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ABSTRACT 

 

The accelerating environmental crisis has exposed the limitations of dominant development 

paradigms rooted in industrial growth, extractivism, and anthropocentric ethics. In response, 

environmental justice has emerged as a framework that emphasizes equitable access to resources, 

participatory decision-making, and the protection of both human and nonhuman life. 

This article employs an interdisciplinary approach that integrates legal analysis with critical 

environmental theory to examine how environmental rights can function as legal tools for 

advancing environmental justice and resisting extractivist models of development. Using the 

Amulsar gold mine controversy in Armenia as a case study, it shows how rights-based claims can 

be mobilized even within political contexts dominated by developmentalist priorities. 

At the same time, the analysis demonstrates that the interpretation and enforcement of 

environmental rights are conditioned by political regimes. Democratic systems provide greater 

opportunities for principle-driven rulings and citizen participation, while authoritarian or hybrid 

regimes tend to subordinate environmental rights to extractivist agendas. The Amulsar ruling 

illustrates how transitional democracies may operate ambivalently—both supporting 

developmentalist projects and enabling judicial spaces for environmental resistance. 

The findings suggest that environmental rights can serve both as mechanisms of accountability 

and as openings for participatory environmental governance, thereby challenging extractivist 

practices and promoting democratic engagement. More broadly, the study argues that embedding 

environmental responsibility within legal systems enables a shift from developmentalism toward 

models that value ecological integrity and justice. 

By reimagining development through the lens of environmental rights, societies can begin to align 

economic and political priorities with the demands of sustainability and justice. 

 
Introduction. 
It is increasingly recognized that human activity is destabilizing the balance between society and 

nature. As Hamilton and colleagues argue, humankind’s influence on Earth is now comparable to 



geological forces such as volcanism, tectonics, and solar cycles, signaling a shift into the 

Anthropocene.0F

1 This ecological crisis is not merely accidental; it is driven by an extractivist 

capitalist economy,1F

2 an "imperial mode of living,"2F

3 and a worldview grounded in ego-centric 

consciousness and utilitarian ethics.3F

4  

To confront this crisis, one must ask: what social practices can be cultivated to reverse the 

accelerating momentum of science, technology, and industrial growth—forces that often reinforce 

hierarchy, inequality, and environmental degradation? Scholars in the degrowth movement argue 

for reimagining the economy in ways that restore interdependence between humans and 

nonhumans, and that challenge the dominance of development as a universal goal.4F

5  

Historically, the concept of justice has served as an ethical lens through which to assess complex 

political, cultural, and legal dynamics. Though evolving, justice remains fundamentally tied to 

equality and serves as an organizing principle for human relations.5F

6 Today, as the ecological crisis 

intensifies, it becomes clear that justice must extend beyond the human sphere. Ignoring the role 

of nature in ethical and political thought reinforces inherited forms of violence, including 

patriarchal and colonial systems of domination. 

This recognition has prompted a reorientation in the humanities and social sciences—a call to 

“return to Earth” and rematerialize our understanding of culture, economy, and politics through a 

geohistorical lens.6 F

7 Environmental justice, although a diverse and contested concept,7F

8 offers one 

such framework. It aims to ensure equal access to ecological goods and equal protection from 

environmental harms, not only for all people but for the natural world itself.8F

9 In this article, 

environmental justice is conceived as a framework where both human and nonhuman agents 

should be afforded the opportunities and protections, required to flourish, but within the bounds 

of finite and equitably shared resources. Such a perspective resists developmentalist assumptions 

of inexhaustible growth and centers sustainability as a principle of justice. This perspective helps 
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expose the cultural and structural violence embedded in mainstream environmental governance 

and offers a path toward the decolonization of nature and the construction of sustainable peace, 

challenging exploitative, anthropocentric, and colonial-era ways of treating the environment. 

