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Abstract

Background: The hydropower industry in Colombia is developing in contexts of violence because of armed
conflict. The companies that drive hydropower development are usually large and benefit today from lessons that
have been learned around the world. However, there is little understanding of how these good management
practices are addressed in contexts of violence. This paper contributes to the filling of a knowledge gap between
the energy business practices and the local implications of the armed conflict. Large companies would have to
incorporate a holistic view of the power generation business that connects financial performance with both
environmental protection and social equity. The governance of business sustainability is analyzed within violence,
drawing upon a case study from the hydropower industry to explore emergent issues, dominant players, and tools
that may provide solutions.

Methods: The case study method is based on the hermeneutical analysis of 16 in-depth interviews with employees
from the energy sector, the public municipalities, and local leaders. The interviews were coded and occurrence
rates were used as ranking criteria. Two co-occurrence matrices were constructed in order to estimate the ranking
of the interests of the players and the tools of action they prefer.

Results: The results exhibited conventional problems such as climate change, dwindling biodiversity, and the
deteriorating condition of natural resources, in addition to the characteristic difficulties of armed conflicts, such as
illegality, distrustfulness, and lack of opportunity for local populations. In view of both the weakness of the state
and the scarcity of social capital, energy companies emerge as a central player in association with
nongovernmental organizations. The tools used are more geared toward planning than they are toward joint
action and evaluation.

Conclusions: It was concluded that the management of hydropower stations in the contexts of violence requires
companies to orient their actions toward results and evaluate the impact of its management. Such management
must be based on transformational relationships aimed at reducing the existing asymmetry between players and
distributing the costs and benefits of the hydropower station more equitably.
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Background
Most of the electric power available in Colombia is gen-
erated by large hydropower stations [1]. More than a
third of this energy supply has been developed during
the years since the 1980s, when the violence as a result
of armed conflict in the country grew considerably; be-
tween 1985 and 2017, approximately 7 million Colom-
bians were forcibly displaced to other areas of the
country [2, 3]. The year 2002 is known as one of the
bloodiest periods, which was a result of multiple con-
flicts between guerillas, paramilitary groups, and the
army [4]. During that year, attacks on electric power
transmission networks, oil pipelines, and road infrastruc-
ture were frequent; massacres were intensified; and
electoral procedures were hindered [4, 5].
Globally, most hydropower development is taking

place in emerging economies in Asia, Africa, and South
America [6]. However, Colombia is not the only country
in which this development has occurred amid violence
because of armed conflicts as may be observed in cases
involving countries such as Myanmar [7], Angola, and
the Democratic Republic of Congo [8]. Little territorial
control by the state is frequently observed in these coun-
tries, as there are insurgent groups that benefit from ex-
tortion, and the local population is affected by the
conflict [9, 10].
The companies that drive hydropower development

are usually large, and this development usually involves
the construction and operation of stations that produce
more than 1 MW of power [6]. Those who manage these
organizations benefit today from lessons that have been
learned around the world, such as that of participation
in evaluating the shared benefit and that of the imple-
mentation of environmental and social management
plans with the aim of complying with development pol-
icies in the energy sector and the regulations of each re-
spective country [11].
However, these good management practices are put to

the test in contexts of violence, requiring these companies
to incorporate a holistic view of the power generation busi-
ness that connects financial performance with both envir-
onmental protection and social equity. How do energy
companies manage hydropower facilities in contexts of vio-
lence? This issue is particularly relevant for Colombia tak-
ing into consideration the fact that its electric power supply
is heavily dependent on the operation of large hydropower
plants that are vulnerable to armed conflict.
There is little understanding of the local implications

of the armed conflict in the energy business practices in
Colombia. The lack of trust and opportunities, illegality,
forced displacement of people, and weakness on the part
of state organizations might be the main issues of the
armed conflict [4, 12]. The energy companies have vol-
untary initiatives to protect their reputations and better

adapt to this violent context by addressing environmen-
tal externalities, human rights, employment, and com-
munity development [13, 14].
However, the context of violence forces the energy

firms into a key position that could maintain the asym-
metry between the players if it is exploited to socially
legitimize the firms rather than to create mechanisms
that more equally distribute the costs and benefits of the
infrastructure [15]. This paper contributes to fill the gap
of knowledge about the interdependence of the hydro-
power industry with the territory, to understand how to
share benefits more equitably in contexts of violence.
The concepts of corporate sustainability and collabora-

tive governance form the conceptual framework of this
study. The former is considered because it gives mean-
ing to a holistic view of the business [16–18] and the lat-
ter because it explains the relationship between the
business and the surrounding area under circumstances
of interdependence that are characteristic of contexts of
violence [19, 9]. Through collaborative governance, firms
would be able to surmount institutional constraints of
corporate sustainability [20], such as social pressure, rep-
utational effects of environmental impacts, or any other
interdependency with stakeholders [21, 22].
The purpose of this study was to analyze governance for

sustainability in the hydropower companies that are lo-
cated in contexts of violence, using a case study from the
energy industry to explore the emergent issues, dominant
players, and tools used in their solution. The exploratory
case method employed by Yin [23] is used, inspired by
other, similar works [7, 15]. In all, 16 in-depth interviews
were conducted, and the data were triangulated using sec-
ondary information. The interviews involved employees
from one of the country’s main power companies, public
employees from state organizations, and local leaders from
areas that had experienced armed conflict. The secondary
information that was examined dealt with corporate sus-
tainability, collaborative governance, and energy develop-
ment in contexts of violence.
The study is divided into five sections. The first sec-

