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Abstract

This article aims to shed light on the processes and conditions that enable work-
ers to maintain employment stability and wage security while reorganizing produc-
tion to effectively address the ongoing climate crisis. By thoroughly analysing a case
of workers’ mobilization within the automotive sector at the GKN plant in Campi
Bisenzio (Florence—Italy), we underline the conditions under which workers may
support a transformative ecological transition. Their campaign has rapidly become
emblematic of a national movement that integrates social and environmental con-
cerns. Through qualitative analysis of social media content, self-produced docu-
ments, and in-depth interviews, we illustrate how these workers, by stepping into
a gap left by both the state and the market, have advocated for a credible and radi-
cal bottom-up transition plan. This plan challenges the power imbalances within the
production system and positions workers and the local community as key stakehold-
ers in plant management, as well as guardians of the local territory and its environ-
ment. Their organizational model and identity, strategic alliances, and the specific
territorial context in which they operate are conducive to this endeavour.

Keywords Just transition - Working class - Labour - Trade unions—social
movements

Edited by Centro Linguistico — Universita di Pisa (Daria E. Cavallini).

P< Massimiliano Andretta
massimiliano.andretta@unipi.it

Paola Imperatore
paola.imperatore @sp.unipi.it

Dipartimento di Scienze Politiche, University of Pisa, Via Serafini, 3, 56126 Pisa, PI, Italy

Published online: 29 August 2024 ”}%ﬂ


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7078-4635
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41269-024-00352-8&domain=pdf

M. Andretta, P. Imperatore

Introduction

On 9th July 2021 the trade union representative unit (RSU) of the GKN auto-
motive plant located in Campi Bisenzio (close to Florence) received an e-mail
informing that all 422 plant workers had been laid off. The decision was taken
from Melrose Industries, the multimillionaire financial company that owns GKN,
who announced in that e-mail the imminent closure of the plant (GKN 2022, p.
9).

Despite an editorialist from Econopoly—the blog of IlSole24Ore, a lead-
ing Italian business newspaper—described this as “the banality of the ecologi-
cal transition in the automotive sector” (Econopoly 2021), the workers’ struggle
against these layoffs gave rise to a widespread mobilization and the elaboration of
a radical transition plan.

This seems to contradict the view of some scholars who pointed to the system-
atic recurrence of the labour/environment conflict (Barca 2019, p. 5).

Besides that, the GKN mobilization helps to properly enter the ecological tran-
sition debate, by pointing out the multifaceted substance of the concept, which
mirrors the multiple interpretations, interests and perspectives of the actors
involved.

Our paper aims to illuminate the processes and conditions that empower work-
ers to develop an industrial conversion plan "from below," guided by the prin-
ciples of a transformative and equitable just transition, while concurrently safe-
guarding their job security and wage compensation.

The article is structured into three sections. In the first section, we provide an
overview of the existing literature related to the transition towards a sustainable
economy and the conceptions which labour’ actors have elaborated for a just tran-
sition. Here, we propose shifting the focus to the engagement of grassroots labour
groups in what can be described as a "transition from below," while also identify-
ing the factors that may potentially influence this particular labour’s approach to
the transition process.

The second section is dedicated to presenting our case study and the methodol-
ogy we employed. In the third section, we conduct a detailed examination of our
empirical findings, highlighting the transition project that arose from the mobiliza-
tion and identifying the external and internal factors that influenced the outcome.

Finally, in our concluding remarks, we will underscore the key insights from
our study, explore their theoretical and political implications, and suggest direc-
tions for further inquiry.

Labour in (just) transition: a grassroots perspective
The discourse surrounding ecological transition posits a compelling urgency to

shift from high-carbon-dependent production and industries towards green and
sustainable economies, a critical endeavour to avert the potentially catastrophic
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impacts of climate change looming in the forthcoming decades. The ongoing pro-
cess of low-carbon transition, however, does have the potential to generate new
injustices and vulnerabilities (Wang and Lo 2021). In fact, workers find them-
selves at the forefront of exposure to the social repercussions of transition poli-
cies, as they endure the impact of companies’ power to leave highly regulated
labour markets and relocate their production to regions with lower labour costs,
thereby offsetting the costs associated with transition (Countouris et al. 2024).
For these reasons, their perspectives on and strategies to the ecological conver-
sion process becomes of paramount importance (Bell et al. 2023).