Although the roots of environmental justice lie in ethics,9F

10 this article focuses on its legal 

dimensions—specifically, the role of environmental rights as instruments of justice. I argue that 

these rights provide a powerful legal mechanism for confronting the extractivist logics embedded 

in developmentalist thinking and for promoting accountability in both policy and practice. To 

ground this theoretical framework, I analyze environmental law and its application in the Republic 

of Armenia, drawing on the recent legal and political controversies surrounding extractive 

development in the country. In particular, I consider how environmental rights are articulated, 

implemented, and contested in this context, and whether they can serve as effective tools for 

environmental justice. 

Methodology 

This study employs an interdisciplinary approach combining legal analysis, political ecology, and 

critical theory. It uses the case study method not to collect empirical data but to ground abstract 

critique in a specific legal and institutional setting. Its primary aim is to explore the relationship 

between environmental rights and environmental justice within the broader critique of 

developmentalism. To this end, the research integrates conceptual analysis with a case study 

approach, focusing on the Republic of Armenia as an illustrative context in which these tensions 

are visibly unfolding. 

Methodologically, the paper draws on three intersecting domains. (A) Theoretical analysis – the 

study begins with a normative critique of the developmentalist paradigm, identifying its 

philosophical roots in modern Western rationalism, utilitarian ethics, and capitalist extractivism.10F

11 

It then links these traditions to the emergence of alternative frameworks, particularly 

environmental justice and degrowth ethics. (B) Legal-philosophical framework – the research 

examines how environmental responsibility can be translated into enforceable rights. It builds on 

the claim that moral imperatives alone are insufficient for ecological protection and that legal 

regulation is necessary to establish entitlements, obligations, and accountability. This includes 

analysis of scholarly debates over the role of law in shaping collective responsibility for 

environmental harms. 11F

12 (C) Case study – Armenia serves as a national context where competing 
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environmental and developmental priorities converge. The Republic of Armenia is used as a 

focused case to illustrate how the above tensions manifest within a concrete legal and political 

context. Amulsar gold mine controversy is selected as a representative case due to its judicial 

review process, extensive public engagement, and implications for environmental governance.  

This multi-layered approach enables the paper to assess not only the normative legitimacy of 

environmental rights, but also their practical impact in a real-world context. It enables the study to 

trace the ethical, legal, and political implications of environmental rights as they confront 

extractivist paradigms and developmentalist ideologies within a post-Soviet legal framework. 

The Ideological Foundations of Developmentalism 

The ecological crisis cannot be fully understood without considering the philosophical and 

ideological roots of modern development. The liberal-modernist worldview that arose in the 16th 

and 17th centuries fundamentally restructured the human–nature relationship. Three foundational 

elements stand out: 

a) First, rationalism reshaped epistemology by separating the subject from the object. 

Descartes exemplified this shift, asserting a dualism in which man, as conscious subject, 

stood apart from nature, which became an inert object of observation and manipulation.12F

13 

b) Second, utilitarianism provided an ethical framework centered on the maximization of 

outcomes—summarized in the slogan “the greatest happiness of the greatest number.”13F

14 

This calculus encouraged a view of the world in which all things, including nature, could 

be measured and evaluated solely in terms of their instrumental value. 

c) Third, capitalism arose as the dominant economic system, driven by the logic of 

accumulation and expansion. As Moore notes, it treats time as linear, space as flat, and 

nature as external—a passive resource for extraction.14F

15 

These foundations converge into the logic of developmentalism, which “ties us to a technocratic, 

quantitativist, economistic toolkit that has permeated public policies all over the world.”15F

16 

Following Foucault’s genealogical method, Lang and others argue that development functions as 

a power device: it restructures societies by legitimizing an international division of labor and 

displacing alternative models of well-being.16F

17 Even leftist or anti-imperialist projects have 
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historically accepted development as a given, reproducing capitalist logics of consumption, 

growth, and productivity.17F

18 

Ontologically, developmentalism objectifies nature and legitimizes its instrumental use. It frames 

natural systems as calculable and devoid of consciousness or intrinsic worth. In this way, it 

perpetuates the extractivist economy, even while offering “technological solutions to natural 

disasters and the energy crisis” that further expand the capitalist system. 18F

19 

Critiques of Extractivism and Alternative Models 

In recent decades, resource extractivism has come under increasing scrutiny from both social 

movements and academic disciplines. Although extractivism continues to generate economic 

growth and capital accumulation, it does so at the cost of ecosystem destruction, inequality, and 

local displacement. As Svampa notes, “environmentally destructive practices… have taken us to 

the current limits of the planet.”19F

20 

Environmental justice movements across Latin America—comprising youth organizations, 

indigenous groups, and rural communities—have mobilized against extractivist megaprojects. 