tion lays in order the conceptual foundations of corpor-
ate sustainability and collaborative governance to
subsequently outline the problem of managing hydro-
power stations in contexts of violence. The second sec-
tion presents the methodological process used for
characterizing the data and its qualitative analysis. The
third section describes the main results of the interviews
in terms of issues, players, and tools. The fourth section
discusses these results in view of good management
practice while highlighting specific details associated
with contexts of violence. Finally, the “Conclusions” de-
scribes theoretical and practical repercussions of the
main findings, the limitations of the study, and further
topics for research.
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Literature review
The term corporate sustainability (CS) is more widely
used in academic literature than in practitioner litera-
ture. Practitioner literature tends to be more prescriptive
trying to provide guidelines to managers on how to pur-
sue CS while academic literature tends to be more holis-
tic, complex, and philosophical [24]. A standardized
definition does not exist. However, for the renewable en-
ergy research, some authors have recently mentioned
that CS definitions all emphasize the importance of
meeting stakeholders’ needs and balancing the eco-
nomic, environmental, and social dimensions of corpor-
ate performance [25].
Based on the work of Montiel and Delgado-Ceballos

[24], Baumgartner [26], and Chang et al. [25], we broadly
define corporate sustainability as the ability of a firm to
perform growth over time by effectively reducing eco-
nomic, social, and environmental impacts and meeting the
expectations of diverse stakeholders. Corporate sustain-
ability tends to be considered in terms of company per-
formance in conjunction with the well-being of society
and environmental quality [24, 27, 28]. Therefore, future
performance is seen as being dependent on the company’s
potential for improving its present performance [18].
Lozano [16] argues that this potential depends on fac-

tors that are internal, external, and associated with the
company and its surroundings. Among the main internal
factors, profitability, responsibility, and corporate culture
are the most visible, whereas among the external factors,
consumer interest, the growing consciousness of society,
and regulations stand out. Lozano [16] emphasizes that
reputation, sustainability reports, access to resources,
and socio-environmental crises are connecting factors
because of the fact that they provide a link between the
company and its surroundings.
Ensuring the permanence of the business on the mar-

ket while at the same time improving its relationship
with the surroundings is a governance issue [29]. What
is in play is the political and ethical position of the com-
pany, as well as its strategy, structure, and organizational
culture [26, 30].
The concept of business ethics brings together the in-

ternal factors proposed by Lozano [16] in that it involves
belief, responsibility, and virtue as expressed by the busi-
ness in seeking a long-term profit [31]. On the one hand,
Windolph et al. [32] speak of the belief of the company
in sales, access to capital, and the assembly of a work-
force. On the other hand, these authors associate the re-
sponsibility and virtue of the organization with its
response to state regulation (operating licenses) and
pressure brought to bear by communications media and
society when they demand that corporate values be
based on human rights and the protection of natural
resources.

According to these terms, ethics in the context of
corporate sustainability provides reliability and legitim-
acy because it evidences the effect that the perception
of stakeholders has on company performance [33, 34].
The attainment of reliability and legitimacy through
relationships with stakeholders is an issue that is
related to governance of corporate sustainability,
which has the potential to hinder the sustainability
of companies [35–37].
Therefore, being perceived as being reliable and legit-

imate by the community is a sensitive issue (among
others) for businesses and impinges on how benefits are
distributed, in accordance with the following levels of
commitment [38, 39]: (1) transactional: the business
tends to compensate the community, confidence is lim-
ited, and the benefits are differentiated; (2) transitional:
the community participates, resulting in greater trust,
but the benefits are still differentiated; and (3) trans-
formational: the business and the community become
integrated to generate change, joint learning occurs, and
the benefits are shared.
Thus, corporate sustainability refers to a firm that

minimizes its impact and has an inclusive relationship
with all of his stakeholders, sharing its created value for
a common well-being [40]. In addition, the future per-
formance of corporate sustainability also depends on the
sustainability of the territory in which the companies are
not necessarily central players as defined by business
ethics [41]. Hence, territorial sustainability is more
closely related to politics as the business is increasingly
forced to negotiate its operation. Therefore, politics in
business is perceived as being related mostly to external
and connecting factors of corporate sustainability as pro-
posed by Lozano [16].
This negotiation seeks institutional arrangements that

reduce transaction costs and increase the persuasion of
players to achieve mutual expediency of territorial sus-
tainability [42, 43]. A territorial understanding of sus-
tainability is thus necessary, as it is here that the
resources (raw material, infrastructure, social capital,
etc.) that make the business viable and provide for the
population’s livelihood are located. Therefore, these
spaces for social construction must be equipped with
political technologies that allow resources to be mea-
sured and their exploitation to be controlled [44]. This
way, institutional arrangements will become political
technologies if measures are put in place by which they
may be evaluated.
Thus, collaborative governance emerges as a form of

network organization in which the agents first seek to
build trust and a shared understanding of the issues in-
volved by means of deliberation and negotiation [45].
They subsequently seek to obtain resources and build
skills and leadership, which translates into commitment

Polanco Energy, Sustainability and Society            (2018) 8:39 Page 3 of 15



to finding a joint solution to problems for which a uni-
lateral solution is difficult to achieve [45, 46].
Collaborative governance is defined by Emerson et al.