As is well known, precisely in order to address the challenge of ecological transi-
tion while taking into account the necessary social protections for workers involved
in conversion processes, the concept of a just transition (JT) has been developed
by labour organizations. This concept has its roots in the tumultuous decades of
the 1960s and 1970s. It was during this time that the US labour movement, and in
particular the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers’” Union (OCAW), undertook con-
certed efforts in the most polluting sectors to protect their jobs (Morena et al. 2020;
Just Transition Research Collaborative 2018; Bell 2020). The concept of Just Transi-
tion later emerged in the 1980s, linked to the idea of implementing a *Superfund for
workers’ aimed at financing the cleanup of contaminated sites and providing finan-
cial support and retraining opportunities for workers displaced by environmental
policies (ILO 2018).

The widespread dissemination of this concept began in the early twenty-first
century. Pivotal moments, such as the establishment of the Just Transition Centre
(JTC) within the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) in 2016, marked
a significant shift. During this period, the trade unions’ meaning of the concept has
broadened, evolving from a primarily job loss reduction focus, to defining "a delib-
erate effort to plan for and invest in a transition to environmentally and socially sus-
tainable jobs, sectors, and economies" (Smith 2017, p. 3).

Despite this, a significant portion of the literature often portrays workers as con-
tributors to the problem (Carr and Gibbson 2016), thereby relegating the labour
groups to the role of resistant agents against ecological transition (Feltrin and Leon-
ardi 2023, p. 101, Bouzarovski 2022). In this vein, Velicu and Barca (2020, p. 4)
found that the established trade unions’ documents promoting just transition primar-
ily focus on procedural, compensatory, and distributive measures aimed at protect-
ing workers (including their social welfare) and ensuring the right of unions to par-
ticipate in negotiations regarding transition processes, but do not seem to endorse
the urgency of the transition toward a more sustainable model of production or
development.

The tendency of labour organizations toward radical or transformative strategies
for a green transition has generally been shown to be peripheral (Bohler et al. 2022),
as preferences often lean towards maintaining the status quo or adopting reactive
measures (Cheon and Urpelainen 2013; Snell 2018; Kalt 2022).

In the context of the coal sector in Germany, Kalt (2021. illustrates how labour
strategically pitted its concept of just transition against the more radical vision of
environmental movements to provoke a standoff, and impeding the timely imple-
mentation of transition policies.
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This depiction, however, only partially reflects the broader labour reality. To
make sense of the variations across labour organizations and groups, we need to take
into account the plurality of transition visions, which, in turn, reflects the distinct
ideologies, encompassing systems of ideas and values, embedded within different
actors (Stevis 2023; Banerjee and Schuitema 2022). Kojola and Agyemen (2021)
delineate between neoliberal, state-centred, and ecosocialist perspectives; Morena
et al. (2020) identify "status quo" (rejection), "managerial" (green capitalism),
"structurally reformist” (enhancing public or collective ownership and inclusive
decision-making), and "transformative" (novel economic systems grounded in alter-
native paradigms) approaches; Kalt (2022) distinguishes between "oppositional”
(opposition to transition), "reactive” (gradual slowdown), "affirmative” (advocating
ecological modernization and green capitalism), and "transformative" (propagating
a profound reshaping of power dynamics and rejecting green capitalism) orienta-
tions; and Bell et al. (2023) differentiate between “managerial”, and “structural/
transformative” conceptions.

