007, these rural areas became even more vulnerable to exploitation as transnational 



   

8 

 

corporations entered the economic and political scene. While providing a locus for economic 

activity, these areas saw profits leave the area, rather than being reinvested in community well-

being (Vasile 2019, 2020; see also Bunker 2005). Rural areas in Romania are twice as vulnerable 

to unequal exchanges, first, by virtue of Romania’s position as peripheral to the European Union 

and second, through their very own peripheral positioning in regard to development decision-

making. And as the case of Roșia Montană shows, the political elites continue to subscribe to 

economic development ideas that often ignore environmental concerns and rural voices.  

The proposed mine split the community into those opposing the project vehemently and 

refusing to sell their land to the company, and supporters of the project who hoped to gain 

employment in the mine. In 2013, at the end of August, the government attempted to fast-track a 

draft law that would allow the mining company to expropriate the local people who refused to 

move. This move, proposed by the then prime minister Victor Ponta, sparked national protests in 

the capital and several other cities (and even abroad) that lasted from the beginning of September 

2013, until February 2014. This generalized wave of protests determined the government to 

withdraw the draft law in December 2013. In 2015, the Canadian company requested an 

arbitration in front of the World Bank in Washington D.C., arguing that their inability to open 

the mine was due to Romania’s violation of two Bilateral Trade agreements, one with the UK, 

another with Canada, two of the countries where the company has its headquarters. 

The case of the proposed Roșia Montană gold mine provides an excellent opportunity to 

analyze important questions relevant to global economic development, environmental threats and 

citizen activism. 
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CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS  

This study draws on theoretical work in both environmental sociology and social movements to 

explore the controversy over the proposed Roșia Montană mine. I begin with a general overview 

of treadmill of production theory, which is an important framework in understanding the 

environmental impacts of modern economic development. I emphasize the role of the 

environmental state in the treadmill and discuss the role of the media in capitalist expansion. I 

then outline the basic tenets of political opportunity theory, highlighting the dual nature of 

opportunities and threats in prompting citizen activism. Finally, I discuss the social movement 

framing literature, which undergirds my understanding of the ways in which movement activists 

promoted their campaign against the proposed mining project.  

Treadmill of Production 

 

The treadmill of production theory provides a frame of analysis for the relationship 

between states, transnational corporations and environmental concerns. This neo-Marxist 

approach in environmental sociology informs the critique of the ecological problems fueled by 

capitalist growth. Originally developed by Allan Schnaiberg in his classic work The 

Environment: From Surplus to Scarcity (1980), the treadmill can be considered a metaphor for 

capitalism itself (Foster et al. 2010:198; Foster 2005). As a system, capitalism is largely driven 

by the growth imperative, or the perpetual growth of production. As Schnaiberg elaborates, all 

societies rely on extractive activities: raw materials/natural resources are withdrawn from the 

environment and then transformed into goods through the production process. The resulting 

waste then returns as an addition to the environment in the form of waste and pollutants. This 

cycle of withdrawals and additions is particularly exacerbated by the grow-or-die rationality of 

capitalist production, which tends to ignore the natural limits to economic growth (Schnaiberg 
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1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Gould et al. 2008). Although there was some debate as to 

where these limits lie, especially after the publication of the Club of Rome’s report Limits to 

Growth (Meadows et al. 1972; Gardner 2004), the rapaciousness of this perpetual growth works 

against the ability of ecosystems to regenerate. Environmental researcher Toby Gardner (2004) 

argues that “although we appear to have alleviated many of the earlier concerns of resource 

depletion, the threat of other physical limits to growth are as prevalent as they ever have been, 

particularly with respect to the production of waste materials.” (121). From a capitalist 

perspective, the growth imperative yields the expected results: ever-growing profits. These 

profits then, particularly in extractive industries that deal with non-renewable mineral resources, 

such as gold, rather than being invested in counteracting the ecological damage, are typically 

distributed among shareholders or used to expand production. This latter practice leads to even 

greater additions and it goes hand in hand with deskilling and displacing labor.  

Schnaiberg (1980) identifies three major actors that form the “growth coalition” that 

supports the treadmill: capital, state and labor. He notes that after the Second World War, capital 

became increasingly concentrated in monopoly firms, which became a major actors in speeding 

up the treadmill in their search for ever growing profits. The state, in its turn, added its support 

for speeding up the treadmill due to its need for of tax revenue that would allow it investments in 

social developments that maintained its legitimacy (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994). Finally, labor 

also joined this network of support. It may seem contradictory that labor would be considered 

part of this coalition. Often, in its pursuit to minimize costs of production, capitalism deskills and 

displaces labor by investing in technology that replaces workers. However, as Schnaiberg (1980) 

points out, labor does not have the means to create its own productive structure, therefore relying 

on the capitalist labor market for employment. Thus, the treadmill of production is “buttressed by 
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the commitment of both organized labor and the state to generate employment and income 

through rising national production” (Schnaiberg 1980:4), and it also benefits from the existing 

state funded infrastructure and research. Advancements in production technology for example, 

may result in further automation of labor, and consequent unemployment that the state then 

needs to “treat” through welfare programs (Schnaiberg 1980; Gould et al. 2008). 

It is important to stress that in modern capitalist societies, “powerful and enduring forces 

(…) tend to increase withdrawals and additions to ecosystems” (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994:68). 

This is characteristic of an institutionalized model of economic growth that favors the web of 

interests of economic and socio-political elites. From the standpoint of both political and 

economic interests, broadly speaking, the environment is a mere free resource. Nature and its 

different ecosystems are seen as tools meant to be used for economic gain (Schnaiberg and 

Gould 1994). In this treadmill logic, the social and environmental costs of production are usually 

externalized. That is, rather than constituting the responsibility of the economic actor, some 

costs—such as those associated with pollution—often fall on the shoulders of the surrounding 

communities who find themselves worse off than before the extractive industries came in, with 

or without their consent. While concern over ecosystem “disorganization” may appear, they are 

often dismissed by capitalist (and state) actors and production scientists as either marginal, or 

deemed as ‘fixable’ through the application of more technology (e.g. filtering the cyanide 

tailings rather than banning it). In certain cases, the growth coalition simply denies and contests 

environmental damage.  

When controversy arises, the state might be expected to act as an arbiter, mitigating and 

mediating between the corporate investors and environmental groups. However, this ideal role is 

rarely, if ever, enacted in a manner that that prioritizes ecology over economic development. As 
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Schnaiberg and Gould (1994:70) note, governments must cater to their “two constituencies”: 

citizens/workers and investors, stakeholders and shareholders, respectively (Gould et al. 

2004:297). As a result, economic growth policies often eclipse environmental concern, because 

economic criteria provide the foundation for the decision over production made by political 

actors (Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Schnaiberg et al. 2000). Typically, political actors push for 

“economic development projects,” especially in the extractive industries, that tend to support the 

acceleration of the treadmill. State actors end up benefiting twofold, first, politically due to the 

corporation-funded reelection campaigns and then in terms of both political and social capital as 

they claim to have contributed to creating employment and generating tax revenue from the 

corporations’ contributions to national income.  

According to Schnaiberg and Gould (1994:70), “[a]chieving environmental protection, 

therefore, requires an enduring conflict with the treadmill of production.” While the treadmill of 

production was in its essence an economic change theory (Gould et al. 2004), it continues to be 

relevant for the analysis of extractive industries. Schnaiberg refers to the post-Reagan era U.S., 

yet this trend has caught on in other countries too. While there was some hope that the 

environmental degradation caused by the treadmill could be countered through alliances between 

environmental organizations and labor, more recent research shows that globalization, in both 

capital investments and moving production across borders, has contributed to the expansion of 

the treadmill (Gould et al., 2008) and an increased pressure on global ecosystems.  

Globalization and Free Trade  

Treadmill of production theorists argue that the expansion of the treadmill increases the 

political and economic power of shareholders (usually investors and managers), including their 

ability to influence governments and “labor unions to support still more investment of this sort, 
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to employ displaced and new workers, and to augment state tax revenues” (Gould et al 

2004:297). However, with the growing of the treadmill, workers—for example, in the extractive 

industry—often end up on the losing side of the deal that they supported, either by having their 

skills rendered obsolete by technological advances, or by facing displacement once the project is 

over and the corporation moves to the next site to exploit. This displacement of workers and the 

migration of production facilities to regions with lax environmental laws and lower wages 

became more noticeable after the signing of major trade liberalization treaties and agreements, 

like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).  

Schnaiberg’s initial work was written before the signing of NAFTA and the Uruguay 

Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The Uruguay Round resulted in 

an agreement among 117 countries to reduce trade barriers. Moreover, it led to the creation of the 

World Trade Organization, which would implement the agreement and further mediate the 

reduction of trade barriers. However, his arguments predicted what followed after these two 

major events: a move of production from core to periphery nations, and with it, a significant 

displacement of ecosystem disruption (Gould et al. 2008:41).  

As the economic production became increasingly “transnational in scope” (Gould et al. 

1995; 2008), trade agreements became a powerful institution in supporting the treadmill. As 

Gould et al. (1995) note, agreements such as NAFTA and GATT aim to allow major economic 

actors to reach new markets. Thus, they are fueling an increase in production, consumption, and 

corporate access to natural resources (Rice 2009). Partly as a result, the treadmill of production 

has shifted in recent decades from a strong national orientation to a more transnational structure. 

Economic expansion, as a result, is coupled with increasingly extensive or far-reaching 

ecological degradation (Rice 2009:218).  According to these theorists, trade agreements likely 
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end up benefiting the expansion of the treadmill at the expense of states like Romania, arguably a 

semi-peripheral country in the world system, but a peripheral nation in the European Union. 

“Ratifying free trade agreements (…) undermine[s] the ability of nation states (and subsidiary 

forms of government) to exercise social control” (Gould et al. 2004:299). Bilateral trade 

agreements become an instrument through which ratifying governments show their support for 

particular capital actors. 

The Treadmill of Production and the Modern World System 

 

The case of Roșia Montană presents a unique opportunity to consider the functioning of 

the treadmill in the semi-periphery, by paying particular attention to the role of the state in the 

context of a post-socialist democracy like Romania. Immanuel Wallerstein (2004) developed 

world-systems theory to explain the flow of surplus value among countries, arguing that there are 

core (developed, industrialized) countries which tend to derive significant benefits from 

exploiting the resources of peripheral (less developed) countries. Semi-peripheral nations host “a 

mixture of corelike and peripheral activities” (Gotts 2007:4), meaning that these regions or 

countries are hosts to some sophisticated economic activity, while also serving as natural 

resource extraction pools, for core nations (and potentially exploiting peripheral regions in their 

turn). 

From the perspective of Wallerstein’s (2004) analysis of core-periphery relations between 

countries, we can situate post-socialist Romania at the semi-periphery of the world system, 

particularly if we consider its position in relation to developed countries with which it signed 

trade agreements in the mid- and late-1990s and early 2000s. Semi-periphery status is 

appropriate for what was previously deemed the “second world,” or the Soviet Bloc states. This 

period in Romania’s recent history was characterized by the obstinate pursuit of economic 
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development very narrowly conceptualized as privatization, deregulation and foreign investment 

(Asaftei and Parmeter 2010; Hunya 2007). In embarking on the neoliberal project characterized 

by the dominance of the free market, privatization, and free trade, Romania was marking its shift 

from a socialist form of economic governance led by an interventionist state, to a capitalist 

model that more closely follows the laissez-faire market-oriented logic. According to Chase-

Dunn (1988), this tendency of adopting core-like economic models is typical of semi-peripheral 

nations that may seek to reach core-status. Similarly, Chase-Dunn (1988:30) argues that the 

institutional features of a semi-peripheral nation “are in some sense intermediate between those 

of the relevant core and periphery”, noting the importance of having a “unified state,” as opposed 

to fragmented forms of political organization.  

World system-theorists generally agree that states in Eastern Europe can be appropriately 

theorized as semi-periphery nations (Boatcă 2016; Gotts 2007). Escaping the dichotomous 

classification of core-periphery, the semi-periphery, rather than a descriptive category, serves as 

“an analytical instrument to study change within the modern world-system” (Terlouw 2003:71). 

Scholars note that “the semi-periphery hosts a mixture of corelike and peripheral activities” 

(Gotts 2007:4), meaning that these regions or countries are hosts to some sophisticated economic 

activity, while also serving as natural resource extraction pools, for core nations. 

And yet, world-system theorists argue that the semi-periphery also functions as the most 

likely locus of change (Chase-Dunn 2006; Wallerstein 1976), given that it is less resource-

strapped than the periphery, but not as set in the old ways of doing things as the core (Gotts 

2007). Terluow (2003) sees the semi-periphery as “the most dynamic part of the world-system” 

(2003:77). Similarly, Chase Dunn’s “hypothesis of semiperipheral development” (1988:31) 

provides a theoretical and analytical lens for studying the ways in which institutional and 
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organizational changes may alter the development of modes of production and accumulation. 

Boatcă argues that “the semiperiphery’s intermediate structural position in the world-system 

provides the best-suited ground for successful antisystemic movements” (2006:324). Wallerstein 

(1976:481) had argued decades earlier that “the semi-peripheral states in the coming decades will 

be a battleground of two major trans-national forces. One will be the multi-national corporations 

who will be fighting for the survival of the essentials of the capitalist system: the possibility of 

continued surplus-appropriation on a world scale”. Wallerstein (1976:482) also stipulated that 

the other force would be a transnational alliance of socialists forces that would determine 

corporations to “be on their best behavior, particularly vis-à-vis the governments of semi-

peripheral states.”  

In this sense, the case of Roșia Montană allows us to analyze the functioning of the 

treadmill in the semi-periphery, while also providing and an opportunity to consider the anti-

systemic potential derived from the environmental social movements that led to a potential 

slowing-down of the treadmill expansion. This case also provides an chance to explore the 

mechanisms through which corporations pursue surplus accumulation globally, as Wallerstein 

argued.  

The Role of the State in the Global Treadmill 

 

Marxist theorists have paid particular attention to the role of the state in advancing 

capitalist production. Sociologist Ralph Miliband (1969) argued that people live, increasingly so, 

“in the shadow of the state” (1) seeking to influence state purpose or even appropriate it, given 

the state’s role in the workings of capitalism. He argued that the state was an “instrument for the 

domination of society” (1969:23), in the hands of the ruling class, the elites who control and own 

the means of production. Miliband suggested that “the state” was an abstraction, it did not exist 
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as such, but rather it stood for a number of institutions, whose interaction resulted in what is 

known as “the state system” (Miliband 1969:50, 53). Cautioning against confusing the state with 

the government, which is only one element of the state system, Miliband also emphasizes the 

importance of the administrative, coercive (military, police etc.), and judicial apparatuses, along 

with the role of provincial governments.  

Miliband argued that capitalist elites controlled the state by occupying key positions in 

these institutions that worked together to pursue their interests. What is of particular interest for 

this case study is Miliband’s claim that the capitalist should not be confused for the governing 

class, but that we should note how the interests of the capitalists are represented to such extent in 

the different institutions that make the state system, that they are able to influence policy at both 

national and provincial levels. As Barrows notes, the capitalist class “has colonized” key posts in 

the state system, allowing their influence to impact a wide range of policy, including legislation 

that favors economic growth and production expansion (2016:27). This capitalist capture of state 

institutions, mediated by state actors (politicians and administrators alike) is likely informed, 

according to Miliband (1969: 75) by the ideological “acceptance of and commitment to 

the existing economic system.” 

Political theorist and sociologist Nicos Poulantzas (1969) also notes that the capitalist 

state fulfils a major economic role, although he disagrees with Miliband on certain aspects of 

state theory, noting that: “it can be said that the capitalist State best serves the interests of the 

capitalist class only when the members of this class do not participate directly in the State 

apparatus, that is to say when the ruling class is not the politically governing class” (Poulantzas 

1969:73). Moreover, Poulantzas (1978: 45) notes that the state serves as a “regulating factor” of 

the global equilibrium of the system of capitalist production, intervening at economic, political 
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and ideological levels alike. At an economic level the state controls the labor process, while also 

creating and enforcing the rules that govern capitalist exchanges. Politically speaking, the state is 

in charge of enforcing the laws and maintaining social order, a role from which, according to 

Poulantzas, the state also contributes to maintaining the conditions of capitalist exploitation.  

This latter objective is also pursued through ideological means. In fact, both Miliband and 

Poulantzas dedicate a fair degree of attention to the issue of ideological legitimation of the state. 

Their views on the state’s ideological role converge on the state-sanctioned ideological 

conviction in the superiority of capitalism as a mode of production.  

Bob Jessop (1982:221) complicates Poulantzas’ analysis of the state’s role in capitalist 

societies, noting that “the state is a set of institutions that cannot, qua institutional ensemble, 

exercise power” due to the fact that state power, according to Jessop resides in the complex 

relation between these institutions.  Furthermore, according to Jessop, political forces are partly 

shaped through the state’s forms of representation, including its internal structure and forms of 

interventions. Moreover, Jessop (1982: 221) argues, state power, as “a complex social relation 

(…) reflects the changing balance of social forces in a determinate conjecture.” Consequently, 

according to Jessop, “state power is capitalist to the extent that it creates, maintains, or restores 

the conditions required for capital accumulation in a given situation” (1982:221). Jessop breaks 

to a certain extent with the “analytical focus from the search for guarantees that the state 

apparatus and its functions are necessarily capitalist in all aspects” (1982:225-226). He suggests 

scholars factor in “varied contingent effects of state power on accumulation in determinate 

conjectures” noting that it is “imperative to specify which particular conditions contingently 

necessary for a given course of accumulation are being secured in what respects, over which time 

period, and to what extent” (Jessop 1982:226).  
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Drawing from this body of literature, and following Jessop’s request for specificity, the 

present study considers the role of the state in the economic development of rural areas. The 

particularities of this case study require that we investigate the role of the environmental state in 

the political-economic context of the treadmill of production (Schnaiberg et al. 2000). 

Furthermore, it is also necessary to consider the workings of the state from the perspective of the 

world-systems theory, given the transnationalization of the treadmill and the uneven relationship 

between core and semi-peripheral nations.  

Schnaiberg et al. (2000) note that economic criteria continue to take precedence over 

ecological concern in decisions over production. Thus, “the state (…) shares this orientation, 

despite its varied political interests, and often cedes a great deal of power to private sector 

actors” (Schnaiberg et al. 2000:1). In light of these arguments, Schnaiberg et al. offer a 

conceptual definition of the “environmental state” as:  

 encompassing the following feature: whenever it engaged in economic decision making, 

considerations of ecological impacts would have equal weight with any considerations of 

private sector profits and state sector taxes. Put this way, most industrialized nation-states 

fall far short of this standard (2000:9). 

We may argue that environmental regulation exists in all countries (albeit enforcement may be 

lax), however what treadmill scholars have noted is that  

the major types of state environmental policies have been largely restricted to regulating 

ecological additions (pollutions of various types). They have largely avoided regulating 

ecological withdrawals (depletions of various ecosystems) (Schnaiberg et al. 2000:11). 

This assessment suggests that while some incremental changes have been made in recent 

decades, the state has not yet embraced ecological and economic parity in their production 
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expansion decisions. Moreover, the state finds itself not only pressured, but also incentivized by 

capital actors to act in manners that further treadmill expansion. As Schnaiberg et al. note: 

Governments have (until the recent growth spurt) been increasingly restricted by policies 

promulgated by coalitions driven by reproducing the treadmill. As a result, ever more 

profitable corporations are now "generously" endowing local governments, schools and 

universities, and public broadcasting with "public support" ranging from motor vehicles 

to environmental curriculum. And also as a result, government regulation is increasingly 

curtailed around many environmental policies (2000:17) 

Similarly, O’Connor (1988) argued that the state acts as a mediator between capital and nature, a 

fact that leads to the politicization of capitalist production. According to him, with the exception 

of state branches which regulate money and some  

aspects of foreign relations (those which do not have any obvious relation to accessing 

foreign sources of raw materials, laborpower, etc.), every state agency and political party 

agenda may be regarded as a kind of interface between capital and nature (including 

human beings and space (445). 

From its legislative role, the state dictates the terms of economic development, 

legitimizing specific ways to expand the treadmill. One way to do so, is to step back from its 

responsibility to provide opportunities for economic development to its citizens, smoothing the 

path for corporations to step in and take on that role of development agent. More, by selectively 

opting to favor economic over ecological concerns (Allen et al. 2018), the state can further 

ecological destruction for the sake of capital accumulation. Similarly, the capitalist state 

contributes to the globalization of the treadmill by entering in trade agreements that reduce 
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environmental scrutiny, in favor of expanding extractive relations between developed and 

developing nations.   

It is important to note that while Schnaiberg’s initial analysis considered the state as a 

major actor of the growth coalition, today global interest groups, such as transnational 

corporations, emboldened by particular trade agreements in existence, often have a more 

prominent role in moving the treadmill. However, Gould et al. (2008:42) argue that we need to 

exercise caution when we conceptualize the effects of the treadmill on “globalization,” because 

the term implies  

interstate relationships as constituents of the new economic order. Yet it is much more 

accurate to examine the competing interests involved in the process and to understand 

how each has succeeded or failed to offset some of the social and environmental 

pressures of treadmill organizations and culture. 

While core countries might have seen a changing trend in environmental protection, 

Gould et al. (2008: 43) argue that it is not so much that environmental protection is stronger at 

home, in countries like the United States, but that “capital shifted more toward environmental 

degradation through production abroad.” As a result, countries in the periphery, whether in the 

Global South, or as is the case of Romania, a semi-peripheral nation, at the periphery of the 

European Union (Ballinger 2017), risk a move from scarcity to more scarcity, due to 

environmental impacts of production when investors move operations on their territory, chasing 

lower wages for labor and lax environmental protection.  

Foster and Clark (2004) argue that this ability of core nations [as is the case of Canada 

and the UK], to exploit (semi)peripheral nation’s natural resources is at the root of primitive 

accumulation, or “original accumulation” (Harvey 2003). Typical of colonialism and new forms 
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of imperialism, this type of accumulation, defined by the depletion of another nation’s resources 

by a foreign power, “allows for enhanced capital accumulation at unsustainable rates through the 

degradation of ecological resources within the periphery” (Rice 2009:222).  Trade agreements 

fuel the unequal ecological exchange, where core interests are able to reap the economic benefits 

resulting from withdrawal of natural resources, while leaving the (semi)peripheral countries to 

deal with the polluting additions resulting from such industries, as is the case of cyanide tailings 

resulting from gold mining (Jorgenson 2006; Rice 2007; 2009). Following these exchanges, the 

transnational interests treat countries like Romania as pools of natural resources, sources of 

cheap labor and “waste sinks” (Gould 2008:45). 