These protests reject forced resettlement, water and air pollution, and the erosion of rights to land 

and livelihood. They demand democratic participation, fair compensation, and the redistribution 

of profit and control.20F

21 

At the theoretical level, various schools—ecology, feminism, anti-capitalist economics, 

indigenous and postcolonial thought—have converged to critique developmentalism and propose 

post-extractivist alternatives. Gudynas describes a gradual transition: from predatory extractivism, 

through “sensible” extraction, toward a future of indispensable and minimal resource use.21F

22 

Svampa outlines three competing paradigms: liberal neo-developmentalism, progressive neo-

developmentalism, and post-developmentalism, the latter grounded in alternative worldviews such 

as ecofeminism, Buen Vivir, and anti-colonialism.22F

23 

The notion of Buen Vivir (Living Well), inspired by indigenous traditions and adopted in several 

Latin American constitutions, challenges Western developmentalism by emphasizing harmony 

with nature, pluralism, and community-defined goals. In Ecuador’s 2008 Constitution, 

Pachamama (Mother Earth) is recognized as a legal subject with rights to restoration and 

protection.23F

24  
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From Moral Responsibility to Environmental Rights 

In parallel with these cultural and philosophical critiques, scholars admit that there is a strong 

sense in which humankind’s ability to profoundly change both the world and the future has 

expanded in recent decades, leading to the designation of our era as the Anthropocene24F

25. It follows 

that our capacity to harm the future has likewise increased, thereby entailing a rising 

responsibility.25F

26 In this regard the concept of environmental responsibility is being examined—how 

our responsibility to protect ecosystems can be framed and institutionalized? Jonas argued for a 

“new ethics for the technological age,” based on a forward-looking imperative of responsibility: 

human actions must be guided not just by intent, but by their predictable long-term effects.26F

27  

However, many authors argue that morality alone is insufficient. Carmen contends that without 

legal rights and regulatory frameworks, moral claims about pollution lack normative force: “we 

cannot hold people responsible for polluting without a system of legal rights in place that assigns 

entitlements, protections, and obligations.”27F

28 In cases involving modern technologies or 

conflicting interests, legal conventions become necessary for mediating collective harms. 

Kutz advances this argument by analyzing what he calls “unstructured collective harms”—diffuse 

environmental damage produced by a confluence of individual acts. He insists that legal and 

political institutions must supplement moral reflection, since otherwise “there is no intelligible 

normative link between the accountability of any ‘I’ and the causal responsibility of ‘we.’”28F

29 

A forward-looking ethics of responsibility (à la Jonas) yields a prima facie duty to safeguard the 

conditions of life in light of foreseeable long-term effects. Yet because contemporary ecological 

harms are often diffuse and collective (“unstructured collective harms,” per Kutz), moral duty 

alone underdetermines who must do what, when, and with what sanction. Environmental rights 

supply the missing institutional grammar: they convert diffuse responsibilities into justiciable 

claim-rights with correlative obligations, allocating duties across states, firms, and other agents. 

Once institutionalized, these rights form the architecture of environmental justice: rights turn 

moral responsibility into enforceable claims and obligations, shaping the distribution of resources, 

participation in decision-making, and recognition of both human and nonhuman agents. In this 

way, rights are not separate from justice but its very framework, the structured design through 

which justice is made real. In short, responsibility grounds the why; rights specify the who and 

how; and justice evaluates the whether the resulting order fairly enables the flourishing of human 

and nonhuman life given finite resources. 
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Figure 1. The Architecture of Environmental Justice 

 

In this light, environmental rights are not just ethical ideals—they are institutional forms that give 

concrete shape to ecological responsibility. By establishing legal entitlements and enforcement 

mechanisms, environmental rights make it possible to hold both states and private actors 

accountable. As such, they become essential tools for advancing environmental justice in an age 

of ecological instability. 