While the literature has scrutinized these diverse approaches of labour actors,
one of the persisting gaps concerns the factors and conditions that shape workers’
attitudes towards environmental concerns and transition processes (Benegiamo et al.
2023). A notable exception is Kalt’s (2022) endeavour to illuminate the external
and internal influences that mould labour responses to green transition. In his com-
parative analysis of the German and South African scenarios, factors such as the
governance context of the transition, the extent to which the adverse effects of neo-
liberal globalization on the labour force are mitigated, the prominence of transition
urgency in public discourse, and the extent to which their members are reliant on a
carbon-based, fossil fuel economy are reported to influence the strategies adopted by
trade unions. However, the influence of these factors is modulated by certain inter-
nal characteristics of the trade unions, including their organizational structure, their
identity and culture.

While this approach holds much promise, it currently primarily examines the
responses of established trade unions to policy programmes, only rarely adopting a
transformative approach, and offers limited or no consideration for the perspectives
of workers themselves.

On the other hand, Bell et al. (2023), through direct interviews with workers from
the defence industry in the UK and USA, found that some workers do embrace a
radical and transformative perspective, especially if involved in processes of com-
munity empowerment.

Moreover, it’s been observed that rank-and-file unions, along with other grass-
roots labour mobilizations and workers’ groups, often mobilize for a more radical
vision of transition (Stevis et al. 2018).

As with other industrial transformations noted by Cronberg (1994), in fact, the
impetus for a transformational green transition can emerge from the grassroots
efforts of workers, communities, and civil society organizations, in addition, or in
alternative, to the more moderate and traditional top-down approaches driven by
governments and corporate leaders (Kleinheisterkamp-Gonzélez 2023).

As demonstrated by an array of compelling cases, worker mobilizations arising
from collective layoffs due to industrial facility closures have for instance catalysed
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the development of transformative industrial transition projects (Salisbury 2021;
Bouzarovski 2022; Kleinheisterkamp-Gonzalez 2023): these include protests against
the closing of Harland & Wollff in Belfast, GM Oshawa in Ontario, Lucas Aerospace
in Birmingham, Bosh in Munich and the case we will here explore in detail, the
GKN worker mobilization after a car axle production plant was shut down. In all
these cases, workers seem to play a crucial role in at least initiating a green tran-
sition, effectively replacing both state-driven and market-induced mechanisms and
giving rise to a grassroots approach to transition, which can be defined as "conver-
sion from below" (Cronberg 1994) or, more specifically, “green transformation from
below” (Scoones et al. 2015).

It is worth noticing that these cases seem to challenge the hypothesis put forth by
Kalt, suggesting that workers in highly carbon-dependent economic sectors would
inherently resist transition. This may indeed occur when established trade unions
strategically employ the concept of just transition to slow down the transition pro-
cess. However, it seems to be less prevalent when considering the perspectives of
workers themselves or more grassroots forms of unionism.

Case and method
An introduction to the GKN case study

Soon after the above-mentioned email of July 9, 2021, the GKN workers, organized
under the pre-existing group known as the Collettivo di Fabbrica—essentially an
independent trade union organization within the plant—convened in a permanent
assembly within the factory, open to all individuals who were willing to support
their mobilization.

In this initial phase, the consolidation of the relationship between the factory and
the surrounding territory proved to be fundamental. Thousands of people in and
around Florence united to defend the factory through demonstrations and by actively
participating in the daily activities of the assembly (Il Manifesto 2021). This phase
concluded with a partial victory when the Court of Florence revoked the collective
dismissal of the workers based on a legal appeal presented by FIOM/CGIL, the most
significant metalworkers’ trade union in Italy (GKN 2022, p. 54, 11 Sole 24 Ore,
2021b).

A few months later, under the slogan "Converge to revolt," the mobilization
expanded across the country, with the aim not only to defend the rights of GKN
workers but also to advocate for a socially and climatically just society.

In this new phase, the Collettivo di Fabbrica sought to enhance relationships with
other labour disputes and various sectors of social movements, including students,
the unemployed, women, and ecological groups (GKN 2022, p. 54). Together, they
supported the mobilization and campaigned for the ecological reindustrialization of
the factory.