([19], p. 2) as “the processes and structures of public
policy decision making and management that engage
people constructively across the boundaries of public
agencies, levels of government, and/or the public, private
and civic spheres in order to carry out a public purpose
that could not otherwise be accomplished”. According to
these authors, the products of collaborative governance
emerge from three types of inter-organizational
dynamics:

1. Principled commitment – this describes how
participants interact regarding shared interests and
individual objectives, using face-to-face communica-
tion and achieving their own processes and arriving
at meaningful decisions;

2. Shared motivation – this considers the dynamics
and collaborative processes involving
understanding, trust, legitimacy, and commitment;

3. Capacity for joint action – this is characterized by
the resources necessary for sustaining the
collaborative process and includes the leadership,
process structure, rules of the game, quality
information, budget, and time available to the
collaborators.

There is a normative appeal of collaborative govern-
ance to solve complex public problems or deliver public
goods and services, such as access to natural resources
and energy supply, because these problems can be nei-
ther understood nor addressed by a single organization
[22, 47]. Through collaborative governance, firms would
be able to surmount institutional constraints of corpor-
ate sustainability [20], such as social pressure, reputa-
tional effects of environmental impacts, or any other
interdependency with stakeholders [21, 22].
With this being the case, long-term business perform-

ance requires a company organization that links eco-
nomics to the environment and society not only in a
corporate system [17] but also with regard to ethics and
politics [32, 46]. This is a challenge that would connect
the businesses to their surroundings in a manner that is
sensitive to contexts of violence, such as in the case with
the hydropower industry in Colombia.

The case of the hydropower industry in Colombia
Hydropower project development is currently occurring
primarily in emerging economies in Asia, South America,
and Africa, although the Balkans and the Caucasus re-
gion also figure as centers of development [6, 48, 49].
These regions possess abundant natural resources, access
to which has been the cause of armed conflict and

violence in cases such as those of Myanmar in Asia [7],
Angola and the Democratic Republic of Congo in Africa
[8], and Colombia in South America [5, 15].
According to the studies by Le Billon [9] and Springer

and Le Billon [10], it is common to encounter greater state
control of resources that are concentrated geographically,
such as petroleum and minerals, when compared with
that of scattered resources, such as agricultural land hold-
ings. In addition, insurgent leaders may appear who
maximize the return on controlling these resources conse-
quent to their practice of extortion.
Colombia possesses a hydropower potential of ap-

proximately 56.2 GW, one of the greatest in South
America, and this potential is being exploited mostly by
stations with a capacity of more than 1 MW [6, 1].
The current total capacity of all installed plants is

16.9 GW, of which 69.8% came from large hydropower
stations [50]. Approximately, a third of this capacity was
developed after 1980, the year in which the violence in
the country greatly intensified in terms of the population
that was forcibly displaced (Fig. 1).
Source: National Government Victims Unit [2] and

the ONG Consultancy for Human Rights and Displace-
ment [3].
The recent violence in Colombia is a result of armed

conflict waged for the purpose of territorial control
(access to natural resources, strategic infrastructure,
illegal economies, etc.) among guerillas, paramilitary
forces, and legitimate state authorities (the army and the
police). The forced displacement of populations is an
aspect of this violence that is frequently trivialized and
reduced to mere discussion of statistics and data [51].
However, it is also seen as evidence of the dynamics of
the armed conflict [52, 12].
Forced displacement uproots people from their homes,

breaks relationships of trust and neighborliness, and
limits opportunities for work and subsistence [53, 52].
Territorial occupation, the limitation of collective action,
and the destruction of the fabric of society are strategies
of warfare that dictate forced displacement [12].
The numbers involved in this forced displacement

reveal a dynamic of the conflict that is characterized by
four key stages in connection with difficulties in the
peace processes [4, 5, 54]:

1. Guerilla expansion after the collapse of peace talks
in 1984 during the government of Belisario
Betancur (1982–1986) – this resulted in an increase
in the mobilization of military forces from the
periphery to areas of the country that were more
integrated economically, as well as to large
population centers.

2. The emergence of paramilitary forces in the 1990s
in reaction to guerilla expansion – the
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confrontation between paramilitary forces and
guerillas and the collapse of peace talks during the
government of Andrés Pastrana (1998–2002) led to
the greatest geographical expansion of the conflict,
affecting more than half of the country.

3. The retreat of guerillas – as a result of joint efforts
by the paramilitary forces and public forces during
the government of Álvaro Uribe (2002–2010) and
the consolidation of USA support through the
Colombia Plan, the intensity of the violence
decreased and part of the paramilitary forces
demobilized in 2006, which was followed by the
emergence of the phenomenon of “parapolitics,” in
which members of the Congress allegedly had ties
with paramilitary groups.

4. The reorganization of guerilla forces and
paramilitary groups - This came about as a result of
the polarization unleashed by the Peace Accord
signed in 2016 between the government of Juan
Manuel Santos (2010–2018) and the leading guerilla
group. The Peace Accord was endorsed by
Congress after the failure of the referendum,
difficulties appeared in its implementation, and
violence returned to the country’s periphery.

This dynamic of armed conflict makes the territory in-
secure, reduces the population to a condition of vulner-
ability, and hinders, even more, the presence of the state
and energy companies. Attacks on electric power trans-
mission networks, oil pipelines, and road infrastructure
are frequent; massacres are committed; and electoral
processes are hindered [4, 5]. This has resulted in in-
creased pressure on the population, with the number of
people forcibly displaced between 1985 and 2017 being
approximately 7 million [2, 3].

