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Why study informal participation in EIA? 
• The literature recognizes informal participation as an important 
element of analysis and seeks to understand how it influences 
decision-making (DEVLIN, YAP, 2008; GLUCKER et al., 2013).

• In Latin America, inequality and socio-environmental conflicts 
reinforce the prominence of social movements (IRARRAZAVAL et al, 2023; 

BIGOLLIN NETO, MALLET, 2023).

• In this context, studying these dynamics can help reveal 
limitations of formal participation and the lack of meaningful 
participation in EIA processes (DUARTE, DIBO, SÁNCHEZ, 2017; IRARRAZAVAL et al, 2023).
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Which projects are analyzed?São Paulo MMP Region
180 municipalities
30 million people
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Project Project developer EIS Preliminary Licence

Itapanhaú River
SABESP
mixed-capital water company

19 Nov 2015 2 Aug 2016

Pedreira e Duas Pontes Dams
EMAE
state-owned energy company

3 June 2015
25 Aug 2016

ITAPANHAÚ RIVER TRANSPOSITION

• inter-basin transfer – diverts 
water from the coastal region 
to the metropolitan area.

PEDREIRA AND DUAS PONTES DAMS
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• Dams and reservoirs — 
regional water storage and 
supply to the Campinas region.



Who are the affected people?

Caiçaras: members of 
traditional coastal 
communities

• Salve o Rio Itapanhaú
(Save Itapanhaú River)

Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/DBtjF8XxbTA/ Source: Save the Itapanhaú River



Who are the affected people?

Source: EPTV

• Barragem não! (‘Down 
with’ or ‘Not to the
dams”)

Source: EPTV

Urban and rural residents 
from the Campinas region



How did we capture their perspectives?
STEP 1 – DOCUMENTAL ANALYSIS

• minutes from meetings of 
the State Environmental 
Council (n=4);

• transcriptions of public 
hearings (n=4).

STEP 2 - INTERVIEWS

• movement leaders and
affected people (n=6).

The material was subjected to content analysis (BARDIN, 2011).

Formal participation Insurgencies - Informal participation



Why did they mobilize?

Findings from meeting minutes and public hearings:

• Affected people felt unheard, misinformed and excluded from 
the EIA process;

• They didn’t trust the licensing process.

Formal participation channels perceived as insufficient and ineffective



Affected people feel unheard

“Despite the fact that the population is against 
the construction of the dams, why are they 
being built anyway?”

Source: Minute meeting of council

Why did they mobilize?



Affected people feel misinformed

“We were never informed (…), we were never 
consulted, no one ever came to the area at risk, 
no one ever knocked on our doors to inform us 
about anything, you know?”

Source: Interview

Why did they mobilize?



Affected people feel excluded from the EIA process

“Will the population still be able to participate 
in the final decision of this water transfer 
project? It is an important issue for São Paulo, 
but also very important for the other cities 
involved.”

Source: Minute of council meeting

Why did they mobilize?



Affected people don’t trust the EIA process

“Have you ever seen a SABESP (water company) 
presentation? It’s theatre. They throw a bunch of 
technical arguments that no one understands. 
That’s why I can’t stand this whole licensing 
bureaucracy — coming here and telling people, 
‘look, we’re going to take your water away.”
Source: Interview

Why did they mobilize?



Source: https://g1.globo.com/sp/campinas-regiao/noticia/2019/06/09/moradores-fazem-
protesto-contra-construcao-de-barragem-em-pedreira.ghtml. Foto: Emerson Evaristo (G1)

Down with the Dams

We need you at the meeting
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Source: https://g1.globo.com/sp/campinas-regiao/noticia/grupo-protesta-contra-construcao-de-
reservatorio-de-agua-durante-visita-de-alckmin-em-amparo-sp.ghtml. Photo: Reprodução EPTV

Governor of São Paulo, don’t build the dams
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Sabesp (water company) kills rivers. CETESB and 
IBAMA (environmental agencies) are accomplices.

Source: Salve o Rio Itapanhaú Movement



Sabesp (water company) kills rivers. CETESB and 
IBAMA (environmental agencies) are accomplices.

Source: Salve o Rio Itapanhaú Movement

Save the Itapanhaú Movement



Source: https://g1.globo.com/sp/santos-regiao/noticia/2020/10/02/grupo-monta-cenario-funebre-em-
protesto-contra-obra-de-transposicao-do-rio-itapanhau-em-bertioga.ghtml. Photo: Mar Franz

Governor, respect Bertioga

Stealing our future

Mangroves are our nurseries
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Save the Itapanhaú river

Source: Salve o Rio Itapanhaú Movement



Water is not a commodity

Source: Salve o Rio Itapanhaú Movement



# I am against the 
diversion of the 
Itapanhaú River

PUBLIC HEARING 
with members of the 
Legislative Assembly

WATER FESTIVAL:
art and culture for 

ecosystem protection



How did they influence the decision-making?

Impacts on EIA process

• Popular mobilization led to legal actions and temporary 
suspension in both cases;

• Despite this, the effects were temporary: the procedures were 
resumed and the projects were approved;

• In the Itapanhaú case, social mobilization led to the inclusion of 
a specific monitoring requirement for the mangrove ecosystem 
in the environmental license.



What is the current status?

Nowadays, the projects are under construction. The 
movements have demobilized and no longer identify as 
groups under the names used during the early stages of the 
licensing processes.



Current status
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Pedreira and Amparo dams 
advance, with completion 
expected in 2026

18 Nov 2025



Current status
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Sabesp project seeks water 
60 km from São Paulo to 
prevent a water crisis

13 Apr 2026



What did we learn from these cases?

Insurgent movements highlighted power asymmetries and reinforced 
criticisms of environmental decision-making processes in Brazil:

• The EIA process prioritizes technocratic decisions that usually favor 
developers’ interests;

• Public consultation is often seen as a formality to legitimize pre-
made decisions;

• Informal participation arises circumstantially; it cannot confront 
entrenched structural processes, and maintaining mobilization is 
usually difficult.



The debate on participation in EIA must go beyond conventional 
mechanisms and build alternatives that effectively incorporate 
the perspectives of affected communities — especially in 
contexts marked by inequality and power asymmetry, such as in 
Brazil.

What did we learn from these cases?
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