After approximately three years of mobilization and successful legal appeals,
including the most recent one against a new round of layoffs announced on January
1, 2024, the workers have succeeded in remaining inside the factory with the goal
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of restarting production (Il Sole 24 Ore 2023). The fundraising efforts to kickstart
industrial reconversion are in their final stages, with the plan and necessary patents
already prepared. The last step involves negotiations with the regional government
to facilitate the reconversion by providing the remaining capital needed to begin
production.

Method

The case we examine is particularly significant for theoretical inquiry as it unfolds
from workers within a high-carbon sector. Historically, this sector has witnessed the
emergence of ecological awareness among workers, as previously evidenced in the
case of the OCAW. However, contemporary analyses, such as that by Kalt (2022),
suggest that this sector is now perceived as less receptive to ecological transition due
to its entrenched reliance on fossil fuels and the increased blackmail of workers.

The fieldwork relies on a triangulation of qualitative data collection and analysis
methods, encompassing fourteen in-depth interviews with 20 key-actors,' Facebook
(FB) posts from the worker’s organization, and self-produced political documents.
We also conducted several participant observations section particularly important
to establish trust relationships between the researchers and the research subjects
(Wood 2007), and to select our interviewees based on their engagement and role in
the mobilization. Interviews were administrated to 6 GKN workers (all members of
Collettivo di Fabbrica); 12 members of the organizations of the supporting network
(Solidarity Research Group, Fridays for Future Italy and Fridays for Future Flor-
ence, Ecologia Politica, Bologna for Climate Justice, Rimaflow and Firenze Citta
Aperta); and 2 external, but informed, observers, members of the most important
Italian trade union in the automotive sector (FIOM-CGIL) (see the list in the Appen-
dix). The interviews have been thoroughly reviewed, and all the extracts related to
the main conceptual themes of this article have been manually selected.

All FB posts (749) published by the GKN workers during the period from July 9,
2021, to February 2, 2023, were downloaded using the Facebook Graph API. After
the automatic coding based on selected keywords (environment, transition, conver-
gence, conversion), we manually read and analysed more than 200 selected posts,
identifying extracts where these concepts were appropriately adopted and other rel-
evant theoretical aspects were highlighted. Additionally, we collected all available
self-produced documents that reported on the process of convergence between the
workers’ struggle with climate justice movements and activists, as well as the plan
for industrial conversion.

" All the interviewees have been informed about the objectives of the research and they all gave their
consent before the interviews. The research data materials are only accessible to the writers and are
stored in confidentially.
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Analysis
Transition from below

The Collettivo di Fabbrica has taken on the role of promoting an industrial recon-
version project right from the initial months of the mobilization against the col-
lective layoffs. The aim was to gain state support for restarting production after
implementing a conversion plan. To achieve this goal, they formed an interdisci-
plinary Solidarity Research Group (SRG), composed of both the GKN workers
and young and senior academics, primarily economists, sociologists, and engi-
neers with expertise in industrial relations, automotive, and robotics, mainly from
the Sant’Anna University and the Scuola Normale of Pisa (Int. 7, with members
of the SRG).

Between November 2021 and March 2022, this group developed the first con-
version project for a Public Pole of Sustainable Mobility based on projecting and
producing components for electric-powered public transport vehicles (such as
axle shafts and other mechanical components) (VV.AA. 2023, p. 68).

It is worth noting that the industrial conversion of the automotive sector
towards more sustainable mobility has been a goal of GKN workers since 2016,
when, in a leaflet, they expressed their belief that making a living through pol-
luting and exacerbating the climate is not a sustainable way of life (Doc. 1). As
a consequence of the collective layoff, this goal became pivotal, and the alliance
with academics proved to be strategic in gaining resources in terms of knowledge,
relationships, and legitimation.

The first plan was proposed also as a strategy to address the transformation of
the country’s automotive sector, which is currently grappling with the potential
loss of 60,000 jobs, due also to an inadequately managed ecological transition.
(VV.AA. 2023, p. 57).