A large part of Colombia’s hydropower infrastructure
is located in areas that are inhabited by vulnerable popu-
lations, that have little state presence, and that are ex-
tremely rich in natural resources. Before the year 2000,
large hydropower projects were commonly developed
despite rejection by the local populations because of
ensuing evictions, little community consultation and
participation, and few economic and social benefits [55].
This resulted in social movements that were exploited
by guerillas in their territorial advance by their appropri-
ating popular demands and capturing resources that
have been acquired by exploiting natural resources [5].
After 2000, energy companies strengthened their

position in the territory before, after, and during the
construction of large hydropower facilities not only as a
result of adaptation to the contexts of violence but also
as a consequence of stronger legislation and require-
ments by multilateral development banks [55].
Initially, the mindset of energy companies is prag-

matic, reacting to the law and to conditions for accessing
the capital market [56]. They then become more pro-
active, investigating voluntary initiatives that allow them
to protect their reputations and better adapt to violent
contexts [13, 14], such as the management of environ-
mental externalities, human rights, employment, and
community development.
As is seen from multiple experiences from around the

world [11], the management of hydropower facilities
tends to consider, on the one hand, participation as a
key factor in evaluating social impact and as a structural
base for the shared benefit that is sought using this
power generation technology. On the other hand, envir-
onmental management plans have increasingly consoli-
dated as tools that are integrated with the social aspect
in such a way that they contribute to compliance with

Fig. 1 The number of people who have been displaced by the violence in Colombia – This displacement may have been caused by threats
against one’s life, family, or property or against the freedom of association and political participation
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the development policies of the sector and regulations of
each country.
This holistic view of the business then requires it to

consider governance for sustainability in the business
realm, where collaboration with the surrounding area is
the determining factor. As mentioned above, the prod-
ucts of this collaboration are the result of principled
commitment, shared motivation, and capacity for joint
action [19, 46]. Therefore, the identification of these
products allows one to investigate the sustainability of
the hydropower-generation company in contexts of vio-
lence as shown below.

Methods
The goal of this study is to analyze governance for the
sustainability of power generation businesses in contexts
of recurring violence using a case study from the power
industry to explore the emergent issues, dominant
players, and problem-solving tools used.
The exploratory case study method employed by Yin

[23] is used, considering its application in similar studies
[43, 57]. In view of the scarcity of information available
and the interplay of interests involved, it was necessary
to interview different players and triangulate the result-
ing data using secondary information. The paragraphs
below present the data characteristics as their analysis
strategy.

Data
This methodology is based on the hermeneutical analysis
of 16 in-depth interviews with employees from the
energy sector (7 interviews), public municipal employees
(4 interviews), and local leaders (5 interviews). The em-
ployees from the sector are from one of the country’s
main private power generation companies, the hydro-
power stations of which are located in areas with a
history of violence. The public municipal employees and
local leaders belong to the sphere of influence of these
power stations in areas that have experienced armed
conflict involving varying levels of intensity with regard
to the forced displacement of the population.
Open interviews were preferred, with the aim of

“investigating a problem and understanding it as it is
conceived and interpreted by the subjects being studied,
without imposing preconceived categories” ([58], p. 93).
Therefore, the understanding of governance for corpor-
ate sustainability is inductive.
The interviews were structured according to three

analytical categories (issues, players, and tools), and the
questions were asked to gather information on the sub-
categories therein (Table 1). Then, the interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and encoded with the aid of
Atlas.ti software. Subsequently, 200 codes were selected
and grouped into the three analytical categories:

1. Issues (88 codes): These emphasize the type,
problem, and purpose of the actions carried out by
the players.

2. Players (60 codes): These refer to the agents who
either live or operate in the area of influence of the
hydropower stations and represent the production
sector, state organizations, and organizations from
civil society.

3. Tools (52 codes): These bring together the means
used by the agents to carry out their roles and
evaluate their operation in the area of influence of
the hydropower stations.

These analytical categories were selected taking into
consideration the holistic focus on sustainability [13,
59], the continuous improvement approach of corpor-
ate management [60, 61], and the productive perform-
ance focus on collaborative governance [19, 47]. First,
the holistic perspective of sustainability concerns the
triple bottom line (economy, society, and environment)
and the interlinkages between dimensions. Second,
the continuous improvement approach looks for the
efficiency of planning, execution, and evaluation tools.
Third, the performance of collaborative governance
takes into account actions and outcomes of the prin-
cipled commitment, the shared motivation, and the
capacity for joint action of energy firms’ stakeholders.

