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1. Introduction 
As the European Green Deal commits to promote a socially just transition to a carbon-neutral 
economy by 2050, energy-intensive industries and their surrounding territories are expected 
to face complex and interconnected economic, social and environmental challenges, which we 
describe as an eco-social-growth trilemma. Building on environmental labour studies, this 
paper concentrates on trade unions and on the role that they play in addressing this trilemma 
in the case of Taranto. Thus, it seeks, first, to explore unions’ economic, social and 
environmental objectives and, second, to map and assess the solutions that they put forward 
to reconcile (or not reconcile) these objectives. Ultimately, the aim is to understand whether 
and to what extent trade unions are promoting just transition approaches. 
The paper investigates the highly conflictual case of Taranto. This is a paradigmatic case when 
it comes to the eco-social-growth trilemma. The city is home to one of Europe's largest 
industrial sites for steel production, formerly known as ILVA. On the one hand, the economy 
of Taranto and its surroundings strongly relies on the steel site as a massive source of income 
and employment. On the other, polluting industrial fine dusts have been found to cause 
widespread deaths and severe illnesses in the people living near former ILVA. Therefore, a 
socio-ecological-economic crisis has been present for several years now in Taranto and hence, 
in this context, new claims for decarbonization and just transition might encounter strong 
feasibility barriers. 
After briefly reviewing the reference literature on labour environmentalism, the paper 
reconstructs the main timeline of the crisis in Taranto and then maps and assesses – through 
the lenses of the above-mentioned trilemma - the positions and proposals put forward by 
relevant trade unions to solve this crisis. The case is studied through qualitative methods, 
namely a combination of desk research – i.e. press, documentary and literature review – and 
field work – i.e. semi-structured interviews to trade unionists highly involved with the case. 
Five interviews have been conducted between January and February 2022 with 
representatives from four trade unions: three sectoral federations belonging to the three 
largest Italian unions – the Italian Federation of Metalworkers (FIOM), the Italian Union of 
Metalworkers (UILM) and Italian Federation of Metal Mechanics (FIM) – and a grassroots union 
- Unione Sindacale di Base (USB). 
All in all, this article is intended to contribute to the labour environmentalism literature, by 
applying a novel analytical framework to understand trade unions’ complex positions. 
Furthermore, it is also meant to update the findings of existing studies on the Taranto case, by 
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assessing how unions have reacted to notable recent developments - like the ongoing 
nationalization of former ILVA and the new European commitment to decarbonize the 
economy. 
2. Trade unions facing the eco-social-growth trilemma: a literature review 
 
The present section briefly reviews the reference literatures of this study, which is fundamental 
to frame the case of Taranto. 
 
2.1. The eco-social-growth trilemma & just transition 
The interconnection between social and environmental challenges is gaining increasing 
salience, especially within the European Union (EU), where Member States have committed 
through the 2019 European Green Deal to decarbonize their economies - i.e. to substitute 
carbon-intensive technologies and practices with low-carbon, ones as a way to address climate 
change (Sovacool et al., 2021). For European industries, especially carbon-intensive ones, 
decarbonization, like any environmentally-oriented transition, is expected to bring about 
considerable structural changes, that are likely to affect people, workers and communities 
disproportionately (Thomas and Doerflinger, 2020). While the fossil fuel extraction sector is 
obviously expected to suffer significant job losses from the ongoing phase-out efforts 
(Galgóczi, 2019), other sectors are also predicted to be impacted: “although some energy-
intensive industries will not be completely displaced, tighter environmental regulations may 
require changes in production, possibly affecting employment or leading to an offshoring of 
emission-intensive activities” (Thomas and Doerflinger, 2020: 386). We can also predict these 
employment impacts to be unevenly distributed among the workforce, since normally carbon-
intensive industries employ older, male, blue-collar workers living in peripheral areas that are 
heavily economically dependent on these sectors (Botta, 2018). Moreover, beyond jobs-
related challenges, environmentally-oriented transitions can potentially give raise to other 
social risks including “the need for enterprises, workplaces and communities to adapt to 
climate change to avoid loss of assets and livelihoods and involuntary migration” and “adverse 
effects on the incomes of poor households from higher energy and commodity prices” 
(International Labour Organization, 2015: 5). 
All the risks described above represent salient examples of trade-offs arising in the 
simoultanous pursuit of environmental and social (or employment) objectives. However, it is 
often a third objective, economic growth, that actually generates trade-offs, due to its double-
edged socio-ecological implications. On the one hand, advanced market economies are stuck 
on a “treadmill of production” (Schnaiberg, 1980) - degrading nature through the excessive 
extraction of natural resources and pollution - and, consequently, environmental protection 
encompasses a quest to limit unregulated growth (Meadows et al., 1972) within “planetary 
boundaries” (Rockström et al., 2009). On the other hand, economic growth - at least according 
to the traditional European welfare model – is often viewed a necessary precondition for social 
protection, in that it is supposed to provide jobs for those able to work, as well as the financial 
resources needed to sustain welfare programmes for those that instead cannot participate into 
the labour market (Meadowcroft, 2005; Gough, 2016).  
Therefore, complex challenges, such as those related to decarbonization, often arise from a 
three-dimensional interconnection between potentially incompatible goals: economic growth, 
social and environmental protection. To illustrate the complexity of this interconnection, 
building on the “three spheres approach” to sustainable development (O’Connor, 2007), we 
refer to the eco-social-growth trilemma (cf. Sabato and Mandelli, 2018; Mandelli et al., 2021). 
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This heuristic describes the governance of economic, social and environmental goals - the 
three spheres at the vertexes of a hypothetical triangle – as well as the (eventual) reconciliation 
of their mutual implications – represented by the lines of the triangle. This trilemma specifically 
points to the role of politics in dealing with complex multidimensional challenges, since 
different socio-political actors might come up with different cognitive-normative approaches 

to frame and govern the trilemma (Sabato and Mandelli, 2018; Mandelli et al., 2021). 
Approaches vary according to the relative importance that they attribute to economic, social 
and environmental goals and to their integrative ambition. 
Just transition can be seen as an approach to the eco-social-growth trilemma applied to the 
context of environmentally-oriented transitions. It aims to give equal importance to social and 
environmental goals and to achieve them in an integrated manner. In particular, while 
advocating for a transition towards a more sustainable economic model, just transition also 
puts the spotlight on the social justice implications of this transition. These include i) 
distributive justice, i.e. how the transition (re)shapes the allocation of resources; ii) procedural 
justice, i.e. whether participation and engagement in the governance of the transition are 
properly ensured; iii) recognition justice, i.e. how the transition impacts vulnerable groups; 
and, finally, iv) restorative justice, i.e. how should the costs of the transition be compensated 
for (McCauley and Heffron, 2018; Sovacool et al., 2021). In EU countries, just transition 
currently refers mostly to decarbonization, giving rise to claims for “a fair and equitable process 
of moving towards a post-carbon society” (McCauley and Heffron, 2018: 2), which should take 
into account both “‘outcomes’ (how the new employment and social landscape in a 
decarbonised economy should look); and ‘process’ (how we get there from present socio-
economic realities)” (Galgóczi, 2020: 369). Nevertheless, decarbonization is only one of the 
various possible contexts to which the just transition approach has been applied (Wang and 
Lo, 2021). Long before it became a global framework to address climate change, just transition 
actually originated within the North American trade union movement in the 1980s as a demand 
of financial support for workers facing localized environmental and health crises, such as the 
shutting down of a highly-polluting firm (Stevis et al., 2020). The history of just transition calls 
attention to the key role of trade unions in dealing with the eco-social-growth trilemma, which 
the following sub-section is precisely dedicated to. 
 
