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ABSTRACT 

Francisca Bettencourt Costa: Power Distributions in renewable energy transition: A case study on the lithium 
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Supervisor: Sarah Kilpeläinen 
Master’s Thesis 
Tampere University 
Leadership for Change: European and Global Politics 
December 2024 

 

This master's thesis focuses on power distributions over the lithium mining projects in Portugal and how these 
power distributions resulted in a backlash from the local populations. Lithium is one of the minerals required 
for a successful renewable energy transition, and the EU is leading the world as the pioneer for such a major 
change. Portugal has raw mineral reserves that the EU is interested in using to accelerate a green energy 
transition. While Portugal sees this as an opportunity to accelerate its renewable energy transition, the local 
populations that reside in the areas to be mined are against the lithium mining projects. 
The research aims to understand whether the lithium mining case in Portugal reflects power distributions in its 
governance of renewable energy transition, as well as uncovering where power distributions are located, how 
they are structured and maintained, and whether anything is being done to combat these distributions. Re-
search also aims to understand if the Portuguese government's decisions, on behalf of its energy transition, 
affect the local populations residing in the areas meant for mining. The case study includes the identification 
and categorisation of the featured actors during the analysis of the data. The roles and interests of the actors 
are revealed as they provide context for the distribution of power. This study's theoretical framework was for-
mulated using Historical Institutionalism (HI) theory mixed with Multi-Level Perspective. This combination 
serves to identify and categorise actors and themes. HI allows for utilising concepts identified in the study, 
such as incumbent actors. This thesis is a qualitative data case study, and the secondary data generated 
comes from document collection. The data was then analysed inductively using a thematic content analysis 
(TCA) technique. This master's thesis contributes to Historical Institutionalism literature, particularly on the 
topic of power distributions. It also offers depth to the analysis of the Portuguese institutional and governance 
system. Ultimately, it reveals the darker side of renewable transitions. 
The study concludes that power distributions in Portuguese renewable energy transitions benefit regime ac-
tors, whose niche actors are marginalised. Despite the fall of the PS government, the lithium mining projects 
remain invulnerable to change, reflecting regime stability through power structures. Inclusive decision-making 
must be advocated for. Activists, NGOs, environmental organisations, local municipalities, and the population's 
interests should be considered by the central government's decision-making, which shows evidence of clear 
distribution of power in Portugal. Specifically, institutions like the government, whose interests differ from those 
opposed to mining. There also needs to be distribution of power between local governments and the national 
government. 
 
Keywords: Recovery and Resilience Plan; REPowerEU; lithium mining; Historical Institutionalism; Multi-Level 
Perspective; power distributions; environmental impact statement; renewable energy transition 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter encapsulates the background information that builds up the thesis’ narrative, from 

Russia’s war leading to the EU’s decision to take extraordinary measures to support itself 

energetically via the REPowerEU plan and the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF). The 

introduction chapter offers a background chapter on the summary of Portugal’s energy governance, 

its Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP), the mining of Portugal’s natural resources, lastly, I 

describe the growing opposition towards lithium mining. After the background section is covered, 

the research purpose is addressed, along with the main research question and two sub-research 

questions. The last section covers the composition of the thesis which addresses the subject of each 

chapter. 

1.1. Background 

On February 24, 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine, causing shocks to the global order last seen in 

WWII (Brunk & Hakimi, 2022) and adversities within the global energy market (European 

Commission, 2022a). Russia was the third largest carbon-emitting country in the world in 2022 

(Xu, 2023) and the most important supply partner of the EU, counting all fuels until 2022 

(European Commission, 2022a). As a response to Russia's geopolitical energy behaviour and 

aggression towards Ukraine (Xu, 2023), and to accomplish the goals within the Paris Agreement, 

the REPowerEU plan was launched in the same year to cut out imports of Russian natural gas 

which the European Union (EU) is dependent on, supporting a green transformation in all member-

states and ensuring its more independence towards its foreign policy (Xu, 2023). Europe's systemic 

energy dependency holds fossil fuels as the leading cause for its historic dependence on foreign 

energy sources, reaching in imports around 60.5 % of the total energy supply in 2019 (Eurostat, 

2022). Because of this dependency, the EU’s launch of the REPowerEU plan reinforces its climate 

management policies, with plans to phase out fossil fuels and accelerate renewable energy 

transitions. The REPowerEU plan increases green hydrogen production uptake in energy-intensive 

industries and fulfils deployment targets for heat pumps, wind power, and solar energy. Figure 1, 

shown below, states the REPowerEU’s four objectives. 
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Figure 1 REPowerEU objectives. Source: European Commission (2022a) "REPowerEU: Affordable, secure and sustainable energy 

for Europe 

Close to €300 billion in REPowerEU funds were mobilised, with €72 billion in grants and €225 in 

loans. The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) takes on the form of these loans and grants, with 

€10 billion in networks for gas and Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) and €2 billion for gas and oil 

facilities to end Russian oil dependency. According to the European Commission (2022a), the 

remaining sum of the funds go to speed up and scale up the energy transition. 

Through REPowerEU, the EU successfully reduced its dependency on Russian fossil fuels, having 

saved 20% of its energy consumption, introduced the gas price cap and the global oil cap and 

doubled the additional deployment of renewables (European Commission, 2022a). As a result, the 

Commission increased to 45% the renewable energy target of 2030. To reinforce the plan, the EC 

proposed amendments to the RRF Regulation to integrate REPowerEU priority chapters in 

Member-states’ existing Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRP) (European Commission, 2022g; 

2023c). In the 2022 European Semester cycle, each MS has country-specific REPowerEU 

recommendations laid out by the Commission. The RRF supports MS in speeding up critical 

reforms, investments, and green sectors following the EU’s post-pandemic recovery (European 

Commission, 2022b). The European Union seeks to secure partnerships with non-European energy-

supplying countries to obtain sustainable and secure supplies of renewable hydrogen while also 

signing agreements for the export of natural gas to Europe, pipeline imports and purchase of LNG. 

A challenge that REPowerEU faces is that despite transitioning from fossil fuels, Europe will 

require and rely on critical raw material extraction. Minerals are needed to bring forth the energy 

transition. The production of the materials required for mining, manufacturing, installation, and 
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disposal will also be needed globally, along with creating distribution networks, storage and end-use 

facilities. However, minerals may become the limiting factor of production instead of fossil fuels 

(Hund et al., 2020; OECD, 2019).  Despite this challenge, Europe has resources underground and is 

looking for solutions to tackle foreign dependency through domestic sources of low-carbon energy 

(IEA, 2022a; Vezzoni, 2023). On the 9th of March 2023, the EC approved the Temporary Crisis and 

Transition Framework, in agreement with the Green Deal Industrial Plan, to support the key sectors 

transitioning to a net-zero economy. Member-states can utilise the flexibility allowed under State 

aid rules to support the economy due to Russia’s war against Ukraine and rising energy prices. The 

EU has tremendous influence in Portugal’s public policy since it adhered to the Union (Carvalho et 

al., 2014, p. 199). 

1.1.1. The Portuguese governance of its energy: An overview of the transition to 

renewable energy 

Renewable energy was unheard of throughout government changes until the 1950s (Guerreiro et al., 

2022). Portugal has always imported fossil fuels (Nunes, 2018), particularly in industry and 

transportation. The country was significantly affected by the oil shocks of 1973 and 1979, which 

were global events that led to a sharp increase in oil prices and highlighted the vulnerability of 

countries dependent on fossil fuels (Araújo & Coelho, 2013). In response to these shocks and to 

strengthen its energy security, hydropower became Portugal’s dominant power system, supplying 

over three-fourths of the total national electricity consumption in the 1970s. Portugal’s devotion to 

the energy transition was shown before the first EU directives on adopting renewable energy. Due 

to Portugal’s historical capacity factors, it now has a diversified portfolio of renewable resources, 

but it was not always this way. Coal was used generally until the 1950s as a source of energy. In the 

1970s, coal and hydropower were the two primary sources of energy (Guerreiro et al., 2022). After 

the 1970s, Portugal's coal reserves were no longer competitive, as environmental organisations 

protested coal mining due to the harm it brought to the environment and natural landscape. 

According to Miguel et al. (2018, p.6), coal is imported in modern times to Portugal due to a severe 

decrease in coal mining production by the end of the 20th century (Miguel et al., 2018). 

Hydroelectricity became heavily invested as electric energy consumption grew, with over 90% of 

total electricity production derived from hydropower in the late 1960s (Guerreiro et al., 2022; 

Madureira & Baptista, 2002). After the carnival revolution in 1974, the power sector of Portugal 

became nationalised, with the current public and private electricity products of that time merging 

into Electricidade de Portugal (EDP) (Decree Law 502/76), an energy company that produced, 

distributed and retailed electricity. In the 1980s, promoting renewable energy projects was made 
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possible, as the then Ministry of Industry and Energy created several energy policies that were 

adopted nationwide (Vieira et al., 2024). However, by 1995, the Ministry of Industry and Energy 

dissolved (Guerreiro et al., 2022). 

Regardless of the dissolution of the Ministry of Industry and Energy, Portugal’s adhesion to the EU, 

in 1986, accentuated the country’s focus towards developing its environmental policies (Araújo & 

Coelho, 2013, pp. 147-148). Between 1987 and 1991, to generate more electricity, the government 

decided to use domestic renewable energy sources. After 1991, that plan was included in the policy 

agenda of each government that came after. The priority of the 1994 Energy Programme focused on 

a replacement for fossil fuel consumption, with national coal production stopping that same year 

(Pinho & Hunter, 2019). Due to European funding, public subsidies were put into investments in 

developing and installing natural gas or renewable energy technology. In 1995, different regulations 

were applied to a new electrical system, the public system (SEP) and the independent system (SEI). 

Between 1995 and 2013, with the support of the Ministry of Economy, state secretaries became in 

changer for energy policies (Guerreiro et al., 2022). 

Andreas et al. (2019) note that the early 2000s renewable policies of Portugal successfully reached 

renewable targets, showing that the country is committed, and its policies are effective. Sharing the 

same goals with the EU, the Portuguese government championed renewable energy, making it one 

of the leaders in the field, particularly in hydropower and wind power. The significant reduction in 

solid fossil fuel energy consumption further underscores the success of these policies (Fernandes & 

Ferreira, 2014). When José Socrates was the Portuguese prime minister, renewable energy became 

heavily promoted between 2005 and 2009 heavily. Socrates, once served as the minister of 

environment between 1999 and 2002 (Guerreiro et al., 2022). Overall, Portugal's renewable energy 

journey is a source of optimism for the future of renewable energy. 

The Ministry of Environment, Territory and Energy was important to Portugal's energy transition. 

The ministry’s activity was recorded between 2013 and 2015, when it was dissolved (Guerreiro et 

al., 2022). Despite weak economic growth averaging an annual real GDP growth rate of -0,2% 

between 2006-2016 (International Monetary Fund, 2017), Portugal remained steady on its high 

climate ambitions. The country launched a Carbon Neutrality Roadmap 2050 in 2016, Marrakech 

COP, three years ahead of the European Union to reiterate its commitment towards achieving 

renewable energy goals (Silva & Sareen, 2023). Portugal also created its National Energy and 

Climate Plans (NECP) for 2021 to 2030 (de Oliveira et al., 2020) to accelerate EU energy strategies 

towards decarbonisation. 
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Portugal’s gross final energy consumption in its renewable energy share increased from 19,5% to 

28,5% between 2005 and 2016 (Proença & Fortes, 2020; DGEG, 2017). Its share of renewable 

energy in electricity production increased from 19.5% to 56.0% between 2005 and 2016 (DGEG, 

2017), exceeding its 55.3% RES-E target by 2020 (NREAP, 20s10). This is closer to the 80% goal 

of the Portuguese Green Growth Commitment to 2030 (Governo de Portugal, 2015). Between 2017 

and 2020, the country’s energy regulations increased significantly. The newly formed Ministry of 

Environment and Energy Transition launched in 2018 a market-oriented approach for solar power 

by selling grid capacity (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021). In 2019, an increase in energy transition 

policy plans with a progressive policy platform to embrace solar rollout and change its legislation to 

allow community energy options (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021) was enacted. Between 2019 and 

2020, solar auctions held world records that calculated 39% of annual average market prices for 

electricity, totalling 2 GW in awarded projects in 36 parcels of land (Silva & Sareen, 2023). This 

means that the installed solar capacity in Portugal will surpass these parcels after installation in 

2022. 

According to Proença & Fortes, 2020), Portugal had the 5th most ambitious target for Renewable 

Energy Sources (RES) within the EU in final energy consumption. In comparison, Malta had 10%, 

Sweden 49%, and Portugal 31% (Proença e Fortes, 2020). In 2020, Portugal was the top-rated 

European member-state that consumed the most sustainable energy. The country ranked top in total 

energy import dependency and energy productivity (Luty et al., 2022). Electricity was the primary 

energy source consumed by households in 2020 at 46.4%, followed by biomass at 18.4% and 

natural gas at 12.4% (INE, 2021). The same year, the country's energy legislation accepted 

collective self-consumption schemes. 

By 2021, Portugal’s last two coal-fired power plants closed permanently. In 2022, it was decided 

that its regional public fleets would adopt green hydrogen in a couple of years (Silva & Sareen, 

2023) to reach climate targets set by the European Commission. Figure 2 compares Portugal's final 

energy consumption between 2001 and 2021. From October 31st to November 6th of 2023, the 

country ran solely on renewable electricity for six days on wind, solar and hydropower due to 

favourable wind and rain conditions (Redes Energéticas Nacionais, 2023). 
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Figure 2 Portugal – Final energy consumption between 2001 and 2021. Source: DGEG, Energia em números (2023, fig.27, p. 61). 

Renewable energy sources made up 61% of the electricity consumption in 2023, the highest value 

ever recorded in the Portuguese national system, a total of 31,2 TWh—wind power 25%, 

hydropower 23%, photovoltaics 7%, biomass 6%. In May 2023, renewable energy incorporation in 

mainland Portugal was 60,3%, 30.3% in Madeira, and 35.1% in the Azorean Islands (International 

Trade Administration, 2024). Portugal is leading wind generation and deploying photovoltaic solar 

energy and battery storage. In November of 2023, the country invited companies for its first 

offshore wind power auction off the Atlantic coast (Gonçalves, 2023) by the last quarter of 2030 to 

reach 10 GW capacity on that same year. 

For the next section, I explain Portugal’s Recovery and Resilience Plan, with a REPowerEU 

chapter, as the country is intended on addressing its climate targets and reaching energy efficiency 

for the following decades. 

1.1.2. Portugal’s Recovery and Resilience Plan 

The Portuguese government worked extensively with the European Commission (EC) to create 

strong plan to encourage the achievement of climate targets, the Recovery and Resilience Plan 

(RRP) (Zeitlin et al., 2023). The RRP has three dimensions, as shown in Figure 3 below, 

representing its main objectives. 
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Figure 3 Three Dimensions of the Portuguese Recovery and Resilience Plan. Source: Recuperar Portugal (2022). 

On November 28, 2022, the government allocated part of the REPowerEU sum towards energy 

efficiency under its RRP plan. Portugal has an updated 2023 version with an included REPowerEU 

chapter after Portugal submitted a request to revise it with further reforms and investments to fulfil 

REPowerEU objectives. To simplify the tax and social benefit systems, bring incentives for the 

circular economy, and further enhance digital access to public services. With an increase from €13.9 

billion to €15.5 billion in RRF grants, the total value of the plan is €22.2 billion (European 

Commission, 2023a). Portugal requested 3.2 billion in RRF loans and €2.7 billion in loans 

previously included in the plan, resulting from the updated plan approved by the EC. This value 

also includes the part of the plan financed with national resources, covering 44 reforms and 117 

investments (European Commission, 2023a). 41.2% of the plan will support climate objectives, and 

21.1% of the plan will foster the digital transition (PRR, 2023). 
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Table 1 Portugal’s REPowerEU chapter measures—source: European Commission (2023c). 

REPowerEU grants for its REPowerEU chapter consist of 704 million—and 81 million from the 

Brexit Adjustment Reserve (BAR) with several reforms and investments, as shown in Table 1. The 

Commission authorises payments if Portugal meets its milestones and targets outlined in its RRP 

(European Commission, 2023b). The powers of the Commission were increased by this act, 

allowing the EC to monitor the (implementation of) plans and implement a formula that calculates 

indicative national renewable energy targets. 

To enforce the full implementation of the RRP, a commission responsible for the RRP (CNA-PRR) 

was created to fulfil that purpose. A model that uses intermediary entities has been developed to 

ensure that all physical and financial results are based on milestones and goals. The governance 

model of the RRP is met with four levels of coordination (Recuperar Portugal, n.d), as shown in 

Figure 4: 
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Figure 4 The governance model of the RRP with four levels of coordination. Source: Recuperar Portugal (n.d.). 

The EC approved the modified plan; however, it is awaiting an assessment by the Commission, 

which authorises payments if Portugal meets its milestones and targets outlined in its RRP 

(European Commission, 2023b). The Commission monitors the plans and their implementations 

and introduces a formula for calculating indicative national RE targets. 

1.1.3. Lithium: A solution for decarbonisation? 

This section covers lithium's critical mineral role in achieving Europe's decarbonisation goals as 

Portugal possesses critical raw materials and the country is investing heavily in becoming a 

domestic source of low-carbon energy for Europe (European Commission, 2024). For this section, I 

provide information to the regions where lithium is to be mined in Portugal, as context is needed for 

understanding the purpose of this case study. Afterwards, I explore Portugal’s plans on exploring 

and mining its lithium reserves, which can serve as an innovative opportunity for the country as 

innovation has positive effects for the improvement of society, the economy and the environment. A 

potential downside of these plans is that innovation could be used for short-term growth. Lastly, I 

present mining impacts for the long term that need to be thought through, especially when 

exploration and mining of critical minerals can bring environmental impacts and threaten the 

livelihood of the communities living close to where the mining is bound to occur. 
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1.1.3.1. The potential of Portugal’s lithium mining reserves 

Lithium has a crucial role in Portugal's decarbonisation efforts, as raw materials are necessary to 

achieve a successful renewable energy transition. Portugal is aligned with the European strategy of 

batteries (Dunlap & Riquito, 2023; EDM, 2018) to make this happen. According to Hernández-

Morales and Mateus (2021), Portugal, Austria, Czech Republic, Finland, Serbia, and Spain possess 

lithium reserves. However, Portugal is the first to produce lithium in Europe (Gourcerol et al., 

2019). 

Portuguese Prime Minister António Costa highlights that Portugal could potentially possess cable 

connections in all continents through direct submarines (Donn, 2023). He says that Portugal has 

been described as having "the largest lithium deposits in Europe"2, claiming that this is an 

opportunity for Portuguese-speaking countries and Europe (Donn, 2023). To speed up the transition, 

the government wishes to produce high-quality lithium. It has been working on attracting new 

investment from several countries, including South Korean multinationals, in the automotive 

industry and the energy sector (Donn, 2023). 

According to (Donn, 2023, the chief executive stresses that Portugal holds solutions around 

decarbonisation and that they are an excellent opportunity to increase Portugal's economic potential 

through green hydrogen. He states that Portugal may export green energy. Lastly, he says there 

should be the creation of mining, refining, and battery factories focused on lithium in the country; 

foreign investment should be brought to the country, creating jobs for young people. The discussion 

on sustainability transitions and their processes is often portrayed as positive, as we can see. 

However, raw materials extraction comes with environmental impacts such as risk of environmental 

destruction, and social impacts, such as displacement and opposition from the local population 

(Campbell, 2022).  

The Barroso region in Northern Portugal will become Western Europe's largest lithium mine site 

(Dunlap & Riquito, 2023). In Portugal, Barroso is the sole region in Portugal accepted as a Globally 

Important Agricultura Heritage System (GIAHS) by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) 

in 2018 (FAO, n.d.). To become a GIAHS, a region of land must have a combination of a strong 

agricultural presence, valuable ecosystems, and a longstanding culture (FAO, 2017). This region is 

dominated by human activity in agriculture, forestry, and grazing, and it holds some critical and 

intact environmental areas (FAO, n.d.). Nature protections prioritise flora and fauna, especially if 

these are classified under the European Commission's Birds and Habitats Directives as Priority 

                                                
2 Translated quote by the author.  
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Species (FAO, n.d.). In these regions, cultural practices make people stand out from most 

populations in the country (FAO, n.d.). 

The government justifies the mining as "green sacrifice zones" as part of a mutual understanding 

with Europe's goals for achieving a stable renewable energy transition due to the necessity of these 

raw materials (Zografos & Robbins, 2020; Canelas & Carvalho, 2023). Antal et al. (2020) express 

transitions should be more focused on as they can result in unsustainable outcomes due to the lock 

in between the risks involved and opposition. The risks mentioned involve environmental injustice, 

loss of flora and fauna, air and water pollution, and social consequences on local communities and 

possibly future generations who will have to deal with potential long-term consequences. The risks 

are so strong that there is strong opposition to the mining activities that will take place.  

The role of the Portuguese government is vital in supplying renewables for the country and the EU 

and creating new infrastructure. The EC approved €350 million as investments for equipment 

production to accelerate the transition within Portuguese sectors and increase self-sufficiency to 

support a shift towards a carbon-neutral economy. The RRF will finance this measure through direct 

grants for companies that use raw materials or other components that produce types of equipment 

for use and storage through carbon capture, and the production of electrolysers, batteries, wind 

turbines, heat pumps, solar panels (European Commission, 2024). 

1.2. Research context: 

It is important to address the focus of this study on the Barroso mine, as the selected documents 

focus on the lithium mine of Barroso and not the Romano mine. Both mines are in Portugal and are 

heavily addressed in the news outlets, however, this case study is focused on the Barroso mine in 

the Boticas region in northern Portugal. The reasoning behind this choice comes the potential 

extension of the writing of this thesis as I would also have to analyse the Romano mine’ 

Environmental Impact Statement and Non-Technical summaries. Despite this reasoning, content 

analysis seeks to observe and identify patterns, which is why including the Romano mine of 

Montalegre, in the analysis of news outlets is of importance. The news outlets present the similarity 

in the struggle and opposition by both regions’ residents and representatives against the lithium 

mining exploration projects. And they also present the legal complexities and the decision-making 

processes by actors responsible for approving the exploration of the mines. Overall, the documents 

report legitimate information, points of view and reactions from all significant actors. 
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1.2.1. Research Case: 

The objective of this thesis is to understand whether power distributions occur in Portugal’s 

renewable energy transitions, therefore the case study is focused on the lithium mining projects. 

Although the mining sites are not the main focus of the study, it is of significance to provide 

background information to the region whose resources are crucial for that transition to occur. The 

research case highlights the Barroso mining exploration project, and on a smaller scale the Romano 

mining exploration project. 

1.2.1.1. Barroso mining exploration project 

The project is in the region of Alto Tâmega, mostly in the Boticas municipality, the parishes of, 

Dornelas, Vilar e Viveiro and Covas do Barroso. It crosses the parish of Canedo, in Ribeira de Pena. 

The project is based on the concession area expansion of the Barroso Mine, for the purpose of 

producing spodumene concentrate, a high-purity lithium ore with 6 percent lithium content 

produced as a raw material, and valuing, as by-products, feldspar and quartz. The mining of the 

geological resource is based on four sections: Pinheiro, Grandão, NOA, Reservatório. Currently the 

Project implementation area is dominated by production forests (75%), mostly Pinhal-Bravo, and 

Matos (20%). With less representation, riparian vegetation and forest areas (Carvalhal), in its 

proximity, are identified in the study area. The mining project includes mining annexes such as a 

processing unit (Lavaria), waste facilities, water management structures, accesses to benefit, both 

internal and external, and an electrical line, to be relocated. 

 

Figure 5 Alto Tâmega region 
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Figure 6 Overview of the Barroso Mine (Mining Technology, 2019). 

The intervention area is integrated into the agro-silvo-pastoral system of the Barroso region, 

classified as World Agricultural Heritage by FAO. The project of the Barroso mine will occur for an 

estimated time of 17 years based on three phases: construction, exploration and closing phases. 

The project has minimisation impact measures for the whole project, and they are divided into: pre-

construction and construction phase, exploration phase, and closing phase. In addition to the 

proposed minimization measures for the different impacts identified, it is important to monitor the 

impacts caused by the project to verify whether minimization is achieved or whether additional 

measures need to be taken. The most significant environmental factors include: 

Ecological systems – Potential disturbance of species such as Red-billed magpie and the River 

Mussel, and the natural activity of the Iberian wolf. Water resources – Elements from the project 

may be present on drainage lines, possibility of deterioration in the quality of surface waters 

affecting the objectives in the Water Framework Directive. Landscape – At the time, there was no 

landscape compatibility for the project due to the World Agricultural Heritage Site classification of 

the area by the Food Agriculture Organisation (FAO). Social component – Rising inconvenience 

generated by incessant and intense exploration, over a short period, influence on the region's air 

quality, possible loss of World Agricultural Heritage listing. 
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There are negative impacts in the construction and closing phase of the project, but these impacts 

are not considered significant due to the project’s duration. Regardless of the fact, most of the 

significant impacts of the project are to occur in the exploration phase. The positive impacts of the 

project revolve around Portugal’s strategic positioning in relation to lithium policies at the 

European level, and the economic and social factors. The exploration’s economic benefits are 

synonymous with investments and technological development in the lithium exploration and battery 

industry. Lithium is essential for electric vehicle batteries, which are important for meeting national 

and European energy transition goals. The adoption of recommended minimization measures and 

correct environmental monitoring will ensure the reduced significance of impacts. 

