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On a hot Sunday morning in July 2013, the inhabitants of Piedras, a small municipality in the Colombian
Andes, gathered to decide whether large-scale mining activities should be permitted in their territory.

Piedras, traditionally a rice farming community, could soon be a neighbor to one of the biggest open-pit
mining projects in the world. The South African transnational AngloGold Ashanti announced plans to
exploit gold reserves at La Colosa—56 miles (90 km) from Piedras and estimated to contain 24 million
ounces with a current market value of $31 billion—within the next two years. The farmers in Piedras, a
non-Indigenous campesino community, fear that La Colosa’s tailings dam, which would be built in the
municipality, will pollute and reduce their water supply.

Legally binding? In Guatemala, which has staged a number of popular consultations, a protester holds up
a sign "[...] in my house, the mine dose not pass." Photo: James Rodriguez.

Last year, when the project was put to a vote through a popular
referendum known as a consulta popular, or popular consultation, 99
percent of Piedras’ 5,105 eligible voters said “no.” However, the
Colombian government has dismissed the results of the consultation,
saying municipalities do not have the right to determine subsoil use.
Meanwhile, as exploration continues at La Colosa, AngloGold
Ashanti has offered jobs, improved local roads, housing, and health

facilities—and even given money for the local soccer team—in an effort to gain community support.

Popular consultations like the one in Piedras have become increasingly common in Latin America in the
past decade. Beginning in towns like Tambogrande, Peru, in 2002, Esquel, Argentina, in 2003, and
Sipacapa, Guatemala, in 2005, communities across the region—many of them non-Indigenous—have
been using this form of direct democracy to overwhelmingly reject extractive projects. In Guatemala,
local communities rejected extraction projects in 74 different popular consultations between 2005 and
2012.

Popular consultations are now occurring throughout the hemisphere alongside the mechanism of consulta
previa, and are gaining attention as an alternative way for communities to register their concerns about
extractive projects.
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International Labour Organization Convention 169 gives Indigenous and tribal peoples the right to be
consulted before the adoption of any legislative or administrative decision that could affect them. In
contrast, popular consultation is codified in national legislation and enables any eligible voter (including,
but not limited to Indigenous and tribal peoples) to decide any issue of importance to the community.
Popular consultations also differ from prior consultations in the manner in which they are carried out:
while prior consultations are meant to involve a process of ongoing discussion and dialogue between the
government and community, popular consultations usually involve a single yes-or-no vote by ballot.

Popular consultations can inspire civic participation in a way that traditional elections do not. In the oil-
producing Colombian municipality of Tauramena—where 96 percent of 4,610 eligible voters said “no” to
additional exploratory activities by Colombia´s state oil company, Ecopetrol, in 2013—more people
participated in the consultation than in the regular mayoral election.

The degree to which popular consultations are considered legally binding is a source of great debate, and
depends on national legislation. In Colombia, as in most of Latin America, the Constitution states that
subsoil resources are owned by the national government and not by the owners of the land. In December
2013, Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos said in an interview with El Espectador that popular
consultations like the ones in Piedras and Tauramena are “illegal and have no legal effect. The subsoil
belongs to all Colombians. There is no room for discussion.”

Yet Colombian law (Law 134 of 1994, Article 8) says it is obligatory for national authorities to respect
the results of popular consultations. The increasing use
of these consultations has fueled an intense national debate about which level of government should have
the power to decide on the use of natural resources in the subsoil.

As popular and prior consultations increase, they are viewed by some as obstacles to economic
development. But they may help reduce the rising number of socioenvironmental conflicts in Latin
America. Such mechanisms could also provide the impetus for a resource extraction process that takes
into account communities’ views of what development should look like.

To read more from Americas Quarterly, sign up for a free trial issue of the print magazine. No risk,
no commitment.

https://www.pubservice.com/subnew.aspx?PC=AQ&PK=MTRIAL


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 4/9

Stakes Involved in The Scottish Choice
3 comments • 2 months ago

LucMenard360 — John super good post that
sums up much of the situation.I comment on
your post …

National Protests Planned Against
Unaccompanied Minors
1 comment • 3 months ago

TX MINUTEMAN — ANTI-ILLEGAL ALIEN
INVASION PROTEST / DEMAND TO
SECURE THE …

AQ Video: An Interview with Lilian Tintori
2 comments • 2 months ago

Mark Bridges — When the Venezuelan
dictator is overthrown, this woman will be
first lady. …

AQ Slideshow: The People's Climate
March in New York City
1 comment • a month ago

GeneralLee — What do Hurricane Sandy
"victims" have to do with …

ALSO ON AMERICAS QUARTERLY

0 Comments Americas Quarterly  Login

Sort by Best Share ⤤

Start the discussion…

Be the first to comment.

WHAT'S THIS?

Subscribe✉ Add Disqus to your sited Privacy

Favorite ★

 
 