2.2. Trade unions & labour environmentalism 

Figure 1. The eco-social-growth trilemma 
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Trade unions have long been recognized as central actors in the political economy of just 
transition from the local – see the example above about North American unions - to the 
international – exemplified by the activism of the International Labour Organisation in the 
United Nations’ climate policy negotiations – levels (Newell and Mulvaney, 2013). Studies have 
revealed how several unions have not only acted as ideologues of just transitions, but have 
also proactively managed to coalesce other socio-political actors around this concept (Winkler, 
2020; Jessoula and Mandelli, 2019). The labour-oriented research on just transition has 
focused mostly on the agency of trade unions at different levels (Wang and Lo, 2021), 
highlighting how their attitudes towards just transition is not homogenous, but rather varies 
considerably from the firm-local to the international levels (Thomas and Pulignano, 2021). 
Indeed, not all labour organizations necessarily support just transition and, as the latter is 
increasingly becoming a contested concept (Stevis et al., 2020), different unions may also 
assign different meanings to just transition. Therefore, studies on trade unions’ environmental 
attitudes can help us mapping different conceptualizations of just transition, as well as existing 
competing approaches. 
The industrial relations literature has only recently started to investigate trade unions’ 
positions on environmental challenges, since labour and environmental studies had 
traditionally been researched separately (Räthzel and Uzzell, 2013). This is perhaps 
unsurprising if we think that, in advanced market economies, jobs – which represents the main 
sources of income for the working class – significantly depend on environmentally-degrading 
economic activities (Wissen and Brand, 2021). Consequently, industrial relations have long 
seemed to be inescapably rooted in industrial capitalism and, as such, trapped in the treadmill 
of production (Tomassetti, 2020). Building on concrete unions’ experiences around the world, 
Räthzel and Uzzell (2013) have started to question these assumptions, by coming up with the 
term “environmental labour studies”, or “labour environmentalism”, to investigate trade 
unions’ environmental attitudes, narratives and strategies. In a nutshell, labour 
environmentalism is meant to show that not all unions are always necessarily forced to choose 
jobs over environmental protection, but rather often manage to overcome this “jobs vs. 
environment dilemma” (Räthzel and Uzzell, 2011; Thomas and Doerflinger, 2020).  
Existing classifications of trade unions’ environmental attitudes tend to distinguish two types 
of opposite positions. On the one hand, some trade unions rely on purely neoliberal positions 
(Tomassetti, 2020), based on an “instrumental” understanding of the nature-labour 
relationship (Wissen and Brand, 2021), and thereby often denying the importance of 
environmental challenges or even opposing environmental policies (Thomas and Doerflinger, 
2020). Notably, this is expected to be the position of unions operating in “depressed areas and 
sectors with low added value and growth capacity, where monopsonist labour markets 
preclude any alternative option to plant shutdown or perpetuation of industrial activities 
dangerous to health and the environment” (Tomassetti, 2020: 442). On the other hand, of 
course, we instead have labour environmentalist strategies and just transition approaches. 
However, not all of them are equal. 
A wide variety of conceptualizations of just transition exist, ranging “from a simple claim for 
jobs creation in the green economy, to a radical critique of capitalism and refusal of market 
solutions” (Barca, 2015: 392). We can differentiate varieties of just transition, first, according 
to the “depth” of union’s positions (Stevis and Felli, 2020). Along these lines, Stevis and Felli 
(2015, 2020) distinguish between “transformative” positions, that rest on anti-industrialist 
and/or egalitarian principles, form “affirmative” ones, that instead do not aim to fundamentally 
subvert the current socio-economic order based on capitalist modes of production and 
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consumption. “Affirmative” positions roughly correspond to what other authors found in trade 
unions’ “technological fix” narrative (Räthzel and Uzzell, 2011) and in their “strategic” 
understanding of the labour-nature relationship (Wissen and Brand, 2021), which often lead 
unions to advocate for ecological modernization, green growth and green jobs and in favour 
of a shared effort of public and private actors in delivering on just transition (Felli, 2014; Stevis 
and Felli, 2015). “Transformative” accounts can instead be associated with the “social 
movement discourse” (Räthzel and Uzzell, 2011), with which unions place themselves in the 
context of broader general interests and, by relying on an “organic” understanding of the 
labour-environment nexus (Wissen and Brand, 2021), they often end up advocating for radical 
changes in the currently-prevailing capitalistic model that is seen as intrinsically incompatible 
with a true just transition (Tomassetti, 2020). 
Another way with which environmental labour studies discern among unions’ just transition 
position pertains the scale and scope of unions’ demands, i.e. the spatial-temporal reach and 
width of the environmental challenges they consider (Stevis and Felli, 2020). Along this 
dimension, authors normally identify “narrow” and “broad” just transition approaches (Pinker, 
2020; Eisenberg, 2019; Galgóczi, 2020; Stevis and Felli, 2020; Smith, 2017). Narrow 
conceptions are closer to the original just transition claims by North American trade unions. In 
this view, just transition addresses, first and foremost, sector-specific and/or localized 
challenges, which represent an immediate emergency. Narrow just transition approaches 
hence consider only those environmental concerns linked to “lifeworld sustainability” 
(Hausknost, 2020), i.e. having to do with the state of the environment here and now and with 
issues like the presence of toxic and unhealthy substances in air, soil and water. Instead, 
broader just transition positions usually promote a whole-economy, forward-looking and 
global claim, which goes beyond the immediate needs of directly-affected workers and 
communities and it is rather concerned with “systemic sustainability” (Hausknost, 2020), i.e. 
with preserving the bio-physical conditions of the planet in the long run. Therefore, in short, 
the distinction between narrow and broad approaches is useful to understand which 
environmental goals unions actually consider. Combating climate change, for instance, is key 
to achieve systemic sustainability and, thus, it is important to explore whether and how “unions 
approach and wrestle with the challenge of transitioning from a carbon-intensive to a carbon-
neutral green economy” (Clarke and Lipsig-Mummé, 2020: 358).  
 
 
3.  The historical background: reconstructing the multifaceted crisis in Taranto 
 
The present section briefly reconstructs the history of the multi-faceted crisis – with economic, 
social and environmental implications – affecting the city of Taranto in southern Italy Apulia. 
The latter hosts the biggest steel factory in Europe. With a 2021 production of 4.5 million tons, 
the plant formerly known as ILVA accounts for about 25% of the whole Italian steel production 
(Palmiotti, 2021). The factory is nested in a Province characterized by high unemployment 
levels - 11,3% in 2020 against a 45% employment rate (ISTAT, 2022) – where it represents a 
huge source of labour – with 10.700 workers directly employed in the plant in 2018 (USB, 
2018). The following sub-sections are dedicated to describe the most pivotal moments in the 
history of the Taranto case, the most recent of which, more relevant to our case, are 
summarized by the table below. 
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Table 1. Short chronology of the Taranto case 

Year(s), month Brief description of the main development 

2012, July Inquiry Ambiente Svenduto: seizure of the plant, arrest of the heads 
of Riva company 

2013 Letta government poses former ILVA under the government’s 
supervision (“Commissariamento”) 

2013-2017 Government’s supervision period 

2018 ArcelorMittal purchases former ILVA 

2018, September Agreement between the government, trade unions and 
ArcelorMittal 

2019, November ArcelorMittal announces its withdrawal from the location contract 

2020, December Conte government announces the nationalization of former ILVA, as 
well as i) a new industrial plan and ii) the aim to use hydrogen in 
steel production at former ILVA 

2021, January NRPP proposal: 2 billion € investments for former ILVA 

2021, April Final NRPP: 2 billion € investment in R&D for hydrogen technologies 

2021, November Trade union mobilization 

2021, December Meeting at the Ministry for Economic Development: new industrial 
and investment plan are announced 

