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Labour and the globalisation of local 

resistance: The case of Arcelor Mittal 

Jacklyn Cock

Neo-liberal globalisation is driven by powerful, multinational corpora-
tions who frequently operate with what Bakan (2001) has termed a 
“psychopathic disregard” for their impacts on local communities. This 
feature of globalisation “from above” is a process which has been “left 
largely unexamined” (Burawoy 2009, p 240). In this paper, it is illustrated 
by an analysis of Arcelor Mittal, the largest steel producing company in 
the world. It demonstrates the concentration of power that marks global 
production chains, a power that overshadows many nation states. Trade 
unions were absent from the struggle against Mittal’s destruction of a 
South African community, largely because of their focus on defending 
jobs. However, this power is currently being challenged by a transnational 
grouping – Global Action on Arcelor Mittal – which illustrates a form of 
globalisation “from below.” In this process the “local” is being globally 
networked, and trade unions revitalised so as to access new sources of 
power. 

Corporate power: The case of Arcelor Mittal 

Producing 10 percent of global steel output, Arcelor Mittal describes itself 
as “the only truly global steelmaker.” With over 300,000 employees in 
27 countries around the world, a crude steel production of 116 million 
tons and a revenue of $105.2 billion (Aitken 2008, p 6), it demonstrates 
the concentration of power that marks many global production chains. In 
the last three decades, Mittal has bought up old, run-down, state-owned 
steel factories in places including Trinidad, Mexico, Poland, the Czech 
Republic, Romania, South Africa, and Algeria. It has done so cheaply, 
ignoring legacy costs of environmental damage. In Trinidad, Ireland, the 
USA, Romania, Ukraine, Luxembourg, Kazakhstan, Bosnia and Herze-
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govina, and South Africa it has been responsible for high levels of air or 
water pollution. In fact:

the cost of Mittal Steel’s success has largely been paid by the commu-
nities living and working near the company’s plants, Mittal Steel has a 
global reputation for prioritizing productivity over the environment and 
communities and unfair labour practices in all countries where it operates 
steel mills… (Aitken 2008, p 6). 

The corporation supplies 80 percent of the flat steel employed in key 
sectors in South Africa, including mining, construction, motor vehic-
les, and general transport, machinery, equipment and metal products. 
It operates as an upstream firm with monopoly power, which impacts 
negatively on the environment and on downstream industries. Its exces-
sive pricing indicates an abuse of its market dominance. 

The steel mill at Vanderbijlpark in South Africa is one of the most 
profitable, but the pollution of the air and groundwater through the 
externalisation of environmental costs has had devastating impacts on the 
poor and the powerless who lived in the surrounding community of Steel 
Valley. Despite a long struggle, they have failed to stop the pollution or 
to obtain compensation for the loss of their health and livelihoods. One 
reason for this failure was that steel production was understood to be 
central to growth, and to jobs, with the result that the labour movement 
was largely absent. 

Globalising the local

Now, however, the people of the highly polluted Vaal Triangle have 
formed themselves into the Vaal Environmental Justice Alliance  and are 
beginning to make connections (albeit thin and tentative) with environ-
mental justice activists in other societies to demand a redistribution of 
power and resources. These connections are locally embedded but globally 
connected and, in this sense, part of a process of “globalisation from 
below,” sometimes termed “localisation” or “grassroots globalisation.”

This transnational collaboration has great potential, enabling grass-
roots communities to reach up into global centres of power. In May 
2008, a new coalition of global activists formed Global Action on Arcelor 
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Mittal which brought together activists from Ohio, Luxembourg, the 
Czech Republic, Kazakhstan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Ukraine, India 
and Liberia. This is a growing network that has organised simultaneous 
protests in eight countries to mark Arcelor Mittal’s Annual General 
Meeting and has produced two well researched reports describing its 
worldwide environmental abuse.

The globalised protests, and the organisational upscaling from the 
Steel Valley Crisis Committee to the Steel Valley Crisis Alliance, and 
then to the Global Action on Arcelor Mittal, points to the potential of 
this civil society initiative which is locally rooted but globally connected.

Furthermore, the emerging climate justice movement could strengthen 
global unionism and revitalise trade unions both globally and locally. 
“Climate justice” is stressed in both global and local terms. Globally, 
justice is a strong theme among climate change activists who claim that a 
wide range of activities contribute to an ecological debt owed to countries 
in the global South: the extraction of natural resources, unequal terms of 
trade, degradation of land and soil for export crops, loss of biodiversity, 
and so on. Locally, it is demonstrated that it is the poor and the powerless 
who are most negatively affected by pollution and resource depletion and 
will bear the brunt of climate change. 

Conclusion 

The key questions on corporate power in relation to their environmental 
impact are:

How can the physical environment be protected from the actions of huge 
multinational corporations whose activities have, until recently, gone 
virtually unchallenged and unregulated? How can people, separated by 
language, politics, nationality and culture, come together to challenge 
corporations whose power transcends national boundaries? How can 
the poor and disenfranchised have their voices heard (Markowitz and 
Rosner 2002, p 2).

The answer involves the strengthening of social power that is “rooted 
in the capacity to mobilise people for cooperative, voluntary actions of 
various sorts in civil society” (Wright 2006, p 106). A global alliance of 
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labour and environmental activists, such as those committed to chal-
lenging the abuses of corporations like Arcelor Mittal, could become a 
significant source of counter power.
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