State Power and Environmental Rights  

The environmental rights agenda inevitably raises questions about the limits of their interpretation 

by state power. Even though we may rightly conceive of environmental rights as a form of 

environmental responsibility and a pathway toward environmental justice, the scope of their 

implementation depends directly on the political regime and the economic course of the country. 

An extremely critical position on the role of the state in the realization of environmental justice 

was expressed by Pellow, whose Critical Environmental Justice (CEJ) often portrays the state as 

an active perpetrator of injustice rather than a neutral arbiter. He calls for moving beyond 

procedural justice toward dismantling deep-rooted systems of domination.29F

30 By contrast, Purucker 

critiques this account for overlooking the ambivalent and sometimes contradictory roles of state 

institutions. He argues that while governments frequently support extractive projects, they also 
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remain important arenas where rights can be asserted and environmental victories occasionally 

secured30F

31. In this sense, Purucker emphasizes a more strategic and contextual approach, urging 

activists to determine when to work within the state and when to mobilize against it. Particularly, 

he writes:  

“… environmental justice movements and scholarship need a state theory that allows 

for the possibility of action both against and within states. I introduce an alternative, 

‘strategic-relational’ view of states, and suggest that changing structural patterns of 

environmental injustice will require re-thinking both the state and the ‘movement’ of 

environmental justice, as they are conventionally imagined.”31F

32 

Addressing Pellow’s conception of the state, Purucker criticizes it as being “rather one-

sided” and “anarchist,” underestimating the contradictory and contested nature of state 

institutions. Meanwhile, Pellow himself claims that:  

“states are neither monolithic nor fixed in their functions; rather, they are 

terrains of struggle in which social movements must continuously decide 

whether to resist, bypass, or work within institutional channels.”32F

33 

Gosseries, writing on intergenerational justice and the validity of our obligations toward 

future people, emphasizes that the state retains a crucial role in securing such justice even 

when its material inability prevents the full enforcement of duties. The absence of capacity, 

he argues, does not remove entitlement: if institutions were able, they would still be 

obligated to enforce duties of justice rather than let them collapse into “merely” ethical 

aspirations.33F

34 From this premise, Gosseries calls for reinforcing the future-sensitivity of 

generalist institutions, above all by guaranteeing the independence of the judiciary and 

strengthening the separation of powers. Such reforms encourage policies guided by 

principles rather than by power relations, thereby making governance more impartial and 

expanding the scope of justice toward future generations.34F

35 In this way, Gosseries situates 

the state not as a mere obstacle but as an indispensable vehicle for embedding 

intergenerational justice, and its significant domain, climate justice, into law and politics. 

Power and the state have always been controversial phenomena. On the one hand, as a 

concentration of power, the state is a Leviathan that should be resisted and contested in 

order to achieve freedom from oppression. On the other hand, it is a force capable of uniting 

and protecting people. In this regard, the question should not be posed romantically—
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whether the state is potentially able or unable to fulfill justice—but rather pragmatically: 

what content and decision-making processes are needed to maximize the implementation 

of environmental rights and justice? What kind of state policy will work for the benefit of 

all, including the “voiceless” and “toothless” (Gosseries) future generations? In other 

words, what political regime can most fully embrace environmental responsibility in the 

form of environmental justice and rights, and why? 

I believe that this can only be achieved by democratic regimes, whose initial aim, limits on 

power, and loyalty to freedom, equality, and justice enable them to balance 

developmentalist ideology and extractivist models of the economy when these harm both 

human beings and nature. Yet because democracy is a process, it is crucial to sustain its 

democratic content at all times—its commitment to human rights, the well-being of 

humanity, and legitimacy through transparency and legality in decision-making processes. 

Therefore, to keep democracy alive and environmental rights protected, it is essential to 

unfold a context-sensitive strategy, one held by democratic society in Purucker’s sense. 