  
3.1. 1965-2012: from the plant foundation to the roots of the crisis 
In Taranto, the production of steel began in 1965 under the lead of Finsider, a state-owned 
steel company, and Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale (IRI), a major public body. The initial 
choice of building a steel plant in Taranto responded to the broader political willingness to 
promote the industrialization of southern Italy, ultimately aiming to tackle the never-ending 
“questione meridionale”, i.e. the structural and persistent backwardness in the socio-economic 
development of southern Italian regions compared to northern ones.   
In the early 1970s, the ILVA site was enlarged with a general increase in the capacity of the 
plant (Romeo, 2019). This initial phase coincided with a significant occupational expansion for 
the steel sector, both at national and at European level. This trend started to change in the late 
1970s, when the stabilization of the demand of steel caused a broad employment reduction in 
the sector (Dumford and Greco, 2007; Romeo, 2019), which started to affect Taranto too. 
During this period, ILVA workers’ awareness of the environmental externalities of steel 
production was limited to health and safety on the workplace: “we note a very strong 
sensitivity toward the physical-environmental condition in which the work takes place: dust, 
heat and everything that brought physical wear is claim object; in particular, sickness and 
accident fear is really spread” (Baglioni, 1969: 15, authors’ own translation).  
In beginning of the 80's, ILVA used to employ more than 20 thousand people, but this number 
was halved in a ten-years’ time (Piattoni, 1996). Back then, not only did the steel demand start 
decreasing world-wide, but all Italian companies were also facing decreasing revenues, caused 
by the appreciation of the Lira, and increasing costs, caused by increasing interest rates 
(Romeo, 2019). As a result, the Italian steel sector entered in a severe crisis that culminated, 
in the first part of the 1990s, with the closure of some plants - Bagnoli and Sesto San Giovanni 
- and the privatization of others – Piombino, Cornigliano and Taranto. In particular, the 
privatization of ILVA in Taranto - with the 1995 purchase of the plant by the Riva family - was 
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a conscious political choice. The Italian government, along with IRI and the European 
Commission, that coordinated the steel industry restructuring at the European level, decided 
that ILVA should have maintained a central role in the Italian industrial landscape (ibid.). 
The new ownership suddenly introduced significant innovations to restore the profitability of 
the plant: they promoted a reorganization of logistic arrangements and a turnover of the 
workforce (Dumford and Greco, 2007). The Riva-ownership period was characterized by a 
strong conflict between the family and trade unions and by scarce investments in the 
modernization of the plant. On the one hand, the turnover process took the form of an old 
workers “exodus” - 7.000 between 1995 and 2001 (ibid.) - which was compensated by a 
massive hiring of young employees typically through apprenticeship contracts and by the 
penalization of unionization. On the other hand, instead, few interventions were done to 
improve the environmental performance of the plant (Romeo, 2019; Doria, 2021; Dumford 
and Greco, 2007). 
During the Riva-ownership years, an increasing awareness grew in the city concerning the 
environmental impacts of production, especially about two toxic and cancerous chemicals 
emitted by ILVA: benzo(a)pyrene and dioxin. The former substance, in 1995, was found to be 
400 times more concentrated than the legal limit by a Local Health Unit report (Dumford and 
Greco, 2007), while a 2008 toxicologic exam conducted on the sheep milk produced in the ILVA 
surroundings revealed a higher concentration of dioxin that the legal limit (Bonini et al., 2021). 
Public authorities were just starting to address the polluting activities of ILVA – namely through 
the 2012 Integrated Environmental Authorization (AIA), an administrative document meant to 
monitor environmental externalities (Ministero dell’Ambiente e della tutela del territorio e del 
mare, 2012) – when an unprecedented judicial decision came.   
 
3.2. 2012-2018: from the judicial inquiry to today 
In 2012, Judge Patrizia Todisco signed an executive order for the seizure of the ILVA plant 
(Casula, 2021). This inquiry, known as Ambiente Svenduto, was based on an epidemiologic 
(Forastiere et al., 2012) and a chemical (Sanna et al., 2012) report. In particular, the 
epidemiologic report showed a significantly higher mortality rate in the neighbourhoods 
closest to the factory if compared the other Taranto areas. Moreover, the same report 
ascertained an excess in the mortality rate from cancer of former ILVA workers. The report 
ended by stating that “pollutants emitted by the steel plant have caused and are causing […] 
illness and death events” (Forastiere et al., 2012: 23, authors’ own translation). The judge 
hence disposed for the arrest of the heads of the company, Nicola and Emilio Riva, and for the 
seizure of the ILVA plant. 
The conflict suddenly broke out. On the one hand, groups promoting environmental positions 
advocated for the immediate closure of ILVA, in light of environmental and health concerns; 
on the other hand, actors holding industrialist views instead argued against the judicial 
decision, recalling how ILVA represented the most important source of employment and 
income in the Taranto area. The former groups included environmental associations - 
Legambiente and Peacelink - citizens committees - Comitato Cittadini e Lavoratori Liberi e 
Pensanti (CCLLP) – and, notably, grassroot unions – USB and Confederazione Unitaria di Base 
– the latter instead gathered most of ILVA workers’ representatives, namely confederate 
unions in their metalworking categories: FIM, UILM and FIOM (Greco and Bagnardi, 2018). 
In 2013, the Government led by Enrico Letta (Democratic party), decided to put the factory 
under the government’s supervision, appointing commissioners Enrico Bondi and Edo Ronchi. 
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Two different governments and few commissioners later, in 2018, ArcelorMittal acquired the 
former ILVA (Romeo, 2019).  
In September 2018, ArcelorMittal and trade unions reached an agreement, which was signed 
at the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, chaired by Luigi di Maio (5 Stars Movement). On 
the employment side, signature parties agreed to cease ArcelorMittal’s employees from 
13.800 to 10.700, resulting in 2.600 dismissals only in Taranto, while also providing a severance 
pay of 100.000 € (USB, 2018). On the production-pollution side, the agreement envisaged a 
2.3 billion € investment envelope for both restoring production and environmental protection, 
in line with the 2012 AIA (Arcelor Mittal, 2017). 
Despite these progresses, in November 2019, ArcelorMittal Italian CEO Lucia Morselli 
communicated to government Conte (supported by the 5 Star Movement and Centre-left 
parties) the company’s decision to withdraw from the previous-year agreement, blaming “a 
government move to scrap immunity from prosecution over environmental damage” 
(Tomassetti, 2020). Negotiations were opened back again, and, finally, in December 2020, 
Giuseppe Conte’s government and ArcelorMittal reached another agreement, envisaging the 
nationalization of the former ILVA group through state-owned Invitalia (Invitalia, 2021). The 
government immediately announced a new industrial plan, containing few foreseen 
innovations: first, the introduction of an electric furnace and, second, the construction of two 
DRI (Direct Reduced Iron) plants. The production target was in continuity with the previous 
ArcelorMittal industrial plan (ArcelorMittal, 2017) and so was the commitment to reach full 
employment in the plant by 2025 (Casula, 2020).  
Meanwhile, as Italy committed to the objectives of the European Green Deal, Italian prime 
minister Giuseppe Conte also announced that “surely” the Taranto plant is going to transition 
to hydrogen (ANSA, 2020), thereby basically pledging to decarbonize the former ILVA. Such 
declaration was then translated into the Italian draft National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
(NRRP), published in January 2021 (Italian Government, 2021a). Here, at page 135 (ibid.), there 
is a reference to a 2 billion € investment for Taranto, aimed at implementing technologies for 
hydrogen production. Nevertheless, this commitment was not fully confirmed in the final 
version of the Italian NRRP, where the 2 billion € fund was not targeted anymore specifically 
to Taranto, but rather to the use of hydrogen in hard-to-abate sectors (Italian Government, 
2021b). The new revisited commitment was complemented by two hydrogen-related projects 
(General Secretariat of the Council of the European Union, 2021: 290): for 2023, the realization 
of an industrial prototype to produce steel with hydrogen; and for 2026, the introduction of 
hydrogen in at least one steel plant. The most recent notable step in the history of former ILVA 
occurred in December 2021, when trade unions jointly mobilize and “self-convened” at the 
Ministry for Economic Development (FIM et al., 2021) chaired by Giancarlo Giorgetti (The 
League) with a view to gather information about the future of the Taranto plant. There, the 
new Draghi government (supported by a broad coalition involving all major Italian parties 
across the political system, with the sole exclusion of Fratelli d’Italia and Alternativa) basically 
confirmed its 2020 pledges, only adding a new 4.5 billion € investment plan and, again, the 
willingness to use hydrogen (Palmiotti, 2021).  
 