 Media and the Growth Ideology 

 

Treadmill theorists note that the expansion of production rests in quantifiable economic 

benefits (for treadmill actors) and in ideology, the system of beliefs and ideals that rest at the 

basis of the treadmill economic development model. Specifically, the social perception of the 

necessity of productive expansion is as important, or even more important than the “objective 

stakes that major social segments have in production expansion” (Schnaiberg 1980:215).  Due to 

the fact that conventional models of economic growth dominate both policy and the public 

imaginary, there is little encouragement to consider alternatives. An important actor in the 

persistence of this growth ideology is the media. 

State theorists highlighted the role of the media as one of the institutions that serve in the 

process of legitimation of capitalist ideology. Both Miliband (1969) and Poulantzas (1969) 

concern themselves with the way ideologies are embodied in institutions. Miliband notes that the 

legitimation of the capitalist mode of production “does not require a monopoly of the means of 

communication, or the prohibition of expression of all alternatives views or opinions. Indeed, 
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that purpose may well be served without such a monopoly” (1969:183). According to Miliband 

(1969:182) “it is only necessary that ideological competition should be so unequal as to give a 

crushing advantage to one side against the other.” Poulantzas too lists the mass media as one of 

the “ideological apparatuses of the State” (1969:77), arguing that the public or private character 

of such an institution is merely a juridical detail that does not fundamentally alter their purpose.  

Once described as “the fourth power in the state” (Newton 1995), media was considered 

a powerful institution, that may act as a watchdog for democracy.  However, with the increased 

concentration and centralization of capital in the hands of large corporation typical of monopoly 

capitalism (Baran 1966; Sweezy 1990; see also Foster 2018), private mainstream media became 

an important tool in promoting the treadmill logic.   As Thomson notes, mass media is “operating 

drastically upon the individual’s scale of economic preferences so as to distort his pattern of 

wants in the interests of corporate capitalist profitability” (1971:46). 

However, with the advent of new media platforms, including social media which allow 

for more rapid distribution of information, critics may argue that increased attention is being 

given to environmental issues by media organizations which produce films and documentaries 

that address environmental problems. And yet, scholars failed to find significant evidence that 

this influx of readily available environmental education leads to pro-environmental behaviors 

(Matthes 2016; Dunn et al. 2020; Hynes et al. 2020; Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002). Moreover, 

some of these media products are only accessible by subscription to particular platforms such as 

Netflix and other online streaming sources. Even when this pro-environmental media content is 

available without a price tag, their message must make it through the avalanche of commercial 

advertising given the significant amount of income that mainstream media derives from publicity 

(McChesney 2001; 2008) 
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Due to its reliance on revenue from advertising (McChesney 2008; Thomson 1971), the 

media serves “to highlight the benefits of the treadmill rather than its ecological and social costs” 

(Schnaiberg and Gould 1994:95). Thomson (1971) further argues that similarly to how 19th 

century capitalists centralized the means of production to create an exploitable working class, 

“the twentieth century corporation has been able to acquire an unsuspected politico-economic 

longevity by (…) centralising the means of public social communication” (1971:46) in order to 

influence consumers. A treadmill-subservient media is therefore responsible not only for 

providing information and entertainment, but also for reproducing the economic ideology to 

which it largely owes its sources of revenue: the ideology of economic growth. Of particular 

interest in this case is the way mainstream media portrays the expansion of the treadmill as an 

“unquestioned social good” (Schnaiberg 1980:215). Although it is still part of the private sector 

aspect of the treadmill coalition, due to the particular function it fulfills—i.e. dissemination of 

information—this private actor has a distinctive role in the treadmill. As such, media actors and 

processes deserve heightened attention, as they can reveal important insights about the durability 

of the treadmill as a model of economic development. As McChesney notes, the media is a 

crucial actor in the “neoliberal project, for it is singularly brilliant at generating the precise sort 

of bogus political culture that permits business domination to proceed without using a police 

state or facing effective popular resistance” (2001:14). 

It is thus both important and necessary to consider the role of the media in controversies 

that result from challenges to the growth ideology, particularly those coming from the 

environmental social movement. Treadmill scholars have given some attention to efforts and 

actors who might be able to slow down the treadmill. Below I consider some of the literature that 
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will inform the analysis on environmental activism and the treadmill in the case of Roșia 

Montană.  

Slowing Down the Treadmill: Labor, State, and Activism  

Treadmill theorists have also looked at potential ways and different actors that may be 

able to stop, or at least slow down the treadmill of production. Scholars considered the potential 

role of actors from inside the treadmill, such as labor or the state, but also the role of external 

actors, such as social movements. Obach (2004:337) argues that globalization and the corporate 

attacks on labor are likely to push unions towards alliances with environmentalists. He goes to 

develop the idea that if one member of the growth coalition stopped cooperating with the other 

two, the treadmill may either slow down or stop altogether. He sees labor as that actor, given 

their status as “the weakest link in the treadmill chain” (Obach 2004:338). Schnaiberg 

(1980:249) argued that if the treadmill was to be slowed down, the state would be the actor to 

take on the central role, by redistributing profit resulting from production to non-treadmill 

activities. While Obach (2004) credits the environmental movement for its role in pushing 

environmental legislation, he argues that  

[e]ffective resistance to the treadmill will likely have to come from one of the actors that 

make up the system itself. Given that capital, by nature, must advance the treadmill in its 

quest for profit, and that the state is capable of acting only in response to political 

pressure, in the search for actors who could potentially serve as a political force of 

challenging the treadmill, we must turn our attention to labor. (339-340) 

Obach’s study argues that New Labor focused on alliances with community groups and 

environmentalists since the mid-1990s. However, he notes that unions like the United 

Mineworkers, “which are embedded in industries that rely on the on the worst forms of the 
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treadmill production” (Obach 2004:348) have refused to cooperate and attempted to undermine 

the AFL-CIO’s efforts. Moreover, Obach adds that while there are efforts to build cooperation 

between labor and environmentalists, they are often premised on either economic concerns on 

the part of the former who seek to capitalize on employment resulting from environmental 

cleanup efforts, or on some form of mainstreaming environmental demands by succumbing to 

the environment vs. economy discourse. In a sense, by compromising on their goals, these 

potential labor-environment movements might be creating a new treadmill (Obach 2004:350). 

Finally, Obach’s study only considers the context of the U.S. and he is somewhat pessimistic 

about the power of local environmental movements to slow down the treadmill.  

Stretesky et al. (2013) look at the role of the state and its potential in decelerating the 

treadmill. Specifically, they question the hypothesis that punitive measures, namely large 

monetary penalties against corporations who are in violation of environmental regulations could 

reduce toxic additions. What they find though is that the relationship between penalties and toxic 

releases is weak at best, suggesting that penalties are more likely to legitimate the treadmill of 

production than to limit its environmental impacts” (Stretesky et al. 2013:233). In looking at 23 

companies that were heavily fined by the EPA during 2006 and 2007, Stretesky et al. find that 

these fines “do not reduce toxic releases among treadmill actors. In fact, despite the significant 

monetary penalties examined in this study, toxic releases appear to be increasing over the long 

term among this sample of companies” (2013:243). 

Scholars have also showed that by the time contamination occurs, as it was the case with 

the cyanide spill in Baia Mare, Romania in January 2000 (Cunningham 2005), transnational 

corporations are long gone, leaving the affected communities to fend for themselves. As Gould et 

al. (2008:47) point out, the treadmill model, once confined to the borders of nation-states,  
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scaled up to address the move from primarily national to primarily transnational political-

economic arrangements. It did so without losing the analytical focus on and the centrality 

of national-level politics, where transnational arrangements must be ratified or derailed. 

Nor did it lose sight of the implications of national and transnational forces at the local 

level, the level at which material social system-ecosystem interactions ultimately occur. 

It follows, then, that contestation can also begin at a local level, as it was the case in 

Roșia Montană. When communities are faced with the economy vs. the environment 

development model, environmentalists are often labeled as “simple-minded defenders of the 

status quo” (Gould et al. 1996:3), anti-jobs and unable to understand the virtues of economic 

progress. On the other side of the debate, though, are not simply corporate minions, but local 

people who genuinely “fear the clear and present threat to their livelihoods more than the murky 

and less tangible possible health impacts” (Gould et al. 1996:4). This raw debate between 

poverty or pollution is often the cause of social fracture among people who otherwise share class, 

ethnicity or gender commonalities (Schnaiberg 1994; Gould et al. 1996). In what concerns the 

environmentalist side, Gould et al. (1996:4) argue that local effort to prevent polluters from 

settling in the community are important, but rather insufficient, given the transnational nature of 

treadmill interests. Moreover, their research shows that local environmental movements “face 

considerable resistance from economic and political actors in their locality and their region” 

(Gould et al. 1996:164). That is because consistent and widespread resistance can challenge the 

status quo, by raising public awareness and leading to political and industrial change.  

While their chances of stopping it might be slim, social responses to the treadmill in the 

form of environmental movements carry important potential. In what follows, I return to 

Schaniberg’s (1980) initial work and his discussion on the power of environmental movement(s) 
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to change the course of the treadmill. Historically, as Schnaiberg (1980:277) points out, 

environmental protection has faced numerous barriers. For example, due to the ambiguity of risk, 

and the impossibility to predict exactly the extent of ecological destruction, the credibility of 

impact scientists is disputed, when their work is assessed by the metrics of production science. 

To add to that, the “treadmill biases” have been institutionalized, leading to “legislative 

acceptance” of production science, while impact science is met with hostility (Schnaiberg 

1980:282).  

This is particularly important for the analysis, as it provides an analytical tool for looking 

at the debate over the mine from the perspective of the experts engaged by both sides, the growth 

coalition on the one side, and the environmental movement on the other. Moreover, according to 

Schnaiberg, the communication of impact science results often faced insurmountable barriers due 

to the control that treadmill forces exert over media and the academic press.  

These barriers began to fade, slowly, as the U.S., for example, entered “The McCarthy 

Era of the Conservation Movement” (Graham 1970:20). Schnaiberg argues that the 

environmental movement lead to a partial liberalization of impact science scholarship, even if 

funding remained largely concentrated in production sciences (1980:287). That is because the 

environmental movement worked to break some historical barriers to raise awareness about 

ecological destruction. Highlighting the need for social movements, Schnaiberg credits the 

movement not only with removing barriers but with potential to challenge “existing sociocultural 

production systems” at different levels: suprastructural - ideology; substructural - production 

organization; and on a social structural level, “challenging existing social class and political 

organization” (1980:363).  
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O’Connor (1988:415) also acknowledges the “power of social movements which 

challenge particular capitalist forms of production conditions (e.g. struggles over land as means 

of production versus means of consumption)” although he notes that the work in different 

relational configurations with the political power of capital and “state structures which mediate 

or screen struggles over the definition and use of production conditions (e.g. zoning boards), and 

so on” (ibidem). Schnaiberg instead sees the environmental movement as “socially constructive” 

(Banks 1972:15 as cited in Schnaiberg 1980:364), creating history, while also being constrained 

by the structure of history itself. He notes that the movement came about, in part due to the 

expansion of production, which generated “increased potential for observation of ecosystem 

destruction and weakness induced by selfsame production expansion” (1980:364).  

As ecosystem destruction was being recognized and legislated on, the forces of the 

treadmill began to react. Legislation became insufficient due to lack of enforcement and 

litigation is generally ineffective in taking on a task as large as stopping production expansion. 

Raising consciousness of ecological destruction via the environmental movement gained 

validation also through the reaction of monopoly capital, that tried to diminish the impact of the 

movement. Some of these critics believed (or hoped) that the environmental movement would 

disappear, and as it refused to do so, “organized opposition” to it increased too (Schnaiberg 

1980:372). One of the forms in which this opposition materialized was in concerted attempts to 

prevent the poor and the working-class from mobilizing. Capitalists and corporations often 

succeeded in appealing to the more immediate needs of these social groups, their sustenance, by 

posing in well-meaning “friends of the poor” whose sole reason for further expansion of the 

treadmill was to provide cheaper energy and meager employment for the ones in need.  
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In the context of the capitalist expansion, the organized opposition mentioned by 

Schnaiberg tends to materialize in a variety of ways in response to particular forms of 

environmental resistance. For this study, we look at “astroturf” lobbying, as a path for obtaining 

community acceptance. Lyon and Maxwell define astroturf lobbying as “artificial grassroots 

campaigns created by public relations” (2004:563). These “fake grassroots movements” (Lits 

2020:1) generally rely “on the covert nature of corporate sponsorship” (Lyon and Maxwell 

2004:564). Astroturf organizations embody a type of corporate strategy that seeks to 

manufacture consent and support for different capitalist ventures. These corporate strategies 

further complicate the work of the environmental movement, as their message might drown in a 

sea of astroturf lobbying and public relations.  

In spite of the increase of treadmill organized opposition, the environmental movement 

did have some impact and led to the institutionalization of demands, as it was the case of NEPA 

(the National Environmental Policy Act) in the U.S.. Yet, without having included labor actors 

and having secured equity participation, Schnaiberg cautions that it could be more easily 

incorporated “within the structure of political capitalism” (1980:389). This framework can help 

inform the analysis of labor’s participation on the side of the growth coalition.   

Schnaiberg’s point over the incorporation of environmental movements in the political-

economic status quo is consequential, because it could mean that the treadmill will continue 

unchallenged. Therefore, the way to changing the treadmill goes through state involvement in the 

markets, suggesting that “social movement efforts [must focus] on the state in order to control 

these inherent limits in oligopolistic market systems” (Schnaiberg 1980:393). This point is 

particularly relevant to the analysis of the case of Roșia Montană and will be further explored in 

the empirical chapters, looking at the movement demands for state legislative action.  
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In summary, Schnaiberg (1980) argues that the treadmill can be slowed even in capitalist 

countries, although this effort will not happen overnight, nor could we expect it to go 

unchallenged. But as we have seen through the decades since Schnaiberg published his work, 

with sustained action to continue to raise awareness and increased dissatisfaction with the 

treadmill, some environmental movements have made small incremental progress towards a 

more equitable use of environmental resources. We might argue that stopping the treadmill, or at 

least slowing it down, is also a matter of momentum, of movement organizers capitalizing on 

political opportunities and framing the movements’ mission in ways that help rally supporters 

and push for change. The next section delves into the political opportunities and framing 

literature to further explore this idea. 

Political Opportunities and Threats and Social Movement Framing 

While treadmill of production theory guides much of my analysis, I will draw additional 

theoretical insights from social movement theory. In this section I discuss social movement 

perspectives that will help bolster my analysis of the campaign against the proposed mine in 

Roșia Montană. I begin with an overview of political opportunity theory, which has become one 

of the most important frameworks in the study of social movements over the last three decades 

(Almeida 2018; Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Schock 1999). Within this framework I will highlight 

the dual nature of external political opportunities and threats in shaping activism. I conclude this 

section with a discussion of social movement framing, which provides a useful theoretical and 

analytical lens for understanding the ways in which movement activists garner support for their 

campaigns (Benford and Snow 2000).     
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Political opportunities and threats 

 

Scholarship on political opportunity theory helps illuminate the emergence and success of 

social movements in particular political contexts. The key premise of the theory is that changes 

in political structure can influence mobilization for collective action (Meyer and Minkoff 2004; 

Shriver et al. 2015). More specifically, political context is thought to strongly influence the 

prospects of activists to bring important issues to the public agenda and to successfully mobilize 

support for campaigns (Meyer 2004). As such, scholars dedicate extensive attention to factors 

that are external to the movements themselves in order to account for movement development 

and outcome.  

The first to explicitly use political opportunity as a framework of analysis was Peter 

Eisinger (1973), in his study of urban riots in the United States. Eisinger noted that the variance 

of what he coined as “open” and “closed” structures influenced the likelihood of citizen 

participation in collective action (Meyer 2004). Specifically, his findings indicated that riots 

were less common, or even absent, in cases where citizens had access to conventional means to 

express their grievances. Charles Tilly (1978), building on Eisinger’s work, argues that “the 

frequency of protest bears a curvilinear relationship with political openness” (Meyer 2004:128). 

In other words, when citizens have consistent and accessible ways to influence political decision, 

they are less likely to engage in protest. An example to help visualize this situation is the creation 

of mass parties and the ability of ordinary citizens to participate in the electoral process. As 

Meyer (2004) points out, much protest activity, historically, while coming from outside the 

mainstream political institutions, is in fact strongly related to institutional political activity (see 

also Lipset 1963).  
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Political opportunity structure has been defined as the “consistent – but not necessarily 

formally, permanent, or national – signals to social or political actors which either encourage or 

discourage them to use their internal resources to form social movements” (Tarrow 1996: 54). In 

short, political opportunity refers to changes in power relations that allow a window for protest 

and activism (Einwohner 2003; Gamson and Meyer 1996; McAdam 1996). Douglas McAdam 

(2012: 15), argued that the ‘structural potential’ for a movement was defined by favorable 

political opportunities and access to mobilizing structures (established groups or networks) 

independent of elite control.” Findings from past research has identified several dimensions of 

political opportunity structure that determine movement success or failure, including: 

receptiveness of formal political structures, the existence of elite alliance, the presence of elite 

allies, and the repressive nature of the state (McAdam 1996; Meyer 2004).  

In his research on movement activism in El Salvador, Paul Almeida (2003, 2008) posits 

two additional components of political opportunity -- institutional access and resources – which 

are critical for movement emergence and success. Describing the dimensions of institutional 

access, Almeida (2003: 349), notes, “New laws, state agencies, resource commitments, and 

symbolic gestures emitted by liberalizing states to civil society act as positive forces for 

disempowered groups.” In addition, borrowing from resource mobilization theory, Almeida 

(2003) emphasizes the importance of resources, such as organizational infrastructure and 

organizational networks, for successful mobilization. For example, the ability of a local 

movement to tap into a wider network on social movement activity serves as an important 

opportunity to build a successful campaign.   

The vast majority of research utilizing political opportunity theory highlights the 

importance of objective structural conditions in shaping social movement outcomes. However, 
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some scholars have critiqued the reliance solely on objective structural conditions, arguing that 

that it ignores the role of activist agency. Schock (1999:356) argued for better clarification of 

whether scholars are using political opportunities to explain the “mobilization, form, or outcomes 

of social movements.” McAdam et. al (2001) addressed this issue by highlighting the importance 

of perception in facilitating activism, noting: “[r]ather than look[ing] upon ‘opportunities and 

threats’ as objective structural factors, we see them as subject to attribution. No opportunity, 

however objectively open, will invite mobilization unless it is (a) visible to potential challengers 

and (b) perceived as an opportunity” (McAdam et al 2001: 43). Indeed, in his research on the 

1979 Iranian Revolution, Kurzman (1996) found that “perceived opportunities” on the part of 

insurgents led to the successful mobilization despite the lack of objective political opportunities. 

This important research suggest that perceptions of opportunities and activist agency can 

effectively counterbalance the lack of political opportunities, at least in some cases.   

While much of the research utilizing political opportunity theory has focused on 

elucidating how configurations of political opportunities shape social movement activism, an 

emerging strand of the theory has emphasized the importance of “threats.” This work has been 

driven by scholars such as Goldstone and Tilly (2001), as well as Almeida (2003, 2008, 2018). 

Goldstone and Tilly (2001) critique earlier treatment of threat, which was subsumed as part of 

political opportunity, “[threat] is often treated as merely the flip side of opportunity, a negative 

measure of the same concept, so that increased threat simply equates with reduced 

opportunities. We believe this is mistaken, and that threat is an independent factor whose 

dynamics greatly influence how popular groups and state act in a variety of conflict situations” 

(181) 
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Similar to political opportunities, threats can serve to either curtail social movement 

activism or, in some cases, inspire activism. For example, in his research in Burma and the 

Philippines, Schock (1999) found that wholesale state repression undermined the government’s 

legitimacy and served to actually facilitate mass social movement activism. In his research on 

harsh state repression in Central America during the 1980s, Goodwin (2001) found similar 

results, with threats invigorating social movement activism. Almeida (2008) identifies several 

components on threat that can facilitate successful activism, including state repression, the 

erosion of human rights, and economic problems. 

More recently, scholars have examined the role of “environmental threats” in shaping 

social movement activism (Johnson and Frickel 2011, Shriver, Adams and Longo 2015). 

Johnson and Frickel (2011: 305) define environmental threats as “costs associated with 

environmental degradation as it disrupts (or is perceived to disrupt) ecosystems, human health, 

and societal well-being.” To illustrate the importance of threats, these analysts find a direct 

correction between increased environmental threats and the growth of environmental 

organizations in the United States. In their research in communist Czechoslovakia, Shriver, 

Adams and Longo (2015) find that environmental threats in the North Bohemian coal mining 

region of the country prompted widespread activism against the regime, despite extremely 

repressive political conditions. Citizens in the region took to the streets in mass during the late 

1980s, frustrated by decades of suffocating air pollution and health impacts that had largely been 

ignored by the regime. These protests sparked wider protest throughout the country, ultimately 

contributing to the 1989 velvet revolution. According to Shriver et al. (2015: 717): 

While previous research has differentiated ecological and political threats, we 

argue that environmental threats can be salient aspects of the political opportunity 
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structure, particularly when pollution is the result of state directives. When the 

state drives the treadmill of production, resulting in severe pollution that threatens 

human lives, citizens can be forced to mobilize against the state to demand 

environmental reform. 

Following these scholars, Almeida (2018) recently added environmental decline as an 

important dimension of threat. According to Almeida (2018: 48), “Public health and 

environmental threats provide strong negative incentives for communities to mount a collective 

campaign for relief and compensation. The threat is to people’s actual physical well-being and 

long-term health.” Almeida (2018) points specifically to mining and other extractive industries 

as major environmental threats driving social movement activism across the world. He points to 

local campaigns against mining projects in the Phillipines, Nicaragua, Panama and Peru. 

Environmental threats and the risks thereof can thus serve as powerful motivators for collective 

action, even in political environmental that are not favorable to mass social movements. Thus, 

the relationship between threats and activism is complex. While threats such as violent state 

repressive can effectively squelch activism, both political and environmental threats can in other 

cases inspire successful collective action.   