Considering the ambitious scope of this reindustrialization project, which goes
beyond the boundaries of the particular factory by suggesting a transformation of
the entire mobility sector, GKN workers have emphasized the urgency for state
intervention. They advocate for the state to participate both as an investor and as
a partner in designing a new sustainable mobility policy (Ibid., pp. 42—43).

Despite this, the plan has not been taken into account by the institutions
throughout the entire negotiation process.

For this reason, in July 2023, by revitalizing the radical class ideological tradi-
tion of self-managed production (see Doc. 3), the workers established the coop-
erative GKN FOR FUTURE (GFF) and appealed to the general public for share-
holders to raise funds for ecological reconversion. This initiative was organized
in collaboration with Fridays for Future, Banca Etica (an ethical banking institu-
tion), and the ARCI network, one of the most important Italian NGOs for cul-
tural and social promotion, deeply rooted in the socialist and communist tradition
(Berliner Gazzette 2023).

The establishment of the GFF represents just the initial step dedicated to man-
aging a new industrial plan aimed at producing cargo-bikes and photovoltaic

e



M. Andretta, P. Imperatore

panels (using innovative methods that do not require critical materials) (V.V.
A.A., 2023), and is meant to guarantee "cooperative and socially advanced con-
trol and decision-making structures, fostering a community of solidarity and
mutual aid" (GKN 2023).

While this plan may appear less extensive and ambitious than the first one, it
is commensurate with the production capabilities of workers who, to date, have
received little support from institutions. Currently, the workers are continuing the
bottom-up reindustrialization process, which is now in its final stage of raising
investments, with the aim of restarting production before the end of 2024.

Both the original and ongoing conversion plans have been developed based
on two fundamental principles: firstly, workers assert that any social programme
must prioritize addressing environmental issues due to humanity’s dependence
on nature (Doc. 4); secondly, they advocate for a genuine ecological transition
that arises from a democratic redefinition of production, transformation, and con-
sumption models, placing the well-being of the community above capital interests
(Ibid.).

In both projects, specific goals, methods, and conditions have been established,
which demonstrate their transformational approach to a just transition (Doc. 5, PO
05/12/21):

1. Emphasizing the pivotal role of workers, scholars, and ecologist movements in
shaping the reconversion plan.

2. Prioritizing the reduction of CO2 emissions while safeguarding the environment
and accounting for the ecological transition’s impact.

3. Employing innovative approaches to renewable energy production that aim to
avoid the exploitation of resources from other countries.

4. Shifting the production paradigm from a profit-driven and market-oriented
approach to one centred on social utility and collective benefits.

5. Acknowledging the vital contribution of autonomous workers’ organizations, such
as the GKN Collettivo, in all decision-making processes.

6. Recognizing the "territory" as a key stakeholder in the plant’s management
through the GFF cooperative.

7. Establishing a collaborative partnership between workers and the university,
manifested through the creation of a knowledge district within the factory, with
the goal of developing skills not solely for profit but also for societal well-being.

Within these ecological transition plans, what becomes apparent is not simply a
reduction in CO2 emissions, but rather a more comprehensive, radical, and trans-
formative approach that seeks to empower grassroots actors and prioritize the well-
being of both the environment and society as a whole.

It is worth noting the substantial support that the two plans received from climate
activists themselves:

While trade unions [usually] put the green stamp on some of their regulations
or programmes, GKN decided to elaborate an [industrial] plan based on the
idea to restart [production] in a sustainable way from both the climate and the
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social perspectives. (Int. 1, see also Int. 2; both with members of Friday for
Future).

Fridays for Future actually regards the GKN workers “as a significant resource”
for shaping the ecological transition they aspire to, noting their tangible contribu-
tions through the formulation of proposals (Int. 2).