 
4. Assessing trade unions’ positions on the eco-social-growth trilemma in the Taranto case 
 
This section is dedicated to presenting the main findings of our empirical investigation, namely 
the interviews conducted with trade unionists in Taranto. The eco-social-growth trilemma is 
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used as an analytical framework to assess, first, trade unions’ economic, social and 
environmental objectives and, second, to map and evaluate the (eventual) solutions that 
unions put forward to reconcile (or not reconcile) these objectives. 
As stated in the introduction, the trade unions that our empirical work is concerned with are 
FIM, FIOM and UILM, i.e. sectoral branches of the three biggest labour confederations in Italy, 
and USB, a grassroots union. With respect to the different “weights” of these trade unions in 
the former ILVA, the UILM is majoritarian (with about 40% of the votes in the Rappresentanza 
Sindacale Unitaria, the collective body representing all workers), followed by FIM. FIOM and 
USB represent instead respectively about the 17% and the 15% of the workers (data for the 
year 2019, reported in: Greco, 2021). The workforce represented by these unions is mainly 
composed by men, who, according to one of our interviewees (Interview FIM a), have an 
average age of 40-45 years. Also, former ILVA workers are geographically diffused in the whole 
Taranto province, as well as in the close areas around Lecce, Brindisi and Bari and even in the 
nearby Basilicata region (Interview UILM). 
Some environmental labour studies have already dealt with trade unions in Taranto. For 
instance, focusing on the post-2012 inquiry period, Barca and Leonardi (2016, 2018) found that 
USB – together with CCLLP – was promoting a working-class ecology take on the crisis in 
Taranto, hence criticizing the maintenance of steel production. Similarly, Greco and Bagnardi 
(2018) framed the latter as “environmentalist” positions, opposed to the “industrialist” views 
of confederal unions, namely FIOM, UILM and FIM. Through the lenses of a just transition 
approach, Tomasetti (2020) instead started to challenge the binary distinction between 
industrialism and environmentalism, by stating that trade unions in Taranto face more complex 
difficulties in coming up with feasible alternatives to the status quo. Greco (2021) further 
explored this claim by investigating Taranto unions’ narratives in more recent years. Her study 
importantly found a broad consensus among confederal social partners about the possibility 
of reaching a “technological fix” to the Taranto crisis - stronger in FIOM than in FIM and UILM 
- while grassroots unions were found to be more critical about any transition model that does 
not fundamentally question the status quo. 
We follow Greco’s (2021) non-dichotomic approach and we apply a new framework to 
disentangle trade unions’ positions on the various aspects of the Taranto crisis, as well as to 
evaluate the possible solutions that they promote. In doing so, we also attempt to provide an 
update with respect to previous studies, taking into account relevant recent developments - 
notably the ongoing attempt to nationalize former ILVA and the new EU and national 
commitment to decarbonize the economy.  
 
4.1. The eco-social-growth trilemma in Taranto as framed by unions  
 
The environmental sphere 
Regarding the environmental sphere, trade unions mainly consider two issues in the Taranto 
crisis. On the one hand, there are urgent environmental problems that arises from the 
chemicals emitted in the productive process and that generate severe health implications, as 
recognised by the epidemiologic and chemical reports of the above-mentioned 2012 judicial 
inquiry (Forastiere et al., 2012; Sanna et al., 2012). Following the categories used by 
environmental labour studies presented in Section 2, we can frame these objectives as narrow 
in scale and scope, in light of their urgent and localized nature, as well as their attention to the 
sustainability of the lifeworld. In the words of the interviewed FIOM representative  
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“the Taranto plant problem is called: dioxin, PCB, Benzo(a)pyrene. Those uncontrolled 
emissions that come from the core of the plant and the heat area. They are, let’s say, 
terribly harmful for humans” (Interview FIOM).  

On the other hand, there is climate change, i.e. a broad environmental concern. None of the 
unions interviewed can be seen as climate change deniers. They are all aware and not against 
– at least in principle – the ongoing efforts to combat global warming. However, as it will be 
discussed later, feasibility issues prevent unions from effectively supporting a cut in carbon 
dioxide emission, which constitutes the bulk of the greenhouse gasses emitted by former ILVA.  
 
The social sphere 
The social sphere traditionally represents the main concern of trade unions. In the case of 
Taranto, this mainly means pursuing a twofold objective. By one side, unions put the emphasis 
on employment, acknowledging how the former ILVA plant still represents a massive source of 
jobs in an area affected by high unemployment rates. Securing employment is presented as 
necessary to guarantee income through good wages, as expressed by the UILM interviewee:  

“[the former ILVA] provides 30 million [€] salary per month. Subtract 30 million [€] from 
the Taranto GDP and you will just find ruins” (Interview UILM). 

The other social objective that trade unions promote is health and safety on the workplace, 
which is “critical” according to USB (Interview USB) and FIOM: 

“make the plant not harmful, stop polluting and killing workers: They are the most 
exposed. Sometimes we forget them, the workers that are on the plant” (interview 
FIOM). 
 

The economic sphere 
On the economic sphere, FIM, FIOM and UILM’s positions converge on the preservation of 
steel production. The justifications that they provide for this are not merely related to 
occupational concerns. Confederal workers representatives indeed assert that an 
industrialized country like Italy cannot and should not abandon steel production. First, they 
argue that this would result in an excessive import dependency, which would create additional 
costs for the country (Interview UILM). For the FIOM interviewee, the government has to 
decide  

“[whether to] continue being one of the main industrial nation or not, but it is not an 
easy decision, because then you may have to import steel and you will become 
dependent” (Interview FIOM) 

Second, the preservation of ILVA is framed as strategic by FIOM and as a matter of national 
interest by FIM:  

“the plant produces for the whole Italian industrial system” (Interview FIOM); 
“we cannot, as a country, abandon this part of steel production, which is the only 
integral circuit remained” (Interview FIM b).  

As emerged from previous studies, a completely opposite position on the economic sphere is 
promoted by USB. Although they seem to have abandoned previous claims to cease production 
immediately, they are still offering a critical take on the viability and desirability to sustain the 
former ILVA plant, equating the latter to a sick patient:  

“the factory is slowly dying, it is like a cancer patient that every day loses some blood” 
(Interview USB). 

 
The eco-social-growth trilemma in Taranto  
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The figure below illustrates the eco-social-growth trilemma applied to the case of Taranto. At 
the corners of the triangle, we find trade unions’ possible objectives related to the tree 
spheres, as identified by our empirical investigation and summarized above. To address the 
interconnections between these objectives and, ultimately, to solve this trilemma, unions can 
propose different solutions, which vary according to whether they consider and give relatively 
equal importance to each of the three spheres. Following the logic behind the eco-social-
growth trilemma, when a proposal aims to reconcile different goals, eventual trade-offs 
between goals would have to be turned into synergies. These trade-offs are represented by 
the segments of the triangle in the figure below. First, with respect to the socio-economic 
relationship, an integrated proposal would entail maintaining high – and good-quality - 
employment levels in the steel industry. Second, when unions aim to reconcile economic and 
environmental objectives, they do so by advocating for a greening of the steel production 
through ecological modernization. Finally, with regard to the socio-ecological nexus in the 
Taranto case, trade unions mainly address two trade-offs. The first is related to the negative 
impacts of chemical emissions on people’s health and on healthcare in the Taranto area. The 
second instead concerns existing and future jobs losses - and other employment distortions - 
expected to arise from the transition towards a green production and employment models. 
 
