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nvironmental defenders play a crucial role in protecting the

rights of local communities and nature in the face of

extractive projects. According to the 2023 Global Analysis

by Front Line Defenders, 300 human rights activists were
killed across the globe in 2023 alone, and 78% of these occurred in
Latin America.

Chinese banks and companies are vital to the development of
large-scale infrastructure and extractive projects in South America,
particularly those involving critical minerals. In fact, critical metals
and minerals account for 40% of the approximately USD 180 billion
that Latin America exported to China between 2000 and 2020, and
35% of Chinese direct investment in Latin America has
concentrated in more than 120 mining projects. These projects
include the Mirador copper mine in Ecuador; Las Bambas and
Toromocho in Peru; lithium extraction projects such as Tres
Quebradas and Pozuelos-Pastos Grandes in Argentina; and others
in which Chinese companies hold equity stakes, like Salar de
Atacama in Chile, and the lithium project in Brazil's Vale do
Jequitinhonha. In several of these cases, community and social
organizations have reported harassment and pressure against
those who challenge the mining projects and fight to defend their
territories.
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SHEDDING LIGHT ON THE ROLE OF CHINESE BANKS IN ADDRESSING NEGATIVE IMPACTS ON ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENDERS

Chinese banks have long benefited from a convenient lack of transparency regarding
their co-responsibility for abuses committed by their clients — generally Chinese
companies — against individuals opposing the projects. This co-responsibility arises,
first, because bank loans are fundamental for these projects to materialize, granting
banks significant influence over the companies involved. Second, banks are
expected to implement environmental and social regulatory frameworks to ensure
that their clients do not harm the communities and ecosystems affected by the
projects.

Unfortunately, most Chinese banks lack safeguards, access to information policies,
and grievance mechanisms to ensure proper handling of negative impacts.
Nevertheless, Chinese banks do bear environmental and social responsibilities,
stemming from at least four regulatory sources: internal environmental and social
evaluation and management systems (specific to each bank); Chinese environmental
and social guidelines (issued by the Chinese government) that apply to Chinese
banks’ overseas operations; various international standards adopted by the banks or
the Chinese government (established by international institutions and/or platforms);
and the laws of host countries.

Furthermore, in January 2024, during China’s Universal Periodic Review (UPR) before
the UN Human Rights Council, the People’s Republic of China committed to
protecting environmental defenders by accepting Spain’s recommendation to
“Establish protection mechanisms for human rights defenders” (No. 22.74), and
Chile’s recommendation to “Ensure a safe and enabling environment for human rights
defenders to carry out their work” (No. 22.155). These recommendations are highly
significant, considering that the shadow report for China’s UPR prepared by the
Collective on Chinese Financing and Investment, Human Rights and the Environment
(CICDHA—a network of Latin American organizations) documented environmental
and social impacts in 28 Chinese projects, 15 of which involved violations of civil and
political rights, primarily targeting the right to protest and involving misuse of the
judicial system.

Abuses in the Mirador Project in Ecuador

In February 2025, the Amazonian Community for Social Action in the Cordillera del
Céndor Mirador (CASCOMI), with support from Latin America Sustentable (LAS),
published the report The Situation of Environmental Defenders and the
Responsibilities of Chinese Banks in the Mirador Mining Project. This is the first
report globally that analyzes the environmental and social responsibilities of eight
Chinese banks that financed the Chinese consortium CRCC-Tongguan Investment.
These funds were used by its Ecuadorian subsidiary Ecuacorriente S.A. (ECSA) to
develop the Mirador project. Mirador is the largest copper extraction project in
Ecuador, where the world’s tallest tailings dam is being built, and according to
Chinese sources, it is expected to “rank among the world’s top 20 copper mines”.

The report documents forced evictions; harassment and surveillance of company
workers, leaders, individuals, and social organizations; the company’s lack of
cooperation in investigating the murder of an opposition leader; acts of intimidation
against the Ombudsman’s Office by ECSA; and restrictions on free movement,
among other abuses. The report concludes that the Chinese banks: 1) failed to
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comply with institutional regulations, Chinese guidelines, international standards, and
national laws; 2) did not implement due diligence actions that would have allowed
them to identify and correct ECSA’s misconduct timely; and 3), lack effective
environmental and social governance systems to evaluate and monitor their clients.

The situation in Peru

This past March, eleven environmental defenders from communities affected by the
Las Bambas copper mine in Peru were sentenced for events that occurred in 2015,
when the communities protested to demand, among other issues, the
implementation of prior consultation regarding a modification made to the
Environmental Impact Study. According to various Peruvian organizations, the
protest was met with excessive use of force, and both the Peruvian government and
the company filed legal actions aimed at intimidating communities that questioned
the project, unjustly punishing community defenders. Recently, Mary Lawlor, UN
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights Defenders, said that “No one should be
convicted for exercising the right to defend their rights.” Furthermore, more than 400
Peruvian and international civil society organizations condemned this judicial case's
lack of due process. The convicted individuals appealed the sentence, and nearly a
month later, an Appeals Court in the Apurimac region overturned the ruling.

Similarly, in the Rio Blanco copper and molybdenum project in Peru, repression of
social protests has resulted in at least four community members being killed between
2004 and 2009, dozens seriously injured, 33 community members kidnapped and
tortured, and multiple cases of criminalization of local leaders. At the Toromocho
project—one of the most significant copper mining investments in Peruvian
history—people have been forcibly displaced under conditions that violated their
rights, and reports indicate constant surveillance of community leaders by the
company.

The events at Mirador, Las Bambas, Rio Blanco, and Toromocho highlight the urgent
need for Chinese banks to: 1) adopt a “zero tolerance” policy ensuring their clients do
not perpetrate abuses or retaliate against environmental defenders; 2) establish
environmental and social safeguard policies; and 3) create formal grievance and
remediation mechanisms.

Chinese banks can no longer ignore the harm caused by their financing in the
communities they claim to serve, and civil society organizations must demand that
Chinese banks respect their rights and territories if they want to invest in their
countries.
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