State, capitalism and the (lack of) green transition

As summarized in the literature review, labour organizations are more likely to adopt
a positive attitude toward green transition when: (a) the state implements a transi-
tion programme, (b) labour perceives that the conversion can mitigate the adverse
effects of neoliberal globalization, (c) the public debate is concerned with the cli-
mate issues, and (d) the workers are not heavily dependent on high-carbon sectors,
trade unions are more inclined to support the transition.

In the case under analysis, however, the workers are precisely operating in an eco-
nomic sector undergoing a process of restructuring due to its high energy depend-
ence: the automotive sector.

Moreover, the workers suffered more for the lack of a transition programme than
for the associated costs. The GKN workers swiftly rejected the narrative that por-
trayed the layoffs as a direct result of the ecological transition. They also resisted the
notion that labour and ecology were opposing forces, refusing to accept any attempts
to pit them against each other: as one of them told us, “The transition is not the
cause of our dismissals, we don’t have any problem with the energy and climate
transition, in the fight for climate justice (Int. 4)”.

According to the workers’ perspective, the debate on green transition among
political and economic elites are often deemed as ’fake’ and are seen as concealing
a strategy of ’capital valorisation’ (Int. 4, GKN worker) that is incompatible with
environmental and social standards. The GKN plant in Campi Bisenzio appears to
exemplify such a strategy: despite receiving public funds for industrial renovation,
once the government’s ban on layoffs during the initial phase of the pandemic was
lifted, the company relocated production to a third country with lower labour costs,
intending to transfer the acquired technologies to the newly delocalized plant: “It is
now clear what Melrose’s premeditated plan was: take the incentives and patents
and run” (FB 24/11/21).

It’s important to highlight that workers critique the connection between the gov-
ernance context and economic liberalization specifically due to the main actors’
reluctance to address the climate issue seriously:

In the midst of the climate crisis, the greatest challenge that humanity has ever
faced in its millennial history, governments and economic lobbies continue to
talk to us about weapons, GDP growth, major infrastructure projects, and fos-
sil fuels, perpetuating a patriarchal model that has brought us to the brink of
disaster (FB 28/08/22).

Italian governments are criticised because they all proved unable to reverse the
trend of climate change: “the current strategy of the Italian government claims to be
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based on the transition. However, it sets a mythical goal and does so with inadequate
tools” (Ibid.). The distinctive feature of the current and the previous governments is
“the absence of an industrial policy capable of setting long-term objectives, promote
innovation dynamics, identify and support strategic productions” (FB 28/10/21).

For the GKN workers, the absence of a government industrial policy mirrors a
long-standing trend of the state’s marginalization from economic matters. Start-
ing from this observation and the realization that institutions are unlikely to play a
decisive role, the grassroots reconversion project serves as a means to shift power
dynamics within the nation. These efforts seek to pressure institutions to stop ced-
ing decision-making power to the private sector and to reassume responsibility for
critical strategies regarding the country’s production trajectories. Therefore, in the
absence of favourable governance and economic factors, the only exogenous factor
favouring the GKN workers struggle for a just and green transition would be the
centrality in the public debate of the necessity of the transition to a more sustainable
economy and society. If, as already mentions, the workers believe that such a domi-
nant narrative is a “fake”, they also believe that the centrality of the climate crisis for
the public opinion is an opportunity to be seized: “the environmental issue paradoxi-
cally assumed centrality in the narrative of our class adversary. Therefore, willingly
or unwillingly, we had to come to terms with that narrative” (FB 11/01/22).

However, as we will observe, the significance of the climate crisis could be lever-
aged due to the internal factors that appear to be most influential for workers’ agency
in advocating for a transformative transition from below. Specifically, the Collet-
tivo’s coalition-building ability and its organizational model enabled the GKN work-
ers to centre their mobilization and transition plans around a working class tradition
of environmentalism, contrasting with the "class adversary" transition vision based
on "capital valorisation" (Int. 4, GKN workers).