 

 

 
4.2. Trade unions’ proposals to tackle the eco-social-growth trilemma in Taranto 
Building on our interviews, as well as on existing documentary evidence, the present section 
maps the various possible solutions that unions actually consider, have considered or might 
have considered to tackle the eco-social growth trilemma in the Taranto case. Each proposal, 

Economic sphere: preserving steel production 

Environmental sphere: 
- reducing industrial pollution (narrow) 
- cutting greenhouse gas emissions (broad) 

Social sphere:  
- guaranteeing income through occupation 
- health and safety at work 

(Green) job transition & 

healthcare 

Figure 2. The eco-social-growth trilemma in 

Taranto 
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as presented by unions, is evaluated along the three analytical spheres - and sub-spheres - of 
the trilemma. A positive sign is attributed to a proposal if it aims to positively contribute to the 
objective of the (sub)sphere under consideration. A negative sign instead indicates that the 
objective is disregarded in the proposal. Finally, the “?“ symbol refers to the situation where 
the attainment of the objective is presented as partial or uncertain in the proposal. The table 
below summarizes the findings of our assessment, which are then explained in details in the 
following paragraphs. 
 
 

Table 2. Trade unions’ proposals to tackle the eco-social-growth trilemma in Taranto 
 

Social objective(s) Environmental objective(s) Economic 
objective 

Guaranteeing 
income 
through 
occupation 

Health and 
safety at work 

Cutting 
greenhouse 
gas emissions 
(broad) 

Reducing 
industrial 
pollution 
(narrow) 

Preserving steel 
production 

Status quo + - - - + 

“Ambientalizzazione”  
? + - + + 

Decarbonization 
through hydrogen 

? ? + + ?  

Dismantling 
- + + + - 

 
Status quo 
The status quo proposal would imply preserving steel production as it is and the jobs and 
incomes that production currently provides. However, such a solution fully disregards 
environmental concerns of any kind, since it does not envisage an industrial transition towards 
ecological modernization. On the social and socio-ecological sides, it also would imply ignoring 
health and safety on the workplace and for the citizens of Taranto.  
Right after the 2012 inquiry, confederal trade unions - FIM, FIOM and UILM - were leaning 
towards this position and were hence described as “industrialists” by the reference literature 
(Greco and Bagnardi, 2018; Barca and Leonardi 2016, 2018). However, as already shown by 
more recent studies (Tomassetti, 2020; Greco, 2021) and by our interviews, the maintenance 
of the status quo is not considered as a viable and desirable option anymore by any trade 
union, as voiced by the FIM representative: 

“I am not in favour of a production regardless of everything, absolutely not” (Interview 
FIM a).  
 

Dismantling 
The polar opposite scenario to the status quo is the full dismantling of the former ILVA plant. 
In terms of the eco-social-growth trilemma, dismantling implies going against the economic 
objective of producing steel, as a way to ensure a fully-fledged environmental protection, as 
well as the health and safety of workers and citizens. All these objectives, in this view, could 
only be achieved through a complete shutdown of the emitting industrial plant.  
The dismantling proposal emerged strongly in 2012, with a coalition of social actors and 
environmental NGOs – including among the most important CCLLP and Peacelink, a self-
proclaimed eco-pacifist local NGO – political parties – the Five Stars Movement party (M5S) – 
and trade unions – USB – presenting this as the best solution for the crisis in Taranto (Greco 
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and Bagnardi, 2018; Barca and Leonardi, 2016, 2018). Between 2012 and 2018, this composite 
coalition of socio-political actors advocated against the economic objective of preserving steel 
production, due to its detrimental environmental and health by-products. However, this 
coalition disaggregated a few years later, due to a shift in the position of the M5S party. In 
September 2018, then M5S political leader and Minister of Labour and Social Policies Luigi Di 
Maio was the main promoter of the above-mentioned 2018 agreement between ArcelorMittal 
and confederal trade unions, which basically resulted in the ruling out of the possibility to cease 
steel production. 

“Then came the M5S, that did its whole campaign [for the political election of 2018] pro-
dismantling. They caught the votes and then what? Then they realized that it would 
have been impossible” (Interview FIM b). 

Importantly for our analysis, this political development resulted in the USB becoming less vocal 
than it used to be about dismantling. While local social movements – mainly CCLLP - still remain 
favourable to the dismantling solution, in an open conflict not only with the M5S and the 
government, but also with confederal unions, USB’s position since 2018 is not so 
straightforward. The latter still remains strongly critical of how the ILVA crisis has been 
managed by both the Italian government and ArcelorMittal, especially with reference to the 
2018 agreement. Despite USB does not explicitly propose the dismantling option anymore, in 
light of political impracticability, they still believe that the Taranto steel plant is 
“physiologically” and irredeemably destined to decadence (Interview USB). Perhaps for this 
reason, USB has yet to propose an actual alternative to dismantling. 
All the other confederal unions interviewed, instead, have always positioned themselves 
against the dismantling scenario, due to its foreseen negative consequences in socio-
employment terms. In particular, some interviewees underline how the already-precarious 
employment conditions should not be further exacerbated. FIM defines the current situation 
as a proper “social disaster” (Interview FIM b), which would be only further fuelled by the 
eventual closure of the steel plant, expected to cause around 20.000 new redundancies and 
significant income loss. The UILM representative fears that this could lead to a social conflict:  

 “here, if you close the gates, comes the real social revolution, I do not know how 15.000 
persons that would lose their job will react” (Interview UILM).  

Confederal unions also underline how there would not be any other viable economic 
alternative to steel production that could maintain the same occupational levels. FIM and UILM 
are particularly sceptical about reclamation:  

 “[the dismantling] would be a harm for the economy, for the nation and for Taranto, 
because nothing would be reclaimed” (Interview UILM).  
 

Decarbonization through hydrogen 
The third option at stake for trade unions, supported by Michele Emiliano, President of the 
Apulia Region, as well as by former Italian prime minister Giuseppe Conte (Palmiotti, 2021; 
ANSA, 2020), is the decarbonization of the former ILVA plant through a conversion to 
hydrogen. A reference to this solution, as stated before, can also be found in the Italian NRRP 
(Italian Government, 2021b). In terms of the eco-social-growth trilemma, decarbonization 
should – in theory – represent a “win-win-win” solution, as it is supposed to maintain steel 
production and provide jobs, while also attaining to both broad and narrow environmental 
objectives, i.e. respectively the reduction in carbon dioxide emissions and the elimination of 
the chemical wastes from the blast furnace production. Nevertheless, all the interviewed trade 
unions are sceptical about this scenario: 
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“if carbon dioxide was the problem, we would not resolve it” (Interview FIOM); 
“Decarbonization? It is nonsense” (Interview USB); 
“I have huge doubts about this idea of decarbonization” (Interview FIM b) 

The main reason behind this opposition is the lack of feasibility of decarbonization, which, 
according to unions, is driven by three factors. The first is the current unavailability of a 
technology that could permit the industrial production of hydrogen-based steel. Second, 
hydrogen production cannot rely solely on the energy produced within the Taranto plant, but 
it would rather require an enormous amount of energy, which would, in turn, depend on the 
availability of sources like natural gas or renewables. Third, and related to the latter point, 
unions also highlight infrastructural perplexities: 

 “the Apulia region simply does not have the required infrastructure to bring the natural 
gas to Taranto” (Interview FIM b).  

Beyond feasibility concerns, decarbonization through hydrogen is presented in the declarations 
of the political actors who support it – including already-mentioned Conte and Emiliano, but 
also Acciaierie d’Italia CEO Franco Bernabè (Palmiotti, 2021; ANSA, 2020) - as a plan to be 
implemented in the medium-long period. Trade unions are more sceptical, as they maintain 
that the implications of the use of hydrogen are still largely unknown. No evidence is available, 
to their knowledge, on the economic sustainability of a hydrogen-based production models, 
nor on the implications for health and safety on the workplace. Unknown would also be the 
employment consequences of a transition to hydrogen, as expressed by the FIOM 
representative: 

“an equation exists for the integral circuit production: for every million tons produce, 
you can employ one hundred workers; with the electric cycle, about the half. With 
hydrogen [however], I do not know.” (Interview FIOM). 