Eventually, the interpretation and implementation of environmental rights cannot be 

separated from the nature of the political regime in which they are embedded. While 

environmental rights are often articulated in universalist terms, their meaning and scope 

are refracted through the institutional logics of particular regimes and their economic 

orientations. As the debates among Pellow, Purucker, and Gosseries illustrate, the state 

may appear as a perpetrator of injustice, a contested terrain of struggle, or an indispensable 

guarantor of future-oriented justice. To capture these contrasting dynamics, the following 

table outlines how different regime types shape the interpretation of environmental rights 

and their consequences for environmental justice. By mapping democratic, authoritarian, 

hybrid, and transitional regimes, the framework highlights both the opportunities and 

constraints inherent in state structures and raises the central question of which forms of 

governance are most capable of embedding environmental responsibility in a sustainable 

and equitable way. 

Political Regime Interpretation of 
Environmental Rights 

Consequences for 
Environmental Justice Scholarly Anchors 

Democratic regime 

Human-centric and 
rights-based 
interpretation: 
environmental rights are 
linked to human dignity, 
health, and participation. 
Citizens and NGOs can 
mobilize through courts, 

Greater potential for 
protecting nature, health, 
and human lives; 
possibility of balancing 
developmentalist policies 
with sustainability through 
transparency, 
accountability, and checks 
on power. Still vulnerable 

Purucker’s 
strategic–relational 
approach (2021); 
Gosseries (2023) on 
future-sensitive 
institutions. 



 

Table 1. Political Regimes and the Architecture of Environmental Justice 

 

Environmental Legal Framework in the Republic of Armenia 

Armenia has ratified several key international treaties related to environmental protection and 

sustainable development, including the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (1993), the UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in 

Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (the Aarhus Convention) (2001), 

the Kyoto Protocol (2002), and the Paris Agreement (2017).36F

37 These commitments are reflected 

in domestic law through Armenia’s foundational “Principles of Legislation on Nature Protection” 
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public participation, and 
deliberative processes. 

to capture by economic 
lobbies. 

Authoritarian 
regime 

State-centric 
interpretation: 
environmental rights are 
subordinated to state-
defined “public interest” 
or economic growth. 
Rights often framed as 
collective duties rather 
than individual 
entitlements. 

Domination of extractivist 
economic projects; weak 
enforcement of 
environmental standards; 
restricted civil society 
participation; 
environmental conflicts 
often suppressed. 

Pellow’s Critical 
Environmental 
Justice (2018), 
highlighting the 
state as perpetrator 
of injustice. 

Hybrid/illiberal 
regime 

Instrumental 
interpretation: selective 
recognition of 
environmental rights, 
often for international 
legitimacy, while 
undermining them 
domestically. 

Environmental rights exist 
on paper but lack 
enforcement; strategic use 
of “greenwashing” in 
development rhetoric; 
citizens may face legal or 
political barriers to 
defending rights. 

Comparative studies 
on “environmental 
authoritarianism” 
(e.g., China, 
Russia)35F

36. 

Transitional/fragile 
regime 

Context-dependent 
interpretation: 
environmental rights 
fluctuate with political 
instability, weak 
institutions, and external 
pressures (e.g., donor-
driven reforms). 

High risk of extractivist 
capture; sporadic victories 
through activism or 
international litigation; 
lack of stable judicial 
independence. 

EJ case studies in 
post-Soviet and 
Global South 
contexts (e.g., 
Amulsar in 
Armenia). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Economic_Commission_for_Europe


(1991), often referred to as the “Green Constitution,” as well as sectoral legislation such as the 

Water Code, Land Code, Forest Code, and Subsoil Code.37F

38 

In addition, Armenia has adopted multiple strategies and development programs aimed at 

environmental and agricultural sustainability, including the Sustainable Development Programme 

(2009–2021), the Armenia Development Strategy (2014–2025), and the National Strategy to 

Combat Desertification (2015).38F

39 Despite this extensive legal architecture, institutional 

fragmentation, overlapping mandates, and weak enforcement mechanisms have hindered 

implementation. 