Convergence

One of the internal relevant factors for the mobilization and the formulation of the
transition project concerns the coalitional strategy adopted by the GKN workers to
create a supporting grassroots network. This strategy, named by the Collettivo di
Fabbrica as “convergence”, aimed to overcome their potential political isolation and
to change the power dynamics in order to increase the chances for a grassroots eco-
logical reindustrialization.

A diverse range of organizations with different political backgrounds responded
to the call to converge:

(a) Locally rooted organizations in the Florentine area include the political asso-
ciation Firenze Citta Aperta (Florence Open City, with two municipal council-
lors), the social Catholic community of Le Piagge (a disadvantaged district of
Florence), the Centro Popolare Autogestito, and Cienfuegos (two radical leftist
social centres). Additionally, there are territorial committees mobilizing against
undesirable land use projects, local student collectives, and other groups.
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(b) Locally rooted organizations in other cities include the Exploit radical social
centre and the Political Ecology group of Pisa, Bologna for Climate Justice,
the cooperative Rimaflow in Milan, as well as workers’ organizations and other
environmental groups in several Italian cities.

(c) National organizations involved in the mobilization include the aforementioned
ARCI, the national chapters of international NGOs such as the peace and inter-
national cooperation organizations COSPE and OXFAM, the national branch of
Fridays For Future, and others.

According to many of these organizations, the GKN workers were able to involve
several groups by explicitly proposing the constitution of a rebelling (Insorgente)
identity which would reverse the historical process of political fragmentation,
workers’ marginalization and environment degradation (Int. 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 13, and
14), defined as ‘those who converge and rebel’, ‘nature rebelling’ (FB 21/05/22),
‘our family’ (Int. 8, Collettivo press officer):

their approach has consistently revolved around convergence (spokeswomen
of Firenze Citta Aperta, Int. 6)

making the task of building collaborative paths is always quite problem-
atic. The GKN workers’ efforts are therefore significant and innovative;
an opportunity arose to forge a path of collective construction (member of
Bologna for Climate Justice, Int. 14).

The aim was then to create a larger coalition capable of catalysing a new collec-
tive identity that redefines the relationships between workers, their plants, and
their broader community by bridging labour, social, and environmental concerns.
As one of the most active GKN worker explains:

An overall change can be achieved only through a large movement. And
a large movement can only be built by the convergence of different move-
ments and by the invite to rebel. For this very reason we also call for the
unity of the workers’ movement with all social movements, starting from
the climate justice movement (Int. 10).

A good example of how this strategy unfolded is the Collettivo’s decision to con-
vene a national demonstration in Florence on March 26, 2022, precisely the day
following the global climate strike held worldwide on March 25. The two days of
mobilization were thus conceived in synergy by the GKN workers and Fridays
For Future Italy, who issued the following statement:

These demonstrations are explicitly linked, both in spirit and in programme,
by the common thread of ecological and labour transition. We will no longer
permit the justification of relocation, layoffs, or lack of job security under
the guise of ecological and climate transition. Nor will we permit the slow-
ing down or deviation of the climate and ecological transition in the name
of protecting workers’ jobs (Doc. 6).
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In one of the concluding speeches at the end of the March 26 demonstration, a
spokeswoman for Friday for Future Italy significantly declared:

A square of workers, of environmentalists, together. We wouldn’t have believed
it... We are the ones admired by everyone it seems, but listened to by few...
They try to divide us? To make us say: "my struggle is more important than
yours"? This square instils fear! This convergence instils fear! (PO 26/3/22)

In another document, the work-environment dilemma is recognised as being at the
core of the actual mode of production and the connection between social justice and
climate justice is articulated as following:

To resist the exploitation of natural resources, ecosystems, and living species,
we recognize the importance of the intersection of environmental and labour
rights struggles. Environmental struggles include reducing working hours
for equal pay and introducing a minimum wage system. Ecological struggles
involve rethinking the production model from below and prioritizing the well-
being of living systems. We must free ourselves from the false dichotomy
between protecting the environment and protecting jobs. Convergence between
environmental and labour rights struggles is essential (Doc. 7).