  
“Ambientalizzazione” 
The so-called ambientalizzazione (which could literally be translated as 
“environmentalization”), originated as a FIOM proposal around 2018 (Greco, 2021; FIOM CGIL, 
2019). Over the years, the latter has then also found consensus among the other two 
confederal unions, UILM and FIM (Interview UILM; Interview FIM b). Finally, now the 
government also supports this solution. Ambientalizzazione entails the transition to a hybrid 
system for the former ILVA steel site. First, this would imply constructing a 2.5 tons electric 
furnace, along with two direct reduced iron (DRI) plants. This way, the government is 
attempting to increase the total amount of steel produced per year in Taranto, as well as to 
achieve full employment for current employees (Palmiotti, 2021). Along with this transition, 
confederal unions are also demanding a revamping of the plant, which would basically imply 
providing the best available technologies (BAT) to the blast furnace production. The adoption 
of filters and other BAT are indeed expected to significantly cut the chemical emissions of the 
former ILVA. Opting for ambientalizzazione would hence imply keeping the production carbon-
based. Coal - along with iron, ore and limestone – in fact is a key raw material implied in the 
blast furnace of Taranto’s integrated steel mill.  
Unlike confederal unions, the USB expresses scepticism on this proposal, mirroring the 
organization’s general mistrust in the ability of politico-institutional actors to deliver on their 
promises. The interviewee from this grassroots union indeed recognized how 

“[there is no] interest in revitalising the factory at a productive level and in resolving this 
dichotomy between health and work” (Interview USB). 
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If compared to the decarbonization option, ambientalizzazione represents a watered-down 
“win-win-win” solution to the eco-social-growth trilemma. It should allow to preserve steel 
production, to ameliorate health and safety on the workplace and to address narrow-scale 
environmental challenges, namely chemical pollution and its most severe implications for 
human health. Like decarbonization, although much less, the feasibility of ambientalizzazione 
also casts doubt in trade unions. Such doubts are related to the availability and price of two 
materials needed for a production based on electric furnace: scrap metal and natural gas:  

“scrap metal is a product that fluctuates […]” and “for the DRI production you need 
industrial quantity of gas” (Interview FIOM).  
 “for the electric you have to take into account a lot of things: scrap metal, realization, 
electricity, energy etc.” (Interview FIM b).   

Unlike decarbonization, ambientalizzazione would not address all the different challenges of 
the trilemma. Indeed, it does not consider broad environmental concerns, since electric 
furnaces are expected to emit less carbon dioxide compared to current blast furnaces, but their 
activity would still be climate-damaging. Moreover, according to the current governmental 
plan, only a quarter of the entire steel production will be interested by this transition to an 
electric production cycle. Furthermore, confederal unions also call attention to the significant 
employment losses that this transition would entail (see the quote above from Interview 
FIOM). Despite these challenges, however, confederal unions still stick to the 
ambientalizzazione proposal and demand due public support to manage the occupational 
transition, which otherwise would lead, in the word of the interviewee from FIOM, to a “social 
butchery” (Interview FIOM).  
 
4.3. Trade unions and politics 
All trade unionists interviewed are critical with how the national government is handling the 
crisis in Taranto. In particular, they all agree that a general lack of transparency and vagueness 
characterises the current governmental positions, announced, yet never translated into any 
written document. Notably, the industrial plan is not available, as lamented by all workers’ 
representatives: 

“there is not an industrial plan” (Interview FIOM); 
 “transparency does not exist, here they do not give you the contracts” (Interview USB); 
“the last plan was an excel file, it was embarrassing” (Interview FIM b).   

From our interviews, it also emerges how the history of the former ILVA has been 
characterized, at least in the last decade, by a seemingly insurmountable political inertia, which 
has notably resulted, first, in the above-mentioned absence of a public industrial plan since the 
one drafted by ArcelorMittal in 2018 and, second, in the general lack of programming for a 
hypothetical energy conversion of the plant from carbon to natural gas, or to hydrogen. Such 
inertia generates in the USB interviewee the fear that the crisis in Taranto will never actually 
be solved. Even less critical trade unions, like UILM, assert that, if the government will not act 
to implement its promises, these will remain dead letters, resulting in the progressive 
decadence of the Taranto steel plant:  

“a series of announcements are at stake, but nothing concrete, and in the end, it would 
bring to the dismantling of the plant” (Interview UILM).  

An example of this political inertia often invoked by our interviewees is the bad management 
by the Italian government - via Invitalia - of the majority purchasing of former ILVA. This is 
expected to take place in May 2022, but it is conditional to the withdrawal of the seizure order 
emitted in 2012 by the Taranto court. On this point, unions manifest a great uncertainty: 
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“according to which criteria should the judiciary revoke the seizure order?” (Interview 
FIOM); 
“the judiciary will tell us: ‘what did you do in the last ten years?’” (Interview UILM); 
“the plant should be released from seizure in June 2022, and the judiciary […] have said 
that the withdrawal of the seizure order cannot take place because nothing has been 
done” (Interview USB). 

Against this background, the financial resources recently mobilized by the European Union, 
such as those related to the Recovery and Resilience Facility and the Just Transition Fund, are 
generally welcomed by trade unionists. Such resources are seen as an unprecedent 
opportunity by confederal unions, even though their general mistrust in the actual ability of 
the Italian government to make good use of funds affect unions’ opinions about the foreseen 
implementation of these funds: 

“this is an historical moment in which we have unseen funds, from The Just Transition 
FUnd to the NRRP, but we do not have any implementation projects…what will we do? 
Will we keep the debt and send back the unspent parts?” (Interview FIM b);  
“this is the last resort, if we lose this one, I do not know who you will interview next 
instead of me […] and we will restart from the ’60, when everyone escaped from 
catastrophic economic conditions” (interview UILM).  

Finally, also interesting when it comes to trade unions and politics is their strategic alliances 
and conflicts with other socio-political actors. The example reported above – where USB 
coalesced with M5S, environmental NGOs and social movements in favour of dismantling from 
2012 to 2018 – shows potential for unions to collaborate with other organized interests. 
However, this green-labour coalitions are still rare and unstable in Taranto, as different 
organized interests face severe limits to cooperation.  
 
 
5. Conclusions 
This study has investigated trade unions’ positions with respected to the so-called eco-social-
growth trilemma in the paradigmatic case of the steel industry in Taranto, long affected by a 
severe crisis. After a literature review of the relevant research strands and after briefly 
reconstructing the historical background of the case, the paper has presented the findings of 
our empirical investigation. It has provided an assessment of trade unions’ objectives with 
respect to the three different dimensions of the crisis in Taranto: economic (preserving steel 
production); social (guaranteeing income through occupation; and health and safety at work); 
and environmental (reducing chemical pollution; and greenhouse gas emissions). Then, the 
paper has mapped and evaluated – through the lenses of the above-mentioned trilemma - four 
proposals of solution to the crisis put forward by unions through the years: status quo; 
ambientalizzazione; decarbonization through hydrogen; and dismantling. We have found that 
the three main confederal metalworkers unions - FIOM, FIM and UILM - all converge on the 
ambientalizzazione proposal, while USB does not explicitly endorse any of the four.  
By proposing a novel analytical framework focussed on unions’ concrete proposals, the study 
can be seen as an attempt to offer a novel insight into the labour environmentalism literature, 
thereby also contributing to previous studies on the Taranto case and updating them to current 
developments, notably the new national commitment for decarbonization. Our findings raise 
three important reflections about the prospects and hurdles for trade unions to promote a just 
transition solution to the Taranto crisis. 