In this research, I follow calls from social movement scholars to analyze both political 

opportunities and threats as they relate to environmental activism against the proposed mining 

project in Roșia Montană. As Almeida (2008:14) argues, “viewing opportunity and threat as 

ideal types, groups may either be driven by environmental cues and institutional incentives to 

push forward demands and extended benefits (i.e., political opportunity) or be pressed into action 

in fear of losing current goods, rights, and safety (i.e., threat).” Therefore, we must consider both 

opportunity and threat and how they influence collective dissent. In reality, both opportunities 
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and threats often operate simultaneously, in what Almeida (2018:53) refers to as “hybrid 

environments.” In such cases, activists are driven simultaneously by complex configurations of 

opportunity (e,g,, elite allies) and threat (e.g., environmental harms). 

Social Movement Framing 

 

Political opportunities and threats present various structural configurations for activists 

that can signal collective action. As discussed above, research on social movements has 

highlighted the role of major changes in the political system and movement mobilization 

(McAdam et al. 1996). These macro changes can vary from government changes to public 

disputes between major political actors and environmental threats. In addition to political 

opportunity structures, the cultural contexts in which a movement functions is also critical to its 

success. As explained by McAdam, McCarthy and Zald (1996): 

Mediating between opportunity, organization, and action are the shared meanings 

and definitions that people bring to their situation…Conditioning the presence or 

absence of these perceptions is that complex of social psychological dynamics – 

collective attribution, social construction – that David Snow and various of his 

colleagues have referred to as framing processes (5). 

Work on social movement framing was inspired by Erving Goffman’s (1974) seminal work on 

the topic. According to Goffman, frames serve as “schemata of interpretation” which allow 

individuals “to locate, perceive, identify and label” (1974:21) events happening near and far. 

Frames act as a tool to organize one’s experiences and guide their action (Benford and Snow 

2000:614).  

Snow and Benford (1988) argue that movement actors (e.g., activists; governments; 

media) are deeply invested in what Hall (1982) calls “the politics of signification.” That is, they 
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create and deploy meanings for supporters and antagonists alike. Social movement scholars 

identify this process as “framing,” which Benford and Snow (2000) explain 

denotes an active, processual phenomenon that implies agency and contention at 

the level of reality construction. It is active in the sense that something is being 

done, and processual in the sense of a dynamic, evolving process. It entails 

agency in the sense that what is evolving is the work of social movement 

organizations or movement activists (614). 

Social movement framing reflects the ways in which movements are producers of cultural 

meanings (Tarrow 1992). In accounting for their audience, movements need to appeal to diverse 

crowds of constituents. The message of a movement needs to account for and adapt to changing 

political opportunities and threats, as well as the different interests of potential supporters, or 

what has been referred to as “reference publics” (McAdam 1996).  

Thus, the framing of political opportunity is critical for social movement success. As 

Gamson and Meyer (1986) argue, the framing of political opportunities is a “central component 

of collective action frames” (285) because it suggests that there is a chance for social change and 

indicates to people that they carry agentic power. Moreover, I argue that the framing of threats 

are equally important in the development of collective action frames. This is not to suggest that 

political opportunities are merely social construction, but rather, that the successful articulation 

of collective action can inspire actors to seize on particular configurations of opportunities and 

threats (Benford and Snow 2000:631; Koopmans And Duyvendak 1995).   

Social movement framing scholars have devised a conceptual toolbox to inform their 

analyses. Benford and Snow (1988:198) use collective action frames, which are deployed “to 

mobilize potential adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to demobilize 
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antagonists.” Importantly, collective action frames are more than simply aggregations of 

individual perceptions. Rather, they are the “outcome of negotiating share meaning” (Gamson 

1992: 1110.  

Core framing tasks are further divided conceptually into diagnostic, prognostic and 

motivational frames, which reflect efforts to establish grievances, attribute blame, mobilize 

support, and articulate solutions (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996; Messer, Adams and 

Shriver 2012; Snow et al. 1986). Diagnostic frames, sometimes called “injustice frames” (Cable 

and Shriver 1995), involve attribution of responsibility or blame. In cases of environmental 

pollution, diagnostic frames might articulate grievances related to pollution, or threats of 

pollution. Prognostic frames articulate solutions to the issues identified through diagnostic 

framing, and they often include pathways to realize these solutions. Finally, motivational frames 

are calls for collective action, and may utilize a variety of discursive techniques to articulate the 

sense of urgency and importance (Benford and Snow 2000).  

Social movement framing plays a critical role in articulating a coherent set of grievances 

to inspire constituents to engage in collective action in order to address actual or potential 

injustices. As noted above, activists are central to framing political opportunities to other would 

be activists. The success of these efforts depends, in part, the extent to which framing connects 

with target audience. Frame resonance “describes the relationship between a collective action 

frame, the aggrieved community that is the target of mobilizing efforts, and the broader culture” 

(Noakes and Johnston 2005: 11). Collective action frames “resonate” when target constituents 

find the “expression of grievances compelling” (Noakes and Johnston 2005: 11). Scholars 

highlight a variety of factors that affect frame resonance, including the consistency of the frame, 
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the frame’s empirical credibility, the centrality of the frame to the lived experiences of the target 

audience (Noakes and Johnston 2005; Snow and Benford 1992). 

The articulation of collective action frames, as well as the resonance of these frames for 

target audiences, is dependent on the socio-cultural and political context (Benford and Snow 

2000:628). Social movement analysts define discursive opportunities as “the aspects of the 

public discourse that determine a message’s chances of diffusion in the public sphere” 

(Koopmans and Olzak 2004:202). As such, frames are developed and deployed in the terrain of 

public discourse where competing actors dispute the interpretation of events (Benford and Snow 

2000; Shriver et al. 2013; Ferree 2003; Koopmans and Statham 1999). Discursive opportunity 

structures do not determine frames but they influence their broader appeal and resonance among 

the public (Shriver et al. 2013).  

The literature on political opportunities and framing highlights the important interaction 

between the structural conditions and cultural meanings. Social movements operate within a set 

of structural conditions (e.g., political opportunities and threats) that shape relevant avenues for 

mobilization. At the same time, the interpretation of structural conditions is mediated, at least in 

part, by shared meanings and the articulation of collective action frames designed to resonate 

with the broader public to garner support (See McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996). And these 

meanings are largely influenced by broader discursive opportunities within a given political 

setting (Koopmans and Statham 1999).   
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CHAPTER 3. METHODS AND DATA 

In this chapter I discuss the questions that guide this research project, the data sources and the 

analytical strategy employed. 

Research Questions 

Drawing from the treadmill of production literature, the first set of research questions asks: What 

were the treadmill of production dynamics (e.g., state-corporate partnerships) that drove the 

proposal of the mine in Roșia Montană? What were the social processes that advanced the 

treadmill logic? Did collective resistance to the proposal slow down the treadmill of production?  

If so, how? Given the fact that the mine did not open, these questions tie into the treadmill of 

production literature, with specific focus on the mechanisms that state and corporate actors 

employed to further treadmill expansion. These questions also consider the role of anti-mining 

activism in the context of preexisting buildup (by the growth coalition) of the mining project as 

beneficial and in the context of corporate, state, and labor pushback against ecological concern. 

The last set of questions asks: How did the confluence of political opportunities and threats 

shape social movement activism? How did the treadmill of production political-economic and 

environmental conditions create or thwart activist movements? These questions draw extensively 

on the social movements scholarship to explicate how opportunity, threat and frameworks 

deployed by both movement and countermovement lead to collective action and how they 

influence movement outcome. 

Data Sources 

Data comes from a variety of sources: 1) semi-structured, in-depth interviews (n=31) 

with community members and protest participants from Roșia Montană, Cluj-Napoca, Baia 

Mare, and Bucharest; 2) direct observation of a rally against the ISDS arbitration in Washington 
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D.C., in front of the World Bank; 3) newspaper coverage; 4) company documents, and 5) NGO 

documents and reports.  

Interview Data 

After obtaining IRB approval in the Spring of 2019 (Protocol #16901), I conducted in-

depth interviews with protest organizers and participants between June and December 2019. 

Respondents were identified using purposive sampling (Berg 1995). The 2013 protests were 

widely publicized in a number of news outlets, including interviews, names and contact 

information for representatives of organizations involved and for local protest organizers. I used 

this information to establish initial contacts with protest leaders from Roșia Montană, Cluj-

Napoca, and Baia Mare and with the miners’ union members from Roșia Montană. After these 

intitial interviews, I used a snowball sampling technique to identify additional respondents 

involved in the controversy over the proposed mine.  

I used a semi-structured interview guide to probe the respondents. The open-ended 

questions allow respondents to describe their background, experiences, and beliefs surrounding 

the conflict over gold mining at Roșia Montană, as well as their involvement in the protests. 

Respondents were asked to discuss their perceptions of environmental risks associated with the 

proposed mine, as well as their knowledge of other similar mining operations throughout the 

country. I asked respondents to describe in detail the consequences of their participation in the 

protests, including media responses, and conflict or support with other community members. 

Respondents were also asked to discuss any impacts of their protest activity on their family.  

The semi-structured interviews ranged from forty minutes to two and a half hours. All of the 

interviews were audio taped. Interviews were conducted in Romanian language and later 

transcribed and translated into English.  
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Newspaper Data 

In addition to the primary in-depth interviews, additional data were collected from 

several media outlets. Newspaper data provides important information that involved state, 

corporate and labor actors promoting the mine as an economic development project. Specifically, 

I collected relevant news articles from the online archives of four major news outlets, including: 

Evenimentul Zilei (EVZ), a national newspaper; Capital, a weekly magazine owned by the same 

company as EVZ (n=96), Jurnalul Național (n=57), another national newspaper, and ProAlba 

(n=70), an online portal that covers stories from Alba County, where Roșia Montană is located. 

All this data was collected from the websites of the respective news outlets. The benefit of using 

the online archive of the newspapers, which also appear in print, was the ability to capture 

additional articles, sometimes 2-3 a day, that were not published in the print edition. These news 

stories reported on a wide range of topics related to the proposed mine, including news on the 

permitting process, statements from company leadership, community representatives and 

government officials on the mining project and interviews with experts called to weigh on the 

impact of the projected mine. I searched for these articles using Boolean search strings such as: 

“gold mining,” “Roșia Montană,” “Gabriel Resources,” “Alburnus Maior,” “miners’ union” and 

“cyanide.”  

Company documents and website 

I also draw data from the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report submitted by 

the company. In 2004, the company started the procedure of obtaining the environmental permit, 

which entailed an application with the Alba County Environmental Protection Agency. The 

company contracted a team of Romanian and foreign experts to prepare the EIA report, which 

was submitted to the Ministry of Environment in May 2006. The company also had to conduct 
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public consultations in this period, allowing citizens in the area to ask questions about the 

project. The company’s answers to these questions, totaling approximately 1200 pages, were 

forwarded to the Ministry of Environment in January 2007, to be added to the EIA report . The 

company website also provides descriptions of the project in lay language for the general public, 

as well as a series of technical reports. The website also provides company statements on the 

economic, environmental and sociocultural impact of the proposed project. Moreover, the 

company supported several organizations, namely Pro Roșia Montană, Pro Dreptatea, the local 

miners’ union, Sindicatul “Viitorul Mineritului”, and two support groups, all of which embraced 

a pro-mining rhetoric. I collected data (press releases, statements etc.) from these organizations 

using the Wayback Machine, an internet search engine which allows for the recovery of data 

from websites which are no longer online but have been archived on the web. I used the 

membership data available on these websites to search for statements and interviews with 

organization representatives published in the media. 

Alburnus Maior Data 

I also collected data from the non-governmental organization (NGO), Alburnus Maior, 

which was created with the specific purpose of opposing the proposed mine. I collected materials 

from the NGO’s online publication, Apusenii liberi, which included a range of stories including 

articles on the use of cyanide in mining and the risks associated with it, analyses of media 

coverage of their campaign called “Save Roșia Montană” along with articles on potential 

corruption among local and national political elites.  I also collected additional data from the 

Alburnus Maior website that covers the legal battle the organization led against the company, 

along with open letters to government officials and press releases.  
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Analytic Strategy 

I employed a qualitative approach to data analysis. I drew from the theoretical 

perspectives outlined in the theory chapter to inform the primary analysis of the data I collected. 

I used Nvivo 10 to analyze all the interview transcripts. I took a deductive approach to data 

(Lofland et al. 2006). I began with line-by-line coding of interview data (Strauss 1987; Charmaz 

2006). Then, I did more focused coding, to refine the larger themes emerging from the data 

(Charmaz 2006). These themes informed the discussion in the empirical chapters.  

I triangulated the interview data with observational data from the December 2019 rally in 

Washington, D.C. and newspaper, corporate, NGO and government data on the case. This 

triangulation of data allowed me to account for the different and diverging perspectives that 

informed the conflict over the opening of the mine and the contestation over the risk of 

environmental contamination. This strategy allowed for increased validity of the study (Maxwell 

2004), substantiating my findings. I also applied narrative analysis (Franzosi 1998) to the data to 

identify major themes and patterns of discourse. The overall goal of this analysis was to provide 

rich detail of the case of Roșia Montană and a critical understanding of the movement and 

countermovements that were generated from the controversy.  

Additional data from news sources, company materials, and the NGO were analyzed 

qualitatively in several phases. I began with narrative immersion of the newspaper articles 

(N=223), which allowed me to establish general patterns of discourse from various stakeholders 

groups. Importantly, analyses of these data allowed me to examine the public framing campaign 

utilized by company officials and other proponents in articulating economic arguments in favor 

of the mining project (e.g., economic development, jobs). During subsequent rounds of analysis, 

I developed more nuanced understanding of the underlying campaign used by proponents. In 
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addition, news coverage offered the opportunity to analyze the ways that opponents frame their 

arguments against the proposed mine, including their articulation of environmental risks and 

related health concerns. In addition to identifying the articulation of various stakeholders 

positions relative to the mines, analyses of newspaper coverage allowed me to put together a 

timeline of events, as well as identify important historical and contextual factors relevant to the 

case. 

Analyses of company documents and public statements allowed further review of the 

company’s public articulation of its campaign to promote the mining project. In addition, 

analyses of the EIA report, which includes residents’ questions and company responses, provided 

deeper insights into the various economic and environmental concerns of the population, 

including expressed concerns over environmental risks. In addition, the responses from company 

and pro-mining organization representatives allowed for additional review of their framing of the 

project.   

Analysis of NGO materials, including the publication, Apusenii liberi, involved careful 

review of materials and subsequent coding of themes relevant for the study. Specifically, I 

identified material relevant for the NGO’s framing of the proposed mine, as well as identified 

various strategies and tactics used in the campaign. I utilized direct illustrative excerpts from 

these materials to highlight the language used by activists. Taken together, analyses of these 

additional data sources strengthened my overall study. Relevant data from news data, company 

documents, and NGO materials were merged with the coded interview data to create a large and 

significant database on the case.  
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CHAPTER 4. BUILDING-UP THE TREADMILL: EXPANSION IN THE SEMI-

PERIPHERY 

In this chapter I use the case of a proposed gold mine at Roșia Montană, Romania to 

analyze the social processes and mechanisms that facilitate the expansion of the treadmill of 

production in the semi-periphery. Drawing insights from the treadmill of production, state 

theory, and world-systems analysis I examine economic development, environmental change and 

resource extraction in the semi-periphery, paying particular attention to the role of what treadmill 

of production theorists call the growth coalition. I begin with an analysis of the mechanisms 

employed by the Roșia Montană Gold Corporation (RMGC) to build a case for the mining 

project. I analyze the strategies that brought together promises of development and threats of 

austerity. More specifically, I examine the role of state actors in the build-up process for the 

mining project. I then situate this analysis in the broader theoretical discussion of world-systems, 

by highlighting the ways in which the state’s relational position within the world system affects 

treadmill expansion. In the second part of this chapter, I analyze the strategies employed by the 

company to counter environmental activism. In relation to this, I discuss the use of media as a 

treadmill legitimating device. I conclude with a discussion about the contribution of this case to 

the literature.  

Reproducing the Treadmill: Corporate and State Actors Fueling Capitalist Expansion and 

Environmental Change. 

In this section I analyze the ways in which the company and state actors engaged in a 

campaign of promises for development while at the same time pressuring the community to 

accept the mine or face austerity and disinvestment. Roșia Montană Gold Corporation's 

communications strategy focused on the social and environmental issues that would be addressed 
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by opening the mine. Building on the lack of employment, particularly after 2006, when the 

state-operated mine closed, RMGC promised to bring thousands of jobs to the area, contribute 

tax revenue, and, importantly, address historic pollution. At the same time, in response to the 

growing opposition of local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), RMGC and its state 

partners emphasized the risk of continued austerity and disinvestment if the company were to fail 

to open the mine. Moreover, as RMGC was being challenged in court by the local opposition 

NGO Alburnus Maior, its public relations team began to disseminate the idea that the company 

would resort to litigation against the country if they were not allowed to begin the exploration, 

threatening with a request for compensatory payments of over four billion dollars.  

Jobs and Environmental Cleanup – Corporate Promises and State Disinvestment. 

As a largely mono-industrial community whose economy revolved around mining, Roșia 

Montană was deeply affected by state disinvestment following the 1989 political transition to a 

more liberal-democratic form of government and the decentralization of the economy. This 

transition from a state-controlled economy, throughout the 1990s, led succeeding governments to 

try to secure foreign investment to privatize different industries. As Buțiu (2009) notes, the state 

sought to privatize the mining industry, arguing that it did not have sufficient capital to invest in 

modernizing the industry to bring it up to the European Union’s technological and safety 

standards. Romania's European Union accession process had an impact on the state-run mine in 

Roșia Montană, leading to a complete halt of operations in 2006. This context helped smooth the 

path for RMGC to establish itself in the community as a substitute for the state operation, 

offering prospects of employment, tax revenue and promises of environmental clean-up.  

One of the tactics used by the company to emphasize the necessity of privatizing the 

exploration was to decry the backwardness of technology and state management.   
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Using outdated mining practices and dependent on state subsidies that do not meet EU 

practices, Minvest must close the mine no later than December 2006 as a condition of 

Romania's application for entry into the European Union January 1, 2007 -- leaving many 

of Rosia Montana's 1,000 inhabitants jobless and destitute unless mining continues under 

private ownership (Gabriel Resources 2006). 

The company sought to make a case for the mine, presenting its project as the solution for the 

social ills that the local community faced. An interviewee explained how the local administration 

amplified this narrative:  

Company staff and even the mayor, actually the mayors… the one we have now…Eugen 

Furdui and the one before him could not stop talking about anything else… how the 

company is going to bring jobs, how the government will not invest anymore and there is 

no other option.  

The general manager or RMGC, Dragoș Tănase, claimed the company would build "the 

most modern mine in the country,” and argued that the mine would allow Romania to become 

the "leading gold producer in the European Union.". Moreover, he added, "once approved, the 

project will contribute almost 1% to Romania's GDP" (Evenimentul Zilei, 04/25/12) and "it will 

create thousands of jobs" (Capital 04/18/2012). To further cement the idea that the project 

presented national interest, the general manager of RMGC argued that "in the current structure of 

the contract we generate enough benefits for the Romanian state, higher than the world average 

[for similar projects]" (Capital 08/30/2011). 

The company's spokesperson reiterated these themes, appealing to the local community, 

emphasizing their identity as miners, and seeking to reassure critics that the technology involved 

was being safely used in other, more developed countries: 
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Roșia Montană has always been a mining community, and this mining project is a new 

chance for the people of Roșia Montană. The new mining project will use the most 

modern technology in the process of gold extraction. We are talking about the best 

practices currently in use around the world, in countries such as the U.S., Canada, 

Australia, Sweden, Finland, New Zealand" (Economica, 09/06/2013) 

Company representatives promised to replace the state in dealing with the existing 

environmental problems. In their communication, the company claimed to be a more capable 

economic development actor than the state, promising to tackle both poverty and environmental 

issues. In a bet to present itself as a substitute for state actors, Gabriel Resources defined its 

"responsible mining" in opposition to the "wrong way": 

The simplest way to understand responsible mining is by recognizing its opposite. And 

there are few better examples of irresponsible mining than the former state-run operation 

sites that now lie abandoned throughout Romania (Gabriel Resources 2006). 

Representing itself as more effective environmental stewards, the company decried the absence 

of environmental impact assessments, faulty monitoring of discharges and disinvestment in 

technological modernization. It also singled out the state-owned Roșia Mine as "a monument to 

short-term thinking, a toxic ruin worsened and passed along by each generation" (Gabriel 

Resources 2006). 

However, the state-run environmental clean-up of acid water drainage from former 

mining galleries was deliberately compromised to favor the Canadian mining company. Multiple 

respondents pointed out that while money for the clean-up had been allocated by the national 

government, the work was repeatedly delayed and then the funds were siphoned away. These 

events coincided with the arrival of the mining company to the community. One respondent 
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noted that any state-mandated clean-up operations “were halted the moment the [Canadian] 

company arrived.” Another interviewee reiterated the same idea, explaining that: “every type of 

[state] investment in the community stopped when the Canadian company arrived. That way, the 

company became the only resource, for jobs, for the treatment of acid waters”. This idea that the 

mining company would take the lead on environmental cleanup was further reiterated by state 

actors.  

The company benefited from significant political approval, noted in the way the president 

of the country declared its support for the company in multiple public addresses. President 

Traian Băsescu, in a visit to Roșia Montană, in a meeting with the opponents of the project, 

further cemented the idea that without investment from the company, the community would have 

to deal with pollution on their own, asking rhetorically: "And the existing pollution? What do 

you do about it? [if the project does not start]” (Youtube: Ziariști Online – 08/29/2011). 

Participants in that meeting reminded the head of state that the government had allocated funds 

for cleanup during his first term in office, but that that money "disappeared." 