Following the 2015 constitutional reforms, Armenia removed Article 33.2, which had guaranteed 

“the right to live in an environment conducive to health and well-being” and the obligation to 

preserve it. Nevertheless, Article 12 of the current Constitution maintains the state’s responsibility 

for protecting and restoring nature “guided by the principle of sustainable development and taking 

into account responsibility to future generations.” It also states that “everyone is obliged to take 

care of environmental protection.”39F

40 

Environmental Governance and Public Access to Information 

Despite these legal commitments, serious concerns persist about environmental degradation in 

Armenia. A 2010 report by Policy Forum Armenia identified major challenges inherited from the 

Soviet period—such as pollution, deforestation, and waste—alongside new problems arising from 

the country’s market transition and extractivist development model.40F

41 According to the report, 

water (including Lake Sevan), air pollution from mining operations, and deforestation have 

worsened without adequate oversight. One major problem is the lack of reliable, accessible 

environmental data. The report notes that it is “difficult to obtain reliable information about the 

nature and extent of Armenia’s environmental condition,” and that both official assessments and 

media reporting often fall short of scientific accuracy. 41F

42 

The Amulsar Gold Mine Case 

The controversy surrounding the Amulsar gold mine exemplifies the collision between Armenia’s 

extractivist policies and its formal commitment to environmental responsibility. Amulsar is the 

second-largest gold deposit in the country, located near the spa town of Jermuk. Its exploitation 
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has been pursued by Lydian Armenia. Concerns have been raised over the use of sodium cyanide 

and potential threats to Jermuk’s water sources and Lake Sevan.42F

43  

From 2018 to 2020, protests intensified as local communities, identifying themselves as “defenders 

of Amulsar,” blocked access to the mine and called for a halt to construction. Despite government 

support for the project, public resistance led the Investigative Committee to commission an 

environmental report by Earth Link & Advanced Resources Development (ELARD). While the 

report claimed that risks could be mitigated, skepticism remained widespread among activists and 

experts. 43F

44 

In parallel, local residents brought legal action before the Administrative Court of the Republic of 

Armenia. Their suit challenged the legality of the environmental impact assessment (EIA) and the 

administrative acts authorizing the mine’s operation. 

Judicial Findings and Legal Reasoning 

In a landmark decision issued in 2025, the Administrative Court addressed two central issues: the 

plaintiffs’ right to bring an environmental claim, and the validity of the state’s environmental 

expertise. 

On the first issue, the court affirmed the right of citizens to judicial protection of environmental 

rights, referencing the Aarhus Convention, Armenia’s Constitution, and national land legislation. 

It concluded that if any activity poses a potential environmental risk to human health, the right to 

a healthy environment is endangered. As stated in the ruling, “the right to live in an environment 

conducive to human health and well-being also reasonably includes the right to be protected from 

negative environmental impacts that create conditions incompatible with a healthy and prosperous 

life.” 
44F

45 

On the second issue, the court found that the EIA conducted by the Ministry of Environment was 

procedurally and substantively flawed. The assessment was carried out by individuals who lacked 

certified professional qualifications, did not properly evaluate the environmental risks, and failed 

to justify conclusions during trial. The court stated that “in conditions where the environmental 

risks... were not assessed in accordance with the procedure and criteria established by law, a 

positive expert opinion was given... without clarifying whether conditions incompatible with 

health and well-being would be created as a result of this activity.”45F

46  

Significance of the Decision 

This ruling marks a significant moment in Armenia’s environmental legal development for several 

reasons: 
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• It reaffirms Armenia’s binding obligations under the Aarhus Convention. 

• It establishes judicial precedent for recognizing the justiciability of environmental rights. 

• It demonstrates the capacity of courts to evaluate environmental expertise based on both 

procedural and substantive standards. 

Most notably, the court upheld these principles despite the 2015 constitutional amendments that 

weakened direct guarantees of environmental rights. In doing so, it reaffirmed the broader ethical 

and international framework of environmental justice—recognizing that environmental rights may 

continue to operate even where domestic constitutional protections have regressed. 