Data analysis
The encoding allowed citation frequencies to be esti-
mated, which, in turn, were used to prioritize each
issue in each of the analysis categories. The citation
frequencies were used as ranking criteria—the more
cited an issue the more important it is considered.
Next, the citation frequencies were normalized using
the minimum-maximum procedure according to [62, 63]:

CN ¼ C−Cmin

Cmax−Cmin
ð1Þ

In which:
CN: normalized code within the range (0,1)
C: citation frequency of non-normalized code
Cmin: minimum citation frequency of non-normalized

code
Cmax: maximum citation frequency of non-normalized

code
Once the codes were normalized, they were compared

according to the perceptions of the company and the
other territorial players. In this last instance, the percep-
tions of the local leaders and public employees at the
municipal level were used. In addition, co-occurrence
matrices were constructed by crossing both the “issues”
and “players” categories and the “players” and “tools”
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categories. This type of data analysis provides the hol-
istic and systemic vision required by the sustainability
study [64, 16], estimating the ranking of the interests
of the players and the tools of action they prefer.
The results are presented in three parts. First, the re-

spective rankings for the issues, players, and instruments
are compared according to the perceptions of the
company and the other territorial players. Second, the
ranking of interests and tools associated with each player
is estimated. Third, the main statements made by the
hydropower-generating company, public municipal em-
ployees, and local leaders concerning hydropower plant
management and its relationship with violence are
highlighted.

Results
The environment is the most relevant issue, followed by
economy-society and society. The importance of the
issue of the environment is associated with the negative
impacts of hydropower-generation on water flow down-
stream from the dam. The issue of economy-society
appears to emerge because of transportation problems
affecting economic and productive activity in the terri-
tory (livestock, fishing, and agriculture).

The issue of society emerges as a result of the relation-
ship between the local community, state organizations,
and the energy company, in which context training,
trust, and the construction of social capital appear as
important themes. Although of less importance, the
issue of economy-environment also features because of
soil use that may cause deforestation, erosion, and sediment
buildup. In addition, the theme of society-environment
seems to demonstrate the importance of training and
environmental consciousness in the territory. All these
items are understood as being nonmonetary benefits.
The issue of the economy has little importance for
the interviewees and relates to financial resources for
monetary and nonmonetary compensation.
Taking this into consideration, the state organizations

(particularly the regional environmental authority), the
energy company, and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) appear as dominant players. All these players
primarily make use of planning but also use execution
and evaluation tools. The most prominent among the
planning tools may be plans and projects that seek to
coordinate players and integrate operations involving
social, economic, and environmental issues. In contrast,
execution tools are oriented toward the formation of

Table 1 Descriptions of issues, players, and tools for territorial intervention

Issues Players Tools

Society:
Building social capital, trust, relationships,
and organizational networks

Environment:
Climate change, biodiversity, and the
condition of natural resources, water,
and soil

Economy:
Power generation, budgeting, and monetary
compensation associated with the impact
of hydroelectric facilities

Society-environment:
Training, consciousness, and environmental
culture in the territory

Economy-environment:
The economy of natural resources
(supply and demand), pollution of the
environment, and basic sanitation

Economy-society:
Activities for subsistence, food security,
production organization, and
commercialization of farm products

Energy companies:
Generators of hydropower

Local community:
Community action boards, farming,
and fishing cooperatives of small
landowners

Nongovernmental organizations:
National and local non-profit organizations
that exist for the fomentation of the following:
• Science and technology
• Education, environmental protection, and
bio-commerce

• Development and peace

The state:
National and local state organizations:
• Environmental, farming, transportation,
and property regulation

• Fomentation of technical education
and farming development

• Security

University:
Public and private higher education
institutions with:
• Scientific research
• Social projection

Organizations for development:
• International organizations for humanitarian
aid and cooperation

• Business foundations
• Guild organizations

Planning:
Public and private plans, programs and projects
for socioeconomic development, environmental
protection, infrastructure, and the use of the
territory

Execution:
Establishing inter-institutional alliances and social
networks, the formation of sectorial committees,
and community schools for local development

Evaluation:
Verification and adjustment of the intervention
using communication channels, questionnaires,
indicators, and licenses for the operation of
infrastructure projects

Polanco Energy, Sustainability and Society            (2018) 8:39 Page 7 of 15



network-building alliances and partnerships and not so
much execution committees. Finally, evaluation tools
appear to be limited to conducting technical studies;
establishing mechanisms for communication; and to a
lesser extent, audits and the establishment of measure-
ment parameters.
It is clear that this evidence involving issues, players,

and tools is dependent on the perception of the energy
company and the territorial agents, including municipal-
ities and local leaders (Fig. 2). From a territorial stand-
point, the most relevant issue should be that of
economy-society as a result of difficulties in carrying out
productive activities. However, the company appears to
consider the issue of the environment to be more signifi-
cant, possibly due to the impact of the dam on the water
flow or its effects on the sediments in the reservoir.
The issue of society seems to have the same relative

importance for the company and the other territorial
players, meaning that the relationship between them
would be a determining factor because of the need
for trust. The state appears to be the most important
player for both. However, the company seems to give
more importance to NGOs most likely due to the
leadership of the Catholic Church in the Peace and
Development Programs (PDP). Municipalities and local
leaders give more importance to local communities be-
cause of their need for training and social and productive
organization.
Finally, no differences were observed between the

perception of the business and other territorial players
regarding the ranking of the tools. However, it is likely that
preferences do exist among the players concerning issues
and tools used for their management as shown below.