Confronted with environmental arguments over the use of cyanide, the president 

dismissed the concerns of activists telling the company that they did not need to worry about 

reducing the concentration of cyanide below European standards: 

 I appreciate your intention to go on 5 milligrams (of cyanide - ed.) per liter, we must 

look, however, at the European standards that oblige us only from 2018 to be at 10 

milligrams. (…) One of the keys to success is to avoid potentially bombastic statements: 

we have an EU Directive: until 2013 it can be exploited with 50 milligrams, 2013-2018 

must be reduced to 25, from 2018 to ten (Capital, 8/29/2011) 
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The company counted on the support of president Băsescu who further emphasized that 

the state would not invest in the development of the community. At the inauguration ceremony 

of a new Minister of Environment, Attila Korodi (who had delayed the environmental permitting 

for the mine due to multiple concerns over zoning and pollution), president Băsescu used the 

opportunity to bring up the mine and note that the state was stepping back: 

Romania does not have any resources to create jobs right now, unless we consider, 

responsibly, the restart of the mining industry, in areas which, due to the evolution of 

markets, make the exploitation of certain natural resources profitable. (…) Romania does 

not have billions to import the necessary equipment. The partnership with foreign firms is 

the only solution, in my opinion. (...) If, for example, at the Roșia Montană operation we 

are talking about obtaining a profit at the end of a 16-year cycle of about 3 billion euros, I 

want you to know that in the absence of jobs Romania loses 3.6 billion euros every year 

through the deficit to the pension fund. So every year we lose the profit of a complete 

operating cycle in Roșia Montană 

The President’s reference to the pension fund was a notable indication that state actors saw 

income that would be gained by the state to maintain established government programs was a 

key part of the logic for the development of the mine. The company also tried to reassure 

authorities and the public that the resources gained would spread throughout the community, 

arguing that:   

During the life of the mine the economy and social fabric of Roșia Montană and the 

surrounding regions will undergo dynamic development that shall lead to community 

development. This includes: jobs, increased income, demand for products and services by 

RMGC; demand for recreational and commercial activities by the people working for the 
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mine and the many service industries necessary to support the mine. All will drive the 

development of Roșia Montană. (RMGC 2006b:58) 

The company emphasized that this projected community development will aid the community in 

preparing “for a future beyond mining” (RMGC2006b:57), thus acknowledging the finite 

capability of non-renewable resources to maintain community development.  

Despite multiple reassurance and widely broadcast promises of economic and 

environmental well-being, the company saw skepticism about its plans rise throughout the 

community. For example, the projected reality discussed above was received with doubt among 

some parts of the community. Participants in the research asked what would happen with the 

community after the mining project ended its operations and expressed concerns over the fact 

that unemployment might rise again. Moreover, the mining project area could become polluted 

and uninhabitable post-industrial zone. 

Thus, the state was touting job development and the potential for tax revenue deriving 

from the project and using this argument to explain its disinvestment from programs that could 

counter the existing unemployment, poverty and environmental issues. The corporate actors 

were, at the same time, presented as the most viable actors for taking on environmental cleanup 

and stewardship. Moreover, as I show in the following section, state actors also took an active 

role in pressuring the community to accept the project or continue to face precarious living 

conditions.  

Exploiting scarcity: Threats of Economic Austerity and Conditional Employment 

Despite its efforts to convince the community of the benefits of the mine, the company 

faced opposition locally from the early 2000s, when the NGO Alburnus Maior, formed at the 

initiative of multiple families who refused to relocate, began their Save Roșia Montană 
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campaign. The NGO Alburnus Maior led both an awareness campaign, highlighting the risks 

posed by the project and a legal campaign against the company, challenging it in court over 

irregularities in the permitting process. As a countermeasure, the company engaged in sustained 

efforts to convince the community, suggesting that the company and the mine was the only 

potential way to avoid unemployment, poverty and pollution. However, as the company sought 

to maintain its legitimacy, it relied to the support of state actors in this countercampaign to 

pressure the community into acceptance, including presenting RMGC, rather than the state, as 

key to remedying environmental problems. Multiple study participants described how during 

public consultations on the mining project, state representatives issued ultimatums to project 

opponents suggesting that they either accept the mine, or they will face poverty.  

One respondent recalled the visit of the Minister of Industries and Commerce, Radu 

Berceanu, to the community. The respondent noted how during Berceanu’s visit he and other 

participants tried to discuss with the Minister to voice their concerns over the project particularly 

their worry that the mine would result in the destruction of both natural and cultural heritage, 

including seven churches to which the Minister replied: “Yeah?! Then eat your churches!” and 

left the meeting.   

For the mine to open, the entire community would have to be relocated. Therefore, 

RMGC purchased almost 80 percent of the properties in the community and sponsored the 

construction of a new neighborhood in Alba Iulia, the county seat, for the families who chose to 

relocate in company-sponsored housing. However, the company also had to persuade project 

opponents to accept either money or a property in exchange for their land in the community for 

the project to start. Along with direct attempts at negotiating land purchases, the company was 

able to count on the help of state actors to exert pressure on the community in hopes that the 
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remaining 20 percent would agree to relocate. One of these state officials was Daniel Chițoiu, 

Minister of Economy, who fueled the same kind of veiled threats as Minister Berceanu, 

capitalizing on the company promises, while at the same time pointing out that people would 

have nothing to live from if they remained in the community. The official noted that the state 

wanted to explain: 

What the advantages are if they stay with the houses there and have nothing to live on 

and what the advantages are if they have to be relocated to another area, safely, and the 

operation starts producing and investing, so that they, their children, and their 

grandchildren in the future, have jobs and the area develops from an economic point of 

view (Evenimentul Zilei 06/01/2012) 

Similarly, another interviewee recalled how at the beginning of the 2000s, the company 

organized a meeting that should have been public, but project opponents were not allowed to 

participate. Insisting to have their concerns heard, project opponents sat outside the meeting 

venue telling the organizers that that wanted to participate. After being allowed to join the 

meeting and preparing to voice their arguments, one respondent described the reaction of the 

regional government representative, the prefect of Alba county as follows:  

 I remember that the prefect stood up. He said, "If you don't want this project, then you 

should starve here!"  

Along with pressure from state officials, respondents also described company strategies to push 

for relocation. Multiple respondents recalled that employment with the company was conditioned 

by the sale of their and their family’s property. One respondent noted that the jobs that the 

company had promised, as discussed in the previous section, were conditioned by the company, 
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noting that “they only gave jobs if you sold your house to them.” This respondent elaborated 

further, explaining that: 

I retired then [in 2006, when the state-run mine closed]. I had the years of work 

[necessary for retirement] and I retired when the state-run mine closed. … I kept going to 

them, to Gold [RMGC], to hire me, and they told me I hadn't sold the property. But my 

mother-in-law and two other uncles sold to Gold and [RMGC] did not hire anyone. And 

my mother-in-law asked [RMGC] to hire her daughter and no, no… They [RMGC] said: 

“How, if they did not sell [their property]? It is out of the question.” 

These strategies employed by private and state actors in order to overpower community 

resistance reinforced hierarchies between rural, less developed areas, and state and corporate 

actors, cementing the idea that economic reasoning trumps environmental and social concern 

when it comes to production expansion. The pressure exerted by state actors on the community, 

in favor of the corporation, speaks to the coupling of the capitalist logic with state power to 

displace environmental disorganization in rural, peripheral communities which find their 

economic development trapped by the corporate-state agreements. I explore more of these 

dynamics below where I look at the institutional ways in which state actors reproduce the 

treadmill logic, using their legislative and administrative power.  

Legislating for the Treadmill: Zoning, and Legislative Measures 

Simultaneously with the overt threats of precarity aimed to pressure the community into 

acceptance, the state also used its institutional power, through its administrative and legislative 

apparatuses to further economic expansion. While acknowledging the study participants’ 

concerns over potential corruption of state actors, treadmill of production scholars emphasize the 
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role of “regulatory capture” (Schnaiberg 1980) and “structural selectivity” (Allen et al. 2018) to 

explain how state institutions work to facilitate economic growth.  

In the case of the mining project, state support materialized through administrative and 

legislative measures which restricted the type of economic activities that could be pursued in the 

community. One such example is a 2002 zoning decision, which declared a large area of the 

community as an “industrial protection area” as highlighted in a number of contestations 

included in the company’s own report submitted for the Environmental Impact Assessment 

procedure (RMGC 2006, vol. 58:114). 

Multiple respondents expressed concern over what they perceived as acts of corruption in 

disguise. For example, one interviewee offered this illustrative response: 

The mayors for the last 15-20 years were all in the company’s pocket. The mayor we 

have now… Gold [RMGC] funded all his reelection campaigns. In 2002, when they 

voted the PUG [General Urbanism Plan], the mayor and the counselors voted [a new 

zoning plan] and now we cannot build anything on our properties [for business purposes] 

if they are in the area declared as industrial zone.  

Another local entrepreneur voiced similar feelings of frustration with the way in which the 

relationship of the local administration with the company negatively impacted their ability to 

pursue alternative economic paths, noting that as a result of the zoning law they “cannot access 

European funds, because the [local administration] don't issue permits” [for non-mining 

economic activities]. Several other residents explained how they perceived the legislative and 

administrative decisions of the local administration, which favored the interests of the 

corporation, at the expense of local people who wished to pursue different business ventures. 

One respondent remarked: 
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It may be hard to prove that the mayor is corrupt, but how do you call it when he and the 

counselors block any other business development attempt? You have to ask yourself, 

what motivates them? I tell you what, these people, in one way or another were on the 

company’s payroll but that is not free, it came with obligations. And you see how they 

[local administration] are trying to starve people here until they give up. That’s how it is. 

The unfettered state support for the expansion of the treadmill was further cemented by Victor 

Ponta, who became prime minister in the April 2012, Ponta had previously opposed the project 

arguing that the president was lobbying for the project to “protect his campaign sponsors” 

(Jurnalul, 08/22/2011). A team of investigative journalists we able to track the ways in which 

RMGC’ public relation funds were directed to president Traian Băsescu reelection campaign in 

2009, but also to a consultancy firm whose owner became Victor Ponta’s consultant after he took 

office (Rise Project, 12/06/2013).  

A year into his term, PM Ponta (appointed in April 2012) was announcing that his 

government was creating a new company to oversee the Roșia Montană project, transferring 

responsibility for the project from the Ministry of Environment, to the Minister Delegate for 

Infrastructure Projects of National Interest and Foreign Investment, led by a Ponta cabinet 

member, Dan Șova. Ponta announced that “the negotiation with the investor will start 

‘immediately,’ once the project is moved to Șova's portfolio” (Capital, 04/27/2013). The 

Government could propose and enact legislation to further economic development, altering 

existing regulation on extractive industries to facilitate the permitting process for the Canadian 

mining company. At the end of April 2013, the government announced that they were working 

on a new draft of the Law of Mines, motivating the proposed changes in the management of 

mineral resources, in a statement that was published in the newspaper Capital: 
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through the fact that the realization of the gold mining project in the Roșia Montană area 

can generate operating revenues and direct contributions to the state budget estimated at 

several billion dollars, can have a major contribution to relaunching the mining industry 

from Romania and the creation of a significant number of jobs in an area severely 

affected by unemployment (Capital, 04/27/2013) 

As with the declarations of the president, discussed in an earlier section, this statement 

exemplifies the commitment of state actors to policies of economic growth that would, in turn, 

provide tax revenue to the state budget, allowing the government to better invest in social 

programs that reinforce its sociopolitical legitimacy. In pursuing their committment to economic 

growth, and despite the escalation of the conflict between the treadmill actors and activists, on 

August 27, 2013 the Ponta Government passed the draft law regulating the mining exploitation. 

The draft was sent to the Parliament for approval as the Government issued a press release noting 

the increase of shares for the State and the promises made by the company concerning 

“environmental protection and the elimination of historic pollution, contributing to the 

sustainable economic and social development of the Roșia Montană community” (Mediafax, 

08/27/2013). The draft law also declared the project as being one of “public utility and of special 

national interest,” a fact leading to the need for “amendments of some normative acts regarding 

expropriations and construction permits” (Mediafax, 08/27/2013). Thus the State was creating 

the legislative bases that allowed their corporate partner to expropriate and remove the locals 

resisting the project, creating at the same time, a legal precedent that could affect countless other 

communities whose resources would now be vulnerable to exploitation by any foreign investor 

who could secure state support.  
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As noted earlier, the zoning and legislative actions in favor of the mining company raised 

suspicions of corruption among community members that were already critical of the project. 

The data uncovered by the investigative journalists also suggests that the mining company 

contributed amounts of money to the election campaigns different dignitaries. However, while 

this type of endowments might explain, to a certain extent, state actors’ support for production 

expansion, treadmill of production theory suggests that this type of state support is in fact a 

symptom of the “regulatory capture” (Schnaiberg 1980:244). Specifically, state legislative 

measures aimed to facilitate the opening of the mine at Roșia Montană are an example of how 

“regulation of the treadmill has in fact [become] regulation by the treadmill” (Schnaiberg 

1980:244). Due to the benefits that state actors draw from production growth, namely 

sociopolitical legitimacy and tax revenue to be used for social programs, scholars have shown 

that “the state’s various branches and levels contain internal selectivities that favor pro-growth 

policies while simultaneously filtering out stronger environmental protections” (Allen et al 

2018:320). 

Notwithstanding the state actors’ commitment to growth-oriented development policies, 

significant opposition by activists was mobilized to challenge these legislative decision. Street 

protests started in September 2013 and lasted for three months, ending in December when the 

state actors responded to the pressure of the protesters and repealed the law. Thus, the decisions 

and policies were not easily accepted by the affected community, both on environmental and 

social grounds. That is to say, the policies aimed at advancing the treadmill of production were 

met with significant community resistance.  
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Exploiting the Semi-periphery: Bilateral Trade Agreements (BITs)s and the Threat of Arbitration  

The protests and the fact that the draft law was repealed led to a significant turn in the 

company’s strategy. Up until 2013, the company used the State, through its representatives to do 

its bidding. State actors lobbied for the company, and state agencies stepped away from their 

responsibility to allow the mining company to become the only source of employment and 

revenue. Moreover, as noted above, state representatives also resorted to threats, on behalf of the 

company, pressuring the community into an artificial choice between poverty or pollution and 

used their administrative and legislative powers to legislate in favor of economic expansion. 

With the 2013 protests, and the draft law being repealed under the eyes of a newly constituted 

civil society emboldened by their victory against the mine, the company began to criticize the 

state.  

As the start of the project stalled, by 2015 Gabriel Resources announced that it would 

resort to an arbitration to settle the dispute over the mine, requiring $4.4 billion compensatory 

payments from Romania. The case was built on two Bilateral Trade Agreements (BITs) that 

Romania signed with Canada and the UK, respectively, countries where Gabriel Resources has 

offices/headquarters. The BITs become a retaliatory resource, exploiting the semi-peripheral 

position of Romania in the trans-national flow of surplus between core nations, and countries in 

the semi-periphery which still serve as pool of natural resources for more developed countries. 

Due to the fact that the project had been delayed for so long, and there was no longer hope that 

another attempt to legislate in favor of the company could pass, on July 25, 2015, Gabriel 

Resources issued a press release announcing that it had:  

filed a request for arbitration before the World Bank's International Centre for Settlement 

of Investment Disputes ("ICSID") against Romania (“Request for Arbitration”). This 
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action relates to the Company’s dispute with Romania over the development of the Roşia 

Montană gold and silver project (“Project”), of which Gabriel holds an indirect 80.69% 

interest, and violations by the Government of Romania of the protections afforded by the 

Treaties [BITs] (Gabriel Resources 2015). 

The Canadian company justified their pursuit of an arbitration arguing that they had exhausted 

all other means of settling the dispute amicably with the Romanian state. Consequently, in their 

yearly report issued in 2016 to provide an update to shareholders on the progress of the project, 

Gabriel Resources argued that: 

Romania has frustrated and prevented implementation of the Project, including by 

imposing unjustified administrative delays in the permitting process, imposing shifting 

and non transparent legal requirements, politicizing applicable legal and administrative 

processes, and ultimately abdicating the responsibility to make decisions on the 

permitting of the Project in contravention of the applicable legal framework. At the same 

time, Romania has required Gabriel to expend significant amounts through RMGC on 

mining activities and fees and taxes in relation to the Exploitation License and associated 

property rights (Gabriel Resources 2016:8). 

The company claimed that the Romanian state had impaired its financial assets, causing 

substantial losses, which determined the company to seek “compensation for all of the loss and 

damage resulting from the State’s wrongful conduct and its breaches of the Treaties’ protections 

against expropriation, unfair and inequitable treatment and discrimination in respect of the 

Project and the related licenses” (Gabriel Resources 2016:8).  

Accusing Romania of a breach in their obligations stipulated in the BITs, the company 

requested over four billion dollars in compensatory payments, using the power of the BITs to 
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intimidate its former treadmill partner, thus forcing a very difficult choice on the country: 

Romania could either accept its role as a source of raw materials and subsequent waste sink for 

the resulting pollution, or have tax money that would be best invested in the country’s 

development be used to compensate the company for its unsuccessful attempt to extract income 

from Romania’s resources.    

As noted in the company’s statement, trade agreements provide particular investment 

protections to capitalist ventures, and the trade agreements themselves may be seen as an 

expression of the states’ commitment to capitalist expansion. Similarly, to how the 

administrative and legislative apparatuses of the state express pro-growth “selectivities” (Allen et 

al 2018), the signing on trade agreements regulating corporate access to the natural resources of 

semi-peripheral nations like Romania, reinforce existing hierarchies in the world system. 

Notably, as world-system theorists note, semi-peripheral nations occupy an intermediary place, 

displaying some core-like features, such as the adoption of core-like economic models, while 

still serving as a pool of resources for core countries (Chase-Dunn 1988; Gotts 2007). 

The way the company employed the power of the BITs shows how trade agreements 

serve to expand the treadmill. Trade agreements contribute to the “transnational tilt of the 

treadmill” (Rice 2009:218), opening the doors to new markets for capital actors, supporting the 

transnationalization of the treadmill and shifting the locus of ecological degradation. The BITs 

are economic cooperation agreements between nation states. However, as the case of Roșia 

Montană exemplifies, they are often used to benefit private capital. The arbitration over the mine 

is not a dispute between sovereign nations, but, as scholars note (Gould et al. 2008), a 

disagreement between private corporate interests and one of their treadmill partners, the State.  
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The state, in this case, was clearly stuck within an important tension that developed in 

relation to its efforts to, on the one hand expand the treadmill of production, and on the other 

hand maintain its legitimacy as representatives of people in a liberal-democratic political order. 

Nevertheless, the established structural conditions providing mechanisms to work around 

citizens responses and resistance to the treadmill of production, in this instance associated with 

the transnationalization of the treadmill, neoliberalism, and the growth of trade agreements. 

Arbitration and the way the corporation employs the stipulations of bilateral trade agreements act  

as mechanisms for ensuring not only the survival of the capitalist mode of production, but as an 

example of the corporate pursuit of surplus appropriation on a global scale (Wallerstein 1976).  

As highlighted in the previous sections, treadmill actors, state and capital in particular, 

work to facilitate the expansion of the treadmill. Scholars have long documented this process, in 

both wealthy and poorer countries (Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994; Gould et al 

2008). The case of Roșia Montană adds to this scholarship by exemplifying how state actors in 

countries at the semi-periphery contribute to the impoverishment of rural areas in order to 

pressure them to accept polluters to settle in the community as substitute development agents. 

More, this case exemplifies how bilateral trade agreements work to pressure semi-peripheral 

nations to accept polluting industries or face significant financial constraints.   

Treadmill Countermovements: Labor Unions and Astroturf Organizations 

As noted above, treadmill actors, state and capital, in particular, work to pressure already 

impoverished communities to accept polluting industries as the only path to economic 

development. However, in recent years, scholars have highlighted the need for community 

acceptance of extractive industry projects (Prno and Slocombe 2012). This added step in the 

process of capitalist expansion, challenges treadmill actors, capital in particular to create and 
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maintain a good relationship with the host communities. In what follows I discuss the role of 

company-supported organization, and the role of the local miners’ union in countering the 

opposition to the mine. 

Buying Support: Astroturf Organizations and Treadmill Experts 

 

The company benefitted from extensive state support in its efforts to advance the mining 

project. However RMGC’s plan to open the mine was also met with opposition from community 

members who refused to relocate and raised concerns over the potential environmental impacts 

of the mine. As growth coalition build-up for the mine increased in scope, project opponents 

organized. In 2000 opponents to the mine created an NGO, Alburnus Maior, which campaigned 

against the project and challenged the state and the corporation in court throughout the 

permitting process for the mine. However, this group of social activists, whose work is analyzed 

in more detail in Chapter 5, were not the only community organization involved in the dispute 

over the mine. Company documents (RMGC 2006), scholars (Alexandrescu 2013; Vesalon and 

Crețan 2013) and investigative journalists Mihai Goțiu (2013) also highlighted the role of several 

pro-mining associations in the conflict over the mine. There were a total of four associations and 

groups who declared their support for the mine and whose activities are analyzed below: the 

NGOs Pro Roșia Montană and Pro Dreptatea (Pro Justice), the Independent Group for the 

Monitoring of Cultural Heritage in Roşia Montană (GIMPRM) and the Support Group for the  

Roșia Montană Project (GSRM). 

According to a document issued by Pro Roșia Montană (2006), the NGO was created in 

2001 with the stated purpose to support the mining project “as the only alternative to a decent 

life and better living standards.” That same document acknowledged the existence of another 

pro-mining NGO, called Pro Dreptatea. The document was addressed to the Commission on 
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Public Administration, Territorial planning and Ecological Balance, decrying the fact that the 

commission had invited Alburnus Maior for consultations, without including the two pro-mining 

NGOs, noting that the commission could not formulate “an informed opinion on the RMGC 

project as long as they do not include the pro-mining opinions along with those of the people 

opposed to the mine” (Pro Roșia Montană 2006:2).  

The mining company listed the two pro-mining NGOs in their reports, including in the 

Environmental Impact Assessment where the company acknowledges that Pro Roșia Montană 

was created to counter the work of Alburnus Maior, noting that: 

Two NGOs are currently active in Roșia Montană in reaction to the RMP [Roșia Montană 

Project]: Alburnus Maior set up in Roșia Montană village in 2000 and is clearly and 

consistently opposed to the investment of the RMP. Pro Roșia Montană association 

appeared later as a reaction to Alburnus Maior, and supports the RMP, in particular the 

jobs it creates. (RMGC 2006b:57) 

The company also mentioned the two NGOs in their 2010 Progress Report, noting that RMGC 

worked and consulted with both NGOs as part of their effort to restore historic buildings. 

According to the investigation published by journalist Mihai Goțiu in 2013 the representative of 

the Pro Dreptatea claimed on TV to be “the true representatives of the locals in Roșia Montană,” 

while also noting that the NGO was created “to support RMGC” (Goțiu 2013:154). 