http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Famericasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Fstakes-involved-scottish-choice%3A9mE7V91hf-Am66dJ-QTcUMFR1nQ&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3020948894&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Famericasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Fstakes-involved-scottish-choice%3A9mE7V91hf-Am66dJ-QTcUMFR1nQ&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3020948894&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Famericasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Fnational-protests-planned-against-unaccompanied-minors%3Az-uVn_RRnBF2wN71RCRSauDEXIM&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=2854232418&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Famericasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Fnational-protests-planned-against-unaccompanied-minors%3Az-uVn_RRnBF2wN71RCRSauDEXIM&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=2854232418&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.americasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Faq-video-interview-lilian-tintori%3AF1FTFJnxTqHKuvKga4ZX8NyrISs&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3026669099&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.americasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Faq-video-interview-lilian-tintori%3AF1FTFJnxTqHKuvKga4ZX8NyrISs&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3026669099&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.americasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Faq-slideshow-peoples-climate-march-new-york-city%3AAlGCU7kdE-_ve_-A7lpWMl5PZ8c&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3047304878&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://redirect.disqus.com/url?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.americasquarterly.org%2Fcontent%2Faq-slideshow-peoples-climate-march-new-york-city%3AAlGCU7kdE-_ve_-A7lpWMl5PZ8c&imp=4gp18ur29dvgks&prev_imp=4govuhn7ahb5o&forum_id=907662&forum=americasquarterly&thread_id=2619535040&major_version=metadata&thread=3047304878&zone=thread&area=discovery
http://disqus.com/
https://disqus.com/websites/?utm_source=americasquarterly&utm_medium=Disqus-Footer
https://help.disqus.com/customer/portal/articles/1657951?utm_source=disqus&utm_medium=embed-footer&utm_content=privacy-btn


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 5/9

Connect with AQ

 

Most Popular

MOST POPULAR ON AQ ONLINE

Most Viewed

Past: 1 day  1 week  1 month  1 year

Uruguay’s Frente Amplio Outperforms Expectations Ahead of Runoff (11 times)

Brazil's Long To-Do List (8 times)

Day of the Dead Celebrations Unite Food and Memory (8 times)

Argentine Congress Passes Energy Bill, Opens Door for Shale Gas Development (7 times)

Humanitarian Interventionism Brazilian Style? (6 times)

https://www.pubservice.com/subnew1page.aspx?PC=AQ&PK=MPUBGFT
https://www.facebook.com/americasquarterly
http://twitter.com/AmerQuarterly
http://www.youtube.com/americasquarterly
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/americas-quarterly/id576858714?mt=8
http://americasquarterly.org/uruguay-frente-amplio-outperforms-expectations-ahead-runoff
http://americasquarterly.org/zimbalist
http://americasquarterly.org/content/day-dead-celebrations-unite-food-and-memory
http://americasquarterly.org/content/argentine-congress-passes-energy-bill-opens-door-shale-gas-development
http://americasquarterly.org/humanitarian-interventionism-brazilian-style


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 6/9

View a series of photos from
the People's Climate March on
September 21, which brought
more than 300,000 protesters
to the streets of New York
City.

Read our new series of first-person articles.

WEB EXCLUSIVES
AQ Slideshow: The People's Climate March
in New York City

September 24, 2014

by Mari Hayman 

AQ Video: An Interview with Lilian Tintori

September 17, 2014

by Leani García 

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/aq-slideshow-peoples-climate-march-new-york-city
http://americasquarterly.org/connecting-the-americas/
http://americasquarterly.org/connecting-the-americas/
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/aq-slideshow-peoples-climate-march-new-york-city
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/mari-hayman
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/aq-video-interview-lilian-tintori
http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/leani-garc%C3%ADa


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 7/9

Lilian Tintori, the wife of
imprisoned Venezuelan
opposition leader Leopoldo
López, discusses her
husband’s arrest and her new
role as a human rights activist.

MORE WEB EXCLUSIVES »

AQ Course Packets: Now Available for Your Classroom!

Browse our catalogue.

 

 

AQ and Efecto Naím: NTN24 Partnership

June 1: This AQ-Efecto Naím segment looks at sustainable cities in the hemisphere.

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/aq-video-interview-lilian-tintori
http://www.americasquarterly.org/webexclusives
http://www.hsbc.com/
http://www.americasquarterly.org/node/3869
http://www.americasquarterly.org/node/3869
http://www.americasquarterly.org/node/3869


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 8/9

 

NOW ON AS/COA ONLINE

Artista Gabriel Orozco Recibe Premio de Americas Society a la Creatividad en la Cultura
Oct 31, 2014
Nueva York, 31 de Octubre, 2014—Americas Society se complace en otorgar el primer Americas
Society Cultural Achievement ...
Artist Gabriel Orozco to Receive Americas Society Cultural Achievement Award
Oct 31, 2014
New York, October 31, 2014—Americas Society is honored to recognize Mexican artist Gabriel Orozco
with the first Americas ...
Weekly Roundup: Colombia's Military Courts, Bolivia's Vote Count, Brazil's Defense Deal
Oct 31, 2014
Mexico’s Top Court Nixes Bid for Energy Referendum On Thursday, Mexico’s Supreme Court deemed
unconstitutional a ...

AQ MEDIA PARTNER

World
EU steps up trade fight with Brazil
Oct 31, 2014
Request to WTO to set up a panel to rule on
issue

Companies

http://www.as-coa.org/articles/artista-gabriel-orozco-recibe-premio-de-americas-society-la-creatividad-en-la-cultura
http://www.as-coa.org/articles/artist-gabriel-orozco-receive-americas-society-cultural-achievement-award
http://www.as-coa.org/articles/weekly-roundup-colombias-military-courts-bolivias-vote-count-brazils-defense-deal
http://www.as-coa.org/
http://www.ft.com/
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/89d334a8-6147-11e4-8f87-00144feabdc0.html?ftcamp=published_links%2Frss%2Fcompanies_americas%2Ffeed%2F%2Fproduct


11/1/2014 The Rise of Popular Consultations | Americas Quarterly

http://www.americasquarterly.org/content/rise-popular-consultations 9/9

EU steps up trade fight with Brazil
Oct 31, 2014
Request to WTO to set up a panel to rule on
issue

 
 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/89d334a8-6147-11e4-8f87-00144feabdc0.html?ftcamp=published_links%2Frss%2Fworld_americas%2Ffeed%2F%2Fproduct