Issues and tools of the players
According to the results of the co-occurrence matri-
ces, the state entities appear to be concerned mainly
about the issues of society, the environment, and
economy-environment. This relationship has come
about probably because of the importance that re-
gional environmental authorities attach to protecting
natural resources and to their relationship with other
territorial players (Fig. 3). The state entities appear to
make use of all three tools–planning, execution, and
evaluation (Fig. 4).
As for the energy company, it appears to prioritize

the issues of the economy, economy-society, and
society-environment perhaps due to the importance
attached to the business of the monetary or nonmonetary
compensation fees during the operation of hydropower
stations (Fig. 3). This player appears to use the tools
of evaluation and planning but not so much execution
in the continuous improvement process of its manage-
ment (Fig. 4).
As for NGOs, the emerging issues appear to be the

environment and economy-society perhaps because of
their commitment to protecting the environment and
the development of productive community activities.
The issue of society may also be prominent due to
the trust-building efforts of the PDP (Fig. 3). Thus,
these organizations would be more involved in plans
and alliances than they would in intervention com-
mittees (Fig. 4).
The organizations for development and the local

communities would be marginalized in the interplay
between players, participating tangentially as execu-
tors of projects in the areas of economy-society and

Fig. 2 Issues, players, and instruments, according to the perceptions of the territorial players and the energy company. Ranking based on the
occurrence rates

Polanco Energy, Sustainability and Society            (2018) 8:39 Page 8 of 15



society (Fig. 3). Perhaps this is why they are only
visibly using tools for execution (Fig. 4). Universities
would be interested mainly in the issue of economy-
environment (Fig. 3), contributing modestly in the form
of technical studies (Fig. 4).
In summary, state organizations, the energy company,

and NGOs would dominate the interplay between
players, mainly in the issues of the environment,
economy-society, and society. The players would be
making the most use of planning tools, thus revealing
limitations involving execution and evaluation. However,
this situation begins to become differentiated when the
perceptions of the company, municipality, and local

leadership are analyzed. This differentiation illustrates
each player’s own concerns although all players would
appear to show the importance of their relationships in
view of the need for trust. The following section pre-
sents a more in-depth examination of the interviews to
illustrate the relationship of these findings with contexts
of violence.

Statements regarding governance for sustainability in
contexts of violence
The hydropower-generation business encounters the
most difficulty because of two principal consequences of
armed conflict and violence—the lack of trust and the

Fig. 3 The emergent issues according to the territorial players. Ranking based on the co-occurrence matrices

Fig. 4 The intervention tools according to the territorial players. Ranking based on the co-occurrence matrices
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lack of opportunities for the population. First, the hydro-
power facility is built on a territory that was controlled
by guerillas in the immediately preceding period and has
historical and social debts as a result of state absence.
This situation creates an expectation for compensation

on the part of the local community, which is what the
energy company in question was apparently unwilling to
satisfy, imputing responsibility to the state in some cases
or with humanitarian efforts in others: “The construc-
tion of the hydropower plant generated expectations in
the community that the company did not accept because
it considered them to be the responsibility of the state or
humanitarian programs.” (energy company’s statements).
The same situation may occur in the construction of

auxiliary infrastructure (transfers) as the local community
expresses displeasure with the environmental impacts and
their management on the part of the company: “Tension
exists between the communities and the energy company
due to the reduction of water flow in some gorges, which
is perceived to be the result of the construction of
transfers that feed into the reservoir. However, the
energy company is working with the communities to
resolve the problem.” (municipalities’ statements).
Presumably, included in this opposition were commu-

nity organizations that were sympathetic to leftist polit-
ical ideologies, which they had probably inherited from
the guerillas: “The local communities have lived together
with two players that have transformed the territory.
First, insurgent groups occupied the spaces left by the
State. Second, the energy company builds the hydro-
power facility and the transfers. Mistrust and opposition
exist in local communities toward the energy company,
in some cases led by leftist organizations.” (local leaders’
statements).
The distrustfulness is probably one of the main issues

of hydropower governance in contexts of violence. On
the one hand, it might be the consequence of a project’s
life cycle assessment without a community participation
in the construction stage: “The mistrust is also based on
the lack of communication, particularly in the transfer
construction stage.” (local leaders’ statements). On the
other, however, it could also be seen as a result of both
the armed conflict and the historical and social debts:
“The building of trust must confront historical and so-
cial debts, but the company progresses with information,
participation, and community development programs”
(energy company’s statements). Moreover, “After armed
conflict and the construction of the hydropower facility,
development and peace programs appeared, which were
led by the Church, bringing together local communities,
the State, and the private sector.” (local leaders’
statements).
Second, the lack of opportunities is presumably related

to land access, economic activities, and productive

organization in a climate of illegality. According to the
statements of the energy company and the municipal-
ities, economic activities are being developed with the
support of the central government: “Community eco-
nomic activities are encouraged in association with the
municipalities, from production to commercialization.
Attempts are being made to use the reservoir for the de-
velopment of tourism by the communities.” (energy
company’s statements). Additionally, “Mechanized farm-
ing development, agricultural inputs, and technical as-
sistance are being supported. This work is carried out
mainly by an alliance with the Ministry of Agriculture
and also with energy companies in some cases.” (munici-
palities’ statements). However, absentee landowners of
large territories (mostly livestock breeders) are observed
along with small farmers who sometimes do not have
deeds to their land and encounter difficulties in produc-
tion and commercialization. Artisanal fishermen also
exist, who occupy state or private territory, particularly
riverbanks: “Both large and small landowners exist. The
large landowners usually work with livestock, and nei-
ther live nor are interested in the area. The small land-
owners are farmers and fishers who have a subsistence
economy. Many of the fishers are not landowners and
occupy de facto state and private property. A large part
of the work of those who dwell in the country is infor-
mal; they are usually paid on a daily basis.” (local leaders’
statements).
The illegality appears to be related not only to land