Both NGOs acknowledged the “support of RMGC” in a joint statement issued in September 

2013 (as anti-mine protests were ongoing), in the form of an open letter “addressed to Romania”, 

and co-authored with the local miners’ union. The two NGOs and the union, Sindicatul Viitorul 

Mineritului (SVM) noted that the website on which they published their plea for jobs in the 

mining industry was also supported by RMGC. 
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Similarly to the two NGOs, the heritage monitoring group that was created in 2011, 

acknowledged it received “logistical support” from RMGC, and described its purpose in a press 

release as follows: 

The formation of the Independent Monitoring Group is the result of a private initiative of 

its members. The group represents the exclusively scientific opinions of its members and 

does not engage the institutions from which they come. In the spirit of full transparency, 

GIMPRM announces that it will be logistically supported by Roşia Montană Gold 

Corporation, having the firm guarantee of an independent and objective activity 

(Monitorul Oficial, 03/04/2011) 

Finally, the Support Group brought together several dozen associations, small town mayors and a 

couple of academics who were also members of the heritage monitoring group. The Support 

Group organized six debates, which according to one of the private media outlets who moderated 

the debates, were “supported by Roşia Montană Gold Corporation” (Hotnews 11/9/2011). The 

participants in these conferences were all pro-mining voices, including the mayor of the 

community and mining industry consultants from other countries who used this opportunity to 

highlight the economic benefits that the community and the country could derive from the 

mining project. Moreover, the rector of the “1 Decembrie 1918” University of Alba Iulia, who 

was a member of both the support group and of the heritage monitoring group, also participated 

in these conferences, stating that the project would fuel: 

industrial development and, implicitly, a better life for people. Currently, in Roșia 

Montană, people do not have sources of existence, which leads to the depopulation of the 

area. Politicians have an obligation to provide development resources. We provide 
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qualified human resources through education. If mining will develop, then education will 

also develop (Capital 11/10/2011). 

Given the overt support of RMGC for the NGOs and the events organized by them, such as the 

six debates, coupled with the ways the members of the NGOs interacted with community 

members, critics have raised concerns that these four entities were part of a company-sponsored 

public relations strategy. For example, multiple respondents noted that the president of Pro Roșia 

Montană, a local doctor, often attempted to convince project opponents to sell their properties to 

the company. One respondent also highlighted the increased visibility of Pro Roșia Montană with 

the authorities, noting that RMGC had appointed the physician: 

in [NGO leadership] positions, they made him an NGO here, Pro Roșia. He was 

somehow the voice of the locals who want the project and he was quite well heard by the 

authorities, in Bucharest, in Brussels and wherever they went, saying that there were 

many roșieni and they want [the project] and it is time to relaunch mining and another life 

in Roșia Montană. 

Project critics suggested that the conferences, particularly as they brough together industry 

specialists and academics were perceived as an attempt to counter the voices of specialists who 

opposed the mine. The strategy to include the rector’s voice as a supporter of the mine contrasted 

with the joint declaration of a large number of scholars, members of the Romanian Academy 

who signed an open letter in 2004, arguing that “the project does not represent a work of public 

national interest in the service of the national economy, that could justify the collateral and 

associated risks” (Academia Română 2004). Moreover, the pro-growth message of these 

conferences speaks to what Schnaiberg (1980:282) calls “treadmill biases,” which reflect in the 

prioritization of expertise of production scientists to the detriment of impact scientists’ voices. 
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In his investigation of the case journalist Mihai Goțiu (2013) notes that RMGC’s media 

strategy relied on paid advertising space, but also on the creation of favorable media content: 

To benefit from favorable articles [in the media], the company had to solve two more 

problems: to find journalists and media institutions to adopt the convenient message and 

to create organisms and institutions to transmit this kind of message, to counteract the 

opinion of specialists and that of the real civil society (Goțiu 2013:150). 

Drawing from this information, it is reasonable to conclude that these pro-mine NGOs 

and groups resemble what researchers call “astroturf” organization (Lyon and Maxwell 2004).  

In fact, political scientist Lucian Vesalon, and geographer Remus Crețan who examined 

environmental risk at Roșia Montană, describe Pro Roșia Montană and Pro Dreptatea as 

“astroturf” organizations (Vesalon and Crețan 2013:447). The creation of astroturf organizations 

is part of a strategy of countermovement and what Schnaiberg called “organized opposition” 

(1980:372). More specifically, as Schnaiberg notes, the creation of what amount to essentially 

fake grassroots movement (Lits 2020) is a reaction to the growth of the environmental movement 

in the modern era. As opposition to the mine increased, these organizations came together in an 

apparent attempt to counter opposition to the mine, simulating community acceptance and 

support for the project. Scholars have documented the ways in which by simulating grassroots 

support “private interests pretend they have public support for their cause.” (Lits 2020:164; see 

also Lyon and Maxwell 2004).  

Labor: Demonizing Alternatives, Discrediting Opposition 

Along with the organizations described above local miners’ union also claimed to 

represent the “true” voice of the community (ProAlba, 02/28/2012). The union Sindicatul 

“Viitorul Mineritului” (SVM) contributed extensively to furthering the company’s agenda. SVM 
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antagonized Alburnus Maior, using dozens of its press releases to criticize “the saviors”, an 

allusion to the NGO’s Save Roșia Montană campaign.  

Some scholars have argued that labor represents the weakest link in the growth coalition 

(Obach 2004). Dependent on capital for job creation, as it was the case of SVM at Roșia 

Montană, labor actors may have a conflictual relationship with capital over surplus distribution 

and working conditions, while simultaneously feel constrained by their position in the treadmill 

and support capital expansion. Through their online presence, SVM acknowledges that the union 

is “An initiative supported by RMGC” (Sindicatul Mineritului, 2012). 

SVM used most their press releases to criticize opposition to the project, discrediting 

alternative solutions proposed by the Alburnus Maior, the local opposition NGO. 

This idea that mining was the only option for economic development was one of the strategies 

used to support the company and the state actors’ claim that were no alternative development 

paths. This rhetoric resonated with large swaths of the public who were desperate for 

employment. One of the interviewees noted: 

Mining is the only viable way. That is what we always did here. You cannot have one 

thousand people open tourism businesses. You cannot make a living from foraging 

mushrooms or picking blueberries.  

A similar sentiment was echoed by another respondent: 

We are miners. This is a mining community. I worked in the mine, my father worked in 

the mine, this is our traditional way of life. Agriculture will not work, you cannot 

cultivate much on this rock, it’s just rock under the grass, you cannot grow crops here.  

As Alburnus Maior organized a cultural festival called FânFest (HayFest), where, among other 

activities, they raised awareness about their Save Roșia Montană campaign, SVM took this 
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opportunity to issue another complaint through a press release, denigrating the “saviors” and 

implying they were depraved, and unreliable: 

We ask these activists to go back where they came from and never look back! Rosia 

Montana doesn't want them! (...) What have all these "saviors" done for us? They insulted 

us at home, they walked naked on our streets, they took drugs, they got drunk, they wrote 

masks [sic] in churches, they turned Rosia Montana into a cheap charade. (...) Rosia 

Montana demands her right to decency, peace and mining! (ProAlba, 08/18/2012). 

The union became particularly vocal in 2013, as street protests against the draft law started. On 

the first day of September 2013, the union issued a statement suggesting that the movement was 

the result of: 

manipulation, which was deliberately perpetrated for the benefit of the interests of these 

individuals or groups. Maybe the Soros Foundation, which opened a branch in the area 

from the very beginning, can shed light on these interests (ProAlba, 09/01/2013) 

It is worth noting that Labor’s weaker position in the treadmill was also exemplified by the rather 

week representation of the union’s point of view in mainstream media. Whereas state and 

corporate actors benefitted of considerable prime-time coverage and were quoted extensively in 

several large publications, the union had to resort to a regional online portal to have their 60 

press releases published throughout 2012-2013.  Nevertheless, labor actors offered their full 

support to the mining project and were openly supporting the corporation. The union’s 

commitment to the expansion of production stands in contrast to Obach’s (2004) proposition that 

Labor might play an important role in slowing down the treadmill. In fact, SVM’s role in 

countering opposition to the mine, exemplify the role labor actors play in the pursuit of economic 
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growth, as an integral part of the growth coalition, as Schnaiberg (1980) had originally 

suggested.  

Using the Media as a Legitimating Device 

In this section, I discuss the role of the media in the campaign to approve the mining 

project. Capital had the full support of both State and Labor actors, in the case of Roșia Montană. 

However, another social institution played a proeminent role in bringing the message of the 

growth coalition to the public. The company invested in multiple websites and sponsored 

different organizatons to create pro-mine content. Yet, it was the media, both private and public 

that brought these voices together, acting as an important legitimation device for capitalist 

expansion.  

Treadmill Addictions: Media Legitimizing the Growth Ideology.  

As an institution that derives the bulk of its revenue from paid advertising, mainstream 

corporate media has become an important arm of the treadmill (McChesney 2008; Thomson 

1971), Scholars note that in the early 2000, the mine received fairly balanced coverage in the 

media with different outlets presenting both informative, and critical points of view (Goțiu 

2013:146; Pop 2014). However, by the mid-2000s, there was a significant shift in the company’s 

modus operandi, as it related to media coverage of the mining project. Along with supporting 

different pro-mining NGOs, RMGC also invested in media outlets and media coverage. Two 

notable moments in this respect are the creation in March 2004 of a local weekly newspaper, 

“Ziarul de Apuseni” (The Apuseni Newspaper), “a publication entirely sponsored by the 

company and distributed for free to the inhabitants of Roşia Montană commune and its 

neighboring villages” (Pop 2014:51-52), and the contract signed by the company with a 

professional public relations campaign in 2005 (Goțiu 2013:146; Pop 2014:52). What followed 
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was a sustained PR campaign, with multiple ads on TV and advertorials in printed media over 

the next seven years arguing that “Gabriel [Resources] has the solution” (Pop 2014:53) to the 

unemployment, pollution and poverty experience by the community. These ads touted the 

thousands of jobs and billions of dollars in profit that would be generated by the mining project. 

However, the avalanche of ads did not work only to convince people of the benefit of the project, 

but it also created a sense of irritation and skepticism. What followed was a set of reports to the 

National Council for the Audiovisual (CNA) and the Romanian Council for Publicity. In June 

2009, for example, the CNA ruled that several of these ads that had been promoted in the media 

fell in the category of “misleading advertising.” The Council banned the further distribution of 

these ads on TV, noting that the representatives of the company were unable to verify the 

plausibility of the information presented in the ads, namely the thousands of jobs and the 

financial benefits resulting from the project (CNA 06/23/2009).  

The company, however, continued to pump millions of euros in advertising. In 2011, the 

company issued a press release noting that they increased their “external communication” in the 

first nine months of the year, going from 6.3 million Canadian dollars for that period of 2010 to 

11 million in 2011 (Mediafax 11/02/2011; Goțiu 2013). The news agency of Mediafax cites 

Romanian president Traian Băsescu as he encourages the company to spend more on 

“informing” the population: 

Romania must be informed. The population is not to blame for being hesitant, because it 

is not informed. I would recommend you invest more in the transfer of information 

(Mediafax 11/02/2011) 

The company did not resort only to paid advertising, but they also sought to buy support from 

media entities. As a result, in 2010, RMGC invited different journalists and editors on a 
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company-funded trip to New Zealand for “informative and documenting” purposes (Goțiu 

2013:166). Out of 16 journalists invited, 14 accepted, and RMGC motivated these absences by 

arguing that the two who missed the invitation did so because they were on vacation at that time 

(Hotnews, 08/25/2010). The two who refused the invitation, Cătălin Tolontan, the editor of a 

major sports newspaper, and leader of a team of investigative journalists, and Victor Ciutacu 

editor of Jurnalul Național felt the need to clarify that the company’s claim that their refusal was 

due to being on vacation at that time, was false. Their declarations highlight the problematic 

nature of the relationship of media with the mining company. Tolontan invoked the culture of the 

newspaper for which he worked as the reason for his refusal, noting that while every media 

organization had its own code of ethics and editorial principles, he felt the need to explain his 

absence from the group of journalists, noting that PR Link Associates, had “made a false 

statement on behalf of RMGC” when they claimed that he only missed the trip because he was 

on vacation. Tolontan also noted that the company could not claim it had the support of all media 

institutions for the project, emphasizing that he did not:  

accept that Rosia Montana [Gold Corporation] turn the refusals into a great consensus. 

The media has enough real problems so there is no need to keep quiet when a large 

company wants to accredit, by lying, the idea of a general cohabitation with journalists 

(Hotnews, 08/25/2010) 

Similarly, Ciutacu disassociated himself from the mining project, explaining that he did not “ 

feel the need to put [his] name on the boutonniere of a controversial project, generator of public 

scandal and accusations of corruption” (Hotnews, 08/25/2010). At the other end of the spectrum, 

and contrary to professional ethics in journalism, the effects of this trip were most blatant in two 

of the publications of the Evenimentul Zilei Group. After one of the chief editors, Vlad Macovei 
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joined the lot of 14 who accepted a company-funded trip to New Zealand, the articles covering 

the mining project favored pro-mine voices and experts, only mentioning opposing views to have 

them discredited by supporters of the mine. By means of example, between the 2010 visit and the 

end of 2013, the two major publications of the EVZ group, the daily Evenimentul Zilei and the 

Capital magazine published over 100 articles, all of them citing pro-mine views, serving to 

legitimize economic reasoning over environmental concerns.  

 Ignoring Opposition: Paid Advertorials in Lieu of Protest Coverage. 

Media institutions also tried to further the economic interests of the treadmill by 

suppressing coverage of the opposition against the mine. In tandem with favoring pro-mine 

voices, certain media outlets also ignored the voices of activists and environmentalists. For 

example, while the Evenimentul Zilei Group published over 100 articles that favored pro-mine 

voices, the representatives of Alburnus Maior are only cited on three occasions, and very 

succinctly. While the NGO is mentioned a few more times, it is so in articles where either the 

miners’ union or other pro-mine actors are criticizing them.  

When the protests over the draft mining law started, in the fall of 2013, the company 

upped the frequency and aggression of its tactics in complicity with multiple media outlets which 

then “failed” to cover the protests. One respondent noted that although he participated in protests 

on Sundays, in Bucharest, he found out from discussions with his family that there was no 

coverage on TV of the street movement. As protests continued, and some media outlets did cover 

the protests, but, according to a participant in this study “they [media] tried to manipulate [the 

public], by presenting one or two people who were uninformed and make it sound as if all of us 

were there on a whim”. 
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As protests continued, and despite the setback of having the 2009 TV ads banned from 

broadcast, the company engaged in another round of messaging through the televised media. 

Only this time, rather than presenting number and statistics, the company had prepared a 

campaign targeted to solicit emotional response. The company brought together several people 

from the community, including Cristian Albu, the president of the miners’ union, and recorded 

their “pleas” for jobs and a better life, which could only be achieved through the mining project. 

Between September 1-6, 2013, these emotional pleas, in the form of 11 ads were broadcasted by 

11 TV stations, including TVR 1, and TVR 2, the public television channels (CNA 2013).  

Once again, the public relations tactic of the company backfired, and people and 

organizations called the attention of the appropriate regulating institutions to put an end to the ad 

campaign. As a result, CNA convened a public meeting on October 15, 2013 where they 

discussed the ways in which the ads were in violation of several articles of the law (CNA 

10/15/2013). The messages promising thousands and thousands of jobs were judged to have a 

“clearly illusory character,” representing a case of misinformation through omission. Moreover, 

the Council noted that the company was exploiting the precarious situation of different people 

for its own commercial interests, and not providing objective and clear information, as its 

representatives claimed. CNA banned these ads too, a decision that was met with an irate press 

release from the miners’ union, whose leader Cristian Albu, a protagonist in the ads, noted:  

The people of Roșia Montană have the right to make their voices heard and, just because 

some people don't like what they hear, it doesn't mean that we can't defend our right to 

opinion and work (ProAlba 10/17/2013). 

Protests continued and parts of the media remained silent, however, Goțiu (2013) notes that this 

“media blockade” was overcome by the civil society by sharing the news and stories from the 
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protests on social media. A couple of journalists from Evenimentul Zilei, “one of RMGC's 

trumpets” (Goțiu 2013:229) felt the need to dismiss the claims of activists that mainstream media 

was ignoring the protests. In an article whose content is no longer available online (but is still 

indexed on Google), in the news section, Evenimentul Zilei accused the protesters of being paid, 

titling its news: “They [protesters] accuse the press of being bought, but they don’t say how 

much money they got” (Evenimentul Zilei, Retrieved 10/15/2017). 

This strategy to discredit protesters by accusing them of being paid was identical to that 

of other treadmill actors, such as labor, who repeated this claim in their press releases on 

multiple occasions. Moreover, Evenimentul Zilei’s journalist Simona Ionescu published two 

articles justifying the position of the publication she worked for as follows: 

How can one keep repeating that the press is silent, that it does not report on (and from 

...) the protests when all the televisions showed images every day and evening, and the 

newspapers did not skip the subject? Go to the websites of the central newspapers and 

you will see not only that there are materials, but also that the readership numbers are 

modest (rarely over 1000 readings). Which for publishers is an important barometer: it 

shows how interested people are in the subject. The question remains: who spreads on 

social networks and blogs the idea that the press is silent? So we know who benefits! 

(Evenimentul Zilei, 09/04/2013). 

However, according to Goțiu (2013:229), what Ionescu fails to note is that the articles she is 

referring to are nothing but “pro-RMGC publicity in disguise.” A week later, Ionescu had a new 

intervention, arguing that “the press was not silent,” but that the real upset of the protesters was 

that the media did not talk about the protests “propagandistically, and in the sense desired by the 

ecologists” and that that was, in fact the reason why the protesters were spreading rumors that 
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the media is silent (Evenimentul Zilei, 09/11/2013). Ionescu reiterated her earlier point that these 

rumors were a means to discredit the press and then proceeded at her own attempt to discredit the 

protesters, suggesting again that they were being paid: 

The press broadcast advertising blocks from the company that will exploit Roșia 

Montană, as it is done all over the world, so the financing was transparent and the public 

was warned. Why don't the protest organizers consider it necessary to say that they are 

part of a funded project? (Evenimentul Zilei, 09/11/2013). 

Searches through the online archive of both Evenimentul Zilei and Capital did not yield 

any articles covering the protests in 2013, other than those where pro-mine voices dismissed the 

claims of the activists. Instead, Capital for example published sometimes two articles a day in 

support of the mine. On November 13, 2013, one article touted the financial benefits that could 

be derived by the country from this project and the other article published on that same day 

contained reassurance that cyanide was in fact safe. None of the information was new, or 

different than what RMGC and its supporters had claimed until that point. What was particular 

was that both articles were discretely marked as publicity (P). A similar set of articles was 

published on December 17, a week after the draft law was repealed and protests began to fade, 

Marked with the (P), which stands for publicity, this new set of ads written in the form of actual 

news articles brought together pro-mine voices, including academics from one of the support 

groups funded by RMGC, to say that the community had no chance of being inscribed on the 

UNESCO world heritage list. More, it also cited “international experts” who claimed that “the 

mining project at Roșia Montană is safe for human health and for the environment” (Capital 

12/17/2013). These four articles were the only ones in over 100 that were marked as publicity.  
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The importance of the media in treadmill expansion cannot be understated. As a 

socializing institution, media played a key role in “routinely reproducing treadmill values” 

(Schnaiberg 1994:36). By promoting pro-mine voices, different media outlets contributed to the 

“sociopolitical legitimation” (Schnaiberg 1994:4) of economic growth at the expense of 

environmental damage. Moreover, not only that media contributed to the perpetuation of 

ignorance in what concerns environmental damage, but it cemented its role as an arm of the 

growth coalition. As Schnaiberg and Gould note, “strong seductions are exerted by the 

treadmill’s economic structure, which ripple through communications institutions and serve to 

highlight the benefits of the treadmill rather than its ecological and social costs” (1994:95).  

Conclusion 

This chapter draws attention to the ways in which the transnational treadmill of 

production fuels social conflict promoting economic development projects with little regard for 

environmental concerns. Furthermore, it demonstrates how the state-corporate coalition in the 

treadmill of production works to constrain poorer, often rural, areas into accepting polluting 

industries or facing continued precarity and economic scarcity. This study emphasizes the ways 

in which capital mobilizes “all forms of control capacity (social, political, and economic assets) 

to (…) influence the modern state, which partly regulates access to ecosystems (Schnaiberg 

1994:6).” Moreover, the chapter highlights the mechanisms through which the state uses its 

legislative and administrative apparatuses (Miliband 1969; Poulantzas) to discourage 

communities from less ecologically destructive economic paths. Instead, as this analysis shows, 

the state restricts communities’ ability to engage in non-extractive industries.  

This chapter reveals how the state mediates the relationship between capital and nature, 

highlighting the politicization of capitalist production, as state actors act as “an interface between 
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Capital and nature” (O’Connor 1988:445). Additionally, the analysis emphasizes significance of 

the transnationalization of the treadmill, and—contrary to the notion of this circumvents the 

state—highlights the ways in which the state furthers treadmill expansion by entering into trade 

agreements that leave semi-peripheral nations particularly vulnerable to the exploits of 

corporations from developed countries. 

Moreover, as the treadmill expansion is challenged by social movements, we find that 

corporations seek to manufacture consent by financing astroturf organizations to simulate 

community acceptance (Lits 2020; Lyon and Maxwell 2004). Furthermore, in analyzing the role 

of labor, we note that its dependency on capital for employment, coupled with state 

disinvestment determine workers to reject environmental concern as they push for treadmill 

expansion.  Finally, the analysis also reveals the complicit role of mainstream media in 

reproducing the treadmill ideology. The positionality of media outlets in the conflict over the 

mine speaks to the “treadmill addictions” (Schnaiberg et al 1994) of both private and public 

communications institutions. In sum, this analysis highlights the challenges that institutions and 

movements that attempt to slow down the treadmill of production may face, particularly in the 

context of a semi-peripheral nation. 
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CHAPTER 5. SLOWING DOWN THE TREADMILL: ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIAL 

MOVEMENTS 

In this chapter I use the case of environmental activism against the proposed gold mine at 

Roșia Montană, Romania to analyze how social movements work to slow down the treadmill of 

production. Drawing from theoretical work on political opportunities and threats, as well as 

social movement framing theory, I discuss how activists challenged the growth coalition and 

prevented the opening of a polluting gold mine. I begin with an analysis of how the threat of 

pollution led to mobilization against the mine. I then discuss how activists framed their actions 

drawing from broader national and international political campaigns. Finally, I analyze the 

response to activism, particularly the escalation of threat against activists. I conclude with a 

discussion about the contribution of this case to the literature.  