1.3. Opposition towards lithium mining 

According to Friends of the Earth (Friends of the Earth, n.d), lithium extraction inevitably harms the 

soil and causes air contamination. Mining impacts severely affect communities where this 

extraction occurs, limiting their access to water. It requires 2.2 million litres of water to make just a 

ton of lithium (Rather, 2023). According to Campbell (2022), the community of Toconao in North 

Chile suffered from water-related conflicts due to the extraction of lithium. Access to water by local 

communities living in South America, where lithium is discovered in the salt flats, is threatened. 

Despite the government's attempts at bringing investment to Portugal towards the exploration of 

lithium, a general observation is that local populations and the NGOs at the local and regional came 

to oppose the mining in their territories (Silva & Sareen, 2023). The lack of transparency in 

decision-making processes has raised concerns and made audiences distrust the government's 

actions. Although the mining holds positive effects, it is a temporary resource whose extraction may 

cause biodiversity loss and carbon emissions (van den Hove, 2012). Note that the backlash is 

against energy transition but the questioning of its sociotechnical premises (Canelas & Carvalho). 

According to Escosteguy et al. (2022), national and municipal governments' lack of transparency 

and population consultation drives the opposition. A meeting was held in February of 2022, 

between government officials and mayors of the municipalities where the mining is set to occur, 

with the emphasis that the culture would benefit from the economic benefits of these explorations, 

the possible environmental impacts and minimisation efforts from media reports. The officials 

agreed on paying €100.000 a year per mine to municipalities (Silva & Sareen, 2023). 

The meeting is an example of centralised the Portuguese territorial organisation’s political character 

is, in which non-transparent negotiation occurs between the local and national elites (Silva & 

Sareen, 2023). Growing pressure from those directly affected by the lithium project produced anti-
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mining positions from several municipalities and parishes. Motions against the lithium program 

were approved (Silva & Sareen, 2023). 

Movement representatives suggest that citizens need to be adequately informed about public 

consultations on mining projects, to make their opinion known through the PARTICIPA online 

portal. However, older people living in rural areas often lack access to the internet, which makes it 

difficult for them to participate in these consultations. Despite existing methods for accessing public 

participation, these are insufficient when taking all age groups into consideration. Civil society 

stakeholders, which can be called small business owners, cooperatives, local communities, unions, 

climate justice groups and environmental organisations, should be allowed by Portuguese 

authorities to partake in the decision-making processes. Delegation is required when guaranteeing 

‘credible commitments’ in debates, especially when renewable energy transitions is the topic of 

discussion, (Jönsson & Tallberg, 2001). If delegation is not included, it undermines commitment 

towards carbon neutrality, public acceptance and an inclusive and fair energy transition (Carvalho et 

al., 2022). 

Public opposition and debates arose from mapping extraction sites, whereas the mining companies, 

media and governmental institutions promote lithium mining projects, misconstruing the arguments 

of the local populations and over the environment. Particularly the news media and mining 

companies, which are held responsible for the spread of misinformation and lack of information. 

Local municipalities suffer from manipulative and coercive behaviours employed by mining 

companies through misrepresenting the arguments of the locals. Such behaviours include 

manipulation, deception, coercion and defamation, as well as instilling fear, menacing be, instilling 

fear, misinforming, bribing, and other harassment tactics from governmental agents and mining 

companies (Canelas & Carvalho, 2023). The PS government misrepresents the local populations 

and the areas where these reside (Canelas & Carvalho, 2023). Sometimes, resistance occurs due to 

distrust in the companies’ qualifications. Mining may impact the local environment and the 

economy. Contrasts in perspective among actors related to lithium mining in Portugal was that 

interviews state that its advocates are focused on acquiring economic gains through climate change. 

In contrast, the preservation of local environmental conditions is paramount to opponents. 

If there are no mining explorations, the decarbonisation efforts of Portugal and the EU towards 

renewable energy transition will be delayed. If there are mining explorations, then these people's 

way of life will be threatened and possibly eradicated, the cultural value will be lost, and 

environmental degradation, environmental impact, eradication of fauna, endangered species of 
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animals, plants and insects. The potential loss of cultural value should make the audience feel 

emotionally connected to the issue and the need to preserve local culture. Despite recent 

developments, unsustainable trends should be considered and researched for the betterment of 

society and the pursuit of a more carbon-neutral path. 

There are different energy technologies that can be used to bring the acceleration for renewable 

energy transition. However, each technology comes with its own advantages and challenges. 

Lithium-ion batteries are a proven technology with a strong production infrastructure and supply 

chain, making them the comfortable option for storage systems due to how much energy can be 

stored and used. However, lithium-ion batteries have a short-term lifespan and wear out over time. 

If the batteries are damaged or not maintained properly, they can be inflammable. The battery 

manufacturing process involves the use of materials made up of finite resources. Lastly, lithium-ion 

batteries are less sustainable than, for example, green hydrogen, which is growing to become a 

complementary solution in the future. 

University professor and former Portuguese environmental secretary (PSD) Joaquim Poças Martins 

doubts the effectiveness of lithium batteries, stating that green hydrogen is a better solution. 

“Everything is pointing more towards hydrogen as a form of storing energy than 

batteries… so-called green hydrogen can be produced, and when it burns, the 

final product is water, not carbon dioxide… the technology is still in maturity, that 

is the large-scale industrial development of green hydrogen in which, for example, 

solar energy is used in abundance to produce hydrogen, which can be used when 

there is no sun"3 (Donn, 2022). 

While green hydrogen is more sustainable, it is still more expensive to produce than lithium-ion 

batteries as the technology for green hydrogen is still in development, and investment for storage, 

transportation and production infrastructure is required (Hassan et al., 2024). Both technologies 

should be considered for a stable renewable energy transition. 

There needs to be an investigation into whether there is the presence of power imbalances are 

recognised in climate target agreements by the Portuguese government and see whether that 

explains the gap in transparency by the government and if the government has path dependencies 

that enforce the resistance of the populations to agree on the mining of lithium. We need to 

understand how this power imbalance affects the dynamic between the Portuguese government and 

                                                
3 Translated quote by the author. 
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its population, how the population is suffering from the power imbalances due to the decisions of 

the government in pursuing the explorations against the people's will, and how power imbalances 

can affect the meaning of renewable energy transition and can cause environment impacts from 

lithium mining. 

1.4. Research Aim 

In the present thesis, I investigate whether instances of power distributions, a theme belonging to 

historical institutionalism, are present in Portugal’s handling of its renewable energy transition by 

making an empirical case on lithium mining. 

Portugal’s governance of its energy transition represents a significant turning point for Europe’s 

long-going dependence on fossil fuels from non-EU countries. Since joining the EU, Portugal’s 

territorial governance style has been under pressure for change under the European Union. In the 

last couple of decades, the EU has influenced the country by developing new instruments, such as 

development programmes, or by influencing planning concepts. The REPowerEU and the RRP are 

examples of the EU’s influence over Portugal. These two plans are under evaluation by the 

Commission and can only be given funds once they fulfil all the requirements and goals. However, 

domestic contexts can be resilient under these policy instruments (Oliveira & Breda-Vásquez, 

2011). Having lithium reserves makes Portugal a country with the potential to provide batteries and 

energy not just on the national level but for other countries, making Europe more self-sufficient. 

The development of the Portuguese RRP was recognised due to the involvement of civil society, 

social partners and municipalities (EESC, 2021). However, this does not come without controversy 

from local populations opposing the government over the mining projects and the negative impacts 

the mining will have on their livelihoods and the environment. I analyse the gap between the 

governance style and the clear opposition of the local populations. 

Historical Institutionalism (HI) theory is essential for studying energy transitions, giving context to 

the formation and evolution of institutions and how institutional processes change as time 

progresses (Pierson, 2004). HI highlights the unintended consequences of institutional design 

(Steinmo & Thelen, 1992; Hall & Taylor, 1996). Institutions influence groups’ abilities to recognise, 

before anything else, shared interests (Thelen, 2002, 92). 
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Figure 7 Research topic and the theoretical concept under analysis. 

This critical concept, power distributions, from historical institutionalism can help with the analysis 

of the politics of renewable energy transitions, which is why I make the purpose of this thesis to use 

the existing literature to help identify patterns and common themes in the research. The addition of 

Historical Institutionalism into Science Technology Society (STS) approaches is invaluable, as it 

has specific instruments that can analyse institutional dynamics in sustainable energy transitions 

that are present but implicit in the latter framework (Lockwood et al., 2017). This theory can 

provide helpful empirical material that facilitates the research of broader political conditions within 

where the emergence of transitions occurs (Lockwood et al., 2017) and explanations of social 

phenomena in counterpoint to prevailing economic analysis (Suddaby et al., 2013). I am also 

analysing the different actors and institutions, and the interactions between these two, including the 

socio-economic and broader political contexts, which is why I am including a Multi-Level 

Perspective. MLP allows me to analyse different levels (niche, regime, landscape) and how they 

interact and influence each other. Whereas HI adds depth by examining how historical and 

institutional contexts shape these interactions. 

Should key themes be identified in the research, these could reveal potential consequences for the 

future of Portugal’s renewable energy path. 
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1.4.1. Research Question 

The first research question is whether Portugal's central government's governance style regarding its 

renewable energy transition reveals power distributions. 

 RQ: How does the lithium mining case reflect power distributions in Portugal’s 

governance of renewable energy transition 

This question is answered through a thorough investigation of the lithium mining case study, which 

examines how governance practices affect energy policies at the national level, the lithium mining 

explorations that are bound to occur, and how planning and decision-making affect populations. 

A case study on the lithium mining situation must be analysed closely as this event has significant 

consequences for Portugal's climate targets, environment, economy and society. It is essential to 

answer how government institutional processes reflect the theme of power distribution in renewable 

energy transitions. 

 SRQ1: Can the change of government affect the governance of the RRP and 

REPowerEU guidelines? 

 SRQ2: How do the decisions that the Portuguese government make on behalf of its 

energy transition affect the local populations residing in the Barroso region? 

For SRQ1, I analyse whether the government's change threatens the RRP's governance. Given that 

the plan may have been disrupted due to the government's scandals, elections will occur, and there 

may be a change of government. If the government is potentially being replaced with a different 

party, it is assumed that the governance of the RRP may have its members replaced, and the 

consequences are unknown. To comprehensively analyse the renewable energy transition at the 

national level, it is crucial to consider the system's adaptive capacity. 

For SRQ2, I want to analyse whether the government’s decision-making affects local populations 

resisting and opposing lithium mining explorations. 

While the achievement of milestones is yet to be determined, the exploration of lithium mining's 

potential impact on Portugal's renewable energy transition is significant. This case study is relevant 

not only for the government, affected populations, and key stakeholders but also for historical 

institutionalism studies and future research in this domain. 
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1.5. Thesis Structure 

The thesis is organised into eight chapters. The introduction chapter provides insights into the thesis 

topic, the background information, the research gap and questions, and objectives. Chapter two 

provides a literature review, and chapter three details the theoretical framework and the concepts. 

Chapter four covers research methodology, research design, the data collection and analysis 

processes, which details how the data analysis is conducted. Chapter five presents the results, as 

well as the themes and the actors. Chapter six discusses the interpretation of the results. Chapter 

seven is comprised of the conclusion, with a summary of the research, theoretical contribution, 

contribution to practice, limitations of the overall case study suggestions for future research of the 

thesis. 
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2. Literature review 

This chapter includes four sub-chapters. The first sub-chapter refers to how renewable energy has 

been adopted worldwide and the second sub-chapter introduces the concept of renewable energy by 

different sources. The third sub-chapter explains how renewable energy has been adopted in 

Portugal and it includes sub-sections on the role of policymakers and the public in renewable 

energy policy, the role of businesses and the Portuguese government in renewable energy adoption, 

the challenges of the Portuguese political system and how these challenges affect reform and policy 

effectiveness. The fourth, and last sub-chapter, presents key themes connected to the research 

question. 

2.1. Globally Transitioning to Renewable Energy 

To address how renewable energy has been adopted in Portugal, I believe it is appropriate to first 

start this section on how fossil fuels are being replaced by renewable energy worldwide. Energy 

impacts both the economical and developmental functions of societies (Bhattarai et al., 2022). 

Fossil fuels drive the global economy, which has resulted in a substantial increase in CO2 emissions 

in the past 20 years due to growing use in the OECD countries and emerging economies (Lin & 

Omoju, 2017). Given the unsustainable nature of fossil fuels (Yang et al., 2021), fundamental role 

in the energy sector (Olabi & Abdelkareem, 2022) is highly problematic.  

The IPCC has identified human activities, notably the excessive fossil energy use, as well as 

significant emissions of GHGs (carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide and methane) during the fossil fuel 

combustion process, as the primary drivers of climate change (IPCC, 2014). According to Olabi et 

al. (2021), climate change will lead to drastic weather alternations, ecosystem changes, rising sea 

levels, health problems and more. The current energy sector is marred by limited fossil fuel 

availability, increasing demand for energy, environmental impacts, lastly, disproportionate locations 

of the available resources, exacerbated by volatile oil prices (Bhattarai et al., 2022). These pressing 

issues underscore the need for immediate, concerted action, as individual efforts alone do not 

address these challenges. 

Despite the challenges, transitioning from non-renewable energy to renewables offers hope. Clean 

energy sources are increasingly favoured in production (Dincer et al., 2023). Sustainability 

transitions, while daunting, present an opportunity to shift from fossil fuels to green energy 

alternatives and prepare for a more sustainable future. The process of organising this energy 
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transition from non-renewable to renewable is indeed a significant challenge. However, it is one 

that we must tackle in the first half of the 21st century (Verbruggen et al., 2010). 

2.2. Conceptualising Renewable Energy (RE) 

Renewable energy (RE) can be scrutinised from an interdisciplinary angle, and in geographical 

areas, for instance countries, cities, continents, or groups of countries. In Table 2, I collected 

definitions of RE from different sources to help the reader better understand the concept. These 

definitions have been compared because it is important to observe how RE is perceived and 

specified in academia, dictionaries, scientific groups, the EU, and Portugal. The comparison shows 

common elements shared by all sources that agree on a core set of elements, such as energy 

captured from continuous currents that occur in the natural environment. The natural environment 

translates to the several sources that originate that energy. Twidell and Weir (2006, p.3) exclude the 

sources within the natural environment in their definition. Verbruggen et al. (2010) state that the 

definition of the IPCC-WGIII (2007, p. 814) requires an update as some sources can be 

overexploited. 

The overexploitation of sources is not found elsewhere in the presented definitions, which indicates 

that clarification is to be had to ensure a consistent understanding of what RE is composed of by the 

public, policymakers and other stakeholders, as well as researching this element to show whether it 

can be adopted by different sources in the future. 
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Table 2 Definitions of Renewable Energy (RE). 

In the next section, I discuss renewable energy adoption in Portugal’s policies and the challenges 

with the adoption of renewable energy in a socio-technical context. 

2.3. Renewable Energy Policy Adoption in Portugal 

Komor and Bazilian (2005) state that policy selection and implementation are highly complex. For 

this case study, renewable energy policy adoption in Portugal is analysed due to its importance for 

the acceleration of a low-carbon economy. Somosi and Megyeri (2022) add that creating a 

commonly acceptable strategy or policy is an immense challenge because a policy is built on 

inflexible systems, structures, and relations that have evolved and solidified over time. The authors 

(Somosi & Megyer, 2022) argue that for policy enforcement to be successful, flexibility is crucial to 

make that happen. Guerreiro et al. (2022) report that state and expert-led policies and ecological 

modernisation are considered solutions for solving climate change mitigation. Renewable energy 
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(RE) has been the driver for climate change mitigation, and RE policy has been adopted in many 

countries despite no agreement over the most effective RE policies. Portugal is a unique example, 

being a top supporter of renewable energy adoption and having a good performance in climate 

policy in international indexes (Naitili and Visconti, 2023). The Kyoto Protocol and the EU’s 

environmental policies strongly influence Portugal’s RE policy trajectory. The Portuguese 

government supports policies that increase regional development and grow the national economy by 

promoting technology-related solutions to strengthen societal modernisation, services, eco-

efficiency of goods, job creation and production processes (Guerreiro et al., 2022; Jänicke, 2009). 

In contrast, Camargo et al. (2020) report that the country needs help designing and applying its 

climate policies. A comparison of historical emissions in Portugal's climate policy gaps showed that 

Portugal’s very ambitious climate commitments are still insufficient to meet climate goals and that 

additional efforts are necessary to reduce emissions (Camargo et al., 2020). Camargo et al. (2020) 

state that policies to mitigate climate change impacts are a model for public policy under-reaction, 

and that under-reaction is part of these policies. Camargo et al. (2020) conclude in their study that 

the reasoning behind these systemic institutional failures through under-reaction in climate policy 

creates gaps. This is caused by a lack of available institutional arrangements, political bodies, or 

regulators that monitor emissions pathways robustly and the lack of clear visions of routes to 

decrease carbon emissions, such as the Green New Deal. The urgency of action is lacking in public 

discourse, which is only at the beginning of the social rhetoric that could result from such inaction 

(Camargo et al., 2020). 

In the next section, I discuss Portuguese public participation in RE policy, public acceptance 

influence of RE policy, and Portuguese policymakers’ influence on the public and policies. 

2.3.1. Policymakers and public participation in RE policy 

To understand Portuguese RE policy we need to observe how it is created and influenced by several 

actors, particularly the relationships within the energy system, that is policy makers, energy 

providers, the supply chains and energy users. According to Lockwood et al. (2017), energy users 

are the businesses and households and voters, these have values and interests, which are then 

reflected by how much they care about climate change and energy costs, that influence how a policy 

is shaped. Energy users, policy makers, supply chains and energy providers are interconnected, with 

energy providers having the infrastructures that provide energy to the households and households 

paying for energy and policy rents. At the same time energy providers, as well as the supply chains, 

influence policy makers, who then affect energy providers through their policies and regulations. 



33 
 

Lockwood et al. (2017) state that public acceptance of climate change and energy costs is essential 

in shaping policy. This shows a connection between policymakers and households, with energy 

users exerting electoral pressure on policymakers. In turn, policymakers pass regulations, taxes, and 

subsidies on energy users. 

Policymakers are influential in how they shape policy, as in Portugal (Guerreiro et al., 2022). 

Meadowcroft (2009) states that policymakers can help accelerate transitions by “committing large 

scale public resources to particular technologies or tilting regulatory or policy frameworks to favour 

particular approaches” (p.337). 

Delicado (2015b, p.136) mentions that citizens are concerned about degrading environments and the 

warming climate and approve of investment in renewable energies, which they see as an adequate 

response to climate change. However, there needs to be more investment in highly energy-efficient 

housing, a crucial step in addressing the pressing issue of energy poverty. According to the OECD 

(2020), Portugal has a low household income. 

Horta et al. (2019) claims that the country suffers from serious energy poverty problems caused by 

the lack of access to energy-efficient technologies and a low income, all due to public policy 

inefficiency. Carvalho et al. (2014) note that Portuguese population are preoccupied with the 

environment, which highlights the urgency of addressing climate change. However, a 2008 

Eurobarometer survey reveals that the Portuguese think they must be better informed about the 

consequences, causes and how to minimise the problem. Fragoso (2021) suggests that the design of 

the policy itself is relevant to public perception. Guerreiro et al. (2022) report that the news media 

reproduces official economic and administrative rational arguments, focusing mainly on economic 

issues and rarely questioning the authority of the texts they report on. Educational gaps in schools 

and everyday life are significant barrier that must be overcome to commit to this cause (Camargo et 

al., 2020). 

Programs like the ADENE (Portuguese Energy Agency)4 initiative and the "CINERGIA-Energy 

Information Centre" are important initiatives in improving energy literacy in Portugal (Fragoso & 

Baptista, 2018). According to Ribeiro et al. (2014)’s survey, the Portuguese prefer sun and wind 

energy as renewable energy. Hydro power, on the other hand, ranks last. The 77% acceptance rate of 

hydropower shows high acceptance towards all alternatives. Ribeiro et al. (2014, p. 48) have noted 

                                                
4 Translated abbreviation by the author. 
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that it is not the minimal environmental impact that was found to be the fundamental driver of 

acceptance, but instead, the economic advantages. 

Carvalho et al. (2014) argue that Portuguese civic participation is low because people distrust public 

officials. It is rare for the government to engage with civil society due to the inclination towards 

top-down approaches. Furthermore, decision-making is centralised, as civil society representatives’ 

active involvement and feedback are not guaranteed (Guerreiro et al., 2022). Szendro et al. (2012) 

reveal a gap in climate and energy policies between stakeholder preferences and energy policies, 

where administrative barriers delay implementation in Portugal, like other countries (Walnum et al., 

2019). 

Policymakers should attempt to improve the public’s awareness by boosting contemporary 

education or introduce discussions on the topic. These should be compulsory subjects in education. 

Policymakers should encourage exporting skilled, knowledgeable, and energy-efficient products to 

promote a sustainable environment. Portugal must improve public policy development s to reduce 

housing market imbalances and increase low-income families' reach to residential properties with 

efficient high energy. Public acceptability of environmental tax policies depends on perspectives of 

fairness and government trust. In the next section I address the relationships between businesses and 

the government over renewable energy adoption and the challenges and criticisms behind climate 

mitigation. 

2.3.2. Businesses and the Government 

There are existent political and economic networking interests, power relations within politics, and 

the systemic biases favouring capitalist techno-positivism that slow down low-carbon transition in 

Portugal. In this section, political and business interests as well as power relations are analysed as 

they can give insights on whether energy transition is accelerated or not. This is supported through 

the connections between businesses and politics as board members of an energy company 

previously served in former governments. An example is the now CEO of EDP, who was the 

previous Portuguese Minister of Public Works and Transports (Camargo et al., 2020). This example 

reveals the “revolving door” phenomenon, where individuals, in powerful positions between 

politics and businesses, maintain a status quo and resist change. Pressure groups and think tanks’ 

interests influence and weaken climate policies, as they shape public opinion through media and 

advertising. Kern and Rogge (2016) argue that politics influences whether the acceleration of 

transitions occurs or not.  
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Sareen and Nordholm's (2021) study on solar energy deployment's environmental and 

socioeconomic impacts focuses on Portugal's transition to renewable energy between 2017 and 

2020. The study reveals that more traditional outlooks to environmental governance prioritise 

mitigation of carbon mitigation over social equity. The study showcases the need for a mixed 

approach in improving sustainability through energy transitions. 

A quote shows how the Portuguese government is blocking decentralised solar energy, even though 

local communities would benefit from it. The influence of politicians and regulators is hindering 

this promotion, as well as the government’s role in blocking innovation. This is also another 

example of “revolving door” phenomenon, as politicians, regulators and the government maintain 

power structures that slow low-carbon transitions. Ultimately this shows that economic and political 

interests are intertwined, which slow RE policy in being effective. 

“(…) decentralised solar should be promoted instead of being stopped by the 

government; it is extraordinary for a central-left government. Local communities 

should handle their energy resources. An energy community cannot act as it 

pleases in Portugal; each household must pay the full energy cost. Politicians and 

regulators fear that allowing this would increase the distribution tariff, anything 

that leads to even a small increase. The government is blocking all kinds of 

innovation." - Stated by a former employee of the national electricity regulator on 

14.08.2018 (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021, p. 7)5 

Between 2017 and 2018, there was not yet a massive and transparent licensing regime proposal by 

the ministry responsible for the energy portfolios (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021). 

"Our strategy contrasts with theoretical finance in the Portuguese solar sector, 

where friends from the government get contracts" - Stated by a solar developer on 

22.08.2018 (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021, p. 7)6 

The government’s decisions benefit companies’ working in the sector of sustainable energy through 

business strategies that are sustainable. Whereas these decisions do not benefit the construction 

sector. Solar energy projects are problematic due to the difficulty of gaining access to the electricity 

grid. Although things have improved in the last years, policies have been implemented that benefit 

stakeholders other than big players of the energy sector, accruing between middle and high-income 

groups. A combined policy approach ensuring poor households’ inclusion in energy is missing. 

                                                
5 Translated quote by the author. 
6 Translated quote by the author. 
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According to Delicado (2015a), energy lobbying companies invest in renewables; however, the 

State is unavailable to hear shareholders. Solar developers and prominent investors in Portugal 

possess institutional access and are leading the installed solar capacity share (Healy & Barry, 2017). 

Yu et al. (2022) reported that firms that use ecological technology and cleaner energy sources 

should be given more subsidies, while conventional companies should be subjected to a Pigovian 

tax. 

Environmental non-governmental organisations (ENGOs) have a conflicting position because they 

support renewable energies while prioritising reduced environmental and social impacts (Guerreiro 

et al., 2022). Portuguese ENGOs favour energy production in smaller proportions if negative 

ecological impacts are lowered at the local level. They also criticise the government for favouring 

larger companies and the incomprehensible planning for deploying renewable energy (Delicado, 

2015a, p. 91). Sareen and Haarstad (2018) state that after 2017, Portugal has replaced feed-in-tariff 

subsidies for large utility-scale solar plants. The UPP regime stagnated, and solar adoption shifted 

towards self-consumption because the new tariffs were too low by 2015. 

An example is the non-profit, innovation and research company, Enercoutim, or Alcoutim Solar 

Energy Association, in Algarve, Portugal. The company emphasises attracting and strengthening 

renewable energy technologies, and benefits from time-specific subsidized tariffs, by selling 

renewable energy to the grid. However, in November 2015, institutional shifts occurred after the PS 

coalition government took over, policy change removed subsidies from renewable energy 

alternatives and made similar future investments and technological advancements impossible. The 

platform uses now obsolete Portuguese and German concentrated photovoltaic modules. 