18 
 

First, we have argued that trade unions do not approach industrial crises as a “jobs vs 
environment” dilemma, but rather as an eco-social-growth trilemma, for which there are 
economic, social and environmental interconnected challenges for unions to consider. Even 
with their own proposal, FIM, FIOM and UILM go beyond the dichotomy between maintaining 
the status quo and dismantling production – i.e. beyond “environmentalism” vs. 
“productivism” – which is traditionally expected to characterize unions’ position in labour 
markets so heavily dependent on industrial activities. These unions rather seek to promote an 
alternative solution, by supporting an environmentally-oriented and just industrial transition 
and, so, trying to take into consideration all three interconnected spheres of the trilemma.  
However, the second conclusive reflection is that not all proposals relying on a just transition 
approach are the same. The advent of decarbonization in the Italian and European political 
agendas has rather shed a light on the nuances of different unions’ environmental attitudes. 
In our case, through ambientalizzazione, confederal workers’ organizations only aim to target 
health-damaging chemical pollution. This means that ambientalizzazione could be seen as 
relying on a narrow just transition approach, in that it primarily targets an emergency and 
localized environmental issue impacting the sustainability of the lifeworld. Due to uncertainties 
and feasibility concerns instead, decarbonization through hydrogen, which could represent a 
broader just transition approach with a forward-looking view, is currently not endorsed by any 
of our interviewees. This said, however, the feasibility of a technological fix through 
ambientalizzazione also raises concerns. If decarbonization through hydrogen is a long period 
perspective, also ambientalizzazione would certainly not take place immediately. The 
revamping of the factory and the construction of electric furnaces and DRI plants could occur, 
according to the government, no earlier than 2025. Moreover, ambientalizzazione also 
remains a hypothetical solution, since the profitability of electric technologies will be subjected 
to the price and availability of natural gas. In general, every industrial reconversion is subjected 
to a certain path dependence, which, in the Taranto case, affects the feasibility not only of 
decarbonization, but even of the less-transformative ambientalizzazione. Path dependency 
here takes the form not only of a structural reliance on coal for the steel mill, but also of an 
historically-disadvantaged socio-economic starting point for the whole Taranto area.  
The third and final conclusive reflection arises from our findings about the USB’s position and 
relates, like the previous point, to the way in which trade unions conceptualize just transition. 
Unlike the three major unions that all converge on ambientalizzazione, USB instead has 
historically held a more critical point of view about the crisis in Taranto. While, in the past, this 
resulted in the USB supporting the dismantling of the plant, now this union does not put 
forward a proper proposal anymore, as they acknowledge fatalistically how the steel factory is 
locked-in by political inertia and thus inevitably destined to decay. Therefore, to use the 
language of the reference literature, we can note that, while USB does not necessarily advocate 
for anti-industrialist, or “transformative”, positions anymore, it still does not find any viable 
solutions within the realm of industrial capitalism – as opposed to the “affirmative” approach 
of other unions that instead confide in ecological modernization. 
In conclusion, few remarks can be raised with reference to our research findings, generating 
knowledge gaps and, consequently, potential avenues for future research. First, while FIOM, 
FIM and UILM have all been found to hold substantially the same positions, some differences 
might still exist between the three of them and these could be worth studying. For instance - 
as Greco (2021) points out – the three confederal unions seem to diverge in how strongly they 
promote ambientalizzazione. Second, this paper has focused specifically on what trade unions’ 
positions are. However, other studies would be needed to investigate where these positions 
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actually come from. In particular, this would imply delving more in depth into the causal role 
of institutions, path dependency – especially in industrial policy - and models of industrial 
relations in shaping unions’ positions over time. Third, the politics dimension of labour 
environmentalism in the Taranto case should also be deepened, hence reconstructing the 
strategies - including conflicts and alliances with the government and other notable socio-
political actors like environmental NGOs - that unions set up to influence decision-making. 
Finally, comparative studies juxtaposing the Taranto case to other cases of unions facing the 
eco-social-growth trilemma could allow us to elaborate on the extent to which our findings can 
be generalized beyond the specificity of our context of interest. This could be done for instance 
through cross-country comparisons, but also by studying how different unions in Italy behave 
depending on which sector and/or governance level (national, local, firm) they operate in.  
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List of interviews 
 
Interview FIOM: Local-level FIOM representative. Taranto, 31st of January 2022. 
Interview UILM: Local-level FIOM representative. Taranto, 31st of January 2022. 
Interview FIM (a):  Local-level FIM representative. Taranto, 31st of January 2022. 
Interview FIM (b): National-level FIM representative. Taranto, 2nd of February 2022. 
Interview USB: Local-level USB representative. Taranto, 3rd of February 2022. 
 
 
References 
 
Agenzia Nazionale Stampa Associata (ANSA) (2020) Conte, ILVA diventerà verde, già preveisto 

dal piano. ANSA, 11 December 2021. Available at: 
www.ansa.it/puglia/notizie/2020/12/11/-conte-ilva-diventera-verde-gia-previsto-dal-
piano-_b869812f-ab28-4322-ac93-aa71eba6a051.html (accessed March 2021). 

ArcelorMittal (2017), Presentazione alla Commissione Industria del Senato. Available at: 
www.senato.it/application/xmanager/projects/leg17/attachments/documento_event
o_procedura_commissione/files/000/005/623/2017_11_22_-_ArcelorMittal.PDF 
(accessed March 2022). 

Baglioni G (1969) Atteggiamento operaio e lavoro siderurgico. Studi di sociologia 7: 21-55. 
Barca S (2015) Greening the job: trade unions, climate change and the political ecology of 

labour. In Bryant RL (ed.) International Handbook of Political Ecology. London: Edward 
Elgar, pp. 387-400. 

Barca S and Leonardi E (2016). Working Class Communities and Ecology: Reframing 
Environmental Justice around the ILVA Steel Plant in Taranto (Apulia, Italy). In: Shaw 
and Mayo M (eds.) Inequality and Community Development. Bristol: Policy Press.   

Barca S and Leonardi E (2018) Working-Class Ecology and Union Politics: a Conceptual 
Topology. Globalizations 4: 487-503.  

Bonini C and Foschini G and Patucchi M (2021) Così l’ILVA di Taranto ha divorato una città, il 
suo ecosistema e ha compromesso il futuro dell’acciaio italiano. La Repubblica, 6 June 
2021.  

Botta E (2018) A review of “Transition Management” strategies: Lessons for advancing the 
green low-carbon transition. Issue Paper. Paris: Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development. 

Casula F (2020) Ex Ilva, firmato l’accordo: lo Stato “rientra” nell’acciaieria. Ma il piano 
industriale genera nuovi conflitti e le emissioni non sono calate. Il fatto quotidiano, 10 
December 2020.  

Casula F (2021) Ilva, tutte le tappe del caso: il sequestro del 2012, le perizie e le ‘sponde 
politiche’. Ecco come si è arrivati alla sentenza. Il fatto quotidiano, 31 May 2021. 

Clarke L and Lipsig-Mummé C (2020) Future conditional: From just transition to radical 
transformation? European Journal of Industrial Relations 26(4): 351–366. 

Doria M (2021) La fabbrica tra economia, società e politica. Il controverso bilancio dell’Ilva di 
Taranto. Italia Contemporanea, Sezione Open Access 295. 

Dumford M and Greco L (2007) Geographies of Growth Decline and Restructuring: The Rise 
and Fall (Privatization) of the State-Owned Steel Sector and the Trajectories of Steel 
Localities in the Italian Mezzogiorno. European Urban and Regional Studies 14: 27-53. 

Eisenberg A (2019) Just Transitions. Southern California Law Review 92(2): 273-330. 



21 
 

Felli R (2014) An alternative socio-ecological strategy? International trade unions’ engagement 
with climate change. Review of International Political Economy 21(2): 372-398. 

FIM, FIOM and UILM (2021) Coordinamento Nazionale Acciaierie D’Italia - ILVA in A.S.: FIM 
FIOM UILM Si autoconvocano a Roma. Press Release. Available at: www.fim-
cisl.it/2021/09/30/coordinamento-nazionale-acciaierie-ditalia-ilva-in-a-s-fim-fiom-
uilm-si-autoconvocano-a-roma/ (accessed March 2022). 