Environmental Threats and Social Movement Activism at Roșia Montană 

I begin with a discussion of movement emergence, delineating the relationship between 

perceived negative externalities related to production and societal impacts. Researchers argue 

that social movement activism can be triggered by either political opportunities or threats 

(Almeida 2003, 2008; Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Schock 1999). Almeida (2008) has identified 

multiple types of threats that can lead to social movement activism, including state repression, 

human rights erosion, and economic constraints. More recently, analysts have pointed to the 

ways in which environmental threats can spur activism (Almeida 2018; Johnson and Frickel 

2011; Shriver, et al. 2015). Specifically, these analysts argues that threats to public health and the 

loss of community can motivate residents to take action, even in cases where they are 

confronting large and powerful corporations and state entities. In the discussion below I analyze 
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three distinct types of environmental threats that contributed to the emergence of the social 

movement campaign against the mining project at Roșia Montană. 

Treadmill Threats: Environmental Destruction and Risk of Pollution  

Environmental threats have been shown to stimulate the development of new 

environmental organizations (Johnson and Frickel 2011) and trigger activism in a variety of 

political contexts, including authoritarian settings where activists face harsh forms of repression 

(Shriver et al. 2015). My findings indicate that environmental threats played a pivotal role in 

sparking social movement activism against the proposed mine. As news of the mining project 

spread, local residents became concerned with the prospect of environmental destruction and 

forced expropriations.  

The findings of this study show that environmental threats took multiple forms, 

including: the intensive and destructive nature of the proposed project; the risk of cyanide 

contamination; and the threat of expropriations.  

According to activists, one of the first cues that prompted them to organize was the 

intensive nature of the mining project. The proposed mining operation was scheduled to last 16 

years and residents worried about the widespread environmental destruction that this would 

cause. Moreover, despite their stated intentions to use open-pit technology, the company was 

branding its project as “sustainable mining.” One respondent described their concerns over the 

environmental destruction that would be caused by the mine: “At first I was opposed not to 

mining in itself, but to the type of mining: open-pit, intensive, very destructive. We’ve been 

mining here for 2000 years but in a way that still allowed us to use the land to grow a carrot, to 

take cows to pasture. This project, in 16 years, would destroy the whole area. No gold, no usable 

land left. How is that sustainable?!”  
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According to company documents, the proposed mining activities at Roșia Montană were 

planned for a 16-year period, including the construction phase and the actual operation (RMGC 

2006b). The first two to three years, coinciding with the construction phase, would be dedicated 

to the expropriation and resettlement of the community, and the construction of the infrastructure 

necessary for the operation. This phase would include the removal of surface soils, the creation 

of quarries for construction materials and the construction of the tailings management facility 

(the cyanide tailings dam) in the Corna Valley nearby. Following this phase, the mining 

operation would begin.  

The mine would open four pits, corresponding to the four massifs that neighbor the 

community: Cetate, Cîrnic, Orlea and Jig. According to the company, operations would start at 

Cîrnic, followed by Cetate. By year seven, the company would begin mining at Orlea and in year 

nine, as explorations finish at Cîrnic, they would open the Jig pit.  The exploration of the Cetate 

pit was set to continue through the entire duration of the mining operations. Out of the 16-year 

period, mining would go on for 14 years.  

According to company documents, the plan was to carry out two to three weekly 

blastings within one open pit (RMGC 2006:60). Each blasting would require 10 tons of 

explosives. Despite the company’s claims, activists with mining backgrounds questioned these 

claims. For example, one respondent who had worked in the mining industry for several decades 

noted that the numbers did not add up. According to him, each blast would require 25 tons of 

explosives if the mining operations were to reach their yearly quotas, as they presented them in 

the reports. At two to three blasts per week, the respondent argued that, “Roșia Montană would 

be hell! Hell!” The respondent offered an example for comparison, explaining that in 1971 when 
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they had to blast in the Cetate massif to open a new mining gallery they used four and a half tons 

of explosive. He described the destruction from those earlier blasts:  

The Catholic church, located at about 500 m, from Cetate quarry, was significantly 

affected. Its windows broke and its wall cracked. So that was at just four and a half tons, 

now can you imagine at 75 tons of explosive a week? It would be the equivalent of an 

earthquake every week, for several years in a row. 

Activists consistently emphasized this point because RMGC claimed it would preserve 

the center of the community intact so that it could become a touristic destination once the mining 

operations closed. This claim was part of a broader set of proposed measures the company 

promised to implement in order to protect the local cultural heritage. Respondents argued that the 

company’s promises were simply a tactic to appease the opponents of the mine, who raised 

concern about the loss of area’s heritage, including the destruction of ancient mining ruins. 

Therefore, activists argued that the given the amount of explosives that would be used and the 

frequency of blasts, it would be impossible to preserve the community center intact.  

An activist who had worked in the mining industry called this idea of preserving the 

community center “an aberration,” noting that it sounded like an empty promise. Moreover, the 

respondent argued that the mining operations would make the area completely uninhabitable.  

Other respondents reiterated the same concern. Several respondent pointed out that due to 

previous mining operations, which involved the constructions of undeground mining galleries, 

the land was unstable. As a result, the impact of the blasts would be even more damaging than 

anticipated. One respondent explained: 

This was one of the first red flags for me. That is why I initially joined the other 

opponents of the project. You have to think that we had been mining in this area for a 



   

85 

 

very long time. There are kilometers and kilometers of underground galleries just below 

these mountains. The whole area is like a swiss cheese, full of holes. The kind of blasts 

and the frequency of blasts and the amount of explosives they plan to use would not only 

devastate the area, but they would feel like earthquakes for the surrounding areas.  

The instability of the land is acknowledged by the company itself, noting in its reports that the 

“development of any other activities in the area is not recommended, given the instability of the 

land due to underground mining activities that have riddled it for 2000 years” (RMGC 

2006b:71). The company ironically used this argument to dismiss other economic development 

paths.  

A second environmental threat that residents identified was linked to the toxic additions 

of cyanide tailings resulting from the project. The plan of the company was to tear down four 

mountains, pulverizing the rock and treating it with a cyanide-based solution to extract the gold 

from the ore. The toxic tailings resulting from this operation would then be stored in a lake built 

in the nearby Corna valley. This process would have furthered the environmental damage 

perpetrated on the area by flooding several villages and creating a 5-mile diameter toxic waste 

lake. As opponents of the project explained, this seemed hardly a fair exchange and it pushed 

them to come together and fight against the mine. A respondent explained: 

RMGC was going to use immense quantities of cyanide and then just drop it in the lake 

there in the Corna valley. It was an abomination. Many of us who organized, we are 

miners, engineers, topographers. We had decades of experience working in the mines and 

we could all see the danger of that plan. So they get the gold and we get the cyanide! We 

had to organize.  
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As noted earlier, gold had been exploited at Roșia Montană for millennia. As a result, the 

company argued that “the majority of the gold remaining in the Roșia Montană mine site is 

contained within the ore as microscopic particles that are not large enough to be recovered using 

only physical means” (RMGC 2006b:34). Given the situation, the most profitable strategy for the 

company was to use cyanide to extract the gold from the ore. The process would develop as 

follows: following the blasting phase of the operation, the resulting ore is crushed and ground. 

Next, the ore is mixed with a sodium cyanide solution inside of large tanks. This process is 

called leaching and it results in the dissolution of gold from the ore. The company argued that the 

cyanide leaving the plant would be first neutralized through an oxidation procedure before 

reaching the tailings dam. Moreover, the company also claimed that exposure to sunlight would 

further neutralize the harmful effects of cyanide. Scientists, however, have looked at cyanides 

deposited in the environment (as a result of metallurgic industry, for example) and noted that 

while their toxicity may be low, “due to the light, they convert into highly toxic and volatile free 

cyanides” (Jaszczak et al. 2017: 15933). 

Activists raised similar concerns, pointing out that cyanide posed very high risks to 

people’s health and to the health of the environment. One respondent explained: 

If this project was done, there would be 240 thousand tons of sodium cyanide brought to 

the area. Do you know what that means? RMGC planned to process 300 million tons of 

ore. In the project [documentation] they said: “for every ton of ore, to extract gold, we 

use 800 grams of cyanide.” Do you know the quantity of cyanide that is lethal to 

humans? 1 gram! 

Moreover, due to its location on Corna Valley the cyanide tailings dam was considered to be a 

permanent risk for the thousands of people living downstream, which was only two kilometers 
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away. Respondents also linked the risks of the proposed mine to pasts experiences with 

environmental disasters. Specifically, they linked their fear of environmental threats to the 1971 

dam failure at Certej linked to a gold mine disaster, where 89 people were killed by being buried 

in their homes under toxic tailings. A respondent explained: 

Think about it: a tailings lake with a 180 m tall dam. The [1971] dam failure at Certej 

happened with a much smaller lake. But here?! Abrud has five-six thousand people, 2 km 

away… you would not have have time to notify them, much less to evacuate them, in 

case something happened… Not to mention the hamlets on the way to Abrud that would 

be covered in toxic waste in a matter of minutes.  

The third environmental threat came in the form of the “threat of expropriation” of land. 

This threat stemmed from the state-corporate partnership that emerged around the proposed 

mine, as discussed in detail in the previous chapter. Specifically, respondents pointed to the ways 

in which state actors acted as enablers of corporate privilege, to the detriment of an impoverished 

rural community. State actors were not only accused of excluding their constituents from public 

meetings about the project, but residents were also well aware of the ways in which state actors 

were openly lobbying for the project. At the center of the partnership between state and corporate 

actors was the plan for the expropriation of an entire community in the name of “national 

interest.”  

The growth coalition worked to exclude the public from consultations about the project. 

These tactics prompted uncertainty about the project and locals began to doubt the project’s 

purported benefits. The exclusionary attitude of treadmill actors heightened community 

opposition and prompted local people to organize. In a counter reaction to local opposition, state 

actors resorted to expropriation threats to pressure the community. Opponents of the project were 
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informed that they could choose between accepting compensatory payments for their property 

and move, or be expropriated and therefore forced to move. Due to Romania’s recent history, 

specifically the forced collectivization of land under Communist rule in the second half of the 

20th century, the prospect of land loss, more so to the benefit of a foreign corporation was 

particularly daunting for local people.   

Claiming that expropriations could be a “last resort” solution, carried in the name of 

“national interest,” state actors were fueling community anxiety and inadvertently contributing to 

movement mobilization. One respondent explained: “It raised serious questions… the facility 

with which our mayor, different ministers, the president talked about expropriations, in the name 

of a foreign company. They [state actors] just dropped this bomb on us, that we would have to 

move, and we could not have a say in it. That was made very clear, since the first meeting when 

we were kept outside and ignored.”  

 The treadmill tactic to essentially impose the mining project on the local community 

prompted yet another set of concerns. Multiple respondents voiced concerns over how they 

perceived the project as a threat to their rights as citizens and to state sovereignty. One activist 

elaborated: “It was simply unacceptable to me that my own government would force me to move 

from my land, my property to protect the interest of a private company.” Another respondent 

added: “I got involved because it was an assault on the environment, but also, honestly on our 

sovereignty. I just could not accept that our own government would contribute to creating such a 

dangerous precedent where its own citizens could be pushed around anytime some foreign 

company came in to exploit our resources.”  

The threat of expropriation and subsequent land loss was perceived as state-sanctioned 

abuse, despite the promised monetary compensation that those expropriated could benefit from. 
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One respondent explained that they joined the opposition to the project because they were “fed 

up with state abuse and the further abuse that would be created through the legal precedent 

represented by the legislation to favor the mine,” noting that if the government passed such a law 

“it would affect every Romanian citizen.” Another respondent added that the issue with the draft 

law was that it would “go from a very ugly thing that happens to a community and endangers an 

area in a country, to blowing up the legislative balance of the state. Once you pass a first law 

with dedication, you open the path to widespread madness.” 

Multiple respondents echoed similar sentiments. The threat of expropriations contributed 

to movement mobilization by raising serious concerns that it would set a danger precedent and 

open the door to further abuse of land rights across the country. For some respondents, it was 

these broader concerns about government overreach and abuse that spurred them to joining the 

movement. A respondent explained that they initially joined the opposition to the mine, “not for 

the sake of the community alone. I thought that there was a risk I could find myself or my family 

in this situation one day. So I thought that if I kept silent now, who would mobilize for us then?” 

Similarly, another voiced concerns that the state legislative efforts to favor the mine was “an 

attack on the rule of law and national sovereignty,” perpetrated by the state actors themselves.  

Findings indicate that the perceived treadmill threats, specifically threats to the 

environment, to human health and to citizens’ rights to land and state sovereignty spurred 

mobilization against the mine. In what follows I detail how the grievances of local residents and 

concerned citizens led to the creation of organized opposition to the mine.  
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Environmental Threats Fuel Organized Activism: Alburnus Maior and the Save Roșia Montană 

(SRM) Campaign  

The environmental threats highlighted above led to the creation of a local organization, 

Alburnus Maior, which later started the Save Roșia Montană campaign that served as the main 

vehicle for opposition to the mine. Alburnus Maior was created and registered as an NGO in the 

fall of 2000. In the late 1990s and early 2000s the NGO culture in Romania was weak at best, 

making the creation of Alburnus Maior a notable organized reaction to the threats posed by the 

proposed mine. As noted above, the first organized opposition efforts came as a community 

reaction to the lack of transparency on the part of treadmill actors, as they deliberated on the 

mining project. Named after the old name of the community, chronicled since the time of the 

Roman empire’s presence on the territory of what is today’s Romania, Alburnus Maior brought 

together about 80 local families who were determined to remain in the community and who 

refused to sell their properties Some of its members describe their beginning years as a long line 

of efforts to inform themselves, and the community and to reach out to potential partners.  

Save Roșia Montană campaign 

On July 28 2002, Alburnus Maior organized a public meeting at Roșia Montană, bringing 

together over 300 locals and several representatives of national and international NGOs 

supporting the cause. The meeting resulted in a common declaration of these NGOs, outlining 

their opposition against open pit mining, the use of cyanide, and forced relocation of the 

community (Alburnus Maior 2017). This was the official start of the Save Roșia Montană (SRM) 

campaign. What followed were organized efforts of raising awareness about the threats posed by 

the project. While initial efforts were concentrated on providing information to the local 

community, the NGO expanded their campaign to reach out to people and institutions in 
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Romania and abroad, seeking to secure support for their cause, while also expanding the 

awareness campaign over the threats posed by the mining project. Through this effort, the 

campaign grew beyond the geographical limits of the community, multiple institutions at home 

in Romania and abroad signaled their support for the SRM campaign.  

During this early phase of the campaign social movement activists were to garner support 

from domestic and international elite alliances and allies. As noted by McAdam (1996) and 

Meyer (2004), elite alliances and allies are an important feature of the political opportunity 

structure and can help pave the way for successful campaigns. In terms of elite allies, an 

important development of the campaign occurred in 2002, when the Minister of the Environment 

in Hungary took the first step to activating the Espoo convention, adopted in 1991, and entered 

into force in 1997. The convention “lays down the general obligation of States to notify and 

consult each other on all major projects under consideration that are likely to have a significant 

adverse environmental impact across boundaries” (UNECE 2020). The convention was of 

particular relevance to this project, due to the precedent created by the cyanide dam failure in 

Baia Mare in early 2000. Baia Mare, a mining town in North Romania, was the site of two dam 

failures in 2000, one in January, one in March, which resulted in “200,000 m3 of contaminated 

water and 40,000 tonnes of tailings into tributaries of the Tisa River, a major tributary of the 

Danube. The high concentrations of cyanide and contaminant metals released by these dam 

failures resulted in pollution and fish deaths not only in Romania, but also downstream in the 

Tisa and Danube rivers within Hungary, Serbia and Bulgaria” (Macklin et al. 2003:241). As a 

result of this rather recent event, at the time the SRM campaign started, SRM activists reached 

out to Hungarian NGOs who in turn put pressure on their own Ministry of Environment to 

activate the Espoo convention and try to stall the mining project. Given the precedent at Baia 
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Mare, Hungary was particularly weary of projects whose environmental impact could have 

devastating effects on waterways, in the event of another spill.  

That same year, the campaign also obtained the support of different religious institutions, 

particularly as the community hosts churches representing multiple rites. Representatives of 

Roman-Catholic, Unitarian and Calvin churches committed to not sell any of their properties in 

the community to the mining company. The Romanian Orthodox Church, one of the most 

influential institutions in Romania, joined this effort a year later, after SRM activists organized a 

vigil in front of its Seat.  

In 2003, the Romanian Academy joined the list of public elites to support the social 

movement campaign. Scholars under the wing of the Academy authored and signed an open 

letter, arguing that the mining project could not represent public interest given the destruction it 

was set to cause, to the environment, the cultural heritage and the local community (Academia 

Română 2004). That same year, Alburnus Maior organized multiple events, rallies and marches 

throughout the country, including a protest in front of the Canadian embassy in Bucharest.  

The year 2004 marked a new stage in the SRM campaign, as the Ministry of Culture 

issued an archaeological discharge certificate for the Cârnic massif, one of the four mountains 

that would be tore down during the mining operations. This certificate was an important step in 

the permitting process due to the fact that the construction of the mine would involve the 

destruction of ancient mining ruins. European legislation requires that when the destruction of 

archaeological heritage is inevitable in the industrial process, the investor must pay for 

specialized investigation and documentation of the heritage site before they receive permission to 

continue the work.  That year, Alburnus Maior enlisted the help of different lawyers and began 

challenging the permitting process in court. Every time they perceived foul play on the part of 
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the company or state institutions that had to issue the different permits. The legal aspect of the 

opposition against the mine went hand in hand with the the awareness campaign. That same year, 

Alburnus Maior began organizing a protest festival, Fân Fest (Hay Fest), which would bring tens 

of thousands of people to Roșia Montană over the coming years. Participants and organizers 

would later become the target of repeated discreditation efforts, particularly by the miners’ 

union.  

As noted in the previous chapter, starting in 2005, the mining company invested 

considerable amounts of money in publicity and PR. With a significantly lower budget, and 

based on largely volunteer work, therefore unable to match the advertising paid for by RMGC in 

mainstream media, activists resorted to creative strategies, both in the online and offline to keep 

the public informed and engaged. The campaign could count, by 2006 with the support of a 

creative community, MindBomb, whose members, graduates of the university of Arts and 

Design in Cluj-Napoca, created the logo for the campaign, a green and red leaf that became the 

symbol of the movement, particularly as the campaign spread: 

 

Figure 1.1: Logo of the Save Roșia Montană campaign (Source: Alburnus Maior, 

www.rosiamontana.org; retrieved October 2017). 

http://www.rosiamontana.org/
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The campaign continued, with activists making extensive use of social media to spread 

awareness and invite supporters of the campaign to attend events. At the same time, the legal 

representatives of the NGO were challenging the zoning permits issued by local authorities in 

favor of the mine. By 2011, discussions of potential changes to the Mining Law intensified. And 

in January 2012, SRM activists joined street protesters in Bucharest to express their discontent 

with the high probability of the environmental permit for the mine being issued by the Ministry 

of the environment. The year 2012 was significant for political changes, with social-democrat 

Victor Ponta, formerly opposed to the project, coming to power as prime minister and shifting 

his attitude to the project significantly, to favor the mine.  

Throughout 2013, the tension over the project escalated, especially as the Ponta 

government was preparing not only to restructure the state-run mining companies to facilitate 

RMGC’s project, but also to change the Mining Law to smooth the way for the project to be 

declared one of “national interest.”  

Alburnus Maior activists anticipated this move. One respondent described the “state of 

vigilance and alert” that characterized their activity for years, but particularly since 2012, when, 

they noted, they began receiving signals “that the worst was about to happen”: 

We had been living in this state of over-excitement for years, being prepared that one day 

the government will approve the mine and we will have to take some drastic measures, 

blocking the site or things like that. And at one point, various statements appeared 

periodically by politicians preparing us for such an outcome, and by early 2012 there 

were already leaks from the ministry, under anonymity, that they were working on 

various options for approving the mine.  
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This respondent explained that initially they expected to see the state issuing the environmental 

permit for the mine, “probably an attempt was made to find legal solutions for this, after which, 

seeing that the legal basis for it did not exist, they [the government] moved on to this bill.” 

Anticipating the legislative move, Alburnus Maior activists began working on what they called 

“an alert campaign” in the Spring of 2013. According to one respondent, this campaign 

culminated with the 2013 edition of FânFest, allowing the organizers to mobilize and inform 

thousands of people, “to explain what is happening, what this Mining law is about, Ponta's law… 

the law with Roșia. And that helped us a lot because at the start of the September protests, people 

already had a lot of information about what was happening.” 

Despite the fact that opposition to the project grew, drawing the support of the cultural 

and scientific community and that more and more people became aware of the threats posed the 

project, the government used its regulatory power to authorize the mining project. 

Legal Threats and Escalating Protests 

Starting in 2013, following increased opposition to the mining project, treadmill actors 

upped the ante by deploying legal strategies to defeat the social movement campaign against the 

mine. From its legislative role, the state is in a privileged position to influence the speed and 

direction of treadmill expansion. In the case of Roșia Montană, the state used this privilege to 

favor its treadmill partner: the corporation. As noted in the previous chapter, the state, through its 

representatives, actively lobbied for the mine, contributing to attempts to drown opposition 

voices in a flurry of pro-mine content published in mainstream media.  

Along with the build-up in favor of the mine, state actors were also preparing the 

legislative context that would allow the company to start the project. The coup de grâce in this 

sense came in the later summer, 2013, when on august 27, the Ponta government passed a draft 
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of the amended Mining Law, sending it to the Parliament for approval. The most notable change 

was “dedicated” to RMGC: by labeling a particular mine as a project of public utility and special 

national interest, the government was opening the door to forced expropriations of the remaining 

locals.  

The state was thus fulfilling an important part in the expansion of the treadmill, by 

relaxing the law to favor its corporate partner. Moreover, the state was using its legislative power 

to undermine the campaign against the mine. These increased legal threats from treadmill actors 

fueled discontent and trigged a decisive response from activists. This action on the part of state 

actors was perceived as the last drop in a series of threats that led to the campaign against the 

mine. Drawing from over a decade of mobilization and the increased social media visibility of 

the SRM campaign, Alburnus Maior and their supporters succeeded in creating a wave of social 

response against treadmill forces that would last for over three months. Importantly, the reaction 

of supporters of the campaign was immediate. Several respondents recalled their first day of 

protests, noting how they answered to the news of what became known as “the Ponta law.” 