Enercountim collaborates with and accesses funding through European Horizon 2020 and other 

research projects to challenge these multi-faceted issues (Verbong & Geels, 2007; Pereira & 

Belbute, 2014). 

Although Portugal supports policies for renewable energy, it is less supportive than France, 

Germany, and Finland, and the EU, which need to take action to tackle the economic and social 

impacts of increasing energy prices (Natili & Visconti, 2023). Several European countries, 

including Portugal, unwinded regulations in attempts to attract more investment. These countries 

must implement stringent environmental policies to overcome ecological damages (Pinto Arena, 

2017). The Portuguese economy faces challenges related to a need for more materials, equipment, 

and products and difficulty in company operations in several sectors by over 50%. Another 
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challenge is financing and accessing banks. The rise of energy-saving in buildings and combatting 

energetic poverty, transport, and industry are also challenges Portugal faces. 

2.3.3. The Portuguese Political System Challenges 

This section analyses the challenges in the political landscape and reform processes in Portugal and 

Southern Europe and the impact of government stability and political polarisation over reform 

effectiveness. This section is important for understanding the broader context of political reform 

and its implications for sustainable development and governance in these regions, as reforms tend to 

fail to achieve their objectives. 

Kickert (2011) argues that stronger, more stable government are more likely to implement 

successful reforms. Patterns of voting in the last presidential elections and for the European 

Parliament, the power of the parties in the centre is decreasing (Teixeira et al., 2017, p. 88). The 

decision-making power is centralised in party leadership, which undermines the constitution of lists 

and the democratic role that deputies play, not just in the eyes of the population but also in reality 

(Rainho, 2021). These established institutions hold patterns that prevent the effectiveness of reform 

initiatives (Kickert, 2011). The structure of these institutions results from an old organisation 

adapted to the current system, which has always been in force (Rainho, 2021). When a new 

government is in office, it cancels the previous government's reforms and replaces the previous 

officials and reforms with its own, making reforms ineffective. Having a new government in office 

reduces the chance of reforms making any difference, leading to parliamentary and government 

instability.  

Portugal has a spoiled system of elected government terms with frequent removal and replacement 

of officials (Kickert, 2011). Two main parties dominate politics today: the left-wing socialists—who 

were in the government until the end of 2023—and the moderate social democrats. Despite having 

different ideas, the leading political parties' policies are complementary. The Socialists proposed 

state stimulation in renewable energy alternatives, while the Social Democrats focused on 

liberalisation. For example, after the Socialist government's investments between 2005 and 2011, 

the following elected government of 2011, the Social Democratic, had a conservative approach to 

investing in renewable energy, to stabilise the country’s finances due to the financial crisis of that 

time (Guerreiro et al., 2022). 

Lockwood et al. (2017) state that Proportional Representation (PR) systems encourage parties to 

offer benefits and jobs in the public sector (Lizzeri & Persico, 2001) to their voters, and loyal 

followers of the new government replace their party's top officials (Kickert, 2011). For instance, 
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after winning the 1985 elections, the Socialist Party had several people appointed as top officials 

within the party for political reasons (Kickert, 2011). 

According to Lockwood et al. (2017), the Proportional Representation system produces more 

centre-left governments. A clear example is Portugal, where these governments are believed to 

pursue sustainable energy transitions more effectively (Iversen & Soskice, 2006). PR systems result 

in smaller parties in parliaments having representation (Lockwood et al., 2017), with coalition 

governments becoming common (Bawn & Rosenbluth, 2003). The PR systems offer leverage to 

minor parties, such as environmentalist ones, more advantages as veto players, with 'individual or a 

group of actors who need to agree to change the status quo' (Tsebelis, 2002). In return for their 

support, they make demands. The existing environmentalist parties are the People-Animals-Nature 

or PAN and the Greens or PEV. Lizzeri and Persico (2001) argue implementing environmental 

policies is easier in countries with proportional representation (PR) electoral systems, compared 

with countries with majoritarian systems. The reasoning behind this is that majoritarian systems 

prioritise the interests of a small pool of swing voters. Smaller parties are marginalised in 

majoritarian systems, and NGOs play a more significant role in driving change (Bawn & 

Rosenbluth, 2003). 

According to Volkens et al. (2020), mainstream political parties' emphasis on the environment has 

remained the same across elections despite the population’s growing concern. Most Portuguese 

parties do not pay sufficient attention to environmental concerns.  However, after the adhesion to 

the EU, party attention increased (Guerreiro et al., 2022) during the financial crisis 2008. 

Environmental topics became less prioritised by the parties (Guerreiro et al., 2022.). Most of the 

political discourse and initiative on energy is set on the prices along with the injection of public 

money into the shareholders of utility companies (Camargo, 2018). In contrast, energy public policy 

does not focus on decarbonisation, which is seen as a ramification (Camargo et al., 2020). 

Therefore, the political parties in power must collaborate with other parties in formulating strategies 

and applicable legislation for sustainable development goals. This collaborative approach ensures 

that policies are not radically altered whenever policymakers are replaced, promoting stability and 

continuity in sustainable development efforts. In addition to legislation, monitoring the process 

properly and ensuring all legal requirements are met is crucial. Furthermore, implementing tax 

incentives for companies adopting sustainable business strategies should be considered (Silva & 

Sareen, 2023). 
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2.4. Key themes relevant to the main research question 

This section amplifies the research on the national resilience and recovery plan and energy policy 

studies, which reveal key themes, such as energy (in)justice, power of policy and stakeholder role, 

relevant to the main research question in my thesis: 

Energy (in)justice – This theme is based on a case study that reveals how discourse legitimises 

lithium mining as “green and smart” and energy transition is portrayed as “positive and inevitable”, 

emphasising a connection between lithium mining and energy transition. The case study also 

reveals energy injustices in Portugal driven by lithium mining and that lithium mining produces 

multiple forms of violence that are standard practice led by extractivists and energy infrastructures’ 

projects (Canelas & Carvalho, 2023).  

Power of policy – This theme is based on two case studies that reveal the power of policies, with 

one case study showing that policies create and distribute benefits to specific groups, such as middle 

and high-income groups, without including poor-income groups, suggesting that better policies are 

needed (Sareen & Nordholm, 2021). Another case study emphasises this theme, showing that green 

transition in the islands can only be accelerated if European and national policies are in alignment 

(Marczinkowski et al., 2022), 

Stakeholder role – This theme reveals the importance of stakeholders' contributions to a sustainable 

transition due to their insights into energy transition. Such stakeholders include unions, local 

communities, small business owners, cooperatives, environmental organisations, and climate justice 

groups (Carvalho et al., 2022). This theme also reveals that stakeholders are absent from the 

decision-making in carbon neutrality topics, resulting in a weaker commitment and decreased 

public acceptance. This is because Portuguese authorities do not value the insights of these 

stakeholders, as there is a high degree of centralisation in decision-making processes that has a 

decreasing interest in the demands of local and societal stakeholders (Bokhorst & Corti, 2023; 

Carvalho et al., 2022). This theme is supported by a case study that shows that stakeholder 

exclusion does not lead to problems with implementation in the RRP (Zeitlin et al., 2023). Many 

organised interests act for themselves, all groups are politically powerful and can meet their 

demands, these structured groups have policy processes outside the institutional paths available to 

them, and any participatory opening is merely symbolical (Zeitlin et al., 2023; Carrosio et al., 

2022). This theme indicates that inclusivity, transparency and participation are essential to ensure a 

sustainable and inclusive transition (Campos et al., 2022). 
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3. Theoretical framework 

In this section, the theory to build the present master thesis is introduced, Historical Institutionalism 

(HI) and the concept of power distributions. Moreover, this chapter demonstrates the applicability 

of HI on energy transition, with an array of displayed case studies where the theory assists the study 

of energy transitions. Historical Institutionalism provides material on power distributions, as well as 

case studies, which are used for the analysis and discussion of the results. Because power 

distributions are to be analysed, I chose a Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) framework to be mixed 

with HI, as it can identify the key themes, the actors and institutions and their interactions as well as 

the broader political and socio-economic contexts closely related to my research question. 

3.1. Historical Institutionalism 

According to Thelen (2002), Historical institutionalism (HI) has been important for political studies 

since the 1980s specifically over how institutions get groups of actors to follow their interests. 

Historical Institutionalism can also be used to further the understanding of sustainable energy 

transitions. 

HI has several concepts that allow it to be utilised in a multidisciplinary context, allowing the HI 

framework to be unbound and flexible over where it operates (Lockwood et al., 2017). As 

Lockwood et al. (2017) point out, HI is valuable due to how it complements STS analysis through 

broader societal and political contexts, focusing on the relationships between societies and states. 

As Meadowcroft (2009, p.335) asserts that sustainable energy transitions politics operate in a 

broader context. When significant public resources are applied to specific technologies or directed 

at policies favouring a particular approach, societal issues will be intensely debated. Third, the 

historical institutionalist perspective is tasked with answering the question: Are there specific 

institutional arrangements that accelerate sustainable energy transitions? The answer is yes, HI is 

useful for trying out new methodological approaches, making it possible to identify whether 

institutional arrangements support sustainable energy transitions or not (Lockwood et al., 2017). 

According to Lowndes and Roberts (2013), there are specific institutions that matter within the 

features of energy transitions. Thelen (2002) states that in a political context, the way to measure 

how institutions matter is through how they shape the strategies used by actors to advance their 

interests, how these interests and behaviours are constructed (Anderson et al., 2008) and how 
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institutions influence interests, particularly collective interests (Thelen, 2002: 92). History creates 

context, and such context frames choice (Aspinwall & Schneider, 2001, p. 10). 

Historical institutionalism examines institutions' nature and includes informal or formal rules, 

ideas, routines and norms. ‘Institutions’ are established laws, practices or customs in a society. 

Capoccia and Kelemen (2007) state that in a political context, institutions can range from 

relationships between government branches, political regimes, and a political party to a party 

system to public policies (Stefes, 2010; Greif & Laitin, 2004). ‘Actors’ are individuals or groups 

participating in these institutions, like governments, policymakers or legislators (Kincaid, 1991). 

‘Interests’ are the goals or objectives these actors aim to achieve through the institutions (Scott, 

2008). According to Roberts and Geels (2019) a ‘policy regime’ is based on institutional 

arrangements. These arrangements involve policy networks (bureaucrats, experts, insider interest 

groups and implementation agencies) and specific procedures (access rules and responsibilities); 

policy goals (‘policy paradigm’) and shared ideas about problem definitions; policy itself 

(instruments, plans and targets). ‘Regime transition’, a concept central to this thesis, is a gradual 

process of societal change spanning the economy, technology, organisations, rules, systems, values 

and behaviours, with a profound shift in how society works (Meadowcroft, 2009). It is an important 

factor of the energy transition, and understanding it is crucial to analysing power distributions and 

governance in this context. 

In the context of this thesis, institutions are understood to refer to the political institutions (the 

national government, the government entities serving under the government, and the EU) 

highlighted in the study because they govern aggregating interests and values. These political 

institutions are included within the energy system. Their decisions on energy transition matters can 

harm or benefit the local populations, so it is essential to analyse not just the existence of power  

distributions but also what kind of power distributions exist, which actors are a part of them, and to 

what extent. It is necessary to consider all the actors (local populations, NGOs, local governments, 

companies, government entities, the national government and other political institutions) in the 

energy system for my thesis and how they are connected because these actors can either accelerate 

or slow down renewable energy transition in Portugal. 

Political, state, governmental, and administrative historical traditions influence current 

development. Technologies that provide services are crucial to accelerate a transition, no matter 

their cost, in the initial stages of implementation. History shows that end-use technology 

innovations, including the internal combustion engine, steam engine and the light bulb, have 
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triggered energy transitions. Technological change is synonymous with a regime transition, where 

adopting a new technology changes an industry. For example, the invention of the steam engine 

caused the creation of new industries, leading to the Industrial Revolution. A time's economic and 

social institutions shaped its development and adoption. Governments do not drive solely the energy 

transition forward. However, the role of the government is necessary due to the cost of 

implementing and maintaining the technologies and addressing the lasting public external energy. 

Governments must put effort into changing energy use technologies and behaviours and improve 

energy production technologies (Andrews-Speed, 2016). 

In this thesis, lithium batteries have been highlighted as potentially accelerating the industry's 

decarbonisation using raw materials. The development and adoption of batteries and renewable 

energy transition will benefit the future, as these efforts are shaped by the institutions of our time to 

fight climate change and reduce carbon emissions and energy dependence. Although technologies 

have proven crucial to accelerating a transition (see Torab et al., 2021; Bairrão et al., 2023; on 

battery and green hydrogen adoption in Portugal) they are not heavily focused on in this thesis, as 

the democratic engagement of the public in transition processes (Murphy & Lawhon, 2011) is 

analysed closely. The master’s thesis reports insights over the discourse around energy transitions 

and whether all actors (local populations, NGOs, local governments, companies, government 

entities, the national government and other political institutions) can engage and participate. This is 

because the focus lies on how power distributions affect renewable energy transitions and how 

decisions affect those without political power. 

3.1.1. Prior applications of Historical Institutionalism theory 

The applications of historical institutionalism show themes that were identified based on author’s 

findings which are relevant for the master thesis. 

Institutional change and design - This theme is based on the idea that historical institutionalism 

broadly explains change and diversity patterns observed inside institutions (Lockwood et al., 2017, 

p, 315), and that institutional design and change are becoming a topic of focus in sustainable energy 

transitions as HI for power distributions can help analyse sustainable energy transition at the 

national level (Andrews-Speed, 2016).  

Socio-technical systems (STS) analysis - This theme highlights the value on integrating 

institutionalism into socio-technical systems (STS) analysis as historical institutionalism is useful 

for low-carbon energy transitions studies (Andrews-Speed, 2016). This theme shows a broader scale 
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of theoretical approaches available for expanding transition studies within institutionalism 

(Kuzemko et al., 2016). 

Comparative case studies - This theme is based on two case studies, the UK and China, exploring 

each country’s approach on accelerating sustainable energy transitions. These two case studies are 

relevant to my research questions, given that I am analysing the RRP (REPowerEU) and whether 

the change of the government affects energy transitions.  

The case of the United Kingdom is an example of how the acceleration of policy innovation and 

institutional entrepreneurship is due to an open-access social order (Andrews-Speed, 2016). 

However, there has yet to be much progress in successfully implementing policies. In the UK, most 

institutional changes connected to the renewable energy transition have been gradual and are 

subject to unexpected changes. For example, the Renewable Obligation introduced in 2000 was 

adjusted in 2010 by adding different financial incentives for various renewable energies. Similarly, 

the laws and guidelines for planning approvals have been frequently adjusted to balance promoting 

renewable energy with securing participation at the local level in the preparation process (Wood & 

Dow, 2011). This can aid my research question on whether institutional arrangements can accelerate 

sustainable transitions. The United Kingdom's regulatory approach is based on its market 

mechanisms, which have influenced its policy development since the 1980s, promoting sustainable 

energy transitions through economic instruments (Mitchell, 2008; Kuzemko, 2013). 

Another case study on China by Andrews-Speed (2016) supports this theme, suggesting that it may 

face challenges transitioning to low-carbon energy sources compared to many Western nations. This 

is based on its institutions' similarities, societal preferences for maintaining the status quo, limited 

policy discussions, and strict social rules. However, there is room for trying out new ideas within 

the boundaries the government has established. The government gives much money and makes 

significant changes that can effectively avoid the need for complicated policies to promote 

renewable energy. However, the Chinese government prefers a state-centred approach for its energy 

sector.  The ownership by the state of the largest energy companies, energy pricing control of the 

state, and official policy tools influence people's behaviour (Heilmann, 2010). The state preferred to 

control the most important sectors and resources based on the imperial era. During these times, 

there was a general lack of trust in international markets and a focus on self-reliance (Golas, 1999; 

Jordan & Huitema, 2014). 

HI and MLP – This theme is based on the combination of HI and MLP to understand how 

policymakers sped up transitions at the socio-technical level (Roberts & Geels, 2018). The HI and 
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MLP framework are applied in two case studies where the historical analysis of UK policymakers 

accelerated transitions, transitioning traditional agriculture methods to innovative wheat agriculture 

and transitioning rail to road transport. The conclusion is that the development of MLP holds 

insights from HI, which helped elaborate the political role and agency of the MLP. The MLP 

perspective highlights economic, political, geographic and demographic factors. It also includes 

routines, culture, values and behavioural norms and which all belong to the institutional 

environment (Andrews-Speed, 2016). The meso-level studies of the policy area within Historical 

Institutionalism show compatibility with transition research because there is an interest in 

processual, longitudinal, holistic and co-evolutionary approaches. This theme shows conditions for 

accelerated political transitions. 

3.2. Power Distributions and how HI is used to analyse Power 

Before explaining why HI has been chosen to analyse power distributions, I would like to explain 

some common theory concepts. ‘Positive feedback’ is a process of self-reinforcing behaviour that 

increases returns and suffers from path inefficiency. HI says its positive feedback processes enable 

policies that persist by reshaping politics. According to Béland & Schlager (2019), ‘policy 

feedback’ is how existing policies alter critical political and policy-making aspects. Policy feedback 

shows how policy designs and institutional contexts condition feedback effects and how they affect 

populations (Béland & Schlager, 2019). They are self-reinforcing in nature. Historical 

institutionalists understand policy feedback on how policies can transform politics and affect future 

policymaking (Mettler & SoRelle, 2014, p. 151). ‘Power distributions’ refer to economic, political, 

or social power, different forms of power, sources of power, and how they interact with the 

governance of renewable energy transitions (Pierson, 2016). ‘Regime resistance’ is when incumbent 

organisations that benefit from existing systems use their power to block change (Geels, 2014). 

‘Incumbent actors’ can block change due to their interests and how policy and regulatory processes 

are available to seize (Ramanauskaitė, 2021). 

Governance is used to explain how decision-making powers are enforced, how society is guided, 

and what types of governance are taken (Treib et al., 2007). Many actors are involved in governance 

arrangements, many of which come from existing institutions created in the past, and additions of 

new actors are brought to the mix, making interactions more complex. These actors can be private 

or public bodies from governments at the local or national level, labour unions, scientific 

experts, private interest groups, and civic organisations (Paterson, 1999). In Portugal, governance 

can be seen as more concentrated in the two dominating parties, PSD and PS, who have been the 

true powerhouses since 1974. Governmental and non-governmental actors have governance 
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arrangements that are more networked than hierarchical. These arrangements include innovative 

practices, such as citizens’ juries and public and private sector governance partnerships. Governance 

is aligned with decentralised, pluralistic, and decentralised decision-making structures. Through 

partnerships, networks, and markets, power in governance is achieved. Several actors and 

institutions can share power (Marks, 1993). 

To analyse power, it is important to understand why some institutional patterns prevail over time, 

where continuity is given way and change is frozen, as well as how power dynamics evolve in 

society and how core institutional arrangements accelerate a specific political coalition’s interests. 

HI advances our understanding of political power, as the structural and historical approach 

highlights power distribution in modern societies. HI is essential for examining temporal processes 

in the power studies, as power dynamics evolve with time and become more concealed. The 

features of HI are well suited to examining deeply rooted and highly consequential power 

structures. For example, pro-renewable energy's historical legacy shapes the Portugal's power 

structures, characterised by a highly hierarchical, formalist, legalist, and classist system (Teixeira et 

al., 2017). 

Many historical institutionalists state that political power shows the distributional effects of 

institutions, where only those in power benefit while actively disadvantaging others. Institutional 

persistence is explained by increasing power returns, and institutions are seen as power implication 

instruments (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). Institutions remain untouched and stable due to the legacy 

of past power struggles and power distribution in power-dependence research studies. In this 

context, institutions are viewed as political legacies rooted in particular historical struggles. 

HI explains how institutions shape political outcomes, emerge from struggles rooted in power 

inequalities, and influence political outcomes by enabling certain groups while sidelining others 

(Thelen, 2002). Institutions use mechanisms of coalition formation, and they can influence shared 

interests recognised by a group's abilities (Thelen, 2002, p. 92). Political power can show whether 

institutional arrangements are applicable in the energy sector governance by incumbents and 

whether these institutional arrangements are productive in accelerating energy transitions. HI also 

focuses on formal and informal institutions and public policies impacting institutions' operations 

internally or externally, highlighting that the rules affect the distribution of power and authority 

among institutions. 

Overall, HI provides a historical explanation centring on institutions when answering whether 

power distributions exist in the governance of renewable energy transition.  These examples 
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illustrate how power is not just a theoretical concept but a practical force that shapes our world. 

These insights are incorporated into my research as the main points in this section explain the power 

distributions through my case study and reveal how the institutions in power affect those who do 

not hold the same level of political power. These insights are also important because they have 

consequences for institutions' decision-making. These are also explored. 

3.2.1. Implications: 

When power is handed to a government leader, the government officials decide whether to take 

action that will impact or benefit themselves and others outside the government. According to 

Newbery (2000), their power is delegated so their decision-making is protected from political 

interference to accelerate the lasting credibility of the policy in questionable areas. States delegate 

regulatory decision-making in several areas, including finance, competition policy, monetary policy, 

and utilities (Flinders, 2008; Thatcher, 2002). Regulators can act independently or rely on the 

government, as control over regulatory levers is retained mainly by energy ministries. Decision-

making from the government and other political institutions and government entities are analysed 

because it can reveal whether power distributions are accelerating or blocking renewable energy 

transition and whether it harms local populations. I also discuss whether decision-making power is 

centralised for the lithium mining projects in Montalegre and Boticas and who oversees the 

decision-making processes. 

Energy providers’ power comes from several sources. In a globalised world, these include 

employment generation, ‘investment strikes’ that come off as threats and tax revenue (Gill & Law, 

1989; Jessop, 1990). Their power comes from their strategic economic role (Newell & Paterson, 

1998) and their contribution to national security (Kuzemko, 2014). The size of these incumbents 

can impact their power, with larger firms in more centralised systems holding more influence. 

However, smaller incumbents can also have power through coordinated efforts for collective action, 

known as ‘power through organisation’, according to Offe and Wiesenthal (1980, p. 72) 

HI highlights the influence of institutions on incumbents' interests, as incumbents have several 

distinct arrangements at the corporate governance level and distinct ownership, which policymakers 

cannot ignore. Several municipalities that own firms and cooperatives prioritise social and 

environmental goals over profits. According to Hannon and Bolton (2015), municipalities in 

Germany or the UK are interested in creating power companies with environmental and social 

objectives. Focusing on social and environmental goals by municipally or cooperatively owned 
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actors allows for innovation due to their environmental and social objectives or proximity to local 

initiatives that deal with sustainable energy. 

Lockwood et al. (2017) state that energy transition pace can be affected by the design of policy-

making institutions. This is something to be highlighted during the analysis. The authors 

(Lockwood et al., 2017) state that in countries with privatised energy sectors, the depth of 

privatisation plays a role in how policy is implemented. In the UK, technical energy expertise went 

from public to private and relies on private companies for technical knowledge, which limits the 

government's ability to make informed decisions (Rutledge, 2010). 

According to Pierson (2016, p. 131), in HI, winning coalitions alter “the rules of the game” through 

their acquired power to benefit from the advantages they institutionalised. An actor can create or 

interpret rules if they are in positions of authority that grant them power, while others lack that 

power, challenging the rules or trying to subvert them. The high number of rules can cause conflicts 

and contradictions in institutions' complex design and operation. For instance, a rule can authorise a 

change in the institution by a majority, while a different rule gives minorities empowerment to 

prevent change from occurring. 

The design of public programs can cause difficulty for future legislators in dismantling them. This 

can restrict their expansion and limit the actions of the agents responsible for implementing the 

programs. Voters and organised groups that value a policy objective care about a near-term winning 

gain as well as the immediate gains of the policy. Politicians want policy victories to remain intact 

because they prefer long-term policy outcomes and are incentivised to secure the lasting welfare of 

organised interests and constituencies (Moe, 1990). Policy structures can be manipulated and 

designed to determine the limitations, options, incentives, and barriers that officeholders will have 

to deal with in the future. My analysis helps me with understanding whether legislative mechanisms 

or policy, law and environmental assessment designs provide advantages to some actors while 

undermining others. 

3.2.2. Case studies relevant to energy transitions 

Institutional and governance arrangements – This theme is based on the institutional and 

governance arrangements that influence accelerating change and sustainable energy transitions 

(Mitchell, 2008-2014; Hall, 1986). As stated by Mitchell (2008; 2014), for governance 

arrangements to be effective in allowing the participation of all actors in the energy system, there 

must be transparent and legitimate decision-making responsibilities and processes that promote the 

innovation and support from institutions. For institutional arrangements, energy transitions depend 
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more on the government's actions because of what different societal groups pressure them to do. 

The author (Hall, 1986) suggests that the institutional arrangements give more importance to those 

in power, as governments can bring change and favour rapid transitions. Some factors favour those 

two circumstances: local and municipal institutions’ involvement in producing and supplying 

energy; PR in electoral institutions; retention of experts in the energy sectors; democratic 

institutions’ retention of some control over regulators; lack of short-term profit goals by incumbent 

energy actors; incumbents that oppose change have weaker and reduced veto opportunities; and the 

storage of energy data in government owned properties via a set of rules. 