ownership but also to economic activity as several state-
ments call attention to the presence of illicit crops and
illegal mining tied to criminal gangs: “Community-based
ecotourism exists although its organization is incipient.
These communities have difficulties with the energy
company due to the river flow management. The gue-
rillas had ties with the livestock business.” (municipal-
ities’ statements). Furthermore, “The state and energy
companies are finding it difficult to support these coun-
try economies due to the low level of local capabilities.
In addition, illegal mining is carried out by criminal
gangs in the context of insecurity.” (local leaders’
statements).
Thus, the main difficulty of this situation appears to

be the lack of action and evaluation. Evidence presum-
ably exists for integral and inter-institutional planning
exercises geared mostly toward building trust and creat-
ing new opportunities for the population: “The institu-
tional relationship has improved as a result of new
integrated action plans, in which the municipality, re-
gional environmental authority, energy company, and
the Church participate. As a result of this relationship,
economic, social, and environmental projects are formu-
lated in which community organizations participate.”
(municipalities’ statements).
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Even so, the institutional relationship has not im-
proved as much as it has in others hydropower plants
where the energy company had had more experience in
the territory: “Collaborative networks are being built
through inter-institutional projects although conflicts of
interest exist with regional environmental authorities.
The results are not as visible as they are in other areas
where the business has been established for more time
because mistrust is still instilled in some cases by social
leaders with leftist political ideology.” (energy company’s
statements).
The power company appears to be preoccupied with

the increase in compensation costs, and presumably,
there are still no parameters in place for measuring and
evaluating the impact of the investments in the territory:
“The cost of the compensations has increased and the
company does not yet have indicators that allow it to
measure the impact of its management in the area of in-
fluence of the hydropower facility.” (energy company’s
statements).
On the one hand, state organizations appear to depend

on these resources: “Communities are informed con-
cerning how to use monetary compensations (transfers
from the electric sector by law) of which the municipal-
ities are beneficiaries, which is not welcomed by the mu-
nicipalities because it reduces their control of the
budget.” (energy company’s statements). On the other,
local leaders appear to have the sense that the resources
are being used inefficiently: “The energy company gener-
ated many jobs directly during the construction of the
hydropower facility and its transfers. During operation,
the job offer reduced considerably, being limited to the
management of environmental impact.” (local leaders’
statements).
With this being the case, the hydropower-generation

company’s governance for sustainability appears to be
occurring in the context of mistrust and lack of oppor-
tunity, seeking as it does to coordinate interests between
players with sharp differences in resources and capacity.

Discussion
Some of the elements observed in this study are also
found in the context of hydropower development in
other countries, particularly regarding the economic, so-
cial, and environmental impact, as well as some prob-
lematic areas for their management by the power
companies. However, the context of violence makes
Colombia a territory in which these companies are ex-
periencing greater interdependence with the dynamics of
the surroundings. It is perhaps for this reason that they
presumably need to build new organization models that
are more collaborative despite the mistrust and differ-
ences emanating from other players with regard to re-
sources and capacity.

The fragmentation of river flow; the limits put to ac-
cess to natural resources, such as fish; and the dispro-
portionate distribution of the costs and economic
benefits between the energy companies, the state, and
the local communities are some of the developmental
impacts resulting from hydropower development in
Colombia that also exists in other countries [6, 11].
Although in this case, managing these impacts involves

compliance with regulations and the use of international
standards such as the sustainability protocol of the Inter-
national Hydropower Association [13], difficulties are
observed in other aspects, such as the fragmentation of
the life cycle of hydropower projects (construction prob-
lems inherited by the operation stage); nonexistent or
uncertain data for making decisions; and dependence on
technical solutions to the detriment of more holistic so-
lutions [65, 57].
In addition, the management of hydropower projects

in contexts of violence from armed conflict also faces
the lack of trust, the lack of opportunities, illegality, and
weakness on the part of state organizations. As in other
cases [9, 10], the control of the state is visible only in
the presence of the army at the hydropower facility be-
cause of the likely presence of illicit crops and illegal
mining in the areas surrounding the towns. It is prob-
ably for this reason that the presence of the army does
not necessarily contribute to the security of the local
community as explained by Ibáñez and Vélez [12].
Other state entities, such as municipalities, are grow-

ing stronger as a result of NGO support led by the Cath-
olic Church and financed by the national private sector,
particularly by the energy company. This kind of alliance
between NGOs and the energy company is common in
Latin America [14], whereas in Asian countries such as
China [57] and India [66], it is seen as an aspect that
needs to be improved because of NGOs’ opposition to
hydropower development.
By occupying a marginal role between players in the

territory, local communities appear not to be affecting
state entities as appears to be the case in other countries
with armed conflict, such as Myanmar [7]. In actuality,
the lack of opportunities and mistrust appear to limit
the development of community organization systems
based on neighborliness and solidarity [67].
As the end of the armed conflict is being discussed

and many displaced families are returning to their terri-
tories [4], the reorganization of guerilla and paramilitary
forces is being observed as a result of difficulties in the
legitimization and implementation of the La Habana
Peace Accord with the main guerilla group in the coun-
try [54]. Daniel Pécaut, in an interview by Valencia Gu-
tiérrez [54], argues that in this context, the state must
respond to the challenge to go through with reforms
that not only fulfill the commitments of the La Habana
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treaty but also address the great inequality that has char-
acterized Colombia. According to Pécaut, the presence
of state institutions throughout the territory must be a
priority so as to accomplish this goal.
Although the energy company may be neither able nor