In its first decade, the SRM campaign consisted of marches and gatherings bringing 

together around 100-300 people at a time. Starting with 2004, as noted above, Alburnus Maior 

began organizing a protest festival, FânFest, which drew thousands of people to the community, 

once a year. Due to this build-up of the campaign throughout the years, by mid-2013, the SRM 

campaign had become fairly well known, particularly due to the use of social media. As a result,  

the news of “the Ponta law” being passed by the government spurred mobilization of street 

protesters by the thousands. By legislating in favor of treadmill expansion, the state actors were 

signaling to the opposition that the threats to the environment and to the community were about 

to materialize with state support. This galvanized activists. Several respondents noted that they 
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saw this legislative act as a provocation and felt that they had to reciprocate in a similar manner, 

which is why they took to the streets immediately. 

Respondents explained how the new legislative threat prompted activists to take to the 

street in protest. One respondent explained that while in the past she used to see the same people 

at SRM campaign events, when the news broke about the Ponta Law new people came together 

in the campaign. She explained how they gathered in one of the public squares in Bucharest:  

I remember clearly that all of a sudden I did not know the people protesting. There were 

so many people, it was simply incredible. That goes to show that the issue carried 

importance. Especially since we had this fear that it will be only us [SRM activists] and 

our own if something happens for Roșia Montană. I know that I met people then who 

came from Cluj, who were going to the [Black] Sea, and it was a thing that… “God, 

what’s happening?” I had been waiting for that moment for years and now it was 

happening and there were so many people, it was something incredible! I remember when 

the chain of gendarmes was pushed by protesters, and from the University Square the 

people spread on that front boulevard, from Inter[continental hotel], and I remember the 

moment of tension when this happened, because people were not used to that. It was 

simply taunting and tricking law enforcement. Eventually the chain made by the 

gendarmes broke, people went to the street, and took over the street, and the street was 

full. That's when I realized the magnitude of what was going on. 

Building on years of information, courtesy of Alburnus Maior and their apt use of social 

platforms to counter the informational blockade of mainstream media, sympathizers of the SRM 

campaign mobilized as soon as news of the draft law came out. One respondent detailed their 

experience: 
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Someone called me and asked: [name], where are you? Let's go out to protest! And I say, 

“Well, I can't do that because I'm on the train. I just got on the train from Timisoara and 

I'm coming to Baia Mare.” And they say: “Ok, we will protest without you, but call your 

husband.” My husband was already on his way, because he had heard the news too, and I 

hung up the phone and looked at the friend I was with: “What should we do? Let's do 

something!” I remembered that I had a folder in my backpack and I actually improvised a 

sign on which I wrote a message about Roșia Montană, and we both put it on our 

backpacks. And so we walked like that, because we had to change the train, and pass 

through different stations, until we got home. 

The start of SRM campaign and the immediate reaction to the “Ponta law” were 

connected to the perceived threats posed by the mine. Activists had succeeded to mobilize 

support against the mine by articulating their grievances in ways which resonated with people 

from across the country. The case of Roșia Montană also provides an opportunity to consider the 

discursive tactics through which movement actors managed not only to maintain support, but to 

pressure the state to concede to the demands of the movement. In what follows I analyze the 

framing mechanisms used by activists as the movement against the mine developed and 

continued for over three months.  

Framing the Save Roșia Montană Campaign  

Following the threats discussed above, activists strategically framed their involvement in 

opposition against the mine in ways that built on grievances resulting from these potential 

threats. In this section, I examine the discursive opportunity structure (Benford and Snow 2000) 

within which these frames were deployed, as well as the core framing tasks (Snow and Benford 

1988) utilized by movement actors in the protests against the mining project.  
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As noted earlier, the campaign against the mining project stretched over more than a 

decade before the widespread protests of 2013 began. As the leading movement actor, Alburnus 

Maior used various strategies and tactics (Gamson and Meyer 1996) in their campaign against 

the mine. The NGO utilized a series of legal strategies to challenge the company and its state 

partners in court. As a result of these efforts, the NGO succeeded to stall the environmental 

impact assessment, reverse an archaeological discharge permit for the Carnic massif, and they 

also had the court suspend and later annul an urban zoning permit issued for RMGC, a vital 

document in the environmental permitting process.  

The NGO also embarked on a concerted campaign to raise awareness to the 

environmental threats associated with the proposed mine, which included messaging about the 

environmental health risks associated with the project, as well as the environmental destruction 

and the expropriation of land.  

National and International Context: Discursive Opportunity Structure  

As noted earlier, the first decade of the campaign against the mine did not benefit from 

very high visibility. However, with the political changes that followed the 2008 financial crisis, 

movement actors drew on newly opened discursive opportunity structures to respond to the 

intensification of state support for the mine. Scholars define discursive opportunities as “the 

aspects of the public discourse that determine a message’s chances of diffusion in the public 

sphere” (Koopmans and Olzak 2004:202). As Benford and Snow (2000) note, frames are 

developed and deployed in the terrain of public discourse where multiple actors dispute the 

interpretation of events (see also Shriver et al 2013; Ferree 2003; Koopmans and Statham 1999). 

As Shriver et al (2013:876) note, “discursive opportunity structures do not dictate frames” but 

they shape their visibility and resonance. Activists involved in the SRM campaign drew 
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extensively from other social movements in terms of frames in order to secure and sustain 

support for their movement. It is therefore important to briefly discuss both national and 

international context and how they influenced the discursive opportunity structure for the SRM 

campaign. 

Between 2010-2012, Romania went through a phase of adjustments, including cuts to 

social benefits and a spike in taxes meant to remediate the damage caused by the 2008 crisis that 

reverberated all over the globe. Given the context, president Băsescu was facing a rising wave of 

dicontent, partially related to his support for the mine, but also due to the austerity measures 

imposed on the country as it struggled to recover from the effects of this recent crisis. Some 

respondents linked the president’s support for the mine to this particular economic situation, 

arguing that Băsescu tried to save his legitimacy as a politician by emphasizing the economic 

benefits of the mine.  

The beginning of 2012 was marked by intense civic mobilization against a bill to reform 

the healthcare system which would privatize different aspects of the healthcare system and put 

particular populations at risk of losing access to medical care. According to Goțiu (2012:444), 

Roșia Montană activists were the first to mobilize against these measures, on January 11, at Cluj-

Napoca, followed by more protests the next day in other cities. Following several days of unrest, 

president Băsescu asked the government to withdraw the bill. This moment was pivotal in what 

activists against the mine perceived to be a shift in power dynamics between state and civil 

society. Thus, anti-mining activists were able to draw upon broader grievances within the 

country to critique the state and draw greater attention to the mining project. 

Participants in the Roșia Montană campaign also used the symbolism of contemporary 

movements such as Occupy and the Arab Spring to frame their actions. This was a strategic way 
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to suggest that the battle over the mine was not only about the environment, but also about 

discontent with capitalism and corruption among political leaders. Drawing from these 

grievances and the perceived openings in the discursive opportunity structure activists adopted 

the rhetoric of two global movements: Occupy and the Arab Spring, while also deploying 

mobilizing frames that built on the 1989 Revolution.  

State Corruption, Corporate Greed, and Activism: Core Framing Tasks 

By linking to Occupy and Arab Spring, Alburnus Maior was able to strategically link its 

campaign against the mine to broader national and international issues salient at the time. In 

addition, the organization strategically developed a discursive campaign that further attempted to 

critique and undermined the legitimacy of the state and corporation. I draw on Snow and 

Benford’s (1988) core framing tasks, which delineates diagnostic (identifying the problem), 

prognostic (proposing solutions), and motivational (mobilizing) frames. Alburnus Maior and 

other actors involved in the fight against the mine constructed a repertoire of frames which they 

deployed to signal to potential constituents both the threats against the community, and the ways 

to mitigate these threats via mobilization and resistance. The opponents of the mining project 

used these frames to articulate grievances to threats of pollution and expropriation.  

Diagnostic Frames: State Corruption, and Capitalist Greed  

From the early onset of the campaign against the mine, Alburnus Maior framed their 

opposition as a fight against environmental threats and what they perceived as the erosion of 

sovereignty. Equally important, however, what activists argued was underlying these threats was 

the corruption of state actors coupled with the greed of a private company. Diagnostic frames 

serve to articulate grievances and assign blame (Snow and Benford 1988; see also Lubitow 

2013). As noted earlier, activists mobilized in response to threats such as environmental 
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destruction, the risk of cyanide contamination, and the threat of expropriation. My analysis 

suggests that activists framed state corruption and capitalist greed as the root of these threats. 

Multiple respondents decried the fact that politicians had been “bought” by the mining company. 

When discussing their interactions with both local and national-level state actors, activists used 

the term “goldist” to refer to every politician who was believed to be on the payroll of the mining 

company. For example, in describing their relationship with the mayor, a local activists offered 

this illustrative quote, “he [the mayor] is a goldist. He keeps promising, every election year, that 

he will bring the project back, that he is in contact with the company. He is bought [by the 

company] and not even hiding it.”  

Another respondent noted that as the protests evolved over the fall of 2013 corrpuption 

became a central theme in the campaign. The activist explained, “it became very clear that the 

biggest issue was corruption. That we would not be in the streets, fighting against a mine if our 

government was made of people with integrity.” Another respondent echoed similar views:   

If the authorities had not decided to proceed in such a Romanian fashion, and if the 

company had not incited them to proceed in such a Romanian fashion, that is, head-

butting their own citizens, I believe that RMGC would have had more chances. RMGC 

also thought: we are in Romania, we are going to associate with some politicians and we 

are leading a kind of mini-coup against democracy. That was the essence of the texts of 

that time: that it is no longer about Roșia Montană. When all the laws and regulations of a 

country are turned upside down for an industrial project, it is a danger for the country. 

Therefore, SRM activists were framing the environmental issues not solely as a threat to the local 

ecology, but as an attack on democracy, perpetrated by the state in favor of their corporate 

partner.  
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Activists also highlighted the faults of capitalist exploitation by framing the project as an 

example of corporate greed. Multiple interviewees pointed out that in their efforts to raise 

awareness about the potential risks posed by the project, they emphasized the dangers of 

favoring the market profit over environmental and human health. One respondent explained: 

We all know how the market works. If you’re a private company, you want to make 

money, profit. Whatever the costs. The problem is that in this case is that we would pay 

the costs, we get the cyanide, while they [RMGC] got the gold. And that is what we tried 

to tell people, that it’s not ok for us to bear the burden of their greed. 

In discussing the role of state and corporate actors in the Roșia Montană issue, one other 

respondent noted: 

This is what I said to people of very good faith and ethically involved in the Roșia 

Montană movement: that I admire the others for their cynicism. They are people who 

have suspended the distinction between good and evil, and who see the issue of 

maximizing an impact from a professional perspective. And the whole ethical discussion 

is completely out of the discussion, it's an admirable blow [that they were trying to give]. 

By delineating the source of the problem as stemming from the state corporate partnership, 

activists set the stage for what could follow as potential avenues for action.  

Prognostic Frames: “Occupy” and “The Romanian Autumn” 

As noted above, activists deployed diagnostic frames which assigned blame to both state 

and corporate actors for the threats posed by the project. The next step in movement 

development was to create and deploy prognostic frames, devise strategies, tactics and tools for 

engagement, and provide movement actors with a “sense of efficacy” (Lubitow 2013:437; see 

also Snow et al. 1986). Drawing from the discursive opportunity structures provided by 



   

104 

 

international social movements that followed the 2008 financial crisis, activists sought to 

capitalize on the momentum of Occupy and the Arab Spring, as their messages were 

reverberating around the globe.  

A key moment in the campaign against the mine was “Occupy Conti.” On November 7, 

2011, activists occupied the building of former Continental hotel in Cluj-Napoca, following the 

model of the Occupy Wall Street movement. The activists entered the building and barricaded 

themselves in, planning to stay there for multiple days to protest against the mine. The plan 

might have worked if the absentee owner hadn’t placed the building under the administration of 

a third party which gave police officers permission to enter and remove the protesters. 

However, the occupiers had enough time before being removed to display a banner on the 

frontispice of the building, that said: “The Revolution Begins at Roșia Montană.” Although the 

mainstream media was silent about the event, a few small media outlets published the press 

release of the campaigners. The activists protested against “the Occupation by Roșia Montană 

Gold Corporation of the public and media space through propaganda for a surface gold mining 

project in Roșia, which destroys human, ecological, environmental, heritage, historical and 

archaeological values” (totb.ro, November 7, 2011). Moreover, decrying the presidential lobby 

for RMGC, the protesters who occupied the building argued that they chose: 

this radical way of protest because this project is harmful, not only for Roșia Montană, 

but also for the whole society. Because, if the Romanian state can take away from its 

citizens the right to property, in the name of a private project, then the entire Romanian 

democracy, as fragile as it is, is in danger. What or who can guarantee you that, once the 

precedent is created in Roșia Montană, the Romanian state will not take you out of your 
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own homes, under the pretext of who knows which project, whose investors knew how to 

"knock" on the right doors (Goțiu 2013:439). 

Alburnus Maior issued a statement in support of the protesters, noting that “this action 

joins the Occupy movement, in which millions of citizens around the world are active. The 

movement started with the widespread dissatisfaction of the world's citizens with the failure of 

the current global financial system. Through Occupy Conti, [activists] transmitted the message of 

the strongest social and environmental campaign in Romania” (totb.ro, November 7, 2011).  

The Save Roșia Montană activists were deploying discursive frames that “diagnosed” the 

root of the problem as stemming from the corruption entrenched in Romanian politics. 

Moreover, SRM activists were deploying prognostic and mobilizing frames which situated the 

solution to the issues highlighted in mobilization and civic engagement. Although mainstream 

media was silent about Occupy Conti, news of the arrest of the protesters spread over social 

media and for the following evenings, supporters of the movement gathered at “Conti,” to taunt 

the law enforcement who attempted to intimidate them citing non-existent articles of the law 

regulating public gatherings. As a result, Save Roșia Montană activists created a pocket size 

“civil disobedience kit” (Alburnus Maior 2017; see also Goțiu 2013:443), providing protesters 

with information on their legal rights and potential ways to deal with law enforcement trying to 

limit their right to assembly and protest.  

The protesters used the Occupy frame to further their discontent with the capitalist logic 

employed by state actors, stepping on their citizens’ rights to favor private capital. In a similar 

way, protesters used the frame of the “Romanian Autumn.” Following the Arab Spring and the 

political upheavals in the Balkans, including the Gezi Park protests in Turkey (see Özen 2015), 

the protesters against the mine in Roșia Montană echoed similar frames of dissatisfaction with 
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corruption and cronyism. Protesters were showing up displaying banners that described the 

movement against the mine as the “Romanian Autumn.” One respondent recalled that “on one of 

the protests Sundays, in the University Square in Bucharest someone showed up with this 

brilliant banner saying, ‘The Arab Spring. The Turkish Summer. The Romanian Autumn.’ It was 

clear for a lot of us that the environment was only a part of it. It was what got us started.”   

Participants to protests in both Cluj-Napoca and Bucharest detailed the tactics that they 

identified as a part of “The Romanian Autumn.” One respondent explained:  

In Bucharest, we would gather and the plan for the Romanian Autumn was to march 

across town and protests in front of different state institutions. We would walk between 

the Government, the Parliament and the DNA [National Anticorruption Directorate]. We 

also protested in front of party headquarters, so, because of Ponta, for example, we 

picketed the PSD [Social Democrat Party] headquarters.  

Similarly, activists who protested in Cluj-Napoca, used the frame of “the Romanian Autumn” 

when describing their participation in protests. One respondent noted that “the idea of marching 

is very important, especially in a small city like Cluj. You can cover the main neighborhoods in 

2-3 hours of march. In the Romanian Autumn, every weekend we targeted a neighborhood.” 

Furthermore, one respondent explained how they measured the efficacy of the frames deployed 

by the SRM campaign and what led them to believe that the frames the SRM campaign used had 

resonated with the public. According to the respondent: 

There is a text that was important because it was published before the outbreak of the 

Romanian Autumn, under my name, but with reference to the legal adviser from 

Alburnus Maior, at that moment, who had sent me the legislative project for Roșia 

Montană. And then I wrote a text that was a bit pompous: Romania on its knees, now or 
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never. And that's a text that had hundreds of thousands of readings in 2-3 days. Which 

signals the fact that the Romanian public was very prepared in the online environment to 

react if something happens. 

The resonance of these prognostic frames reflected in the high number of people who took to the 

streets as news of the draft law reached the online. The SRM campaign had managed to build the 

necessary engagement, coupled with a commitment to activism as the path to solve the issues 

highlighted in the diagnostic framing phase of the movement.  

Mobilizing Frames: “The Revolution of our Generation” 

Scholars note that in order to secure and sustain support for a movement, movement 

actors must also deploy mobilization frames, defined as “compelling accounts for engaging in 

collective action and for sustaining their participation’ (Benford and Snow 2000:617). Building 

on diagnostic and prognostic framing messages, movement actors were able to sustain 

mobilization for several months. One of the prominent mobilizing frames used was the 

revolutionary frame. One respondent explained:  

The SRM [protests] for me were the first in a now long line of protests. I think that it is 

fair to call it a revolution, because we revolutionized the way we think about 

participatory democracy, the way we think about our role as citizens. There was a lot of 

apathy until then. So, yes... I think it was a revolution although we did not change the 

political class as we would have liked. But we let them know we are here and we are 

watching them. 

Other respondents also echoed similar thinking about their participation in the protests for Roşia 

Montană, referring to this social movement as “The Revolution of our Generation.” One 

respondent explained: 
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You know well that there wasn’t much in the way of protests after the early 1990s. I think 

that Romanian society went dormant somehow for several decades… so these protests 

sort of shocked everyone, for better or worse. It was, it is the revolution of our 

generation. Our parents had ‘89, we had Roşia Montană.  

The “revolution” frame would echo through the discourse of multiple interviewees who used it to 

explain what they perceived as an opportunity for political change. The civil society was almost 

non-existent in Romania, particularly after the early 1990s fierce governmental repression of 

revolt against the power take-over by former Communist Party nomenclaturists (see Gledhill 

2005).   

As the movement developed, participants framed their participation in the protests as an 

opportunity to change the political regime, reemphasizing that the protests over Roșia Montană 

were not just an expression of discontent with potential environment threats but also about 

discontent with the political class and systemic injustice. For example, a respondent explained: 

There were moments when there were protests in over 40 cities around the country and 

abroad. The movement morphed into a phenomenon that has far exceeded its 

geographical boundaries. And suddenly it was no longer a problem in a village in 

Apuseni; in fact, it was a systemic problem, it was an effect, a symptom of the same 

systemic crisis. 

Multiple respondents framed the SRM protests as a generational “awakening,” a sort of coming 

of age of an entire generation. Reflecting on the fact that the protests for Roşia Montană were the 

first step in what became their increased civic involvement. A respondent offered this illustrative 

comment:  
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I think then my generation, ours, woke up! And a civic spirit awakened. A civic spirit that 

now works on a much larger scale than it did with Roşia Montană. Afterwards there were 

other reasons to take to the streets and protest… yes, that was it. I think that [SRM] was 

the first issue raised in society that woke us up and helped us to mature somewhat and to 

understand our role as a civic person, above anything else. 

Findings suggests that the use of these frames succeeded in both gaining support for the SRM 

campaign and sustaining mobilization over the Fall of 2013. These frames also influenced the 

movement outcome, as protesters succeeded in having the draft law repealed on December 10, 

2013, notwithstanding considerable push-back from treadmill actors, particularly the company.  

In what follows, I detail the ways in which treadmill actors responded to activism.   

Escalating Threats Against Activists: Threats and Intimidation  

As opposition against the mine grew louder and stronger throughout the country, the pro-

mining coalition intensified their campaign against activists. As noted in the previous chapter, 

the pro-mining campaign involved the creation of company-supported astroturf organizations 

which mimicked civil society support for the mine. Findings indicate that activists were also 

subjected to an escalation of both direct threats of violence, and indirect pressure sponsored by 

the company. In what follows, I detail the types of intimidation experienced by activists. I begin 

with an analysis of threats of violence directed at activists in Roșia Montană. I then discuss the 

indirect ways in which the company pressured activists to renounce their opposition to the mine. 

Lastly, I end this section with an analysis of the ways in which state actors pressured activists 

through threats of violence and surveillance.  

Environmental campaigns often face strong opposition from treadmill actors, especially 

those associated with capital and labor (Schnaiberg 1980; Shriver et al. 2013). This opposition 
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took the form of various threats. Specifically, activists reported being subjected to harassment, 

intimidation, and threats of violence. Respondents reported that mine workers often served as 

proxies for the broader pro-mining campaign. Multiple respondents described receiving death 

threats from company employees throughout the duration of the 2013 protests. One respondent 

described the actions of company employees against him: 

I received a lot of threats. People would say, “I will beat you up! I will crucify you! 

You’ll see that you will have to leave Roșia.” [It was] all sorts of intimidation. I was 

walking down the street, when I started the my small business, I was going to the post 

office to drop the packages and it’s 1.5 km to the post office, from the center of the 

town...And I was walking because I did not have a car, it was during winter, I could not 

ride my bike. Any time they [RMGC employees] saw me on the streets, with their Jeeps, 

they would drive towards me pretending to try hit me, to drive me in the ditch. 

Company employees also participated in what respondents called “staged protests.” 

These were company-sponsored gatherings, portrayed in the corporate media as pro-mine 

protests in the community. These were staged events where the company paid to have people 

bussed into the community, “in exchange for a sandwich and 50 lei [~$12]”, as a respondent put 

it, to participate in “pretend protests.” These makeshift protesters would then spend hours yelling 

that they wanted jobs, before being bussed back to their home communities. According to 

multiple respondents, these protests were then used by the company, not only as “proof” that the 

local community approved of the project, but that it required its “urgent and immediate start.” 

Moreover, multiple responders noted that during these “pro-mine protests” threats and violence 

against project opponents would escalate. For example, a respondent reported that he was 
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assailed with rocks and threats as he filmed one of the pro-mine “protest.” He explained that he 

feared for his safety.  

The aggression against mining opponents lasted for months. Several respondents noted 

that the pressure and the type of threats escalated to a point where the police assigned gendarmes 

to prevent potential attacks against them. Respondents noted that as the draft law was being 

discussed in the Government, RMGC bussed in paid supporters to stage pro-mine protests at 

Roșia Montană, in late august 2013. The tension and threats against project opponents 

intensified. One respondent detailed his experience:   

While the pro-mine people were protesting here, I had to be driven away in the 

gendarmerie’s van. So, I would leave my home in the gendermerie van, which had dark 

windows, so they [pro-mine protesters] would not see me. And then when I had to return, 

the gendarmes had to pick me up from the square or from the main road, by the old 

mining exploitation and they would bring me home.  Do you know what this means? 