Power relations and institutional access – This theme is based on how power relations and the 

asymmetry of power distributions are influenced by institutional establishments. Interest groups can 

use institutional access for their benefit, because an institution can access the decision-making 

process to interest groups who take advantage of this (Hall & Taylor, 1996, p. 941). 

Change in power relations – This theme, which is of importance for my thesis, is based on a study 

which investigates whether the European Semester (ES) changed compared to other European fiscal 

and economic policy arrangement attempts, through a historical institutionalist theory, where it 

argues that the power relations remained unaltered (Pan et al., 2023). The study tested a hypothesis 

on whether the ES created the re-allocation effects of power by verifying if the European Semester 

resulted from a path-changing, critical juncture that changed power relations at the national-

supranational and national-national levels. They argued that the ES evolution is based on a slow 

path-dependent historical evolution that left the EU’s power relations untouched. 

Multi-level power dynamics in institutional transformation – This theme is based on Grin’s (2010) 

work on the role of agency in institutional transformation, with Köhler et al. (2019) stating that such 

transformation occurs through ‘smartly playing into power dynamics at various layers’ (p. 7). Based 

on a creation of Arts and van Tatenhove’s (2004) existing multi-level power framework, this 

framework was linked to the MLP by Grin (2010). The author (Grin, 2010, pp. 282-283) divided 

power in transition dynamics into three levels in his MLP: The first level shows niches equivalent to 

relational power. Secondly, at the regime level, it shows dispositional power; lastly at the level of 

landscapes, it shows structural power. 

Decentralisation and power relations in electrification – This theme is based on a case study on the 

decentralisation of Tanzania’s electrification through an analysis that combined socio-technical 

ideas with several concepts of power (Ahlborg, 2017). The author conceptualised power as 

contingent, productive, situated and relational and identified destabilisation sources of power 
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relations in poor rural communities. The case study examines how electrification boosts social 

mobility but reinforces social inequality. 

Power dynamics in niches and regimes – This theme is based on the redevelopment of regimes and 

niches as functional spaces that enforce various forms of power: regimes are spaces where power is 

reinforced through the creation of institutions; niches are spaces where power is innovative, through 

the development of new resources; and ‘niche-regimes’ are spaces of transformative power 

(renewing institutions). Niches on power grounds can challenge regimes because regimes cannot 

enforce power over niches, even if, in absolute terms, regimes hold more power out of the two. The 

explanation for this comes from innovative power, which niches can use through the creation of 

new resources, allowing for some independence from regimes, as well as gaining independence 

from existing domination structures that predetermine the distribution of resources (Avelino & 

Rotmans, 2009; Avelino & Wittmayer, 2016; Avelino, 2017). 

3.3. A combination: Historical Institutionalism mixed with Multi-Level-Perspective 

According to Fischer and Newig (2016) the Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) can be used for the 

identification and categorisation of actors within the niche, regime and landscape levels. Actors and 

their actions correspond to the multi-level perspective framework levels. More importantly, the 

literature positions actors to the MLP-levels. As the three analytical levels are distinguished by a 

rising temporal stability. Niche is fluid and flexible, regime is semi-stable, and landscape is slow 

societal processes that provide the context for regime stability or change (Fischer & Newig, 2016). 

There are groups of actors involved, and their behaviour is complex (Fischer and Newig, 2016) and 

it is important to note what are their interests, what are their roles and the resources they possess, 

and the strategies they go for (Foxon et al., 2010, p.6). The institutional aspects of regulatory 

structures, market rules and national policies, influence the strategies, interests and resources 

(Foxon et al., 2010, p.10). Actors in a transition can have different levels of influence. Actors in the 

MLP: this framework is used to distinguish the actors associated with the three levels, as well as 

their role, interests and arrangements.  

Niche actors – Brunori et al. (2012) explain that in transitions, niches have a preference to support 

or oppose forces. At the niche level, ideas that can are considered radical emerge and are spread out 

by the niche actors. These ideas can substitute current ideology, or the incumbent regime can adapt 

them to their ideology. Niche actors may initiate the first step for a systemic change, but this is 

challenging as there are existing lock-in mechanisms that bring stability for an incumbent regime 

(Geels, 2012). Niche actors range from individuals to teams of actors whose small practices contrast 
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from those at the regime level (Bergman et al., 2008). There is more innovation and 

experimentation in this level.  

Regime actors – In an incumbent regime, regime actors exist inside and outside of it, and they are 

influential in transitions. When incumbent regime actors devalue the wish for transformation, 

regime actors can grow into transition opponents (Rock et al., 2009, p. 244). There are frictions 

between incumbent regime members and actors who want to change the regime (Smith et al., 2005). 

Incumbents that share the same interests can form powerful coalitions to further a reform agenda of 

their liking (Geels, 2009). A common process designed for regime change usually does not occur 

and normally proceeds with the regime’s authorisation. 

Landscape actors – Within the MLP, the landscape level is a background where no activities occur 

(Coenen et al., 2012). The landscape is the background where regime and niche levels compete for 

supremacy (Coenen et al., 2012). Landscape factors involve changes in the financial and 

international economic situation, public awareness and government commitments (Foxon et al., 

2009). The influence that niche and regime actors hold is not enough to directly influence the 

landscape level (Geels, 2010). 

For this case study I have connected Historical Institutionalism with MLP because actors' 

interactions in governance, institutions and rules can be highlighted (Robers & Geels, 2019).  

According to Hall & Taylor (1996), one of the key strengths of HI and MLP is their compatibility, 

as highlighted by Lockwood et al. (2017). HI and MLP interest in phenomena occur at the meso-

level, in path dependence, rules, organised collective actors, institutions, stability, co-evolution, 

change and longitudinal processes. HI understands that significant policy change originates from 

societal groups’ political struggles in the context of extensive institutional structures. HI is a 

valuable tool for the MLP perspective, enhancing its understanding (Geels, 2011). The concepts in 

both HI and MLP, such as HI's explanations of significant policy changes like bottom-up 

mobilisation, policy regimes, and external shocks, align with MLP's concepts of socio-technical 

regime, niche innovations, and landscape development (Robers & Geels, 2019). 

The MLP and HI mix are used to understand the political conditions behind the acceleration of 

transitions with insights (Robers & Geels, 2019) by articulating the role of institutions in the MLP. 

MLP highlights the socio-technical world where geography, demography, politics, economy, 

culture, values, behavioural norms and routines are important to account. 

In the same study by Fischer and Newig (2016), the role of agency and actors is explored in 

sustainability transitions by using the MLP in a qualitative analysis. The authors (Fischer & Newig, 
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2016) chose MLP because it can identify and categorise actors within the landscape, regime and 

niche, regime levels. I identified the systemic typology as the approach to use for the categorisation 

of the actors. This typology is based on actors grouped in several levels within the MLP (niche, 

regime and landscape actors). 

Actors can belong to different categories that may evolve. New technologies allow individuals to 

move through communities, networks and governance situations where existing institutional and 

governance regime types occur in current time (Loorbach, 2014, p.50-51). Temporal and spatial 

factors were not included to the qualitative findings despite their importance. Other factors 

established the actions of actors, their roles and dependencies in transitions as interconnected, and 

these should be considered for when categorising them in the MLP. Regardless of the limitations for 

the use of MLP in the study, such as MLP not including the places in which transitions take place, 

they concluded that actors and agency are important for sustainability transitions. This study offered 

me insights that are applied to my case study on how MLP can be used to identify actors and 

analyse energy transitions. 
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4. Research Methodology 

I provide further explanations on how I familiarised myself with the data and where I obtained the 

data, after which I created a table illustrating the events within the documents in chronological order 

to grasp better what has been analysed and keep the information organised for when doing the 

analysis. In the next section, I explain how I coded the data and what approach was used for coding, 

I also explain the meaning of each code group and what approach was used. Lastly, I show the code 

transition to the creation of the themes. 

4.1. Research philosophy 

Due to the nature of this research, I opted for an interpretive philosophical perspective with a 

qualitative research strategy to better understand the contexts applied throughout the exploration of 

subjective interpretations and meanings of what is being analysed. I aim for a deeper understanding 

and offer a detailed event description, given that historical institutionalism is about the logic of rules 

and regularities. 

I do not wish to confuse interpretivism with constructivism. For a better distinction, constructivists 

are interested in how individuals' realities are constructed and how they want to change the world 

(Adler, 1997). On the other hand, interpretivists are interested in how these realities are individually 

experienced. I also do not wish to confuse positivism with interpretivism. Positivism values 

objectivity and proving or disproving hypotheses (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). Interpretivism 

asserts that truth and knowledge are subjective, and depend on cultural and historical contexts, 

shaped by people’s experiences and interpretations (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). Researchers have 

subconsciously a degree of attachment to their beliefs and values, which then influence their ability 

to gather, evaluate and examine data (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). 
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Figure 8 Research philosophy onion source: BRM. (n.d.).; Tsung. (2016) “The Philosophy of Management Research” 

While doing research in political sciences, understanding political institutions and processes and 

explaining what is really happening is of utmost importance. Interpretivism hols a ‘relativist’ view 

on ontology. Relativists believe that reality is understandable when meaning is socially constructed 

and that there is not just one single reality (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In Finlayson’s (2004) version 

of interpretivism, the author argues that the actor’s narration is just as important as that of an 

interpreter. Bevir & Rhodes (2006, 1) view interpretivism as understanding institutions, actions and 

practices to retain the preferences, meanings and belief systems of the people involved. Bevir & 

Rhodes (2006) see interpretivism to uncover the meaning of it when reality is socially constructed 

and subjective. 

Hermeneutics is chosen, as the most appropriate interpretivist approach, for my research because it 

involves the interpretation, articulation, or ‘laying out’ of our existent understanding of matters 

which allows us to see matters as they appear against a wider background. The hermeneutic 

approach can be seen as essentially truthful, that the truth is not what is uncovered but the 

uncovering itself (Malpas, 1992). It is about disclosing the parts as they appear within the already 

understood whole (Malpas, 1992). Heidegger (1978) states that the concept of truth is an event 

where things are revealed to us and that hermeneutics as a practice is disclosive, it does not prove or 

derive, it instead shows. Hermeneutics has a different approach to philosophical discourse approach 

that will not be understood if looked at through the techniques of analytic practice (Malpas, 1992). 

Hermeneutics is similar to the interpretation of documents or texts, as well as uncovering the deeper 

meaning of the data by decoding themes and symbols (Heidegger, 1962).  
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Bevir & Rhodes (2006) criticise that the individual has little to no way of changing things, which is 

based on a fixed ideology. Within hermeneutics, the authors (Bevir & Rhodes, 2006) say the notion 

of “situated agency” shows how a subject’s context in the world shapes their interaction, with 

ideology and theory playing a mediating role instead of a controlling role. 

Because hermeneutics relies on the interpretation of wording and language, qualitative research 

method is opted for due to its reliance on textual data and meaning (Muganga, 2015, p. 67). Like 

hermeneutics, qualitative research serves to analyse textual material derived from people (Smith, 

2007). As reported by Arnett (2007), researcher bias is identified and even expected by 

Hermeneutics, which then is included into the text to create original meaning together (Hultgren, 

1994). Hermeneutics is important in qualitative research because its purpose is to expose hidden 

meanings (Byrne, 1998). Whereas quantitative methods prioritise objective truth, hermeneutics 

prioritises exploring a range of possible meanings and realities (Smith, 2010). 

4.2. Research design 

I employed a qualitative research approach due to its focus on understanding phenomena, with 

open-ended research questions, unlimited description options, special strategies for enhancing the 

credibility of design and defining success with new discoveries (Elliott & Timulak, 2005).  

Qualitative research method is several techniques that seek to “decode, translate, describe, and 

interiorise the meaning, rather than the measurement of the frequency of phenomena in the social 

world” (Rowlands, 2005, p. 81). For the type of qualitative research, I chose a cross-sectional case 

study with an institutional approach. 

4.3. Data collection 

The research consists of a collection of secondary data gathered at a single point in time, and 

purposive sampling is ideal for this since the data collection process prioritises collecting already 

available data. The already available data originates from official Portuguese governmental and 

European Commission and news websites, including formal documents and reports from public 

institutes and governmental entities and they are gathered in Table 3, which shows the selected 

collection of documents under a particular timeline, between 2021 and 2023, to help answer the 

research questions. The collected also serves to identify the actors (MLP) and analyse power 

distributions (HI). Documents contain text, words, and images that have been recorded without the 

researcher’s intervention (Bowen, 2009) and can be used for evaluation and analysis within my 

study in the form of government documents, policy reports and assessment papers (Bowen, 

2009).  Merriam (1998) states that ‘Document of all types can help the researcher uncover meaning, 
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develop understanding, discover insights relevant to the researcher problem’ (p. 118). Opting for 

secondary data was the most optimal choice to make as it is inexpensive and readily available 

online. Plus, secondary data allows for comparing data from different sources in different points in 

time and provides historical context which can help re-evaluating the data and make new findings. 

4.3.1. Document based collection 

The data collection process initiated in December of 2023. Table 3 shows the documents that are 

selected for analysis in this master’s thesis, as well as the authors, date of creation, with a summary 

of each document for better understanding. Analysing only one member-state's compliance with the 

REPowerEU plan is enough to have a thesis in IR, as member-states have more competencies than 

EU institutions, which is why I analysed particular documents that were created by Portuguese 

institutions, such as Portugal’s RRP and the Commission Staff Working document, which details 

Portuguese and European strategies for accelerating green transition. While the Order document 

details national policy implementation related to the RRP. 

Other official documents like the EIS document highlight the environmental, cultural, economic and 

social effects of the upcoming lithium project in the Barroso mine, as well as the opposing 

arguments via a public consultation over the negative effects of the mining, regardless, the 

documents explain how the expansion of the Barroso mine is meant to guarantee a green transition 

in Portugal. The Non-Technical Summary serves as detailed information for the lithium project in 

Barroso to the public. Overall, the official documents cover recent years of the decarbonisation 

developments and lithium mining projects led by Portugal, with EU aid, through energy policies, 

reforms, regulations, public consultation, and public and private investments. These documents 

show a holistic view over how policy decisions, regulatory measures, as well as the challenges and 

controversies, that are behind the Portuguese renewable energy transition, affect the local 

populations and the environment. 

Documents from news articles such as Diário de Notícias, Expresso, Jornal de Notícias, SIC 

Notícias, Contacto and DNOTICIAS.PT, provide real-time reporting and analysis of the social, 

environmental, economic and political impacts of the lithium projects in the Barroso and 

Montalegre mines. These news outlets are reputable and the most popular in Portugal and with 

Portuguese speakers, with Diário de Noticias (founded in 1864) and Expresso (founded in 1973) 

being two Portuguese weekly newspapers, Público (founded in 1990) and Jornal de Notícias 

(founded in 1888) are two Portuguese daily newspapers founded in Portugal and SIC Notícias is the 

cable news channel of SIC, a Portuguese television network. Contactor (founded in 1970) is a 
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weekly Luxemburgan newspaper published in Portuguese. Dnoticias.pt is a newspaper company 

which belongs to Diário de Notícias, Lda. 

These news outlets report the diverse perspectives and accounts of NGOs, local populations or local 

governments on how the projects affect them or the environment. The news outlets also cover the 

perspectives of the PS government and the entities serving under the government, and businesses 

over the lithium projects. Overall, the news outlets provide context behind what is already known in 

the official documents, showing the consequences of the mining projects on the local populations 

and the environment, as well as the consequences of the decision making for the lithium business 

deals on the PS government. By combining official documents with news reports, a holistic view is 

revealed over the aftermath of the lithium mining projects, as well as the positive and negative 

effects. 

Author Title and year of document Purpose of the document 

Portuguese Re-

public and the 

PS government 

Resilience and Recovery Plan 

RRP – REPowerEU chapter 

(2023) 

National programme of reforms and investments to overcome oil de-

pendency on Russia and the economic and social impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The REPowerEU chapter focuses on the de-

carbonisation of the country, with measures to improve the economy 

through public and private investments. 

European Com-

mission 

Commission Staff Working 

Document (2023 

Working document published by the European Commission that is 

linked to legislative proposals and processes regarding the analysis of 

the Portuguese RRP. 

Secretary of 

State for Energy 

and Climate 

(Ana Cláudia 

Fontoura 

Gouveia) 

Order nº 10736/2023 (2023) 

Non-final decision document that defines the Working Group for cre-

ating the Innovation Center for the Valorization of Lithium 

(GTCIVaL) to promote lithium exploration. 

APA 

Environmental Impact State-

ment - Amplification of the 

Barroso Mine (2023) 

Document decision on the environmental viability of a project for the 

Environmental Impact Statement Legal Regime (AIA) approved by 

Decree-Law no. 151-B/2013, amended by subsequent legislation) for 

the Barroso Mine Project. The project expands the existing mining 

facility to produce spodumene concentrate (for lithium production). 

QUADRANTE – 

Engenharia e 

Consultoria S.A. 

- Grupo 

QUADRANTE 

Non-Technical Summary 

(RNT Resumo não tecnico) 

(2023) 

Document of the Environmental Impact Study (EIA), edited autono-

mously to facilitate wider dissemination during the public consulta-

tion. This project is a strategic tool for Portugal and Europe due to 

the use of lithium in modern industry and its demand to produce bat-

teries for electric vehicles, which present themselves as an essential 

tool for achieving energy transition and decarbonisation objectives. 
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Diário de 

Notícias/Lusa 

Lithium: The deal with Lu-

sorecursos that caused contro-

versy in 2019 (2023) 

Journalistic section on the approved contract by João Galamba with 

Lusorecursos in 2019 when he was secretary of the State of Energy, 

the team of the then-Minister of Environment João Pedro Matos Fer-

nandes. 

Agência Lusa 

Lithium Mine in Boticas has 

been given the green light by 

the Portuguese Environment 

Agency (2023) 

Journalistic section on the Barroso Mine in Boticas, one of the pro-

jects under investigation that led to the prime minister's resignation. 

Savannah Lithium wishes to explore the same mine project, which 

obtained a favourable DIA. 

Manuela 

Carneiro e 

Miguel Costa 

Lithium exploration: Covas 

do Barroso population ac-

cuses company of forcing ac-

cess to land (2023) 

Journalistic section on the population of Covas do Barroso, accusing 

Savannah Lithium of forcing entry into vacant land. 

SIC Notícias 

Operation Influencer - more 

than 20 wiretaps referring to 

António Costa (2023) 

Journalistic section on Operation Influencer, including who the actors 

are involved, its purpose, and how it all ties to António Costa. 

Ana Lemos e 

SIC Notícias 

The scheme of friends and 

ministers that left the country 

in limbo (2023) 

Journalistic section on how the individuals detained are related to the 

prime minister due to a web of influence that holds evidence of sev-

eral crimes with political officeholders. 

Bernardo 

Ferrão, José 

Gomes Ferreira 

e Daniela Tomé 

Lithium and hydrogen - The 

evidence is here, now we 

need the hard evidence (2023) 

It is a journalistic section where Bernardo Ferrão and José Gomes 

Ferreira analyse the evidence about the data, hydrogen and lithium 

centres, which are all part of the Attorney General's Office investiga-

tion due to suspicions of corruption. 

Tiago Carrasco e 

Adriano 

Miranda 

Lithium Controversy. "The 

government has fallen, but the 

contracts remain in place" 

(2023) 

Journalistic report on the lithium mining businesses, who was in-

volved and how these businesses affect the GIAHS classification of 

the Barroso lands. The report also details how particular individuals 

are connected to the contracts signed, those who oppose them, and 

how the signed contracts are up despite the government's fall. 

Pedro Manuel 

Magalhães e 

Paulo Pimenta 

Lithium in Boticas "These big 

guys think that money can 

buy everything" (2023) 

Extensive journalistic report on the lithium exploration project in the 

Barroso Mine, with local populations and organisations opposing the 

exploration project and how Savannah retorts their opposition by 

stating that the company follows the law. 

Ana Henriques 

António Costa is also the tar-

get of suspicion in a case re-

lated to lithium exploration 

(2023) 

Journalistic section on how Prime Minister António Costa is a "tar-

get" of suspicion in a process related to the lithium exploration in Ro-

mano (Montalegre) and Barroso (Boticas), and the data centre con-

struction project in Sines. According to the Attorney General's Office, 

the suspects acknowledge the prime minister's authority and interven-

tion in unblocking procedures. 

Maria Lopes 

PSP searches at Costa's offi-

cial residence and the Minis-

tries of Environment and In-

frastructure; chief of staff and 

Lacerda Machado arrested 

(2023) 

Journalistic section on the PSP searches (with collaboration from the 

Public Prosecution Office and the Tax Authority) under Operation In-

fluencer in the official residence of the prime minister and the Minis-

tries of the Environment and Infrastructures. 

David Santiago 
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Costa is "hurt" and questions 

whether today's prosecutor 

and President "would do the 

same" (2023) 

Journalistic section on Prime Minister Antonio Costa, who felt "hurt" 

by the way everything happened during Operation Influencer and that 

he was innocent. He only resigned after the Attorney General of the 

Republic "added a final paragraph where she announced" that there 

was a case against him. 

Rui Gustavo 

Costa caught in wiretaps - Su-

preme Court has already vali-

dated a conversation with the 

environment minister (2021) 

Journalistic section about how the President of the Supreme Court of 

Justice validated a wiretap in which António Costa was accidentally 

caught in a phone conversation with Matos Fernandes, the Minister 

of the Environment at the time. They discussed the national energy 

strategy, which is now being investigated under Operation Influencer. 

Jornal de 

Notícias e 

Agências 

The origin, legal actions and 

political intervention: the con-

troversial Montalegre lithium 

mine (2023) 

Journalistic section about how the Romano mine gained approval 

from the APA. It is one of the projects that led to the investigation 

into the lithium business and the prime minister's resignation. 

Tiago Carrasco 

Lithium, how the lightest of 

metals took down the PS ma-

jority government (2023) 

Journalistic report on the lithium mining businesses, the people in-

volved and who is against it. It also includes the corruption investiga-

tion of people closest to the prime minister, from government offi-

cials to friends and business partners. 

PAN 

PAN criticises government for 

the lithium mining project ap-

proval in Montalegre (2023) 

PAN blog post criticising the government for approving the lithium 

mining project in Montalegre. 

Table 3 Documents for qualitative analysis. 

4.4. Data analysis 

Before committing to the content analysis, I read the information displayed on the websites 

ensuring that the documentation, which comes from reputable sources, coincides with the topic of 

this thesis’ case study. Most of the documentation language was found in Portuguese, I am a native 

speaker and find no issue in translating it to English. When using a qualitative approach, a theme is 

important as it describes something important that was found in the data which is connected to this 

thesis’ research questions and themes represent the responses or meanings that are patterned 

throughout the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 82). To analyse the data, I used the Thematic 

Content Analysis (TCA) technique, because it helps identify, analyse and report patterns of meaning 

within themes, highlighting historical processes, in textual data. For the context of my thesis, the 

historical processes reflect the themes in my analysis, as the themes show historical events that 

prove to be influential, as well as the occurrence of changes. This method serves to evaluate and 

categorise the data from documents for the case study into uncovering power distributions. 
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4.4.1. Analysis of the data 

The Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) was chosen for my 

qualitative inductive approach to analyse and code the data of the text documents. For document 

analysis I used ATLAS.ti and the analysis has four phases “pre-analysis, material exploration, data 

interpretation and explaining the data” (Bardin, 2011; Bingham & Witkowsky, 2022). 

 

Figure 9 Four phase qualitative analysis process. Source: Soratto et al (2020); Bingham and Witkowsky (2022). 

For the pre-analysis phase, I read the empirical data in the form of documents to familiarise myself 

with the chosen documents, which were afterwards analysed “for the formulation of hypotheses and 

objectives and the development of indicators to substantiate the final interpretation” (Friese, 2019). 

Document analysis allows to review and evaluate documents-printed or electronic, computer-based 

and internet-transmitted material (Bowen, 2009). Document analysis is where data must be 

examined and interpreted in order to evoke meaning, gain understanding and develop empirical 

knowledge (Corbin &Strauss, 2008; Rapley, 2007). Document analysis produces a rich description 

of a single event, such as the lithium case (Bowen, 2009). I created a project that is the source of my 

work, where I added the text documents, which were then divided into two document groups: 

Group One: “European/Portuguese documentation”, pertains to policies, official government 

documentation, decree-laws, EIS, assessment papers and orders (This document group has five 
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documents); Group Two: “News”, based on the collected online news outlets from different but 

reputable sources (This group document has 17 papers).  

For the second stage, “material exploration”, I focused on understanding the main points of each 

text and I used an inductive approach for the initial coding process. I identified relevant data 

sections in each document through the creation of quotations (Soratto et al., 2020). Because there 

were several documents, some over 100 pages long, the size of my data was too high and time-

consuming, I made these vast amounts of data more comprehensible by creating initial ideas. 

Afterwards, I condensed, classified, and categorised the data, excluding elements that do not 

contribute to the results, thus maintaining only the essential parts through codes that explained the 

meaning behind labelled segments. Bardin (2011) states that the coding is the “transformation of 

raw text data, clipping, aggregation and enumeration, allowing them to achieve a representation of 

the content or its expression”. The codes are assigned to a quotation, and a quotation represents a 

word, a phrase or a paragraph in the text document. I coded solely textual data and restructured the 

data to ease analysis and uncover new information. 