Discussion 

The Amulsar case reveals a critical intersection between extractivist development, environmental 

law, and evolving notions of justice. While Armenia’s formal legal commitments to environmental 

protection are well-established, their enforcement has often been subordinated to economic 

objectives. The court’s decision in 2025—recognizing the right to judicial protection of 

environmental interests and invalidating a flawed EIA—marks a notable rupture in this pattern. It 

suggests the potential for environmental rights to function as real instruments of legal and political 

accountability, even within systems historically shaped by developmentalist priorities. 

As argued earlier, developmentalism operates as both a material policy orientation and an 

ideological device that legitimizes capitalist accumulation and natural resource exploitation.46F

47 In 

Armenia, this paradigm continues to guide economic planning, despite official references to 

sustainable development. The government’s support for the Amulsar project—framed in terms of 

foreign investment, GDP growth, and regional development—reflects this deep entrenchment. 

Yet the court’s reasoning introduces a counterweight. By affirming that the right to a healthy 

environment encompasses protection from incompatible conditions of life and well-being, the 

court moves beyond minimalist legal formalism. It articulates a substantive conception of 

environmental rights, one that mirrors ethical calls for responsibility toward human and nonhuman 

life systems. 

This shift reflects the evolving normative role of courts in advancing environmental justice. While 

traditionally limited to interpreting statutes, courts in many jurisdictions have begun to integrate 

broader environmental principles—such as the precautionary principle, intergenerational equity, 

and the rights of nature—into their rulings. In this case, Armenia’s Administrative Court did not 

rely solely on the now-removed constitutional provision (former Article 33.2) but grounded its 

reasoning in international obligations (e.g., Aarhus Convention) and general principles of well-

being. 
47F

48 This indicates that environmental rights need not be narrowly constitutional; they can 
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operate as transnational and intergenerational normative commitments that guide national legal 

reasoning. 

Importantly, the case also demonstrates the value of legal mechanisms for translating diffuse 

environmental harms into actionable claims. Following the arguments of Carmen and Kutz, the 

Amulsar decision shows how law can structure responsibility for environmental damage that is 

systemic, long-term, and politically complex. The plaintiffs did not need to show direct causation 

or individual fault. Instead, they challenged the procedural and substantive integrity of state action, 

thereby asserting their environmental rights in a collective, anticipatory mode. 

Moreover, this ruling opens space for broader public participation in environmental governance. 

The Aarhus Convention mandates access to environmental information, public participation in 

decision-making, and access to justice. The court's engagement with these principles reinforces 

environmental democracy—a key pillar of environmental justice. It shows that legal empowerment 

of citizens can disrupt extractivist logics and force states to reorient policy in light of ecological 

limits and social claims. 

This outcome was not produced by legal reasoning alone, but by a set of social and historical 

conditions that amplified the force of environmental rights. Armenia’s post-2018 “Velvet 

Revolution” generated heightened expectations of transparency, accountability, and citizen voice, 

which extended into environmental governance. Around Amulsar, years of grassroots 

mobilization, NGO engagement, and international advocacy created a dense network of resistance 

that kept the issue on the political agenda. Equally important, Armenia’s obligations under the 

Aarhus Convention and its aspiration to harmonize with European legal standards provided a 

normative framework that the Administrative Court could draw upon. Together, these 

conditions—democratic opening, sustained civic activism, and international legal commitments—

explain why environmental rights carried unusual weight in this particular case. 

The Amulsar case demonstrates that the realization of environmental rights is inseparable from the 

nature of the political regime and the dynamics of state power. Democratic regimes provide greater 

opportunities for rights-based interpretations that link environmental protection with health, 

participation, and ecological responsibility, while authoritarian or hybrid regimes tend to 

subordinate such rights to state-defined priorities and extractivist agendas. Armenia’s position as 

a transitional democracy reflects this ambivalence. On the one hand, the government has strongly 

promoted the mine in the name of economic development. On the other, the Administrative Court 

became an arena where citizens could assert environmental rights against state-backed 

extractivism. This outcome validates Purucker’s “strategic-relational” view of the state as a 

contradictory space where resistance is possible, while also reinforcing Gosseries’s claim that 



strengthening judicial independence and principle-driven governance makes the state an 

indispensable vehicle for embedding intergenerational justice.  