willing to take on responsibilities of the state, the history
of state absence and the marginalization of the local
communities appear to force the energy industry into a
key position in the construction of these institutions.
Nevertheless, Duarte-Abadía et al. [15] indicate that this
centrality could potentially maintain the asymmetry be-
tween the players if it is exploited to socially legitimize
the hydropower company rather than to create mecha-
nisms that more equally distribute the costs and benefits
of the infrastructure.
In one way or another, the context of violence and

the centrality of the energy company appear to be de-
fining the interdependence of the power generation
company with the territory in which the hydropower
facility is located. This interdependence appears to be
reflected also in the emergent products of collabora-
tive governance as defined by the inter-organizational
dynamic [19, 45, 46]. Also being developed are plans
and projects, which are associated with principled
commitment and shared motivation, more than alliances,
partnerships, technical studies, and mechanisms for
communication, which are more associated with the
capacity for shared action.
In other words, on the one hand, territorial planning is

presumably being carried out in an integrated and
inter-institutional manner to overcome the differences
between the players. On the other hand, however, illegal-
ity, mistrust, the transactional relationship, inefficient
use of resources, and the lack of measures are limiting
commitment, execution, and evaluation. These limita-
tions are presumably reducing opportunities for trans-
formational learning as is also the case in India [66, 68],
given the continuing difference between costs and bene-
fits and opposition from local communities. However,
other cases stand out, mainly from Southeast Asia [69,
68], where the difficulties involving inclusion that are
characteristic of multilateral partnerships are being over-
come by the construction of regional and polycentric
mechanisms for coordination and participation.

Conclusions
Hydropower-generation companies in contexts of vio-
lence due to armed conflict such as that occurring in
Colombia appear to be intensifying their interdepend-
ence with the territories in which the hydropower facil-
ities operate. This seems to be emerging as a result of
collaborative governance in which the products contrib-
ute more to planning than they do to joint execution
and evaluation.

Theoretically, this approximation toward the issue of
governance for the sustainability of business reveals the
factors for corporate sustainability proposed by Lozano
[16] and its relationship with collaborative governance
as put forth by Emerson et al. [19]. On the one hand,
factors of sustainability appear to explain the link
between the performance of energy companies and the
sustainability of the territories in which hydropower
facilities operate. However, this link has been dealt with
in this work more from the standpoint of ethics [33, 34]
and politics [41] than from that of the corporate system
[17]. It has been dealt with more from an ethical and
political perspective because of the evidence of problems
involving legitimacy (trust) and power (centrality) on the
part of the business considered in this study in the
surroundings. The corporate system perspective was not
emphasized because the configuration of the strategy
and its relationship to the structure and corporate cul-
ture lie outside the scope of this study.
On the other hand, responsibility, access to resources,

regulations, and the socio-environmental impact of the
company under consideration were the main corporate
sustainability factors that allowed a conceptual association
with collaborative governance. Consequently, it was pos-
sible to propose a theoretical relationship between busi-
ness sustainability and the inter-organizational dynamic
characteristic of the surroundings with regard to prin-
cipled commitment, shared motivation, and capacity for
joint action. This relationship proved to be very useful in
conducting the search for governance products. However,
as established by the works of Ulibarri [45] and Ulibarri
and Scott [46], it would be necessary to analyze the
organizational networks to explain how collaborative gov-
ernance could translate into joint action.
Thus, in practice, the features of collaborative govern-

ance observed here appear to suggest voluntary actions
on the part of the energy company as a product of
deliberation, negotiation, and even lobbying with state
organizations [70]. However, hydropower development
and the evolution of the armed conflict appear to be
placing the company in a key position amid illegality, a
state whose territorial possession is still weak, apparently
inefficient use of resources, and little social capital for
collaborative work.
To adapt to this context, collaborative governance, on

the one hand, should be geared more toward results
[47], requiring political technologies that contribute to
the measurement and evaluation of the impact of the
management [71, 44]. On the other hand, it should be
directed toward reducing the asymmetry that exists be-
tween the players by building competencies and leader-
ship [46] as well as toward distributing the costs and
benefits of hydropower-generation in a more equitable
manner [15].
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A more equitable benefit distribution by collaborative
actions is one of the most important hydropower sus-
tainability issues in conflict areas, having also implica-
tions in the energy market because of its effects in the
local security of energy supply [72]. Colombia does not
have any energy deficit according to the public informa-
tion [50], but most of the energy supply depends on
power plants located in conflict areas. Thus, local secur-
ity of energy supply should be addressed with the com-
mitment of local community, state entities, and energy
firms if more large dams are to be built or continue to
operate in conflict areas.
Due to the exploratory nature of this case study, the

presentation has been limited to hypothetical assertions
concerning governance for sustainability in the hydro-
power generation business. These assertions are capable
of defining the problem and providing clues for its
solution.
However, it is suggested that future investigations

analyze the incidence of inter-organizational dynamics
on the corporate system; expand the discussion to in-
clude other case studies; and the opinion of academics,
NGOs, and state organizations both on the regional and
national levels. In addition, the use of quantitative stud-
ies would contribute toward explaining the extent to
which the sustainability of the power generation busi-
ness depends on the territory, as well as the contribution
of collaborative governance products to joint action.
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