ATLAS.ti helped me create a hierarchy of codes, including independent codes, category codes, and 

sub-codes. Whenever there was a section about a particular ministry, either the Ministry of the 

Environment or the Ministry of Infrastructure, I condensed the information into a code called “PS 

government”, given that these ministries are part of the PS government. This was made to reduce 

the data volume while focusing on the narratives. I merged many codes to lessen the number of 

codes and make the analysis easier. It's worth noting that some codes were assigned to multiple 

code groups, reflecting their multifaceted nature and the potential for a code to have more than one 

meaning. I also classified data into category codes. A category code is based on dragging and 

dropping codes underneath a code that is transformed into a category. Category codes are helpful 

for condensing information, they retrieve all quotations from the subcodes as one, making the 

category code the big picture of the subcodes within it. This is because the category code holds all 

quotations from all subcodes.; an example is “entities/companies of the state” as a category code, 

with codes under it “AICEP”, “APA”, “DGEG”, EDM”, “ICNF”, “PSP”, “Tax Authority”, “PSP”. 

Note that category codes are not the same as code groups. Groups can include independent, 

category, and sub-codes. An independent code is a new code; it is not bound to a category, making it 

independent. Independent codes become subcodes because they are now in the category code. If a 

code is not linked to quotations, other codes can be inserted as sub-codes underneath the category 

code.  
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The groundedness of an independent code is the number of quotations coded by it. For example, an 

independent code is the GIAHS/FAO classification, with a sum of 19. The groundedness of a 

category code is the number of quotations coded by all subcodes. An example in my thesis 

is “entities/companies of the state”; when all subcodes add the quotations, the sum is 53, but the 

groundedness for the category is 44 because nine quotations are coded with more than one of the 

subcodes (Friese, 2019). Figure 10 shows a perfect illustration of the coding hierarchy.

 

Figure 10 Coding hierarchy 

While applying the codes, I created memos with representative information and my interpretations 

or reflections about the collected data to prevent vagueness, omission and oversimplification of the 

data. I used memos because they helped create an analytical lens for my study. It is an essential part 

of qualitative analysis. 

4.4.2. Code groups 

To create the code groups, I created a set of questions that eased the group coding process. These 

questions are related to the purpose of creating code groups that in turn help identify the key themes 

and patterns. 

o Who are the actors responsible for the governance of renewable energy transitions 

identified in the data? 
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This question was designed to identify the actors that are responsible for the governance of 

renewable energy transitions involved in the data. To be clear, this question pertains to a specific 

group of actors. This first question served to highlight the actors that were identified and 

subsequently picked out from the texts. The texts also showed the role of each actor. To differentiate 

these actors from each other, I created category codes that grouped actors in a specific role. This is 

because the role of each actor shows whether they are on the governance arrangements side or the 

opposition of the arrangements side. But more importantly, the category codes show several sub-

codes that reveal the identity of each actor. To be clear, independent codes were created first to 

identify the actors, and then I created category codes where I attached the independent codes, these 

independent codes transformed into sub-codes of a category code. There are more category codes 

that show the remaining actors of the governance side. After identifying all the actors mentioned 

from the data and coding them, I created a code group which groups all the category codes “Code 

Group #1: Institutions and actors that accelerate RET”. I created this group based on the actors who 

possess power, influence, and authority in the governance to accelerate the renewable energy 

transition. The group serves to identify these actors: Foreign companies, Portuguese companies, the 

EU, Portuguese Judiciary Entities and Companies of the State, Portuguese political parties. 

“Foreign companies” as a category code holds within several subcodes. For clarification purposes, I 

refer to the former PSD government that was in office before the PS government took over and the 

PS government in the Portuguese political parties’ category code. The Portuguese Judiciary 
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category code has a unique role in this group because it influences whether the governance 

continues or not. 

 

Figure 11 Code Group 1# 

o What are the roles and interests of the actors that are responsible for the governance 

of renewable energy transitions? 

This question serves to understand what the roles of the actors are responsible for the governance of 

renewable energy transitions is. Along with questioning the dominant actors’ interests within the 

governance of renewable energy transitions. How are their interests manifested and what are the 

mechanisms that these actors use or create to advance their interests. This question reveals the level 

and source of power from the identified actors responsible for the governance arrangements. I 

repeated the same coding process for the identification of the actors in the first question, and 

independent codes were also selected for “Code Group #2: Institutional or governing 

arrangements”. I created this group based on the governance and institutional arrangements aiming 

to accelerate the renewable energy transition. These arrangements are based on the objectives of the 

actors who possess power, influence and authority and how these are manifested through 

behaviours that advance those arrangements. Examples are lithium and green hydrogen businesses, 
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the EIS, decree-laws and orders, and language and behaviour used to accelerate renewable energy 

transitions (RET) and investments. 

 

Figure 12 Code Group 2# 

o Which actors are affected by the governance arrangements? How? What are the 

mechanisms they use to fight change? 

This question is aimed at identifying the actors that are affected by the governance processes that 

accelerate renewable energy transitions. Furthermore, it is designed to answer how and why are 

they affected and what resources are used to combat the governance processes. For this question, I 

repeated the same process for the first question. The actors that oppose the arrangements include 

locals residing in the Boticas and Montalegre region, the NGOs, the Portuguese Judiciary and PAN. 

I created a code group which groups together all category codes “Code group #3: Actors that oppose 

arrangements”. I created this group based on who opposes the arrangements. The Public 

Prosecution Office, because it questions the validity of the EIS by APA for the companies and 

investigates the government for the hydrogen and lithium businesses, is part of Operation 

Influencer. PAN because it opposes the government’s decision to explore lithium. This code group 

has been pivotal in uncovering the actors who are impacted and interested in the project and 

governance of RET. Some of these actors collaborate because they share the exact cause. 
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Figure 13 Code Group 3# 

To explain how the actors are affected by the governance arrangements and what mechanisms were 

used to fight changes that occur due to governance arrangements, I repeated the same coding 

process which helped answer the previous questions. I then created “Code group #4: Reasons for 

opposition against arrangements” on the motives for the opposition to the arrangement. I found that 

the motives are: the lithium projects, the alleged illegal takeover of private lands by Savannah; 

social, cultural, environmental and economic arguments against the mining; opposition by actors 

towards the arguments of the actors who made institutional and governance arrangements to 

accelerate RET; the public consultation on APA's EIS was heavily contested and rejected by citizens 

who shared worries about the environmental impacts and the vagueness of efforts to minimise the 

consequences; and the suspicions of the MP (Public Prosecution Office) over the actors and 

institutions involved in allowing the projects to occur. 
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Figure 14 Code Group 4# 

o What are the implications of acceleration of renewable energy transitions? 

This question is meant to reveal the consequences of the governance of renewable energy 

transitions and the coding process that was applied for every question was also applied for this one. 

The “Code group #5: Implications following the arrangements” was created based on the 
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consequences of the arrangements. The consequences are the corruption scandal, opposition 

towards the lithium projects, government fall, prime minister's resignation and early elections. 

 

Figure 15 Code Group 5# 

In the third stage, data interpretation, I processed the data to make it “meaningful and valid”, to 

establish the results of tables, diagrams and figures” (Friese, 2019).  I used “code density”, which is 

how two codes can be linked several times to increase the understanding of what I had coded and 

analysed. These links helped me create a network, which connects elements in a visual diagram, 

showing how codes and memos are related. The network also shows the conceptual links that 
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connect the most relevant codes to each other (check Figure 16). These links help explain the 

relationships between the codes. 

 

Figure 16 Network of codes 
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For example, “favourable EIS” is a property of “APA” and has an asymmetric result (EIS). After 

coding the data, I used an analytical tool called code-document analysis. This type of analysis helps 

link codes that represent particular concepts, themes, patterns, narratives, and ideas. I created a 

code-document table, which counts which codes appear across documents and the frequency of 

their occurrence. I used code groups and documents, but I opted not to use document groups 

because it would make the results less reliable and difficult to explain. The code-document table 

shows how often each code group was used across the documents. The table showed me the 

frequencies, relative frequencies, and normalised frequency counts. I could also view the quotations 

behind each frequency. I then exported the table to Excel and saved the results.

 

Figure 17 Code group to theme creation process 

The identified themes are “Institutional Power and Governance” (divided into “Decision-Making 

Processes, “Legal Framework” and “Environmental Impact Statement”), “Resistance and Exclusion 

in Governance” (divided into “Oppositional Actors”, “Mechanisms Used Against Governance 

Arrangements”, and the “Lack of Inclusivity of Local Populations in Decision-Making Processes”) 

and “Post-Decision Consequences and Corruption” (“Criminal Investigations”, “Political 

Cronyism” and “Political Consequences”). 

For the next chapter, I present the results from the document analysis as well as explaining the 

content of each theme and element. 
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5. Results 

This thesis is designed to uncover whether power distributions occur, and what type of power 

distributions, within the governance of renewable energy transitions, as well as which actors are 

involved, and their roles and interests, all based on Historical Institutionalism. The results chapter 

presents the themes that prove power distributions' existence; each theme has unique elements that 

make up their composition. The findings uncover the roles, interactions and influence of the actors 

within the niche, regime and landscape levels. 

5.1. Analysis: Actor identification 

This section presents a list of the different actors identified in the case study in order to understand 

the actors discussed in the results chapter. These actors do not share the same level of power, as the 

themes’ presentation will highlight. 

5.1.1. Local Populations of Boticas and Montalegre 

Boticas and Montalegre are two regions where lithium mining projects will take place in the future. 

The local populations residing in these regions are the first identified oppositional group of actors. 

When referring to the local populations of Boticas, I mean specifically the populations of the small 

town of Covas do Barroso, given that Barroso will be the mine where the mining will occur. As for 

the populations of Montalegre, they will be referred to as the latter, even though the mining will 

take place in the Mine of Romano. 

5.1.2. Environmental and Political NGOs and Grassroots Movements 

This sub-section refers to the second group of oppositional actors, the environmental and political 

non-governmental organisations that arose from the protests and openly opposed and fight against 

the lithium projects in the Barroso and Montalegre regions. Some of these organisations were 

formed by the very inhabitants residing in these regions, which are classified as grassroots 

movements, while some are established in other locations, sharing the same interest in opposing and 

stopping the mining from occurring. 

 Associação Povo e Natureza do Barroso or PNB (Association People and Nature of 

Barroso7) 

                                                
7 Translated association name by the author. 



71 
 

Povo e Natureza do Barroso (PNB) was created by a group of locals residing in the Barroso region 

in order to defend the natural and cultural heritage of the Barroso bioregion, which includes the 

municipalities of Montalegre and Boticas. The organisation defends that Barroso, is one of the last 

bastions of wild nature preserved in Portugal and is a living museum of culture and ancestral 

traditions. PNB develops, conducts and spreads awareness, information, investigation, legal, 

reporting, promotion, collaborative actions to preserve the Barroso region. (Associação Povo e 

Natureza do Barroso, n.d.) 

 Movimento Não às Minas (Movement Against Mines8) 

Movimento Não às Minas (MNM) was created by the residents to defend the natural, cultural, and 

social heritage of the Montalegre municipality. It opposes interests in advancing mining exploration 

and combats any and all types of interests that do not promote its preservation, defence, and 

protection. (Movimento Não às Minas, n.d.) 

 Montalegre Com Vida (Living Montalegre9) 

Montalegre Com Vida is an environmental association which was created in 2019, in Montalegre, to 

fight against lithium exploration in the Morgade parish, specifically the Romano Mine. The 

organisation manifested against the mining in Montalegre, with protests and boycotts to the 

Morgade parish at the presidential elections in 2021 and the European elections of 2019. 

(Montalegre Com Vida, n.d.) 

 Quercus or Associação Nacional de Conservação da Natureza (National Association 

of Nature Preservation10) 

Based in Monsanto Forest Park, Lisbon, Quercus is a Portuguese environmental organisation 

founded in 1985. The NGO was established to raise awareness about the environmental issues in 

Portugal and provide education and solutions that are environmentally sustainable. This NGO 

addresses unlawful actions against the environment in Portuguese and European Courts. Quercus, 

along with other NGOs and the local populations of Boticas and Montalegre, oppose the lithium 

mining explorations and presented a report to UNESCO of Severe Threat to the Globally Important 

Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS) classification in the region. (Quercus, n.d. A; Quercus, n.d. 

B) 

                                                
8 Translated movement name by the author. 
9 Translated association name by the author. 
10 Translated association name by the author. 
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 Fundación Montescola (Montescola Foundation11) 

Founded in 2018, the Fundación Montescola is an environmental non-governmental organisation 

(ENGO) registered in Spain, for community conservation and defence of nature. They oppose the 

lithium mining projects and went to court to file a lawsuit against the Ministry of the Environment 

because they were denied access to administrative documentation on the Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) of the Barroso Mine. (Fundación Montescola, n.d.) 

 Unidos em Defesa de Covas do Barroso or UDCB (United in Defence of Covas do 

Barroso12) 

Unidos em Defesa de Covas do Barroso (UDCB) was formed based on the locals who opposed the 

project, it is an association that organises assemblies, legal action, protest camps and 

demonstrations. The non-governmental organisation defends the protection of the environment, 

quality of life in Covas do Barroso and the region’s heritage. (Unidos em Defesa de Covas do 

Barroso, n.d.). 

5.1.3. Local governments 

 Município de Boticas (Boticas Municipality13) 

The Boticas Municipality is in the district of Vila Real, in northern Portugal and has a total of 5000 

inhabitants. It includes the city town council of Boticas, which represents the interests of the local 

community, ensures public services, preserves local traditions and culture, and participates in 

lawmaking processes. Their interests lie with the interests of the local populations, as they are 

concerned with the environmental impacts and the many irreversible damages to the landscape, 

fauna, and flora, as well as the livelihood of the populations. They approved the motion against 

lithium exploration in the region and are openly against the government's strategy for the valuation 

of lithium and the exploration contracts in Montalegre and Boticas. (Município de Boticas, n.d.a) 

It is composed of the president of the municipal assembly, with a first and second secretary, the 

deputies of the municipal assembly, and the presidents of the parishes. (Parish of Covas do 

Barroso14) 

                                                
11 Translated foundation name by the author. 
12 Translated organisation name by the author. 
13 Translated municipality name by the author. 
14 Translated parish name by the author. 
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Lastly, the Covas do Barroso parish is located in the southern part of the Boticas municipality. One 

of the three villages are Covas do Barroso. It has 477 inhabitants and is represented by Lúcia Dias 

Mó, the president of Covas do Barroso. (Município de Boticas, n.d.b) 

 Município de Montalegre (Municipality of Montalegre15) 

The municipality of Montalegre is located in northern Portugal, in the district of Vila Real. It is 

close to the municipality of Boticas. Montalegre has 10,537. It holds the Romano mine acquired by 

and soon to be mined by Lusorecursos. (Município de Montalegre, n.d.) 

5.1.4. Government Entities 

 Agência Portuguesa do Ambiente or APA (Portuguese Environment Agency16) 

The Portuguese Environment Agency (APA) is a recent public institute that operates under the 

Portuguese Ministry of the Environment and Energy Transition. It operates under the authority of 

the government and is responsible for environmental protection, conservation, and sustainable 

development. APA was created to coordinate, oversee and ensure the engagement of civic society 

movements and NGOs, environmental sustainability policies, by cooperating closely with other 

public and private entities, and sectoral policies. (A APA, n.d.) 

 Direção-Geral de Energia e Geologia or DGEG (General Directorate of Energy and 

Geology17) 

Direção-Geral de Energia e Geologia (DGEG) is the body of the Portuguese Public Administration, 

which is the responsibility of the Ministry of the Economy. DGEG is responsible for designing, 

implementing and evaluating policies on energy and geological resources towards sustainable 

development and energy supply security. As a public institution within the central administration of 

the state in Portugal, DGEG focuses on raising citizens' awareness on energy policies along with the 

country’s socioeconomic development goals. DGEG informs citizens about the available tools for 

publicising the results of their monitoring and execution, as well as implementing policy decision. 

(DGEG, n.d.) 

 Laboratório Nacional de Energia e Geologia, I. P. or LNEG (National Laboratory of 

Energy and Geology18) 

                                                
15 Translated municipality name by the author. 
16 Translated agency name by the author. 
17 Translated entity name by the author. 
18 Translated institution name by the author. 
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Laboratório Nacional de Energia e Geologia (LNEG) is a Portuguese government energy and 

geology research laboratory member of the European Geological Data Infrastructure. Its aim is to 

promote and carry out research, demonstration and knowledge transfer actions, technical and 

technological assistance and laboratory support aimed at companies, in the fields of energy and 

geology. (Laboratório Nacional de Energia e Geologia I.P., n.d.) 

5.1.5. Companies 

 Lusorecursos Portugal Lithium 

Lusorecursos Portugal Lithium is a Portuguese company dedicated to prospecting, extracting and 

processing raw materials, with a strong technological focus, in particular for the production of high-

quality lithium-ion batteries. The company owns the Romano Lithium Project in Portugal. 

(Lusorecursos, n.d.) 

 Savannah Resources 

Savannah Resources is a mineral resource development company who owns the Barroso Lithium 

Project in Portugal. The company owns one of the most significant lithium raw materials assets 

within the EU and will support the creation of a new lithium value chain in Portugal to aid the EU 

with accelerating its energy transition. (Savannah Resources Plc, n.d.) 

 Start Campus 

Start Campus is a renewables platform in Portugal founded by Pioneer in 2020 and is developing 

the Sines project, which is made up of the development of a 496 MW data centre campus. This 

project will be one of the Europe’s most significant sustainable data ecosystems with world-leading 

global connectivity. (Start Campus, n.d.) 

5.1.6. Portuguese Political Parties 

 Partido Socialista or PS (Socialist Party19) 

Partido Socialista (PS) is a centre-left social democratic party, one of the two leading dominating 

parties in the Portuguese Republic over the last 50 years. Its range goes from democratic socialism 

to social liberalism and centrism. It was founded in 1973, many of its founders fought against the 

oppressive regime that took over Portugal until it was finally finished by 1974 with the carnation 

revolution. It commits to building a free, equal and supportive society, open to diversity, initiative, 

innovation and progress (Partido Socialista, n.d.). The PS government encompasses the Ministry of 

                                                
19 Translated political party name by the author.  
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the Environment, Ministry of the Environment and Climate action and the Secretary of State for 

Energy which are mentioned in the findings. 

 Partido Social Democrata or PSD (Social Democratic Party20) 

Partido Social Democrata (PSD) is one of the dominating political parties in Portugal over the last 

50 years. It was founded in 1974, two weeks after the carnation revolution took place. The party is 

based on liberal conservatism and its political position is centre right. Their principles are the rule 

of law, freedoms and guarantees of Portuguese people are an essential. They were in power, prior to 

the PS. (PSD, n.d.) 

 Pessoas-Animais-Natureza or PAN (People-Animals-Nature21) 

PAN is a Portuguese Political Party focused on the well being of the people, animals and nature, 

founded in Portugal in 2009 and is against the PS government for allowing the lithium mining 

projects to occur (PAN, 2019). 

5.1.7. Portuguese Judiciary 

 Ministério Público or MP (Public Prosecution Service22) 

The Ministério Público (MP) is a constitutional body with the competence to carry out criminal 

action, participate and executing the criminal policy defined by sovereign bodies, represent the 

State and defend democratic legality and the interests that the law determines (article 219, CRP). 

Although endowed with powers that are not materially jurisdictional nor confined to those exercised 

by the courts, the MP is an organ of the judiciary, participating, with autonomy, in the 

administration of justice. (Public Prosecution Service of Portugal, n.d.) 

 Departamento Central de Investigação e Ação Penal or DCIAP (Central Department 

of Criminal Investigation and Prosecution23) 

The Departamento Central de Investigação e Ação Penal (DCIAP) is a body of the Public 

Prosecution Office of Portugal responsible for coordinating and directing the investigation and 

prevention of violent, highly organised or particularly complex crime. It operates under the 

Prosecutor General’s Office. (Central Department of Criminal Investigation and Prosecution, n.d.) 

                                                
20 Translated political party name by the author. 
21 Translated political party name by the author. 
22 Translated body name by the author. 
23 Translated body name by the author. 
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 Procuradoria-Geral da República or PGR (Prosecutor General’s Office24) 

The Prosecutor General’s Office of the Portuguese Republic is the highest body of the Portuguese 

Public Prosecution Office, headed by the Prosecutor General of the Republic. (Procuradorias da 

República Administrativas e Fiscais, n.d.) 

5.1.8. Grupo de Trabalho para a criação do Centro De Inovação para a 

Valorização do Lítio or GTCIVaL (Working Group for the Innovaction Center for the 

Valorisation of Lithium25) 

The GTCIVaL is a council for lithium valorisation comprised of representatives from various 

organisations involved in Portugal’s economic growth, environmental sustainability and innovative 

activities. It aims to evaluate and propose the organisation model, composition, governance and 

activity of CIVaL, including the definition of the respective structure and the needs for human and 

technical resources (Diário da República, n.d.). Located in the municipality of Boticas, it serves to 

enhance lithium value chain development, promoting the continuous valorisation of the resource in 

an environmentally and socially sustainable way and asserting leadership of Portugal in this field. 

The following sections show the findings which are represented through each theme and its 

respective elements. 

5.2. Institutional Power and Governance (Theme 1) 

The theme “Institutional Power and Governance” is substantiated through the shared interests and 

behaviours of the actors responsible for energy matters. This theme was created to understand how 

these interests and behaviours are made, and where they and the general concentration of power 

originates from. The theme comprises several elements, such as “Decision-Making Processes”, 

“Legal frameworks”, and “Environmental Impact Statement”, all within the governance of 

renewable energy transitions. The theme's findings are based on the code groups "Institutions and 

actors that accelerate RET" and "Institutional or governing arrangements" These code groups detail 

power dynamics, entailing governance and institutional arrangements from institutions and actors. 

I observed a consistent pattern across the analysed documents: A green transition must occur in 

Portugal and Europe, and raw materials are the key. A key finding is that the European Union (EU) 

or the European Commission (EC), to be more specific, and Portugal share the same interests in the 

energy transition. This is evidenced by the repeated emphasis on the need for a green transition in 

Portugal and Europe, with raw materials such as lithium, playing an important role. The EU shapes 

                                                
24 Translated body name by the author. 
25 Translated council name by the author. 
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renewable energy objectives and influences Portugal to adopt these objectives and guidelines. This 

information is repeated several times across the Portugal’s RRP document, as one specific segment 

shows: 

"The PRR aims to accelerate convergence with the European Union, ensuring a 

greener, more digital and competitive economy and a less unequal society with 

more and better jobs." (Portugal’s RRP (Resilience and Recovery Plan))26 

This influence is evident in the alignment of Portugal's objectives, challenges, investments, and 

reforms, which were identified and concocted to fit the six European pillars. Many of these reforms 

and investments are aimed at energy efficiency, increasing renewable energy production, 

developing renewable energy projects, decarbonising the industry, and developing a green sector. A 

critical finding that proves this point is the EU's mention of the necessity of raw materials, such as 

lithium, which Portugal has in abundance. This importance is highlighted across this chapter, and 

several documents were analysed and referenced across sections. An example is the Order 

document, which addresses the importance of securing lithium in its country for green transition:  

"Lithium plays a fundamental role in the global energy transition. Portugal — 

holder of the largest lithium reserves in Europe — aims to consolidate itself as a 

strategic centre for valorising this critical raw material throughout the entire 

value chain, based on the highest environmental and social standards. (...) The 

need for lithium batteries in electric vehicles and energy storage in the European 

Union (EU) is expected to increase 12 times by 2030 and 21 times by 2050. 

Therefore, Portugal has a vital role to play for the benefit of its citizens and the 

EU." (Order nº 10736/2023)27 

The correlation between these documents and Portugal's raw materials suggests that mining lithium 

accelerates meeting shared goals. These goals involve decarbonising the industry and achieving a 

green transition. 

"Lithium is part of the European Union's 30 critical raw materials to realise the 

European Green Deal and the European Industrial Strategy. (...) These European 

                                                
26 Translated quote from Portugal’s RRP (Resilience and Recovery Plan) p. 147 document by the author, a native speaker 

(Portuguese to English). 
27 Translated quote from Order nº 10736/2023 p.1 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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interests represent a relevant opportunity for our country." (Order nº 

10736/2023)28 

This act was also mentioned in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) document, which 

validates the Portuguese government's governance approach to its raw materials to accelerate a 

renewable energy transition. The EIS document shares European interests in exploring and utilising 

lithium for batteries and reducing external dependency, as well as the positive impacts of the raw 

material. 

"The CRMA wishes for the exploration of mineral resources in European 

countries to reduce external dependency. It is essential that in order for the energy 

transition to occur, it requires obtaining these raw materials (...) At the European 

level, it will contribute to the battery value chain and the reduction of external 

dependence on lithium, reducing geopolitical risks and those associated with 

possible changes in commercial policies and significant exchange rate changes." 

(Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)29 

A similar finding comes in the Non-Technical Summary (NTS) document where there are mentions 

of the positive aspects, such as the economic growth at the national and EU level and the 

development of technologies with electric batteries. The EIS and NTS documents depict the Barroso 

Mine as one of the most significant investments in mining exploration in Portugal because it places 

the country in the vanguard for energy transition. The How Lithium Took Down the PS Government  

document shares that the PS government is focusing on lithium to advance the Portuguese economy. 

Additionally, foreign companies like Savannah Resources share similar interests through their 

business interests in Northern Portugal. 

This section underscores the shared interests and collaborative efforts among the EU, Portugal, and 

private companies like Savannah Resources in the energy transition. It highlights the strength of the 

collective effort and the potential for mutual benefits, fostering a sense of unity and shared purpose 

among the audience. 