How it feels? When someone threatens you: “I’m coming and cutting your throat tonight. 

I’ll set your house on fire.” What kind of life can you have? 

One respondent noted that by 2012-2013, Roșia Montană “was a community under siege. All 

you saw was these people in RMGC overalls, patrolling the streets.” 

Another respondent detailed his experience with company employees, arguing that their 

only job was to intimidate project opponents. In December 2013, after over three months of 

protests against the mine, the draft Mining Law was repealed. This event prompted a new wave 

of aggression against activists in Roșia Montană. One respondent noted: 

RMGC employees were not miners. They were used only to threaten the people here, to 

scare them, they walked like commando troops, in their company overalls, they were very 
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dangerous… even threatening the locals who did not want the project. Particularly on 

those days when the law was voted [and repealed] in Bucharest… I, for example, had two 

police crews in front of my house, non-stop, for 6 months. It was an order from the 

minister, because there was talk, someone intervened and they said that “those people are 

in danger, something needs to be done so that something doesn't happen after the law was 

repealed”. 

This tension was further fueled by the company director who blamed activists for the loss of job 

that would result from the law being repealed. In announcing their employees about the layoffs 

due to potentially unsurmountable delays caused by the legislative repeal, the RMGC manager 

openly put the blame on the local opponents of the project. One respondent described this 

experience as follows:    

After the draft law was repealed, RMGC employees were called at Cultural Center by the 

general manager, and they were told that massive layoffs would follow. And someone 

shouted: “How did we get here?” They [RMGC] always blamed the activists, the locals, 

those who oppose the project, the legislation. RMGC did not recognize any court 

decision. The director pointed to “them”, meaning us, as the reason why the law did not 

pass in the Parliament, he said: “Ask those people across the road”. That was us, he was 

pointing at my house. At that moment, boos and insults began and they [RMGC 

employees] wanted to enter our house, to occupy our business and yard, in protest. I was 

lucky with the gendarmes that they were there on duty. Otherwise, it would have been 

quite difficult. My wife was very scared. They [RMGC employees] threatened to break 

into our business, set us on fire.  
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Beyond actual threats of violence perpetrated by their employees against project 

opponents, the company also used other insidious means to pressure the community to accept the 

mine. Respondents recalled being left without a physician for over eight months after RMGC 

bought the business of the local doctor and had him move away. It took repeated requests and 

visits to district authorities to have a new physician hired to offer health care to Roșia Montană 

inhabitants. Furthermore, opponents of the project also described how the company used people 

on their payroll to intimidate and harass the family members of some of the most prominent 

activists. One respondent described his daughter’s experience with a professor who served as 

lawyer for RMGC:  

My youngest daughter was a Law student in Cluj, at [university]. And there was a teacher 

who was their [RMGC’s] lawyer. The company had hired law professors. And my 

daughter had to repeat a year because of this teacher. She went to the exam and he didn't 

want to pass her. My daughter appealed: “Professor, show me what I did wrong.” And he 

replied: "You are a [last name]! And I won't pass you!" 

Another strategy used by the company to pressure activists to give up was to send a group of 

people, usually four company employees, to the workplaces of several prominent activists and 

public figures who spoke against the project in the media and through social media channels. The 

purpose of this effort was, on the one hand, to intimidate activists. On the other hand, the 

company anticipated that taken by surprise, these activists would have no answer on hand as to 

how they would solve the unemployment issue if the project did not start. The company then 

released some of these videos in the media to suggests that the activists in fact did not care about 

the community and were protesting without a solid plan for alternative economic development 

paths. One respondent recalled receiving one of these visit at work, by a company-sponsored 
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“crew” who was filming him while asking him how he would provide jobs for the community. 

He explained: 

At the suggestion of the advertising company that did their PR, RMGC started sending to 

Romanian universities, including to me at [college], former students of mine with 

cameras to ask me in the corridor how I think the problem of jobs will be solved at Roșia 

Montană. I don't know exactly what I answered, but I was careful not to be irritated, and I 

gave an answer they could never use. 

This was not the only activist to receive such visits. Two prominent actors and supporters of the 

SRM campaign, Maia Morgenstern and Mihai Gruia Sandu were visited by a group of four 

“commandos” at their place of work and pressured to answer this question while being filmed.  

While most of the pressure against activists was orchestrated by the company, activists 

reported some intimidation from the police. The “Occupy Conti” protesters in 2011 were 

removed by police forces from the building but were released soon after. Several respondents 

reported being arrested but described the police force as acting clumsily. One respondent recalled 

being arrested one night as he and his partner were gluing campaign posters across town. The 

police car stopped by and the officer told them they were engaging in a criminal act, to which the 

interviewee responded: “Sir, let's not exaggerate. You know as well as I do that, in the worst 

case, it's a civil code thing.” To which he says: “Oh, yeah? You are under arrest!” After being 

taken to the police station, the respondent reported that they were “interrogated by three angry 

police officers”: 

I was super amused. They asked us to disclose who our associates are, who paid for the 

posters and things like that. I was in a bemused state. The man they called to take our 

fingerprints at 3 o'clock at night was a police officer working in forensics, and he comes, 
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dead asleep, and says: “Excuse me… what did you do?” I say: “I pasted some posters 

with Roșia Montană”. To which the policeman says two things: “First. Please excuse us!” 

I mean, to him, as a forensic scientist, it was obvious to him ... On the other hand, he 

says: “When is the next protest, I also wanted to come [to protest] for a long time”. He 

has been protesting ever since. 

Other activists noted that their interactions with the riot police were marked by different types of 

pressure. On the first day of protests, participants recalled being shoved and pushed around, 

although they were not engaging in any type of violent acts. Moreover, according to some 

participants, the riot police had prepared to disperse the crowds using tear gas. One respondent 

recalled having taken their child to the protest, as did many other protesters throughout the 

months that followed. She describes their interaction with the riot police as follows: 

On the first day of protest, I went out with my daughter on my shoulders, I was in the 

middle of the street when a gendarme came to me and they told me to go away because 

they would use substances "We will use some materials”, they said. And I said “Well, I 

can go away, but what are you doing with all these people?” And it was a very large 

group. “Well, no, we're alerting them too”, the gendarmes said. And I said “Ok, come 

with me, I will make your job easier, and we go in front of the TV cameras. And 

announce in front of the cameras, live. And the news will spread, and the world will find 

out that you are using materials here in this square where there are so many children.” 

Obviously, they didn't use anything after what I said.  

Protesters also reported possible surveillance: “In all three months, at the protests, I was never 

asked to show my ID, but [the riot police] called me by my name. They knew who I was.”  
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This chapter illustrates the important relationship between threats and social movement 

activism in cases of questionable economic development projects. The proposed mine at Roșia 

Montană was associated with several distinct environmental threats, including the threat of 

environmental destruction (due to open pit mining), the threat of cyanide contamination and 

negative health impacts (due to the presence of an open-air cyanide tailings dam), and the threat 

of expropriation of land. These environmental threats led to community opposition which fueled 

a successful social movement campaign against the mine. Throughout the long campaign there 

have been tactical shifts from both proponents and opponents of the mine. Following the 

emergence of opposition to the mine due largely to the SRM campaign, treadmill actors upped 

the ante with legislative maneuvers and that trigged an escalation of protests.  

But despite opposition from key treadmill actors, the environmental movement campaign 

has successfully garnered support through its effective framing strategies, which linked the 

movement to specific environmental threats (environmental pollution, illness, etc). In addition, 

the movement has taken advantage of the broader opportunity structure and has successfully 

linked the campaign to broader issues of state corruption, austerity, and the Occupy movement. 

These efforts have proved successful in reaching a larger group of supporters for the anti-mining 

campaign. As the analysis shows, however, treadmill actors have refused to concede. Throughout 

the campaign and until today they have pushed back and attempted to counter the successful 

social movement campaign by escalating threats against movement leaders, as well as continuing 

their efforts to influence the process through bilateral trade agreements.  
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I present an overview of the case study and summarize the key findings. I also 

discuss the implication of this research for the treadmill of production and social movements 

literature. Finally, I highlight potential avenues and directions for future research. 

Overview of the Case 

The case of Roșia Montană provides insight into the ways environmental activism can 

stall or slow down capitalist production expansion. The community of Roșia Montană has 

historically relied on mining as its principal economic activity. By 2006, following disinvestment 

from the state, due to the impending 2007 European Union accession, the state-run mining 

company closed, leaving the community to grapple with unemployment and environmental 

problems derived from the poor management of former underground mining facilities.    

However, in its transition from a centralized socialist economy after 1989, Romania engaged in 

several Bilateral Trade Agreements (BIT), which opened opportunities for foreign investments in 

different industries, including mining. As a result of these agreements, a Canadian company, 

Gabriel Resources, through its subsidiary Roșia Montană God Corporation, expressed its interest 

in exploring the remaining gold reserves at Roșia Montană.  

In the early 2000s, the company laid out its plans to build an open-pit mining operation, 

using cyanide to process the gold out of the resulting ore. In preparation for the start of the 

project, the company began purchasing properties in an effort to relocate the community so that 

the project could start. RMGC had the full support of both local administration officials and 

national-level state representatives. State actors advocated for the mining project with the 

community, highlighting the potential benefits to be derived by the local community and 

emphasizing the expected national importance of the mining project as a potential source of 
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significant tax revenue. Simultaneously, different state actors attempted to pressure the 

community to relocate (and be compensated) or be expropriated. Moreover, regional and state-

level administrators attempted to persuade the community to accept the mine, arguing that the 

state had no resources, nor intentions of providing economic development alternatives.  

Aggrieved by the potential environmental destruction, risk of cyanide pollution and the threat 

of expropriations, community members began to organize, contesting the largely economic 

rationale employed by state and corporate actors to facilitate community buy-in on the mine. 

Despite intense build-up in favor of the mine carried out by corporate and state actors, including 

legislative measures that attempted to facilitate the start of the project, environmental activists 

mobilized significant support across the country and succeeded to stall the start of the project by 

pressuring the state to withdraw its legislative support for the mine.  

However, the mining company responded to this challenge by the environmental movement 

with a request for arbitration in front of the World Bank. Invoking the stipulations of two BITs 

signed by Romania with Canada and the UK, where the mining company has its headquarters, 

Gabriel Resources asked for compensatory payments of over four billion dollars from Romania, 

arguing that the country did not respect its investor rights.  

I drew from environmental sociology literature (treadmill of production theory), state theory, 

and world-systems analysis to explicate the strategies used by treadmill actors to promote 

production expansion in semi-peripheral nations like Romania. Moreover, I drew upon the social 

movements literature (political opportunities and threats, and framing) to analyze how activists 

respond to treadmill threats and what tactics and frames they deploy to garner support and 

mobilize their grievances. The data for this project came from in-depth interviews with 

community members and activists, company and NGO data, and media coverage of the case. 
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Summary of Key Findings 

Treadmill scholars argue that production expansion contributes to environmental and 

social disorganization (Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg and Gould 1994). Environmental 

sociologists have highlighted the role of the growth coalition – an alliance of state, corporate, 

and labor actors – in fueling environmental change in the pursuit of economic gains (Schnaiberg 

1980; Gould et al. 1996; Gould et al. 2008). These theoretical frameworks provide a lens through 

which to analyze conflicts over natural resources exploitation, weighing in on the economy vs. 

the environment dispute that fuels much of the extant scholarship in environmental sociology.  

The case of Roșia Montană allowed us to look at particular dynamics of the treadmill of 

production such as state-corporate partnership and trade agreements in furthering treadmill 

expansion. Moreover, the case lends itself to investigation into how these dynamics play out in a 

semi-peripheral nation, in an attempt to fuel economic expansion in the extractive industries. 

Drawing from state theory, my findings indicate that state actors worked to promote the interests 

of the Canadian company at the expense of social disorganization and environmental impacts on 

the community (O’Connor 1988; Schnaiberg 1980). In particular, findings show how state actors 

dissociated themselves from their responsibility to provide economic development opportunities 

for their constituents. The insistence of state actors such as the president that the state no longer 

possessed the resources for job creation, exemplifies one way in which state actors benefit from 

capitalist expansion. By insisting on the need for corporate sources of employment, the state 

benefits two-fold, it can step back from its responsibility to provide economic development 

avenues for its citizens, while simultaneously gaining tax revenue from corporate sources to 

further its sociopolitical legitimacy (Schnaiberg 1980; Schnaiberg et al. 1994; 2000).  
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Moreover, by blocking alternative economic development avenues, through zoning in 

favor of corporate expansion, the state demonstrated its pro-growth “selectivities” and bias 

towards economic logic to the detriment of environmental concern (Allen et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, the governmental push for legislative changes in favor of the Canadian company’s 

mining project speaks to what treadmill theorists have called “institutional capture” (Schnaiberg 

1980:244) which further emphasize the tendency of state actors to reproduce capitalist interests 

(Miliband 1969; Poulantzas 1969; 1974). Finally, this study highlights the ways in which trade 

agreements serve to benefit core countries, at the expense of semi-peripheral nations like 

Romania, who continue to serve as pools of resources for wealthier nations. It is however 

important to note, as Gould (2008:42) argues that rather than consider cases like this as examples 

of exploitative relationships between countries, we must consider the interest groups which 

failed to offset the “environmental mental pressures of treadmill organizations and culture.” 

The case of Roșia Montană also shows that while the environmental movement has made 

some gains in protecting local ecosystems, the treadmill is well equipped to drown the voices of 

activists by deploying its own “organized opposition” (Schnaiberg 1980). Scholars have found 

that corporations tend to create and support “astroturf” organizations (Lits 2020; Lyon and 

Maxwell 2004) which mimic community acceptance, therefore contributing to the sociopolitical 

legitimation of the treadmill. Moreover, as scholars have highlighted, Labor has also played 

integral part of the growth coalition’s efforts to pursue economic growth at Roșia Montană. 

Represented by the local miners’ union who acknowledged their dependence on the corporation 

for employment, particularly after the state -run mine closed, labor went to great lengths to 

discredit opposition and alternative development avenues proposed by activists.  
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Finally, the case of the mining project also provided a lens into the workings of the media 

as a tool in the process of capitalist expansion. Due to its reliance on revenue from publicity, 

media organizations, particularly private media tend to serve as “ideological apparatuses” 

(Poulantzas 1969; Miliband 1969) that reproduce the capitalist ideology. The mining company 

used significant amounts of money to produce and distribute favorable content, to the point that 

particular media outlets began ignoring opposition voices. Moreover, the media failed to 

adequately acknowledge the true number of advertorials and sponsored content. These tactics 

speak to the dependence of media institutions on the treadmill and their unfettered support of 

economic growth (McChesney 2008; Schnaiberg 1980).   

Nevertheless, despite the significant build-up for the mine and the magnitude and 

frequency of treadmill strategies to promote the mining project, the case of Roșia Montană 

provides an opportunity to look at the potential of social movements to slow down production 

expansion. Treadmill scholars have long documented the way in which capital eschews 

responsibility for production externalities, burdening local communities with the environmental 

change deriving from industrial development that relies on resource extraction (Schnaiberg 1980: 

Schnaiberg and Gould 1994). Yet, treadmill theorists also argue that community response to 

environmental change has the potential to challenge and even slow down the treadmill of 

production (Schnaiberg 1980). I bolstered my analysis of efforts to slow of the treadmill of 

production by drawing from social movement theory. Specifically, I utilize theoretical work on 

political opportunities, threats, and discursive framing to explicate how collective mobilization 

worked to slow down the treadmill of production.  

Social movement scholars note that activism is fueled not only by favorable political 

opportunities, but also emerge as a collective response to real and perceived threats (Almeida 
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2003, 2008; Goldstone and Tilly 2001; Schock 1999). Almeida (2008) has pointed to state 

repression, the erosion of human rights, and economic constraints as common types of threats 

which can lead to movement mobilization. My findings are consistent with more recent 

scholarship on threats that highlights the importance of environmental threats in fueling activism 

(Almeida 2018; Johnson and Frickel 2011; Shriver, et al. 2015). The findings of this study 

indicate that activists mobilized in response to treadmill threats, reacting to what they perceived 

as dangerous social and environmental externalities resulting from the proposed mining project. 

Activists identified three types of threats posed by the mine: environmental destruction, pollution 

and potential cyanide contamination, and expropriation of land. Activists noted that their 

resistance to the proposed project initially stemmed from concerns related to the type of mining, 

which would rely on open-pit quarries that would lead to the destruction of the surrounding 

environment. However, findings indicate that as activists gained more information about the 

proposed technology, they became concerned with the environmental health risks associated with 

cyanide contamination, as well as the threats to their communities. Thus, the confluence of three 

specific environmental threats prompted citizen activism.  

Social movements can draw on a variety of discursive strategies in order to promote their 

campaign. Findings indicate that activists from the Save Roșia Montană campaign drew from the 

discursive opportunities (Koopmans and Olzak 2004) created by earlier protests, including the 

2012 protests against austerity measures in Romania which created widespread grievances 

among the population. Activists also drew upon the messages of international social movements 

such as Occupy and The Arab Spring to further bolster their claims of systemic inequalities and 

government overreach. Movement participants deployed strategic frames (Benford and Snow 

200) to increase the visibility of their movement and foment mobilization. In drawing from what 
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scholars denote as “core framing tasks” (Snow and Benford 1988), activists deployed diagnostic 

frames (identifying the problem), prognostic frames (proposing solutions), and motivational 

(mobilizing) frames. By defining the root of the problem as stemming from state corruption and 

corporate greed (diagnostic frames), activists used the rhetoric of Occupy and The Romanian 

Autumn (prognostic frames) to signal the importance of resistance and protests against the social 

inequities caused by the state-corporate partnership. Furthermore, to sustain participation 

(Benford and Snow 2000), movement actors used a “revolutionary” frame, inviting participants 

to engage in “the Revolution of Our Generation.” In this context, activists argued that the dispute 

over Roşia Montană was no longer a simple environment vs. the economy fight. Rather, activists 

argued that the entire campaign was an opportunity for systemic change similar to the 1989 

democratic revolution in Romania. Findings suggest the deployment of these frames resonated 

with movement participants and contributed to prolonged protests against the proposed mine. 

Findings indicate that activism came with additional threats. Activists continued to face 

considerable pressure from treadmill actors throughout the entire campaign against the mine, 

highlighting the myriad threats that activists can face when confronting more powerful treadmill 

actors.  

Finally, this study proposes that beyond the successful deployment of frames, the semi-

peripheral position of Romania in the world system contributed to movement outcome. As 

scholars have noted, semi-peripheral nations are the fertile ground for action “which both resists 

and transforms capitalism” (Chase Dunn 1990:1). Yet these transformations do not simply 

happen, rather they are the result of historical processes and conjunctures that are likely to be 

specific to the particular nation in which transformative action occurs. 
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In this case, what this study found is that a number of processes contributed to the 

creation of sufficient political opportunities to allow for movements to emerge. On the one hand, 

as noted earlier, Romania experienced in its recent history a transition from a state-controlled 

socialist economy to capitalist modes of production and accumulation. Political inexperience of 

state actors particularly in the early 1990s, in tandem with a newly embraced commitment to 

capitalist growth led political actors to engage the country in trade agreements that leave the 

country vulnerable to natural resource exploitation by corporations from core countries. At the 

same time, seeking upward mobility in the world system hierarchy, Romania engaged in a 

process of political transformation that paved the way for European Union membership since 

2007.  

As noted earlier the EU accession process involved the closing down of unprofitable and 

polluting industrial facilities, such as the mine in Roșia Montană, therefore sinaling to the 

adhering country that environmental concern carried importance in the process. Moreover, the 

prospect of accessing EU funds stimulated entrepreneurial ambitions among locals, who saw an 

opportunity to end the economic dependency on mining and pursue community development 

paths that would be less environmentally destructive. Consequently, administrative and 

legislative actions that hindered these prospects galvanized opposition. This dissonance between 

state actors’ and citizens’ vision of economic development contributed to creating the conditions 

for collective mobilization. Moreover, the sociopolitical and economic context, namely the 

transition from a socialist to a capitalist economy, and the EU accession process provided the 

timing and the kind of conditions that could be effective in slowing down the treadmill. Drawing 

from the opportunities afforded by this time of political and economic reorientation, and taking 
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advantage of the semiperipheral status of Romania, state actors could have steered the country on 

an economic path that “transforms capitalism” (Chase Dunn 1990:1). 

These processes led to a degree of capital accumulation and political pluralism which 

provided the basis for mobilization, in the form of “motivation and opportunity” (Chase-Dunn 

1990:27). Specifically, while the semi-peripheral status of Romania made the country vulnerable 

to environmental change, the changes in political opportunity structure allowed movement actors 

sufficient resources and motivation (partly as a reaction to treadmill threats) to resist 

environmental change and demand systemic change.  

Implications and Future Research 

My analysis of this case builds upon and extends existing scholarship in environmental 

sociology and social movements literature, while also contributing to world-systems analysis. 

This case illustrates the workings of the growth coalition in semi-peripheral nations, with 

particular emphasis on the role of state actors and the role of its administrative and legislative 

apparatuses in furthering capitalist expansion, by acting on their pro-growth biases and 

“selectivities” (Schnaiberg 1980; Gould et al 1996; 2008; Allen 2018). At the same time, this 

case adds to the study of the semi-periphery, exemplifying the ways in which semi-peripheral 

nation could serve as the locus of change in modes of production and accumulation and a fertile 

ground for anti-systemic movements (Chase-Dunn 1988; Boatcă). Furthermore, this study adds 

to social movements literature by addressing the ways in which perceived environmental threats 

work to prevent the placement of polluting industries in rural communities. Moreover, is adds to 

the study of framing social movement by exemplifying the ways in which movement actors can 

draw from international movement repertoires to mobilize support for their campaigns. In this 

sense, this study brings a certain degree of support to Wallerstein’s (1976) claim that 
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corporations will have to face global (socialist) alliances. Although there were no explicit 

socialist frames deployed by movement actors, by employing anti-systemic rhetoric, some 

borrowed from international movements, movement actors may have signaled the importance of 

international movement alliances in overcoming treadmill threats.  

Given the ongoing arbitration the case of Roșia Montană will lend itself to future 

analyses. Future research could track the results of the arbitration to evaluate the role and impact 

of trade agreements on semi-peripheral nations, paying attention to the fact that the arbitrator 

itself, the World Bank might be a partial actor in this dispute. More in-depth research is required 

to consider the dynamics of power employed in this dispute. Future research, preferably a 

longitudinal study, could also focus on the corrosive effects of this dispute on the community 

(see Freudenburg 2007; Picou 2004).  
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