FIOM CGIL (2019). Aprire una nuova stagione per Taranto. Rassegna Sindacale, 11 marzo. 
Forastiere F, Biggeri A, Triassi M (2012) Conclusioni perizia epidemiologica sull’ILVA di Taranto 

nel corso del procedimento riguardante l'Ilva di Taranto (R.G.N.R. N. 938/10 - 4868/10 
G.I.P. N. 5488/10 - 5821/10). Tribunale di Taranto. 

Galgóczi B (2019) Phasing out coal: a just transition approach. Working Paper 2019.04. 
Brussels: European Trade Union Institute. 

Galgóczi B (2020) Just transition on the ground: Challenges and opportunities for social 
dialogue. European Journal of Industrial Relations 26(4): 367–382. 

General Secretariat of the Council of the European Union (2021c) Allegato RIVEDUTO della 
DECISIONE DI ESECUZIONE DEL CONSIGLIO relativa all’approvazione della valutazione 
del piano per la ripresa e la resilienza dell’Italia. Available at: eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/IT/TXT/?uri=CONSIL:ST_10160_2021_ADD_1_REV_2 (accessed March 2022). 

Gough I (2016) Welfare states and environmental states: a comparative analysis. 
Environmental Politics 25(1): 24-47. 

Greco L and Bagnardi F (2018) In the Name of Science and Technology: The Post-Political 
Environmental Debate and the Taranto Steel Plant (Italy). Environmental Values, White 
Horse Press 27(5): 489-512. 

Hausknost D (2020) The environmental state and the glass ceiling of 
transformation. Environmental Politics 29(1): 17-37. 

International Labour Organization (2015) Guidelines for a just transition towards 
environmentally sustainable economies and societies for all. Geneva: International 
Labour Organization. 

Invitalia (2021) Ilva di Taranto, Invitalia sottoscrive l’aumento di capitale di AM InvestCo Italy. 
Press Release. Available at: www.invitalia.it/chi-siamo/area-media/notizie-e-
comunicati-stampa/ilva (accessed March 2022). 

Istituto Nazionale di Statistica (ISTAT) (2022) Rilevazione campionaria sulle forze di lavoro. 
Available at: www.istat.it/it/archivio/8263 (accessed March 2022). 

Italian Government (2021a), Proposta di Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza. Available at: 
documenti.camera.it/_dati/leg18/lavori/documentiparlamentari/IndiceETesti/027/01
8/INTERO.pdf (accessed March 2022). 

Italian Government (2021b) Piano Nazionale di Ripresa e Resilienza. Available at: 
www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/PNRR.pdf (accessed March 2022). 

Jessoula M and Mandelli M (2019) The right to energy for all Europeans coalition: A case of 
green-red mobilization. In Jessoula M, Magni B, Riva N and Ferrera M (eds.) Gli Annali 
di LPF 2019 (ISBN 978-88-94960-13-6), 1/2019. 

Mandelli M, Sabato S and Jessoula M (2021) EU economic governance and the socio ecological 
transition Towards a more sustainable European Semester? Politiche Sociali 3/2021: 
619-638. 

McCauley D and Heffron R (2018) Just transition: Integrating climate, energy and 
environmental justice. Energy Policy 119: 1–7. 



22 
 

Meadowcroft J (2005) From welfare state to ecostat. In: Barry J and Eckersley R (eds.) The state 
and the Global Ecological Crisis. Cambridge: MIT Press, pp. 3-23. 

Meadows DH, Meadows DL, Randers J and Behrens W (1972) The Limits to Growth: a report 
for the Club of Rome's project on the predicament of mankind. New York: Universe 
Books. 

Ministero dell’ambiente e della tutela del territorio e del mare (2012), Riesame 
dell’autorizzazione integrata ambientale n. DVA/DEC/2011/450 del 4/08/2011 
rilasciata per l’esercizio dello stabilimento siderurgico della società ILVA S.p.A. ubicato 
nei comuni di Taranto e di Statte. Available at: va.minambiente.it/it-
IT/Oggetti/MetadatoDocumento/293014 (accessed March 2022). 

Newell P and Mulvaney D (2013) The political economy of the “just transition”. The 
Geographical Journal 179(2): 132–140. 

O’Connor M (2007) The “Four Spheres” Framework for sustainability. Ecological Complex 3(4): 
285-292. 

Palmiotti D (2021) Acciaio all’idrogeno entro dieci anni. Nuovo piano da 4,7 miliardi per l’ex 
Ilva Acciaierie d'Italia conferma l'obiettivo di produzione di 8 milioni di tonnellate di 
acciaio nel 2025. Il Sole 24 ore, 13 December 2021. 

Piattoni S (1996) Local Political Class and Economic Development. The Cases of Abruzzo and 
Puglia in the 1970s and 1980s. Unpublished PhD thesis. Cambridge: MIT. 

Pinker A (2020) Just Transitions: a comparative perspective. Report prepared for the Just 
Transition Commission. Dundee: The James Hutton Institute & SEFARI Gateway. 

Räthzel N and Uzzell D (2011) Trade unions and climate change: The jobs versus environment 
dilemma. Global Environmental Change 21(4): 1215–1223. 

Räthzel N and Uzzell D (eds.) (2013) Trade Unions in the Green Economy: Working for the 
Environment. London and New York: Earthscan Routledge. 

Rockström J, Steffen W, Noone K, Persson Å, Chapin FS, Lambin E, Lenton TM, Scheffer M, 
Folke C, Schellnhuber HJ, Nykvist B, de Wit CA, Hughes T, van der Leeuw S, Rodhe H, 
Sörlin S, Snyder PK, Costanza R, Svedin U, Falkenmark M, Karlberg L, Corell RW, Fabry 
VJ, Hansen J, Walker B, Liverman D, Richardson K, Crutzen P and Foley J (2009) Planetary 
boundaries: exploring the safe operating space for humanity. Ecology and Society 14 
(2): 32. 

Romeo S (2019) L’acciaio in fumo. Roma, Donzelli. 
Sabato S and Mandelli M (2018) The EU’s potential for promoting an eco-social agenda. 

Working paper. Oslo and Brussels: Norwegian Social Research and European Social 
Observatory.  

Sanna M, Monguzzi R, Santili N, Felici R (2012) Conclusioni della perizia chimica sull’ILVA di 
Taranto nel corso del procedimento rigurdante l’Ilva di Taranto (R.G.N.R. N. 938/10 - 
4868/10 G.I.P. N. 5488/10 - 5821/10), Tribunale di taranto. 

Schnaiberg A (1980) The Environment: From Surplus to Scarcity. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Smith S (2017) Just Transition. Report provided to the OECD in the context of the project 
“Growth, investment and the low carbon transition”. Brussels: Just Transition Centre 
within the International Trade Union Confederation. 

Sovacool BK, Hess DJ and Cantoni R (2021) Energy transitions from the cradle to the grave: A 
meta-theoretical framework integrating responsible innovation, social practices, and 
energy justice. Energy Research & Social Science 75. 



23 
 

Stevis D and Felli R (2015) Global labour unions and just transition to a green economy. 
International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics 15 (1): 29–43. 

Stevis D and Felli R (2020) Planetary just transition? How inclusive and how just? Earth System 
Governance 6. 

Stevis D, Morena E and Krause D (2020) Introduction: The Genealogy and Contemporary 
Politics of Just Transitions. In: Morena E, Krause D and Stevis D (eds.) Just Transitions: 
Social Justice in the Shift Towards a Low-Carbon World. London: Pluto Press, pp. 1-31. 

Thomas A and Doerflinger N (2020) Trade union strategies on climate change mitigation: 
Between opposition, hedging and support. European Journal of Industrial Relations 
26(4): 383–399. 

Thomas A and Pulignano V (2021) Challenges and Prospects for Trade Union Environmentalism. 
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