5.2.1. Decision-Making Processes 

“Decision-Making Processes are the first of three elements that help constitute the first theme. This 

element was created to uncover how decision-making processes within the Portuguese government 

                                                
28 Translated quote from Order nº 10736/2023 p.1 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
29 Translated quote from Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) p.16 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
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and other institutions reflect the behaviours and interests that guide the governance of Portugal’s 

energy transition. This element is based on the code groups’ “Institutional or governing 

arrangements” and “Institutions and actors that accelerate RET” providing compelling observations 

into the complex dynamics of Portuguese energy policy decision-making. 

A decision-making process that supports the existence of this section was found on the Lithium: 

Controversial Deal in 2019 document, over how João Galamba, when he was Secretary of State for 

Energy, approved in 2019, of a concession and exploration contract that had been signed by DGEG 

and Lusorecursos. The decision-making process of Galamba led to the approval of the contract, 

which then raised significant contention amongst political parties due to the company's formation 

just three days before the signing of the exploration contract. As evidenced by a statement from the 

PSD parliamentary group: 

"This company, which has a share capital of 50 thousand euros, was formed three 

days before the signing of an exploration contract that binds the State for 20 years 

and involves a potential business of around 380 million euros." (Lithium: 

Controversial Deal in 2019)30 

The findings suggest that the government was compelled to grant the contract to Lusorecursos to 

accelerate lithium mining in the Romano mine in Montalegre. If they had not done so, they would 

have violated the law. This is evidenced by the Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document’s 

reference to Decree-Law 88/90, which determines that "the company holding prospecting, and 

research has the right to request exploration." 

"Any Government always has to deal with decisions made by the previous 

Government (…) We were forced to grant the concession." (Lithium: 

Controversial Deal in 2019)31 

The results show that the political party in power holds decision-making power over whether this 

type of contract is approved, as the previous government, PSD, which is now suspicious of the 

contract, had previously signed a prospecting and research contract with Lusorecursos in 2012. 

These findings show that there is complexity behind a decision-making process over the approval of 

a concession and exploration contract due to the commitments a government official has in ensuring 

transparency and adherence to legal processes. 

                                                
30 Translated quote from Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
31 Translated quote from Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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"You cannot interrupt an administrative process that is taking place by the law 

because someone says that 'there is trouble'." João Galamba (Lithium: 

Controversial Deal in 2019)32 

"I insist that all these diplomas and the contract that assigns rights are all from 

when the PSD was in government. This is not because I disagree with them, but 

because the PSD campaign has been running around this process, which is 

insidious." João Pedro Matos Fernandes (Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019)33 

The approval of the contract ultimately leads to the creation of a case of the Innovation Center for 

the Valorisation of Lithium or GTCIVaL in the Barroso region. As the findings in the Order 

document show that that the Secretary of State for Energy and Climate signed the order which 

created the GTCIVaL. The secretary serves under the Ministry of the Environment and Climate 

Action and is not to be confused with Galamba. The secretary holds powers delegated by the 

ministry she serves under to choose the representatives for the Council of GTCIVaL. 

"Thus, under the powers delegated by the Minister of the Environment and Climate 

Action, through Order No. 2291/2023, published in the Official Gazette of the 

Union, 2nd series, No. 34, of February 16, 2023, in its current wording, I 

determine the creation of the Working Group to create the Innovation Center for 

Lithium Valorization (GTCIVaL)." (Order nº 10736/2023)34 

Notable findings reveal that one of the members of the Council is APA, who was discovered to 

make decisive calls for the future of the Romano and Barroso mines by issuing a favourable EIS to 

Savannah Resources and Lusorecursos, the applicants of the projects for the mine's 

amplification. DGEG is also a member and signed both with Savannah and Lusorecursos the 

contracts for the lithium projects in Montalegre and Barroso. While these representatives do not 

have direct power to govern the country directly, this finding indicates the decision-making process 

behind the selection of the members of the Council reveals that each member ultimately influences 

the direction of lithium mining activities, showing high-level involvement through political 

cronyism. The decision-making process behind this selection reveals the value of actors with 

                                                
32 Translated quote from Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document from João Galamba by the author, a native speaker 

(Portuguese to English). 
33 Translated quote from Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document from João Pedro Matos Fernandes by the author, a native 

speaker (Portuguese to English). 
34 Translated quote from Order p.1 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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expertise in geology and environmental matters. The council members' expertise should thus instil 

confidence in the audience about the direction of the mining activities. 

5.2.2. Legal Framework: Decree-laws, orders, financial instruments and other legal 

mechanisms 

This section addresses several legal mechanisms used to accelerate renewable energy transition and 

serves as an element of the central theme and which actors have the authority to shape these 

mechanisms. “Legal Frameworks” influence decision-making and are used according to the 

governance of authorities responsible for energy transition. However, these frameworks can also 

affect the livelihoods of the local populations and the landscapes. The section is based on the code 

group "Institutional or governing arrangements".  

The first identified mechanism in this section comes from the Portugal’s RRP document itself. The 

Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) is identified as a financial instrument meant to support 

member-states. The PS government has overseen the governance in its renewable energy transition 

at the national level since 2015 and with the help of the EC, it designed and submitted its RRP with 

a REPowerEU chapter, as well as other instruments such as decree-laws, orders and policies for 

decarbonising its country. This establishes the governance model of the European funds given to 

Portugal, who fulfils the objectives and reforms, solves the challenges, and implements the 

investments. 

Despite the independent design of the Portuguese RRP, the country can only make decisions about 

its renewable energy transition with the support and approval of the EU, making the EU essentially 

have the final say in the overall picture of Portugal's public policies. This is evident in Portugal’s 

RRP document, highlighting the EC’s assessment and approval of the RRP: 

"Under Article 19 of the MRR Regulation, the European Commission has two 

months to assess whether the amended plan meets the criteria set out in that 

Regulation. Following the After the commission's positive assessment, a proposal 

will be made to amend the Council Implementing Decision to reflect the changes 

in the Portuguese PRR. Following this positive assessment, the European Council, 

on a proposal from the Commission, will adopt the new PRR Implementing 

Decision within four weeks of adopting the Commission's proposal for approval, 
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per the provisions of Article 20 of the MRR Regulation." Portugal’s RRP 

(Resilience and Recovery Plan)35 

Findings show that the EU has authority and power over its member states, based on the distribution 

of funds. Portugal will only receive the funds if it fulfils the initial interests and milestones it had 

agreed to with the EC. As stated in Commission Staff document: 

"Portugal's second payment request was positively assessed by the Commission, 

taking into account the opinion of the Economic and Financial Committee, 

leading to EUR 1.8 billion being disbursed in financial support (net of pre-

financing) on February 8th, 2023." (Commission Staff)36 

I have noticed the mentioning of several decree laws across many documents, an example is the EIS 

document, which had several decree-laws, some were created by the previous government (PSD) 

and then updated by the PS government, which aided in granting the favourable EIS for the Barroso 

and Montalegre Mine. For the Barroso Mine, the EIS document included an article from “Decree-

Law No. 151-B/2013”, which was created by the PSD government, but was then altered and 

republished by “Decree-Law No. 152-B/2017”, which evaluated environmental factors that helped 

grant a favourable EIS, by the PS government. The initial project had been rejected, but after being 

re-submitted with the updated article, the modified project has its own EIS with several objectives 

and new measures that make up for the previously rejected project. 

The EIS document suggests that the project is in an area classified as a GIAHS; however, because 

the Decree-law No. 151-B/2013 states that it is not located in a sensitive area, the GIAHS 

classification is no longer considered. The Order document is valuable because it shows that the 

legal mechanisms behind it, serve to accelerate the mining of lithium for the green transition but 

also to bring economic prosperity for the country, and invoke an order and a decree-law, 

legitimising the authority of the Secretary’s authority. 

"The recent review of the regulation of activities involving the discovery and 

exploitation of mineral deposits, through Decree-Law no. 30/2021, of May 7, in its 

current wording, ensures the highest social and environmental standards for 

                                                
35 Translated quote from Portugal’s RRP (Resilience and Recovery Plan) p.2 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
36 Translated quote from Commission Staff p.29 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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extractive activities, which constitutes an additional competitiveness factor for 

our country." (Order nº 10736/2023)37 

In conclusion, decree laws and laws that served as the basis of the EIS were used to recognise the 

project's validity due to the legitimacy of its legislative act and because government members 

signed these. “Legal Frameworks” and mechanisms govern the renewable energy transition in 

Portugal and represent the interests of the actors that create them who shape the decision-making 

processes and significantly impact the populations and landscapes affected by these decisions.  

5.2.3. Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) 

This section covers the last element of the first theme, “Institutional Power and Governance”, and it 

delves into how the EIS is the deciding arrangement in advancing the interests of the EU and the 

Portuguese government regarding renewable energy transition by mining lithium in Portugal. This 

section is based on the code group "Institutional or governing arrangements". 

The EIS is a deciding arrangement for the future of Portugal’s renewable energy transition. My 

findings show that the EIS required an evaluation committee, comprised of representatives of APA 

and other entities, including DGEG and LNEG, to determine the approval of the EIS. The entities 

involved in the EIS, such as Savannah Lithium Lda (bidder for the project), DGEG (the licensing 

entity) and the APA (AIA authority), are consistently referenced throughout the results section, 

which highlights their important role in the governance of RET and the distribution of power. 

Findings of the EIS document reveal that the initial project was rejected and resubmitted with 

alterations as a modified project under public consultation. The justification for the modification of 

the project was to avoid or reduce significant effects on the environment, as well as ensuring 

additional environmental minimisation or compensation measures. However, economic potential 

was mentioned across the 83 pages of the document, suggesting that the modification of the project 

was not solely done to reduce the environmental effects but also due to the business potential of 

millions the land can bring to those responsible for ensuring a green light to the project. 

The project is in the area classified as GIAHS by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the 

United Nations. Although there is an acknowledgment of the region's GIAHS classification, the 

project has been approved, potentially setting a precedent for other countries to destroy GIAHS 

regions if they have any critical minerals. The EIS also states to have several sustainable and green 

mining practices that ensure mining safety and reduced environmental impact. However it does not 

                                                
37 Translated quote from Order p.1 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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state how these practices are to be enforced, maintained and followed by the authorities responsible 

and who should they answer to, should they fail to meet their own standards. 

The analysis of the EIS document reveals that citizens are not simply uninvolved observers of these 

decisions but actively participate in the processes. This is evidenced from the public consultation 

for the modified project, with most submissions reiterating issues already expressed in the previous 

public consultation. Most exhibits are against the project, indicating a strong public sentiment 

against it. How can a project be approved when it was previously not approved, and is rejected by 

the local community residing in the location where the project take place? The contestations 

consider that the project's benefits will not be found in the community residing in the area and that 

destroying a national heritage is unacceptable. 

The argument for the modified project does not address the potential environmental effects or 

ensure providing environmental minimisation or compensation measures. They also stress that the 

project is essential and innovative for the national economy, as an investment should be made in the 

land given that it is becoming deserted. This assessment is not just biased towards economic and 

environmental interests but a careful balancing act between the two. 

"B. Argumentation in favour of the project: Important and innovative project for 

the national economy. Barroso is becoming deserted. What is the point of being a 

world agricultural heritage site if people no longer want to work in agriculture? 

Let them invest in this land. Modifying the project to avoid or reduce significant 

environmental effects is extremely important, as is providing additional 

environmental minimisation or compensation measures." (EIS)38 

Making the argumentation for the project’s approval about a disappearing and ageing population 

that will not continue the tradition of work in agriculture so the economic potential should be 

explored, is discrediting the United Nation’s GIAHS classification (ADRAT, 2018). 

There is insufficient information to predict the real effects of the project on the environment. There 

are no indicators that suggest what measure should be taken if negative effects occur in the 

aftermath of the project, and only precautions are taken. However, there are no measures to take 

should these precautions prove to be insufficient. Why is that the argumentation favouring the 

project does not specify how modern and sustainable mining will work for the extraction of 

                                                
38 Translated quote from Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) p.83 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
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lithium? The EIS has several new subprojects that have not been analysed by the responsible entity 

and the minimisation efforts do not show sufficient efficiency in its demonstration. 

In conclusion, the EIS plays a crucial role in Portugal's governance of RET. Not only does it shape 

the decision-making process, but it holds the “Legal Frameworks” that allow the project to be 

approved. It also significantly impacts the local populations, the landscape, the endangered species, 

the habitats and the animals residing in the areas. 

5.3. Resistance and Exclusion in Governance (Theme 2) 

The second theme explores the resistance and exclusion that oppositional actors experienced, and it 

comes with several elements that make up the theme, “Resistance and Exclusion in Governance”, 

“Mechanisms Used Against Governance Arrangements” and the “Lack of Inclusivity of Local 

Populations in Decision-Making Processes”. This is based on the code group “Actors that oppose 

arrangements”, a term that describes the actors against the mining arrangements. The analysis of the 

governance style has provided key insights that contributed to the discontentment felt among local 

populations residing in regions where lithium mining will occur, and the actions that were taken to 

fight off the governance. In this section, the findings are related to several documents that disclose 

lithium exploration in the Barroso and Romano mines following the favourable EIS to the mining 

companies. 

5.3.1. Oppositional actors 

The code group “Actors that oppose arrangements” represent NGOs, local populations, grassroots 

movements, the city council of Montalegre and Barroso, and PAN (political party) as being against 

the decision-making, and institutional and governance arrangements of APA and the government to 

allow this concession to take place. The code group encapsulated the shared sentiment between 

these actors in several documents. An example is a quote from Lithium in Boticas document that 

illustrates UDCB’s sentiment with other oppositional actors: 

"We will fight for our rights. We are no less than anyone else. We managed this 

territory sustainably for many generations, but suddenly, you destroyed 

everything?" Catarina Alves (UDCB) (Lithium in Boticas)39 

In the Lithium Controversy Fallout document, observations suggest that it is unclear whether 

Savanah Resources illegally usurped private and vacant lands of Covas do Barroso to dig research 

holes, as the company states that it is not true. Whereas residents of Covas do Barroso expressed 

                                                
39 Translated quote from Lithium in Boticas document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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they did not authorise the company to enter these lands.  This lack of certainty over what is factual 

has profound implications for the future of the region and for the legitimacy of Savannah 

Resources, as the company’s reputation is in the line. Locals Against Savannah’s and Lithium in 

Boticas’ documents show that the local populations are uncompromising about where their 

priorities and interests stand, demonstrating that there is strife between Savannah and the local 

populations. For clarification purposes, “Boticas/Montalegre: locals against the lithium projects” 

code represents the local populations and the local governments from Boticas and Montalegre. 

"From the moment we say that this is ours and please do not enter our lands 

without our authorisation, that this would be respected, but it is not, we had to put 

ourselves in front of the machine." (Locals Against Savannah)40 

The local government of Boticas, in the Barroso region has expressed its opposition over the 

approved EIS, and although they are responsible for the governance of the region and for supporting 

the local populations, they lack the legislative capacity to act on behalf of the population's interests. 

The Lithium Mine in Boticas document establishes this opposition very well: 

"The president of the Chamber of Boticas, Fernando Queiroga, classified the 

lithium m exploration planned for the municipality as "a catastrophe" and reacted 

with sadness and concern to the favourable EIS conditioned on the Barroso 

lithium mine and stated that the city "is not for sale." (Lithium Mine in Boticas)41 

The mayor of Montalegre is also in agreement with the local government of Boticas, classifying the 

project for the Romano Mine as "harmful" for the municipality. After the environmental feasibility 

of the mine by APA, the mayor expressed fear over the environmental implications that would 

unfold within the municipality. These two examples show that although local governments share the 

same interests over the protection of the regions and the local populations, they ultimately have 

little power to counter the fate of its region, and no matter how many protests are made, exploration 

will be conducted. There seems to be a disconnect between the local governments and the national 

government, as the interests of the local governments are treated as less important when compared 

to the economic and energy transition interests of the national government. Regardless, local 

governments emerged as pivotal actors that represent the interests of the local populations and the 

protection of the region. 

                                                
40 Translated quote from Locals against Savannah document by the author, a native speaker Portuguese to English). 
41 Translated quote from Lithium mine in Boticas document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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The code “organisations anti mining” represent the several NGOs and grassroots movements who 

partook in the public consultation for the modified project. These NGOS and grassroots movements 

were involved in the several documents that I analysed and they, along with the other actors 

mentioned above, oppose the lithium mining projects. In the EIS document, NGOs, grassroot 

movements and citizens contested the project, giving an unfavourable opinion with 894 exposures 

out of 916, which represent most of the opposition towards the project. The argumentation to the 

opposition towards the modified project in the public consultation covers nearly five pages and is 

very detailed, with arguments that are based on environmental, cultural, societal, public health and 

economic motives. Despite this, I discovered that the justifying statements behind the unfavourable 

opinions of the municipalities of Boticas and Ribeira da Pena, were not made available in the 

modified project. As the document implies that the opposing side’s questions had been previously 

addressed in the initial project, despite the opposition claiming otherwise. 

"The documentation that assesses the impacts resulting from the Project 

Modification is considered insufficient, incomplete and biased, as it does not 

adequately assess the negative impacts of the open pit mine, nor does it propose 

effective and credible minimisation or compensation measures. This is a serious 

and irreversible threat to the environment, public health and the cultural and 

natural heritage of the region and the country." (EIS)42 

The PAN political party openly criticised the PS government for the approval of the lithium mining 

project in Montalegre. In PAN criticises the government document, Inês de Sousa Real, a 

spokesperson and deputy of PAN, states the frustration of the Party with the government: 

“We cannot understand this Government's strategy, in contradiction with the 

recommendations of the UN report, even if one DAY it comes to proclaim the 

defence of biodiversity protection and on another contributes to the decline of 

species and habitats at risk, as is the case of the wolf Iberian" (...) But continuing 

with this type of stance is not decarbonisation, and it is greenwashing, as we 

cannot consider "green" or "neutral" any project that cuts down millions of trees, 

destroys habitats and turns the territory into a patchwork quilt." (PAN criticises 

the government)43 

                                                
42 Translated quote from EIS p.79 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
43 Translated quote from PAN criticises the government document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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Although the government is not responsible for the approval of the lithium mining project in 

Montalegre, it is involved in the signing of the contract and the decree-laws which led to the 

approval. PAN holds the government responsible for the situation. 

This theme shows a consensus in the opposition to RET, which includes local authorities, local 

populations, grassroot movements, NGOs, and the political party. In the next section, I highlight 

what mechanisms have been used to fight against the environmental impacts the exploration will 

cause on the landscape, which will directly affect their livelihood. These include protests against the 

companies that will begin their exploration work, and they have also submitted judicial actions 

against the companies and the government. 

5.3.2. Mechanisms Used Against Governance Arrangements 

This section covers the first element of the second theme “Resistance and Exclusion in 

Governance”, and it explains the reasons for opposition and the mechanisms used to challenge the 

governance and institutional rules that are accelerating RET. These mechanisms, employed by 

oppositional actors, emphasise the shared concerns over the potential damage to the landscape and 

agriculture system in the Barroso region. The section is based on the code group "Reasons for 

opposition against arrangements". 

Findings across several documents suggest that the local populations are against the lithium projects 

and the actors that are responsible for the projects, and not the green transition. This is because of 

the potential impact the projects will have in the flora, fauna and their lives. According to the How 

Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, Savannah has been providing surveying services 

free of charge to individuals interested in selling their land to register with BUPI. This new digital 

platform allows properties to be mapped. However, this has led to issues as highlighted in How 

Lithium Took Down the PS Government document and Lithium Controversy Fallout document:  

"The registry is then oversized, swallowing areas of landowners not interested in 

selling land to Savannah, as is my case. (...) I sent them an email demanding they 

stop. They ignored me and continued their work. Moreover, what does the GNR 

do? Anything. They register the incident, but I have to go to court, at my own 

expense, to prove that the land is mine – something that everyone in the village 

knows – and, when that happens, the damage will already be done." – Catarina 
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Scarrott (Lithium Controversy Fallout and How Lithium Took Down the PS 

Government documents)44 

The allegations of the company’s trespassing are a reason for opposition despite locals not selling 

the lands to Savannah. Findings of Locals Against Savannah document reveal that the local 

population tried to prevent Savannah from continuing its work, by contacting police authorities, 

stating that the company moved a machine to vacant land and was trespassing. The authorities in 

response did not act. 

Anti-mine associations tried to request the revocation of the licenses that authorised mining 

companies to extract lithium from the Barroso and Romano mines. As shown in Lithium 

Controversy Fallout document: 

"It is appealed to the administrative authorities and, above all, the Public 

Prosecutor's Office so that [...] they can immediately suspend the license, as well 

as verify the contracts that gave rise to what the company currently holds, to 

illegally exploit an ore that will destroy the natural ecosystem and the life of local 

populations." – UDCB (Lithium Controversy Fallout)45 

In the Barroso region, local communities represented by grassroots movements such as UDCB, as 

well as the parish council, and the city council of Boticas submitted three legal actions against 

Savannah over the impacts of the project. These actions represent the mechanisms used to challenge 

the governance of RET and highlight the communities' determination to protect their land and 

livelihood. According to Lithium Mine in Boticas document, the council of Covas do Barroso filed 

an action against the Portuguese government and the Economy Ministry regarding lithium 

exploration in thwe Barroso Mine. The municipal assembly of Boticas submitted a motion against 

lithium exploration in Boticas because it would cause "irreversible damage" to the landscape and 

the population's livelihood. Quercus presented a complaint to UNESCO "of the severe danger to the 

integrity of the agriculture system in the region of Barroso" due to the lithium mines. Montescola 

sued the Ministry of the Environment to access documentation about the Barroso mine's 

environmental impact evaluation, which should have been made available in the public 

consultation. APA, as a result, was fined €30,000. Comunidade Local dos Baldios de Covas do 

                                                
44 Translated quote from Lithium Controversy Fallout and How lithium took down the PS government documents by the author, a 

native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
45 Translated quote from Lithium Controversy Fallout document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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Barroso sent a judicial action against Savannah Lithium for allegedly " usurping " the area to 

explore lithium in Boticas. 

A crucial factor that was observed is that the region has a GIAHS classification given by FAO, and 

the favourable EIS allowing for extraction in the area goes against the environment and the 

sustainable way people have lived for generations. The GIAHS classification has been mentioned in 

several documents, given that it should protect the lands from being explored. The opposition also 

shares concerns about the environmental impacts of mining in a region classified as GIAHS.  

"GIAHS is not just a seal; it represents how people relate to the environment, and 

the APA says that this project is incompatible with people's way of life." - Catarina 

Alves (UDCB) (Locals Against Savannah)46 

The validity of the EIS is backed up by decree laws, which hold legal legitimacy and authority in 

the document's importance. However, how can this document discredit the GIAHS classification 

when FAO represents the UN and consciously gave this classification to the region? 

5.3.3. Lack of Inclusivity of Local Populations in Decision-Making Processes 

This section represents the second element of the “Resistance and Exclusion in Governance” theme 

and highlights the lack of inclusivity in decision-making processes related to the governance of 

RET in the context of lithium mining in Portugal. 

The results reveal the constrained power of the local government in decision-making processes, 

with NGOs and local populations resorting to judicial actions and motions to combat the 

institutional and governance arrangements. One crucial finding is the alarming lack of transparency 

in citizen participation in decision-making. The Order document conspicuously omits any mention 

of NGOs, local populations, or the local government of being members of GTCIVaL, even though 

the local populations bear the brunt of these explorations. The closed-door GTCIVaL meetings and 

the unavailability of minutes to the public directly contradict the interests of those opposing the 

exploration and residing in the mining region. 

Secondly, local government budget management depends on the central government for what is 

provided in the state budget, as evidenced in Portugal’s RRP document with the RRP. The 

government is to receive the funds from the EU and then distribute them across the autonomous 

regions and the municipalities across continental Portugal. 

                                                
46 Translated quote from Lithium exploration: Locals against Savannah document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 



91 
 

The analysis of the EIS document shows that despite the contestations, against the project, which 

proved to be the majority in the public consultation, they did not reflect the decision to go ahead 

with the favourable EIS to Savannah. The EIS did not clarify the concerns of those opposed to the 

project. I conclude that there is not enough openness to accept the critiques of those who contested 

the project, as the entities responsible for the project treated their concerns as repetitive and not 

significant enough. 

According to the Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019 document, the APA president stated that there 

was "involvement on the part of the company with the populations," but UDCB states this is false. 

APA stated that they will monetarily compensate populations, but these reject the monetary 

compensation. As highlighted by Nelson and Catarina from UDCB: 

"People want their space and their work (...) These compensations are the same 

as saying: we will cut off a limb for you, but you have the best doctors here!" 

(Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019)47 

The analysis also uncovers a significant disparity between the stances of APA and Savannah and 

those of UDCB and the populations. My observations show that inhabitants of the regions are not 

informed of the updates of the projects; they only hear updates from what other people come to tell 

them. There is a mismatch in communication and transparency between companies and the 

population. In How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, Catarina Scarrott points out: 

"There had not yet been a single information session with the population when I 

found the company's reports to investors on the internet, in English, which 

contained the company's true ambitions." (How Lithium Took Down the PS 

Government)48 

This discrepancy underscores the urgent need for alignment and mutual understanding. Another 

finding is that the MP suspects that João Galamba and the Ministry of the Environment influenced 

the conditioning of the vote of public entities responsible for licensing. The MP had an order that 

said Savannah asked João Galamba to offer the president of the city hall of Barroso a 20-million-

euro road, a project desired by local public authorities. 