While Amulsar represents a landmark affirmation of environmental rights, it would be naïve to 

ignore the broader judicial and political landscape in which many such claims falter. Across the 

world, numerous courts have sided with extractive industries, subordinating ecological concerns 

to economic imperatives. Pellow’s warning remains salient: Armenia, like many other states, often 

functions as a perpetrator of environmental harm, and environmental law has frequently been 

inconsistently applied or politically overridden. Although the court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, 

the underlying economic model—reliant on mining, external investment, and weak oversight—

remains intact. The Ministry of Environment has appealed the ruling, and political pressure 

continues to shape environmental governance. Legal victories, therefore, must be understood not 

as endpoints but as strategic openings in the struggle for environmental justice. 

Yet precisely because of this broader pattern, the Amulsar decision is worth cherishing as a 

significant exception. It demonstrates that environmental rights can indeed function as effective 

instruments of justice, but only under particular conditions—where public mobilization is strong, 

judicial independence is preserved, and international legal commitments exert pressure on 

domestic institutions. In this sense, the Amulsar case embodies both the risks of relying on state 

institutions and the potential of democratic processes to transform environmental rights into 

enforceable tools of justice. It highlights both the fragility and the transformative potential of 

environmental rights as instruments of resistance. 

In sum, the Amulsar case illustrates how environmental rights can function as a form of 

resistance—a legal and ethical response to developmentalist paradigms. While the scope of such 

rights remains contested, their activation through courts, treaties, and public action offers a 

pathway toward more equitable and sustainable environmental governance. 

Conclusion 

The ecological crisis demands not only new technologies or policy tools, but a deep rethinking of 

the philosophical, legal, and ethical foundations that structure human interaction with the 

environment. As this article has argued, the dominant paradigm of developmentalism—rooted in 

extractivism, anthropocentrism, and economic growth—has produced unsustainable and unjust 

socio-ecological outcomes. In response, the framework of environmental justice offers a critical 

alternative: one that re-centers questions of access, equity, and ecological responsibility. 

The concept of environmental rights—when grounded in enforceable legal norms—emerges as a 

key mechanism for translating the ideals of environmental justice into institutional practice. As the 

Armenian case demonstrates, even within post-Soviet legal systems historically shaped by state-



centered and industrial logics, it is possible to assert and defend environmental rights through 

litigation, public mobilization, and international legal frameworks. 

The Amulsar gold mine conflict shows that such rights are not merely aspirational. When 

effectively articulated and enforced, they can reshape state accountability, challenge extractivist 

agendas, and open space for democratic participation in environmental governance. The 

Administrative Court's 2025 ruling reaffirms that legal reasoning can move beyond technocratic 

formalism to embrace substantive ecological responsibility—anchored in both national law and 

transnational principles. 

At the same time, the struggle for environmental justice cannot rely on courts alone. The legal 

system must be part of a broader cultural and political transformation that shifts the meaning of 

development, revalues nonhuman life, and foregrounds interdependence and sustainability as core 

societal goals. As Hamilton et al. argue, confronting climate change calls for rethinking core 

categories of modernity—such as autonomy, freedom, and progress—in light of planetary limits.48F

49 

This requires not only philosophical reflection but the active reshaping of legal, institutional, and 

civic practices. 

While the Amulsar ruling stands out as a rare affirmation of environmental rights, it must be 

situated within a broader—and often less encouraging—judicial reality. Around the world, courts 

frequently prioritize extractive interests over ecological concerns, and even within Armenia similar 

legal gains can be fragile and context-dependent. Precisely because such rulings remain 

exceptional, the Amulsar case deserves to be celebrated—not as a universal model, but as evidence 

of what environmental rights can accomplish when sustained by strong public mobilization, 

judicial independence, and international pressure. 

The Armenian case offers a glimpse of what this transformation might look like in practice. It 

suggests that environmental rights, when seriously pursued, can serve as a foundation for 

environmental peace—a condition in which human and nonhuman communities coexist with 

dignity, security, and care. Moving beyond the short-sighted goals of unchecked development, 

such a vision aligns legal systems with the ethical imperatives of our ecological future. 
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