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Note: Some of this text is drawn from an unpublished 
concept note developed by a collective of 
organisations, including the Alternative Information 
and Development Centre (AIDC), the southern African 
Rural Women’s Assembly (RWA), the Southern African 
Green Revolutionary Council (SAGRC), WoMin and 
the Trust for Community Outreach and Education 
(TCOE). With thanks to the collective.

The R2SayNO is a CALL by communities for control 
over their own development. This means many 
things including the right to a decent life; to health 
and wellbeing; to control over seeds and respect for 
collective land rights; to living a caring interdependent 
relationship with nature; to being free from all forms of 
violence; and to enjoying public and social services. 

The R2SayNO stands FOR direct forms of democracy, 
decentralised decision-making and the redistribution 
of power. The R2SayNO is founded on resistance and 
so it is very centrally about POWER and challenges 
to the institutions and people who hold power over 
people and nature to enrich themselves. It is important 
for poor and marginalised people to achieve direct 
democracy to determine their destinies. Saying NO is 
deeply political as it challenges systems of power and 
asserts the right of communities to define their own 
interests and their own futures. A consent right for 
communities could represent a substantial push back 
against the immense global power corporations have 
built, and roll back the rate of dispossession of land, 
resources and livelihoods by these corporations. 

The R2SayNO is DRIVEN FROM BELOW by 
communities in resistance and movements who 
are saying NO to mega projects – it is not something 
imposed, interpreted and transplanted from above 
which is most often the case with laws, protocols and 
frameworks. Even if a right has been legislated it is 
typically won by people organising for and demanding 
this right. Communities and their allies often say NO 
without a legislated and recognised national right. 
Instead, they see their right to self-determination and 
sovereignty as a just claim on the basis of which they 
say NO.

R2SayNO claims are AGAINST A DESTRUCTIVE 
DEVELOPMENT MODEL in which land and natural 
resources are exploited so that corporations can profit. 
When communities are saying NO, they are saying 
NO to projects imposed by the powerful and how 
they think about ‘development’. But communities are 
not saying NO to development which they determine 
for themselves and which meets their needs and 
dreams. Given the clear encroachment of capitalism 
into all aspects of our lives and that of nature, the 
R2SayNO issues a direct challenge to the exploitation 
of nature and people’s cheap and unpaid labour to 
make profit for a few. When communities of resistance 
say NO, they are defending land, rivers and forests, 
and they are protecting their own livelihoods and that 
of generations to come. Saying NO therefore is an 
important step towards reversing benefits flowing 
to the few. The R2SayNO seeks to transform society 
so that it works for all for us and the right of future 
generations to exist.  

WHAT IS 
THE RIGHT 
TO SAY NO?
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The R2SayNO makes visible and reinforces the YES – 
protecting land, forests, air, seas and water bodies as 
the commons that we all need to survive and be well. 
The YES is about defending a way of life that allows all 
the peoples on the plant to live a ‘good life’. And the YES 
is also about living with and relating to nature in ways 
that protect her. For this is the only way humanity can 
survive the many crises we face. The YES embraces 
a vision of what people want for their families, 
communities, society and a new Africa. And the YES 
considers and protects the interests of the generations 
to come. Consent is not just about yes or no but about 
who defines the development agenda. Communities 
have their own alternatives to development and so 
as they say NO, they are expressing their democratic 
views and bringing to the table their own vision and 
ideas about justice and development.

While the Right to Say NO is not attached to a specific 
legal instrument or right, it draws on numerous 
international, regional and local treaties, covenants 
and declarations around self-determination and 
participation like the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Peasants and Other People Working in Rural 
Areas, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social, and Cultural Rights. Cases, such as the Amadiba 
Crisis Committee (ACC) claim to sovereignty over their 
land based on customary rules related to decision-
making and alienation of land, set precedents for 
communities to claim their R2SayNO. Consent is 
already recognised implicitly in legal cases in various 
jurisdictions and Free, Prior Informed (and Continuous) 
Consent (FPIC) has been accommodated in some 
national legislation, and frameworks and protocols at 
the sub-regional or continental level. 

While FPIC provides for consent rights of affected 
communities, it usually does so without referring to 
or exposing the development logic and the powerful 
interests driving mega development projects. FPIC, in 

the hands of liberal NGOs, generally does not question 
this model and work with affected communities 
to define the YES, the alternatives to development 
that communities are struggling for. Development 
sovereignty, and alternatives which challenge dominant 
power and transnational corporations are often not 
part of the lexicon of the organisations that support 
communities facing off extractives’ projects.

FPIC, in the hands of mainstream organisations, largely 
fails to grapple with the vast power that corporates 
hold (usually with the full support of governments) 
which counts against the right of consent being 
enshrined and then respected by those in power. 
Communities confront violence perpetrated by the 
private security of corporations, and by the security 
apparatus of the state, deployed to safeguard the 
interests of corporations. Leaders of community 
struggles are often criminalised by the state and 
other elites. Women in communities endure sexualised 
violence, often enacted by groups of men. Free consent 
is not possible when capital and its need to accumulate 
on an ongoing basis, is not recognised and confronted.

The concept of FPIC has been captured by some 
corporates as part of their corporate social 
responsibility agenda. Consent is typically reduced 
to consultation, with the state or corporation in the 
driving seat of the process. In this process community 
power and their decision-making processes are 
put aside in favour of controlled and bureaucratic 
processes, quite alienating to traditional communities. 