"Savannah knows that my opposition to the construction of the mine is irreversible 

(...) Road construction is one of the compensation measures proposed by 

                                                
47 Translated quote from Lithium: controversial deal in 2019 document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
48 Translated quote from How lithium took down the PS government document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
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Savannah in its project, along with many others. I do not know if conversations 

were held between them with this objective, but they never were with me." 

(Lithium Controversy Fallout)49 

In conclusion, the analysis reveals a significant need for more inclusivity in decision-making 

processes related to the governance of RET in Portugal, particularly in the context of lithium 

mining. This lack of inclusivity led to opposition and protests from local populations and the 

entities representing them, who feel their interests and livelihoods are being overlooked. 

5.4. Post-Decision Consequences and Corruption (Theme 3) 

The third and final theme of my document analysis unveils the gravity of the situation, revealing 

suspicious business and governance practices that advanced Portugal’s renewable energy transition. 

This theme is composed by three elements, “Criminal Investigations”, “Political Cronyism, and the 

“Political Consequences”. The code group "Implications following the arrangements", elucidates 

my findings in the sections belonging to this theme. 

Firstly, I address the business practices between the State and Lusorecursos regarding the lithium 

exploration contract in Montalegre. Analysis indicated that authorities deemed the 2019 business 

deal between the State and Lusorecursos suspicious and questionable across several documents. 

Documents Lithium: Controversial Deal in 2019, Lithium Controversy Fallout, How Lithium Took 

Down the PS Government, Locals Against Savannah and Lithium Mine in Boticas encapsulate my 

findings about the 2019 business deal, where Lusorecursos, a company created three days before the 

lithium exploration contract was signed with the State. This finding is significant as the contract has 

a potential value of hundreds of millions of euros, and the company's establishment under such 

circumstances could have far-reaching consequences. A quote from How Lithium Took Down the PS 

Government document illustrates this: 

“In Morgade, an unknown company, Lusorecursos, had just secured a lithium 

exploration contract valid for 35 years, on an area of 852 hectares and with a 

potential value of hundreds of millions of euros, although it had been created just 

three days before the conclusion of the agreement with the State, with a share 

capital of 50 thousand euros and a provisional taxpayer number." (How Lithium 

Took Down the PS Government)50 

                                                
49 Translated quote from Lithium Controversy Fallout document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
50 Translated quote from How lithium took down the PS government document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
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A finding from How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document questions the company's 

legitimacy, and its contract is questioned because suspicious circumstances surround the business's 

establishment, contract acquisition, and legality. These circumstances include the sudden creation of 

the company, the low share capital, and the timing of the contract signing. 

The Political Scheming document reveals that Start Campus is suspected of abusing its influence to 

obtain favourable opinions and unblock processes from public agencies such as AICEP, REN, the 

Municipal Council of Sines, DGEG, ICNF, APA and the State Secretariat for Energy. This suspicion 

arises from Start Campus's plan to construct a mega data centre in Sines with a capacity of up to 

450 megawatts.  As stated in How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, António 

Costa announced in 2021 that this was Portugal's most significant foreign direct investment since 

Autoeuropa. Start Campus, a key player in the renewable energy transition, intends to invest up to 

3,500 million euros and create up to 1,200 jobs in a venture that aims to bring companies such as 

Microsoft and Google to Sines and operates only through renewable energy, such as green 

hydrogen. 

Findings from Political Scheming document show that these entities, many referred to in different 

themes, are suspected of influencing decision-makers through arranged meetings at the PS and Start 

Campus headquarters, paid lunches and dinners by Start Campus to governmental officials arranged 

in WhatsApp. Lastly, these names are involved in the lithium and green hydrogen businesses 

suspected of corruption, directly or indirectly. 

5.4.1. Criminal Investigations 

This section covers the first element of the third theme “Post-Decision Consequences and 

Corruption” through the investigations and legal proceedings that resulted from the governance and 

institutional arrangements. Lithium Controversy Fallout document reports the state awarding a 

lithium business to Lusorecursos over an anonymous complaint, which, according to Lusorecursos, 

came from António Marques. Before that, a criminal investigation on João Pedro Matos Fernandes, 

the Minister of Environment and Climate Action, and Galamba, the Secretary of State for Energy, 

was opened in 2019 by the Central Department of Investigation and Criminal Action (DCIAP) due 

to suspicions of corruption, malfeasance, influence peddling, embezzlement, use and abuse of 

power about the lithium and hydrogen businesses and the construction of a data centre in Sines. The 

phone calls of Galamba and João Pedro Matos Fernandes were monitored as they were connected to 

the lithium dossier. According to Political Scheming document, the investigation revealed 

questionable discussions about the green hydrogen businesses and the Start Campus in Sines. 
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Political Scheming document reveals Operation Influencer and the Public Prosecution Office (MP) 

found strong evidence of crimes of corruption by political office holders, which also include 

influence peddling, and malfeasance. The diligent and thorough investigations carried out by the 

Public Prosecution Office have been crucial in uncovering these crimes over the lithium mines, as 

described in the Operation Influencer order. This order includes the suspicion that officials may 

have facilitated Galp’s involvement in Savannah Lithium Lda and Northvolt’s partnership with 

Galp through a concerted action between João Pedro Matos Fernandes, Galamba, and Rui Oliveira 

Neves. 

How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document points out that Nuno Dias Costa, the judge 

responsible for the case, dropped the corruption charges, particularly the most serious ones, and 

maintained only the charges of misconduct and influence peddling. All detainees were released with 

the lightest coercive measures.  

The findings of this section reveal that the criminal investigations are due to various suspicions 

related to multiple businesses that involved companies, government entities and the government 

itself. The results point out that there is an extensive investigation concerning suspicions of 

corruption and that this holds significant and potentially far-reaching implications for the future of 

renewable energy transition in the country. The criminal investigations and the aftermath can pose a 

liability to the credibility of the government in attracting investments to the national industry, and 

the trust of the Portuguese people. The results show scrutiny and wrongdoing in the energy sector, 

notably in the lithium and hydrogen businesses, which are already controversial in the first place. 

5.4.2. Political Cronyism 

This section uncovers the findings that bring to light potential systemic issues within the 

governance of renewable energy transition. These issues extend beyond governmental officials to 

individuals closely associated with these officials and company administrators. This revelation is a 

significant aspect of the third theme. 

How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document brings to the forefront the individuals 

involved in these businesses and how the investigations tied them to the government and the 

companies. The findings of Lithium Controversy Fallout document reveal a mega police operation 

that indicted high-ranking officials, including ministers, presidents of public bodies, and the 

primary chief of staff. These documents suggest that these individuals have wielded significant 

influence over the decision-makers of the process of several businesses throughout different stages, 

underscoring the impact of their actions. 
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Ricardo Pinheiro, the president of Lusorecursos and a former accountant at Associação Industrial do 

Minho (AI Minho) with alleged links to the Socialist Party (PS). After distancing himself from his 

partner, Antonio Marques, he signed the exploration contract for Mina do Romano with the State in 

2019. Findings on How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document indicate that Pinheiro 

was indicted for four crimes after several administrative manoeuvres. This reflects that the 

government needs to be more transparent about who signs concession and transparency contracts 

with Lusorecursos. It also allows people suspected of serious crimes to make crucial decisions that 

affect the livelihood of the local populations and the environment to be explored for lithium. 

António Marques, former leader of AI Minho and main suspect in a case involving the 

misappropriation of 10 million euros of community funds in Portugal (a process in which Pinheiro 

was accused of 4 crimes). Jorge Costa Oliveira, former Secretary of State for Internationalisation, 

became an investment consultant for Lusorecursos three months before the contract was made 

official. How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document states that the last paragraph of the 

PGR press release involved António Costa, as suspects invoked the prime minister's "name and 

authority” for "intervention to unblock procedure". The release states that Oliveira and Costa were 

friends. He was removed as Secretary due to his involvement in the Galpgate case. Galp paid his 

government officials and other officials for trips to attend Euro 2016 matches in France. Costa 

Oliveira highlighted that he was only at Lusorecursos to guarantee financing in the Far East. 

How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document reveals that Joaquim Neutel, an influential 

collaborator of Lusorecursos known in the PS party, is suspected of influencing political decision-

makers in favour of Lusorecursos. Authorities found a service provision contract with Lusorecursos 

in his residence; the first page was missing. 

João Galamba, although not accused of any crimes, was linked to the Start Campus Projects in 

Sines and the lithium mines in Montalegre and Boticas, according to How Lithium Took Down the 

PS Government  document.  

According to the investigation in How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, Nuno 

Lacasta, APA president, was a fundamental player in the company Start Campus, allowing it to 

carry out its projects in Sines, suspected of influencing the decision-making of lithium projects in 

Montalegre and Boticas. 

According to How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, the MP argues that Lacerda 

was hired as a consultant of Start Campus: 



96 
 

"To take advantage of his close relationship of friendship with the Prime Minister, 

as well as the close relationship with the suspect Vítor Escária (...) to establish 

contacts and exert influence and pressure on members of the Government, holders 

of local authorities local and other public entities (...) all for the benefit of the 

mentioned project". (How Lithium Took Down the PS Government)51 

The Political Scheming document says that Lacerda Machado was paid around 6,500 euros net per 

month to influence the Government to make decisions favourable to Start Campus, using his 

friendship with António Costa and his close relationship with Vitor Escária, the Prime Minister's 

chief of staff. How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document also states that in Escária’s 

office, inspectors found around 75 thousand euros in cash hidden among books and wine boxes. 

Lacerda and Escária were detained for interrogation. 

Findings on Operation Influencer document show that more than 20 wiretaps revealed 

conversations between António Costa and the main suspects in the process, including Vítor Escária 

(chief of staff), Diogo Lacerda Machado ("the best friend"), and João Galamba (current Minister of 

Infrastructure). The Political Scheming document says the investigation found meetings between 

Lacerda Machado, Afonso Salema (executive president of Start Campus), and Vítor Escária in the 

office in São Bento, at the PS headquarters, and the Start Campus headquarters, implicating high-

ranking officials in this scandal. Political Scheming document says that Lacerda was hired by 

Afonso Salema and Rui Oliveira Neves, administrators of the Sines data centre, which is under the 

responsibility of the Start Campus. 

Political Scheming document findings shows that Lacerda Machado and the two Start Campus 

administrators will have developed contacts with João Galamba, Minister of Infrastructure, Duarte 

Cordeiro (Minister of the Environment) and Nuno Lacasta (President of APA). Some of these 

contacts were informal, such as lunches and dinners, paid for by Start Campus to João Galamba and 

Nuno Lacasta, and the investigation reports were of high value and arranged preferably through 

secure or encrypted applications such as WhatsApp. 

According to How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document, Wiretaps indicate that 

Lacerda Machado and the leaders of Start Campus paid meals for the suspects João Galamba and 

Nuno Lacasta, from APA, and who guaranteed the support of the Mayor of Sines, Nuno 

                                                
51 Translated quote from How lithium took down the PS government document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to 

English). 
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Mascarenhas, using sponsorship for a music festival and the football team of the city. Lithium 

Controversy Fallout document illustrates this by stating the MP suspects that: 

"The State may have imposed, unduly, through a concerted action between the 

suspects Matos Fernandes, then Minister of the Environment, João Galamba, then 

Secretary of State for Energy, and Rui Oliveira Neves, then director of Galp, the 

entry of Galp in the participation of Savannah Lithium Lda and Northvolt's 

partnership with Galp.” (Lithium Controversy Fallout)52 

In conclusion, the analysis starkly reveals the potential systemic issues within the government. It 

underscores the lack of transparency and accountability in the governance arrangements, raising 

serious questions about the legitimacy of the companies involved and their contracts, as well as the 

influence they may have over decision-making processes. These findings highlight the urgency for 

greater accountability and transparency in the governance of RET. 

5.4.3. Political Consequences 

This section addresses the political consequences of RET's governance, and it is the last element of 

“Post-Decision Consequences and Corruption”. Due to investigations into the lithium and green 

hydrogen businesses, searches are conducted at the headquarters of mining companies and the 

homes of their directors. Authorities say they may arrest and constitute defendants suspected of 

illegalities in the energy transition business. 

Findings of How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document reveal that all of the elements 

of the third theme led to the prime minister's resignation and the news that the Supreme Court of 

Justice (STJ) had initiated a criminal investigation against Costa's head of government. The 

President of the Republic, Marcelo Rebelo de Sousa, announced the dissolution of the Assembly of 

the Republic, a move that could potentially lead to a shift in power dynamics, and scheduled early 

elections for March 10th of 2024, which could bring about a change in the country's leadership. 

How Lithium Took Down the PS Government document shows that after Operation Influencer, the 

markets reacted negatively. After the prime minister's resignation, Savannah's shares fell by 22%. 

Lusorecursos was kicked off from Raw Materials Week, organised by the EU to discuss materials 

required for the energy transition. The EU's decision to remove Lusorecursos from Raw Materials 

Week, supposedly due to the scandal, could have significant implications for the company's 

                                                
52 Translated quote from Lithium Controversy Fallout document by the author, a native speaker (Portuguese to English). 
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reputation and its future participation in such events, potentially affecting its standing in the 

industry. 

This sub-section is based on the aftermath of the decision-making and the legislative framework 

used for RET governance. The analysis reveals that the PS government's decision to manage RET, 

which was met with suspicions of corruption due to alleged influence peddling and other illegal 

activities, led to a search operation by the MP, tax authority, and PSP. These suspicions and the 

subsequent search operation were significant factors that caused the government to fall. 

These findings provide a comprehensive overview of the situation described in the documents. They 

highlighted potential corruption, influence peddling, and other illegal activities in the energy sector, 

particularly the lithium and hydrogen businesses. These investigations can have implications for the 

industry and those involved, and allegations and investigations are ongoing. The outcomes may 

provide more clarity on the situation. 

5.5. Identification of HI concepts 

This section presents the identified Historical Institutionalism (HI) concepts, briefly mentioned in 

the Theoretical Framework, that were encountered in the case study. 

Positive feedback - The government supports mining projects through legal, policy and regulatory 

frameworks. These projects provide economic growth and job creation, ensuring that future 

investments from the private and public sectors are provided, and leading to the expansion of 

mining activities. Furthermore, the government will continue supporting policies that allow mining 

to occur. There is reinforcement of legal, policy and regulatory frameworks as more benefits lead to 

more investments and policy support, which leads to more reinforcement. This positive feedback 

loop can lead to economic growth in the Portuguese mining sector as well as creating a stable policy 

environment that brings in investments. However, while the benefits are great, the social and 

environmental impacts must be considered. 

Governance - Through regulatory frameworks that push economic interests while communities and 

the environment suffer, centralised decision-making by government and entities that prioritise 

economic development marginalises the locals. Weak environmental oversight, blatantly ignoring 

the GIAHS by FAO and allowing activities to proceed despite the known risks and little regard for 

the fauna and flora—all for short-term gains. This is also seen globally, like in Serbia, where 

regions face environmental degradation and population protest, but governments are going ahead 

because of economic development. 
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Positive feedback - There is positive feedback. Despite the negative effects, the project can also 

have positive effects through economic benefits (e.g. creating jobs that stimulate the local economy) 

and investment in roads and infrastructure. The mining companies made commitments to minimise 

environmental impact (Savannah agreed to not taking water from local rivers and filling in opencast 

pits after mining is completed); there are plans to build a transformation centre in Montalegre to 

bring local benefits and reduce the environmental footprint of transporting raw materials to China to 

be processed. The lithium projects are strategically important for Europe's green energy transition. 

Landscape pressure - An example of landscape pressure in this case study is the corruptive acts 

and governance arrangements, which show that there is a lack of legitimacy in the conduct of the 

actions by the gov with the lithium mining controversy. The existing policies can have power 

structures that make it difficult for opposition groups to enact change, leading to social unrest. The 

impact on the regime's stability comes through landscape pressures like lack of legitimacy and trust, 

which shows that there was distrust by the public and the judiciary against the government. The 

government immediately fell, showing that it was not so strong to deal with this. However, it does 

not matter because the projects will continue. The government's fall and the call for early elections 

show the challenges in maintaining stability under landscape pressures. 

I presented the findings from the analysis which were organised into three themes, “Institutional 

Power and Governance”, “Resistance and Exclusion in Governance” and “Post-Decision 

Consequences and Corruption”, afterwards, these themes were grouped into the framework. Lastly, 

I added a couple of concepts from HI that have been identified in the findings. For the next chapter, 

the actors are discussed, as well as the themes, and its elements, in a Multi-Level Perspective. 
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6. Discussion 

This section serves to address how the research results relate to the research question. This section 

opens on how the actors are distributed in a Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) table based on their 

level of power. The MLP framework is appropriate to categorise the identified actors in the niche, 

regime and landscape level in the case study and how power is distributed among these actors.  

These actors and stakeholders are known to have power, influence, and authority in how the 

governance style progresses and how it affects those without the same level of control, influence, 

and authority. I also include a section with a MLP figure that shows the categorisation of each 

theme, and the respective elements. For both MLP tables, the identification and categorisation were 

done so by using a systemic typology. Lastly, I include the interpretation of results. 

After identifying the themes, I categorised all the elements that belong to the three themes in a MLP 

level (Figure 8). The next sections explain the logic behind the selection and categorisation of these 

elements. 

 

Figure 18 Multi-Level Perspective and Historical Institutionalism mix with theme categorisation 

6.1. Institutional Power and Governance 

For the first theme, "Institutional Power and Governance", elements such as "Decision-Making 

Processes" lie at the regime and landscape levels. This element clearly shows the influence of actors 

like the PS government, its ministries, and governmental entities in institutional and governance 
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arrangements. At the landscape level, the significant influence of EU policy and financial 

instruments like the RRP and REPowerEU on Portugal's governance of renewable energy 

transitions is a key aspect that the audience should be informed about, as it provides guidelines and 

support through financial funds. 

The second element, “Legal Frameworks”, lies at the landscape and regime levels. Legal 

frameworks at the regime have advanced renewable energy transition by approving the mining 

projects in the Barroso and Romano mines while ensuring they comply with EU and Portuguese 

regulations. At the regime level, the legal frameworks represent the policies, decree-laws and other 

instruments used to govern Portugal’s renewable energy transition. 

At the landscape level, EU policies have influenced the designed “Legal Frameworks” ensuring 

lithium mining occurs in Portugal. The regime level also shows how the RRF supports Portugal’s 

renewable energy transition through the Portuguese RRP (including the REPowerEU chapter). 

“Environmental Impact Statement” lies at the regime and niche level. At the regime level, the EIS is 

based on legal mechanisms by the government that support or interrupt the projects to realise into 

mining sites through environmental standards and regulations. It has decree laws that show the 

evaluation criteria of the environmental impacts of mining and the requirements for the inclusion of 

public consultation. The regime level shows the actors involved in the EIS, such as APA; DGEG, 

which is the licensing entity for energy and mining projects; and LNEG, which provides the 

scientific and technical expertise for when the project’s environmental impacts are being evaluated. 

At the niche level, the EIS has measures to reduce significant environmental impacts and provide 

environmental minimisation and compensation measures. For public consultation to occur, digital 

platforms were created for participants to access and provide their opinions online; however, it only 

considers the participants that were left behind due to a lack of digital access, either from a lack of 

financial means or old age. The EIS also states that several sustainable and green mining practices 

should be implemented to ensure mining safety and reduce environmental impact, which adds an 

innovative aspect to the niche aspect of the EIS. 

This section shows how the PS government and governmental entities' governance style has specific 

decision-making processes and legal frameworks that reveal power distribution among several 

actors. These power distributions do not just occur at the national level; they also occur at the EU 

level, which affects Portugal's governance strategy. Overall, this theme reveals the complex nature 

of power dynamics. 
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6.2. Resistance and Exclusion in Governance 

For the second theme, “Resistance and Exclusion in Governance”, its first element “Oppositional 

Actors” lies at the regime and niche level. At the niche level, I identified the oppositional actors 

against the governance and institutional arrangements that led to the approval of the lithium 

projects. At the regime level, local populations formed grassroots movements and NGOs to oppose 

the lithium projects. There is a divide of opinions between the State and the local governance over 

the impacts of the projects, and it shows a power imbalance. The oppositional actors are against the 

mining projects, representing the resistance to an established regime. A niche level of thinking is 

that their way of life is more sustainable than what the project will do for the region.  

“Mechanisms Used Against Governance Arrangements” operate at the regime and landscape level. 

The legal actions taken by oppositional actors against the decisions of the State are categorised at 

the regime level. Grassroots movements, NGOs, and local populations used different approaches to 

oppose mining, an innovative practice against the dominant regime. The opposition efforts by the 

local actors brought national and international attention, with international NGOs like Quercus 

offering support and international news outlets reporting on what has been happening. This national 

and international attention has not only given these actors a voice globally but also fostered a sense 

of connection and support from other communities affected by mining raw materials. Their acts of 

resistance are at the regime level as they affect the governance of renewable energy transitions. 

At the landscape level, the constant invocation of the GIAHS classification from the FAO by the 

oppositional actors underscores its global representation. This classification, with its profound 

environmental values, has been adopted worldwide. It sets high standards for national policies, 

emphasizing the promotion of sustainability ideals and the protection of the environment. 

The last element “Lack of Inclusivity of Local Populations in Decision-Making Processes” lies at 

the niche and regime level. At the niche level, oppositional actors go out of their own volition to 

ensure they are included in decision-making processes. They organise to discuss how these projects 

will affect them and the environment; they also strategised how to oppose the State’s decisions; 

their interests are represented by the legal authorities responsible for handling their case. At the 

regime level, the oppositional actors are removed from the very decision-making processes that 

affect them. Closed-door meetings such as the GTCIVal, whose minutes are not made available to 

the public, prevent the oppositional actors from being adequately informed about decisions that are 

being made that directly affect them and the region they attempt to protect. It also gives the 

impression to outside members of GTCIVaL that their concerns are not important to listen to. 
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Their exclusion from what is discussed in the meeting and the decision-making processes ultimately 

ensures that the consultation process is ceremonial but inconsequential. Local governments lack the 

legislative, financial and decision-making power that the national government possesses. The power 

imbalance makes them dependent on the national government, as their dependence prevents them 

from fully representing and protecting their citizens. Lastly, the monetary compensation offered 

towards the local communities in case there are environmental and social impacts gives the 

impression that money is the solution for the issues of the locals. It is important to note that the 

locals prioritise their way of life and environmental preservation and have rejected monetary 

compensation. 

This section shows a power imbalance between regime actors and niche-level actors, revealing that 

government arrangements were designed to facilitate the prioritisation of economic interests over 

local concerns. These government arrangements were disputed to influence governance through 

innovative activities such as protests and legal actions by the niche actors, ultimately revealing 

actors' power distribution in the three levels of the Multi-Level Perspective. 

6.3. Post-Decision Consequences and Corruption 

For the third and last theme, “Post-Decision Consequences and Corruption”, the first element, lies 

in the regime and landscape level. This element lies at the regime level and the landscape level. 

Suspicious business practices between the State and foreign and mining companies led to the 

criminal investigation. This investigation raises the issue of whether governance processes within 

the State are transparent and committed to fully following the law. Companies like Start Campus, 

who used their power to influence decision-makers within the State, show that this system has been 

normalised and has probably not been the first time it has happened, underscoring the gravity of the 

situation. The involvement of the DCIAP and the MP in leading these investigations shows the 

relevancy of these legal institutions in maintaining transparency and justice in a regime. 

At the landscape level, environmental, economic and societal aspects influence the regime and 

niche levels due to how the project in Sines is interconnected with the overall renewable energy 

transition in Portugal, which has been pushed by and influenced by the EU. However, a renewable 

energy transition comes with negative aspects often not discussed, such as questionable business 

practices, lack of transparency and not following the law, and the influence of national policies and 

greenwashing discourse. The impact of national policies on these issues cannot be overstated, as the 

business practices between the State and foreign companies impact the governance of renewable 

energy transitions at the national level, and the communities are gravely affected by the decision-

making processes. 
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“Political cronyism” lies at the regime and landscape level. At the regime level, this element shows 

the institutions and the rules and structures within these institutions that lead the renewable energy 

transition at the national level. Firstly, at the regime level, this section discusses the ministers, 

presidents of government entities and companies, and company administrators who are friends of 

government officials involved in controversial business deals. The entities responsible for 

conducting the criminal investigation would not have done that investigation if they did not have 

valid concerns. At the landscape level, the involvement of international companies and the EU’s 

vision for a renewable energy transition is pushing these business deals to be done no matter what 

without considering legal processes that take time, through lack of transparency and accountability 

to fasten these deals to occur. As such, the governance of renewable energy transitions at the 

national level is impacted. 

The last element, “Political Consequences”, lies at the landscape and regime levels. Firstly, the 

consequences of the investigation towards the PS government have led to the prime minister's 

resignation and the government's fall, calling for early elections to occur. This situation highlights 

the urgent need to address and resolve issues in the governance of renewable energy transitions to 

prevent such political chaos from occurring again. The negative market reactions, such as the 

mining company, Lusorecursos, being removed from Raw Materials Week and the drop of 

Savannah Resource's shares, show that there are political and economic implications that do not just 

affect the government but also the companies involved with the business deals and the government. 

Lastly, the involvement of other bodies in the investigation of government officials and business 

practices reveal that Portugal’s criminal justice system functions to a certain degree; however, it 

cannot explain how and why these individuals' charges are released from authorities when an 

investigation must have been built up for months if not a year or two with several charges for 

several crimes.  

At the landscape level, these business deals have a significant impact on the governance of 

renewable energy transition. The upcoming election could potentially lead to a change in the 

political party, which in turn could completely alter the existing plans. Alternatively, these 

businesses might remain unaffected, indicating that regardless of the government's fall, mining 

activities must continue to facilitate the renewable energy transition. 

This section shows how power is distributed and shared through personal connections and corrupt 

practices, which inevitably affect the governance of Portugal’s renewable energy transitions. The 
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governance has been affected to such a degree due to historical power struggles and recent political 

events that resulted in power instability within the governance and later its fall. 

6.4. Landscape level 

The study of transitions in energy-related matters discloses the connection between power, politics 

and governance. Analysing these relationships made me discover they are well connected to 

Historical Institutionalism (HI) theory. Overall, the importance of power in Historical 

Institutionalism aided in identifying the actors that have governance arrangements responsible for 

accelerating renewable energy transitions. 

I developed a framework by Roberts and Geels (2018) that combines Historical Institutionalism and 

the MLP, to identify and categorise actors that accelerate renewable energy transitions. I used Arts 

and Van Tatenhove’s (2004) HI and MLP multi-level power framework mix, which Grin (2010) 

highlighted in the governance of transitions an outlook that transition agency can occur when actors 

have the power to trigger institutional transformation by ‘smartly playing into power dynamics at 

various layers. While Grin’s (2010) three levels of power agree with the three levels in transition 

dynamics, I opted for having the MLP describe the interaction between actors by adopting Fischer 

and Newig’s (2016) systemic typology study on actors’ roles and agency within sustainable 

transitions. I did not focus on the role of agency in the MLP nor am I focused on transition studies.  

The MLP was chosen because it helps with understanding how local, national, and international 

factors influence actors, governance and policy decisions. The MLP is referred to frameworks that 

distinguish actors and levels of importance. In this thesis they are distinguished based on power 

distributions in each level. It is compatible with HI theory given that HI highlights the importance 

of actors in energy transitions, as governance arrangements can involve state and non-state actors. 

HI refers to how actors pursue their interests (Thelen, 2002), the main identified actors are: the EU, 

PS government, APA, DGEG, and Start Campus, and lithium mining companies; but also, the 

NGOs, local governments and local populations, as all actors should be allowed to participate. 



106 
 

 

Figure 19 Multi-Level Perspective and Historical Institutionalism mix categorisation of actors 

HI is well connected with MLP, as Lockwood et al. (2017) highlighted, because both theories help 

understand rules, institutions, change and power. MLP and HI allowed me to understand what 

institutional arrangements brought about politically accelerated renewable energy transitions 

(Roberts & Geels, 2019; Thelen, 2002: 92) through the role of institutions, legal mechanisms, 

behaviour, politics, economy culture and decision-making processes, and how these are constructed 

(Thelen, 2002), in the MLP. I analysed the local opposition and the governance gaps, by examining 

the tension between national governance and local opposition, focusing on the socio-political 

impacts of lithium mining. 

Although there is no proper definition for landscape actors, the landscape in the MLP, is a place 

where no activities occur (Coenen, 2012). Raven et al (2012), argues that in the landscape level 

there is no agency, the only option that actors have is to respond to it. Meanwhile, regime and niche 

levels fight for domination with their background represented by the landscape level (Coenen, 

2012). Landscape factors involve government commitments, public awareness and changes in the 

international financial and economic setting (Foxon et al., 2009). Based on this case study, the actor 

at the landscape level that influence energy transitions at the national level is the EU. This actor 

influences the pace of energy transitions (Lockwood et al., 2017) because it is the EU as an 

institution that designs policies and laws which are then adopted in the Portuguese national setting. 

The results show that the sources of power for the EU and Portugal are economic, political, and 

ideological. However, these sources come with power dynamics, where the EU and Portugal have 

power imbalances. 
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These power sources and dynamics are explained through the RRP (and REPowerEU chapter), a 

form of the EU's financial and economic power. CRMA is also a form of regulatory and economic 

power that is classified as a power source. While analysing the historical component, Andrews-

Speed’s (2016) study on the low-carbon energy source transition of China concludes that the state 

prefers a state-centred approach for its energy sector because it wishes to maintain self-reliance and 

has a distrust of international markets (Golas, 1999; Jordan & Huitema, 2014). While this case is 

entirely different, the aspect of distrust and self-reliance are similar, given the objectives of the RRP 

and the CRMA. 

The RRP and the CRMA involve a level of political power that sides with the EU based on the 

compromises Portugal made with the EC to receive financial aid. The EC’s leadership over the 

assessment and evaluation of the RRP highlights that political power and overall, power imbalance. 

This makes the government very dependent on the EC’s decisions, showing that the EU has a 

higher level of political and economic power. The RRP funds shows that the EU has even more 

economic power than Portugal, making this power dynamic favour the EU more so. Lastly, the RRP 

and the CRMA show that the EU holds ideological power which influences member states, through 

the promotion of its goals and objectives throughout the RRP and the REPowerEU chapter, as well 

as to the degree that EU policies and the CRMA influence Portuguese public policies, and lastly, the 

conditionally over the disbursement of funds shows that EU’s ideology shapes the future of 

Portugal’s plans over its renewable energy transition. 

The RRP and the CRMA are also forms of decision-making power. The power dynamics between 

Portugal and the EU show that although they have similar goals, more to do with Portugal following 

EU’s goals of a carbon neutral society, the EU holds the highest level of influence and authority as 

it influenced Portugal to adopt its interests and follow through what the EU has decided on in 

renewable energy transition matters based on the CRMA, the RRP and the internal Portuguese 

governance of its energy portfolio to be in line with EU objectives. From adhering in 1986 to the 

EU, to having its public policy heavily influenced by the Union as well as the financial aid Portugal 

has received to grow its society and economy, over the decades. 

While niche and regime actors have no direct influence on the landscape level (Geels, 2010), new 

employment norms were designed by the local actors, such as the production of cut flowers, that 

had influence in the landscape level (Coenen et al 2012). When the landscape level undergoes 

change, it may influence civil society actors, as well as their presence in community based 

innovative initiatives (Seyfang et al., 2010). Civil society actors can be an example of actors at the 
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landscape level, as they “represent and constitute general landscape level cultural trends and which 

may bring effective and rapid regime changes given the right conditions (Seyfang et al., 2010, p.6). 

Even though the oppositional actors such as grassroot movements, NGOs and local populations lie 

at the niche level, they influence a growing sentiment around the world over protecting the 

environment and demanding more transparency, which could influence contemporary culture and a 

change in environmental and energy policy for the possible future. 

Historical institutionalism, a key concept in this study, shows the profound influence of past 

decisions on current institutions and events. In Portugal's case with its renewable energy transition, 

the historical legacy plays a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory the behind the government's 

decision-making processes. Through this study, I conclude that Portugal’s decision-making in its 

renewable energy transitions is based on the EU's influence, authority and power. 

6.5. Regime level 

According to Historical Institutionalism (HI), institutions impact how things are operated. For this 

study, the institutions were based on Capoccia and Kelemen's (2007) and Stefes's (2010) studies, 

these institutions are political parties, corporations, and relationships between branches of 

government, laws, or political regimes. The identified institutions in this thesis are the EU, the 

Portuguese government and the governmental entities, and foreign and Portuguese companies, 

which play key roles. The arrangements are decision-making processes, legal mechanisms, and the 

behaviours reflected through power, politics, and governance. The way the behaviours and interests 

of the Portuguese government and the governmental entities are constructed are based on the 

practices and customs in Portuguese society, as well as the relationships within the Portuguese 

State, and the relationship between the EU and the Portuguese government. 

This case study shows that innovation is supported through governance arrangements and the 

behaviours behind the decision-making. These arrangements within the Portuguese State 

accelerated renewable energy transitions through decentralised and pluralistic decision-making 

structures. Hall (1986) states that energy transitions depend on how government acts because of the 

pressure of different societal groups. Suggesting that institutional arrangements give more 

importance to those in power, as governments can bring change and favour rapid transitions. 

At the regime level, I identified the PS government, which includes, governmental entities serving 

under it like APA, DGEG. These entities aided in providing permission for the mining projects to 

occur. I also identified at the regime level mining companies and Start campus, actors who provide 

investments and hold economic interests in the projects. I also identified government officials, 
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politicians and friends from politicians that lobbied and supported the realisation of the projects for 

economic purposes. Regime actors have more power than niche actors.  

In the regime level, policies, decree-laws, and orders are created or signed by regime actors that 

favour lithium exploration projects due to the economic potential for the government through job 

creation; governments may support these because of the economic dependence.  For example, 

decree laws, such as Decree-Law No. 151-B/2013, establish “Legal Frameworks” for the 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and set project criteria to follow. Decree laws were invoked 

in orders, policies, and environmental impact statements to legitimise and legalise the acceleration 

of the energy transition. Some decree laws were altered and republished to validate an 

environmental assessment or update the definitions in a decree law that would validate the 

favourable EIS. These projects also attract investments from Portuguese and foreign companies 

interested in economic growth for lithium extraction. These regulatory and legal frameworks, 

created and supported by institutions that also support the lithium projects, are intertwined. These 

institutions develop relations, expertise and routines that perpetuate the status quo, e.g. GTCIVaL. 

No matter the downsides of the projects, the economic benefits come first through policy support 

and investments. This policy feedback loop can lead to economic growth for the mining sector, 

batteries, and Portugal overall. It will create a stable policy environment where long-term 

investments are prioritised, but the local communities and the environmental and social impacts are 

left to suffer. 

Hall & Taylor’s (1996) work on HI highlights power relations and distributions during the creation 

and activity of institutions, as institutions can provide decision-making processes to interest groups 

who use the processes to their advantage (p. 941).  The experts in the energy sector are those who 

have made these decisions, but these are deemed controversial and subject to judicial acts and a 

police investigation. Degree of positive feedback is based on the reshaping of the design of decree-

laws in the EIS that allowed it to be approved by the evaluation committee of APA, despite the 

environmental and social concerns, and the GIAHS classification. The EIS, granted based on a 

decree law, outlines conditions and establishes an evaluation committee. This committee, crucial for 

public consultation and arguments for or against the EIS, is important in the decision-making 

process. Orders, like the one establishing the GTCIVaL group, exercise regulatory and 

administrative power in overseeing mining operations. The secretary operates under the Ministry of 

the Environment and Climate Action, reinforcing the legal framework guiding their actions. This 

shows that the delegation of power within the government has effectively insulated it from political 
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interference by other parties. All of these factors shape the power relations and distributions, and it 

coincides with the authors’ work. 

The study demonstrates that the regime actors are incumbent actors. These are the Portuguese PS 

government, the government bodies, mining companies, and START Campus. All these incumbent 

actors have significant power and influence, especially the PS government and the governmental 

entities who are member of institutional arrangements and have easier access to policy makers. over 

the institutional and governance arrangements that advance renewable energy transitions and affect 

local communities due to national projects. The mining companies are recognised as incumbent 

firms. They have business interests that are supported through policy regimes in which the 

companies have advantages through favourable regulations and subsidies (Walker, 2000). 

According to Geels (2009), incumbent actors can form coalitions that are powerful enough to 

approve a reform agenda that fits their interests, whereas a regime change process remains 

untouched, due to the regime itself.  In this case study, I discovered that regime actors maintain the 

status quo and can thus be considered incumbent actors as they actively participate in involving 

themselves in the businesses and influencing the outcome of those businesses and the future 

projects. Their decisions cause negative impacts on local communities and the environment. 

These two case studies (Hall, 1986; Hall & Taylor 1996) are significant to this discussion, because 

the governance and institutional arrangements advanced the interests of Start Campus through the 

influence of several entities under the Portuguese State and the friends of government officials in 

decisive positions of power, as well as the lithium businesses to occur. These authors’ works are 

important for this case study because the institutions and actors in power wielded their influence to 

benefit themselves, at the expense of those without the same level of power and authority, creating a 

stark imbalance that provoked a police search operation in the locations of these institutions. Power 

is shared by these actors and the governance arrangements are networked. These actors are interest 

groups that held institutional access for their benefit, and it reveals an existence of political 

cronyism, where the appointment of friends and associates of government officials were allowed 

into positions of power, due to their connections to the State, that kept them close to these 

controversial business deals. These were friends of government officials, some even worked in the 

government and then worked in Lusorecursos and Start Campus to accelerate these businesses. 

Relevant members of the GTCIVaL (APA, DGEG, ICNF, AICEP and LNEG), were the entities that 

were under influence as stated in Operation Influence.  
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There seems like there were hidden rules and behaviours that these actors followed to be granted 

privileges in the lithium businesses. It is not the first time a Portuguese government has found itself 

under controversy over its decision-making behaviours, where revelations of its acts are suspected 

of corruption practice. The behaviour behind the decision-making processes reveals that 

government officials claim to adhere to the law consistently in their actions based on their 

governance arrangements. This is exemplified in the signing of an order in 2019 or the granted 

contract with a company of three days of creation. However, these controversial acts were made to 

advance energy transitions. 

The scandals of controversial behaviours and acts between political elites and businessmen, of poor 

public spending, of political cronyism exposed by the media during the last two decades show that 

corruption is not restricted to sporadic and individual cases of impropriety by office holders public, 

due to being open to bribery and behaviours, more or less common and organized, involving a 

series of political actors, individual (mayors deputies or ministers) or collective (political parties), 

sometimes excluded or unrelated to the criminal interpretations of the phenomenon (Teixeira et al., 

2017, p. 214). 

According to Hall (1986), institutions remain untouched and stable due to the legacy of past power 

struggles and power distribution, the study revealed that the government as an institution was not 

stable or untouched. The revealed details of Operation Influencer on the behaviour of the regime 

and landscape actors led to the prime minister's resignation and the government's fall. Regardless of 

the outcome, the legislative mechanisms the actors at the niche level employed cannot be reversed, 

as the institutional and governance arrangements ensured that no decisions reversed what had been 

approved and that lithium mining would occur. This shows that the Legislative mechanisms can 

provide advantages to some actors but can also harm others, underscoring the complex and often 

contentious nature of policy decisions in the energy transition.  

The PS government's lithium contracts with the mining companies are a form of economic power. 

APA has expert power and specialises in topics like the EIS. After evaluating the impacts, a 

favourable EIS was granted to Lusorecursos and Savannah Resources. DGEG, the licenser, holds 

expert power in designing energy policies.  I discovered that these forms of power were granted by 

the Portuguese PS government, allowing them independent decision-making while simultaneously 

being in unison with the EU and PS’s goals based on the objectives of each institution. These 

governmental institutions hold expert power, and a high level of influence based on their high level 
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of expertise in decision-making structures, and the governance arrangements show innovative 

practices such as APA having a public consultation for the EIS. 

6.6. Niche level 

Niche level actors are oppositional actors with innovative ideas that aimed at challenging the 

current regime, through their opposition to the lithium projects which serves to accelerate renewable 

energy transition. They do not oppose energy transitions, they simply oppose the damage that will 

occur to the environment and their livelihoods, they have local practices and ideologies that differed 

from the regime in power (Bergman et al., 2008). The actors that are harmed are the local 

populations. Local governments, and NGOs represent them. These actors are affected by the 

institutional and governance arrangements of the actors at the regime level. 

Regime resistance occurs at the regime level through the mechanisms used to fight the regime 

actors behind lithium exploration projects. It occurs at this level because although niche actors 

undergo organisation efforts to resist and protest against the regime, the resistance and protest 

happens at this level. Local actors find it difficult to fight the institutional power of APA and the 

gov. The pressure for lithium for renewable energy transitions drives political pressure for these 

projects to move forward.  The impact of resistance led to delays and revisions in the projects, with 

companies having to adjust their plans to address concerns established by local actors. The 

resistance brought awareness, highlighting the need for more sustainable and community-friendly 

approaches. 

Actors that are outside a present regime, are needed for radical innovation within the regime 

(Ceschin, 2012). Blanchet (2015) argues that municipalities that focus on social and environmental 

goals support innovation. The local governments in this case study focus on social environmental 

goals also support innovation but not at the expense of the environment and the local population’s 

way of life. Firstly, it was identified the local governments, as these have been classified as smaller 

incumbent, niche actors, seeing that they have less policy access and lobbying power when 

compared to incumbent actors. The local governments are smaller incumbents because of their 

formal authority and regional governance structure. HI theory supports the claim that actors who 

lack power, can challenge the rules or at least try to subvert them. HI shows that small incumbents 

can have power through coordinated efforts, known as ‘power through organisation’ (Offe & 

Wiesenthal, 1980, p. 72) through local governments. They represent their communities' interests 

and influence what happens there, even if they disagree with decision-making at the national level. 

They enforce local policies, but their power is limited compared to APA, which has more resources 

and authority. National priorities such as advancing energy transitions can overshadow local 
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government power and local opposition. Despite this, they remain on the side of the local 

populations and trust that these projects will bring harm. 

According to the author (Ceschin, 2012), societal pressure groups such as NGOs, grassroot 

movements and local populations can also mobilise change inside the regime through organisation 

efforts. In the MLP, niches offered a safe space for the actors to organise and experiment through 

protests, judicial actions, motions without being restricted by the rules of the regime and the broader 

landscape level. In this level they act independently over what affects them and based on that their 

behaviour represents the choices they made freely (Jorgensen 2012; Raven et al., 2012). As reported 

by Foxon (2010), niche actors were found to work on radical innovations. They also voluntarily 

involve themselves in diffusion and knowledge development, articulation of visions, market 

formation, entrepreneurial activities, creation of legitimacy, guidance of search activities, 

overcoming of resistance to change and mobilisation of resources (Raven et al., 2012). Despite their 

radical innovations, niche actors in this case study are restricted by the landscape and regime levels. 

That is due to the stable and defined environment within regime and landscape levels, the regime 

level is the dominant structure with norms and rules that guide the practices and behaviours of 

actors and institutions, such as the examples with the legal mechanisms used by the Portuguese 

government and the governmental entities, and the institutional and governance arrangements. The 

landscape level moves more broadly, as the EU’s influence in Portugal’s energy policy affects how 

the country manages its renewable energy transition, with outside aspects like the RRP, and EU 

funds, that influence the regime level. 

Actors participating in governance are usually divided into the state, or the Portuguese PS 

government and the government entities, the private sector, or the mining companies and START 

Campus, and the civil society actors, including local populations, grassroots movements, ENGOS, 

and NGOS (E.g. Grin et al., 2011; Loorbach, 2007). These civil society actors, or niche actors, have 

participated in APA's public consultation. However, the study indicates that the participatory 

opening is merely symbolical (Zeitlin et al., 2023; Carrosio et al., 2022), as their concerns did not 

override the economic benefits to be gained from the exploration. Alas, the niche actors did not 

provide a systemic change because of lock in mechanisms by the incumbent regime to maintain 

power and ensure the mining will occur (Geels, 2012). Regardless of their agency or free will, it is 

evident that all niche actors in this case study are subjected to the decisions made by the state, or the 

regime actors. Even if they fight the decisions, the arrangements harm niche actors that reside in the 

regions where lithium mining will occur and the land to be mined. 
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These results show a clear dynamic where power is unbalanced, with regime actors holding more 

power than niche actors. Regardless, the institutional arrangements remained intact despite the 

protests, the judicial orders, the motions and the opposition over these arrangements. 
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7. Conclusion 

This case study was conducted to determine whether power distributions exist in Portugal’s 

governance of renewable energy transitions. The results show that at the regime level there are 

decision-making processes that create the right legal mechanisms and environmental impact 

statements to accelerate renewable energy transitions. An example is the approval of lithium mining 

projects in Portugal. These factors, combined with questionable business practices and corrupt acts, 

create an environment where power is unequally divided between the regime, whose actions are 

heavily influenced by the landscape and niche levels. These power distributions show that the niche 

level and its actors are marginalised and lack the power to alter the decisions of the regime actors. 

The government fell after the criminal investigation, which revealed the hidden business practices, 

the political cronyism and the shared interests between actors at the regime level, leading to the fall 

of the PS government and early elections. While the PS government fell, the lithium contracts 

remain intact, and the projects are invulnerable to change, making the regime ultimately stable via 

its power structures. 

7.1. Limitations and ethical considerations 

The use of theory in this case study has limitations. Mixing Historical Institutionalism (HI) with 

Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) has its benefits, for example, HI is interconnected with MLP, 

highlighting interactions shared between several groups in governance, institutions and rules 

(Robers & Geels, 2019). However, there are limitations to this choice. HI is focused on temporality, 

broad political struggle and context. HI must focus on precise policy-internal developments such as 

party politics and policy learning, entrepreneurship and networks (Robers & Geels, 2019). Another 

limitation of HI is technological change, which is conceptualised as an external force (Hacker & 

Pierson, 2014). In this case study, such was the case, as technological change was hardly 

emphasised. The MLP has limitations, having been critiqued for not adequately acknowledging the 

locations where transitions occur (Coenen et al., 2012; Hargreaves et al., 2011; McCauley & 

Stephens, 2012). Another limitation to the MLP is that niches, regimes, or landscapes are not tied to 

territoriality or scale. 

There is a temporal limitation behind this cross-sectional case study. It addresses a point in time and 

does not account for any changes occurring during the period in which the case study is being 

conducted. Much has happened since the writing of the case study, despite this, new information 
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cannot be accounted for the case study as it would require more time and resources to extend the 

case study. 

Overall, there were methodological limitations in this case study, and the choice of methods for the 

selection and data collection may have influenced the results. Because of time constraints, 

interviews were excluded, and documents were the sole choice. Choosing documents only 

dramatically limits the study's outcome, as interviewing all actors could enrich the study with input 

from actors from different MLP levels, providing the researcher with more understanding of the 

issue. Another reason as to why interviews were excluded from the case study is the size pool of the 

interviewees which would be greater than usual, given that all actors involved should be considered 

for interviewing, it would seriously extend the research time. Had interviews been included in the 

case study, this choice would have come with other data collection challenges. For example, the 

interviews would be entirely online, meaning that the two country’s time zones would have to 

coincide as this case study was conducted in Finland, and the potential interviewees reside in 

Portugal. Having online interviews would limit the researcher's raw interaction with the 

respondents, especially when grasping other people's perceptions and opinions about a specific 

topic. Response bias could occur whether the interview was to occur in person or online, as a 

respondent may respond superficially. 

When it comes to ethical decisions about the use of online content, the content used was meant for 

the public, therefore this case study is less affected by the need to protect the privacy and 

confidentiality of the individuals responsible for the content, or of those mentioned in the study. 

Using documents solely as a data source can be a limitation as the researcher is not creating their 

own data nor are they not able to see situations nor interact in person. There is also limited 

information in the documents and insufficient data to fully complete the study (Blackstone, 2019; 

Bowen, 2009; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). However, using pre-existing documents as a form of data 

raises fewer ethical concerns than using other qualitative methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In 

this case study, the collected data could have exclusively been official documents from the 

Portuguese government or the EU, which are available for anyone to examine. And while other 

documents were read for context’s sake, I did not have them included in the data analysis. These 

documents are signed Orders, Decree-Laws, Acts, and policy documentation, which are mentioned 

within the case study. I read public statements from the national government, government entities, 

associations, anti-mining organisations and companies of foreign or Portuguese origin. I did this 

better to understand some behaviours behind the actor's decisions. Regardless, I did not include 

these documents for analysis because it would have taken longer to analyse the data and code them 
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line by line. Due to a limited schedule, I left these documents out of the analysis. Another limitation 

is that these documents lacked the nuance and context required when accounting for all the 

discussed actors, particularly the niche actors, which is why the news outlets were included. 

Authors of journals and newspapers have become more aware their content is accessible to a wider 

audience. This awareness reduces ethical concerns about the use of public documents. However, 

such content can reflect the author’s biases. Newspapers might publish content that promotes 

political promulgation rather than to deliver unbiased reports (Linders, 2007). There is a limitation 

to this regarding this case study, as the data that I collected and used is produced by these authors. 

There could be biases coming from the authors who produced a document meant for the public or 

private (Hookway, 2008). As a researcher who comes from Portugal, conducting this case study 

could risk the objectivity of my research and understanding, my perspectives and interpretations 

could be biased and subjective, as I have experience with how the Portuguese government has 

generally treated the concerns of its citizens. 

7.2. Recommendations 

The case study is unique as the content studied applies to other locations around the globe where 

raw materials are being mined, such as South America, where power distributions come into play. 

This case study can be replicated anywhere globally where other raw materials are to be mined for 

the EU's decarbonisation goals, such as Serbia, whose population is against the government's 

mining plans. In addition, this study can be replicated via a multidisciplinary lens by analysing 

power distributions in the Portuguese legal system regarding environmental policies and decree-

laws. Interviewing all actors would be suitable for more insights, though the case study would be 

long-term as so much is occurring daily. Future research can be extended to analyse how the lithium 

projects materialise, how power distributions are evolving in mining, and whether the new 

government is taking different approaches. The government change may affect the governance of 

the RRP and the energy portfolios, but this should be reserved for a future study. 

For a future case study that resembles this study’s theme, rather of depending on document 

collection solely, one can use a triangulation method, by combining participant observation, video 

recording and interviews to collect data. However, this is a complex and time-consuming process 

(Green & Chian, 2018). On the other hand, this can complicate the time completion, making the 

analysis more complicated. However, it would make it far superior and more inclusive because it 

adequately reflects people's insights by interacting with them directly. All actors should be involved 

in the decision-making processes, as all actors belong in the energy system, making the processes 
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more equitable and just. Note that all document references are used for this summary. It is 

recommended that a future study be conducted using other typologies, such as the institutional and 

governance typologies. Further research must be conducted to fully understand these findings' 

extent and implications. 
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