What emerges is not only the workers’ awareness of the necessity of a radical green
transition but also the strategic dimension in constructing relations and coalitions
at the local and national level to support their transition project. The convergence is
clearly a result of the workers’ agency, but the alliance with environmental move-
ments was not created in a vacuum. As we will see, the workers could rely on a
tradition of workers environmentalism written in the organizational identity. The
construction of an ecological conversion from below has become the perfect oppor-
tunity to combine labour and environmental demands, and, vice versa, the construc-
tion of a broad social movement aligning with the urgency of the climate issue, a
perfect opportunity to support the workers’ struggles and plan.

The Collettivo di Fabbrica

The GKN factory in Campi Bisenzio is one of the most heavily unionized plants in
Italy: “here, there are 254 members affiliated with FIOM, and there are also mem-
bers from Usb, Uil, and Cisl" (FB 4/12/22; Int. 5, GKN worker; se also Int. 9 and 10,
GKN worker, Int. 11 and 12, member of the CGIL trade union).

The plant was originally owned by FIAT, Italy’s largest car manufacturer, then
acquired in 1994 by GKN, which in 2018 was owned by the multinational Melrose
Industries UK. The story of the plant relates to the story of the Italian labour move-
ment. In fact, FIAT was not only the largest car company of the country, but also the
context in which the Italian working class developed its own identity and its own
forms of organization, by engaging in a long season of conflict (between Sixteen
and Seventeen) with important outcomes, also in term of improvement of safety and
workplace ecological condition (Marchetto 2014).
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The most representative labour union at the plant is by far the FIOM-CGIL,
which has a strong leftist political orientation and was originally affiliated with the
Italian Communist Party. This organization was strongly involved in the mobiliza-
tion of the 70 s, which took an ecological stance, and the memory of these struggles
is part of the memory repertoire of the Collettivo (confirmed by some GKN work-
ers—Int. 4 and Int. 5, and a member of the CGIL trade union, Int. 11).

The history of the Italian working class offers a model characterized by deeply
democratic and grassroots organizations, driven by a prevailing social movement
strategy and mode of coordination (Int.12, worker and CGIL member). This legacy
is exemplified by instances such as the Factory Councils of 1919/20 in Italy, which
experienced a resurgence in the 1970s across numerous factories in the country,
including the Fiat factory in Florence. The legacy of the Factory Council experience
at the Fiat factory in Florence continued to persist and was inherited by the GKN
Collective (FB 10/07/22).

In particular, the very organizational model of the Collettivo is based on the more
informal work councils of that period, aimed to organize workers independently by
their trade union affiliation and to enlarge the decision-making process to all the
workers. This model of plant union organization is founded on a robust and horizon-
tal internal democracy, as well as a widespread leadership, involving more workers
in its activities compared to a traditional trade union structure centred around a few
delegates: “the Collective is a whole different story, it’s something that arises from
the grassroots, from workers who at a certain point got fed up with these things that
were imposed on us from above” (Int. 5, GKN worker). Furthermore, the Collettivo
closely aligns with a model of social movement unionism characterized by conflict-
ual industrial relations: “sometimes too radical, aiming to represent all workers, too
conflictual maybe... but we managed to secure very favourable conditions in the
second-level negotiation” (Int. 9, GKN worker).

The working-class identity

The political orientation of the plant trade union organization did play a significant
role in the convergence with environmental movements (and other groups/organiza-
tions) and the support for a transformative transition from below.

In our case, the key identity was not a generic politically oriented identity (Kalt
2022) but that of the working class entrenched in the capital-labour conflict (Int. 4,
5): “The working class and the rest of the popular masses have shown what can be
achieved through organization and mobilization” (FB 04/06/22).

Among the practices that the Collettivo inherited, a certain centrality should be
attributed to working-class environmentalism, which can be defined as the "day-to-
day struggles led by workers, both individually and in an organized form, to defend
the integrity and safety of their working environment and of the environment where
their families and communities live" (Barca 2012, p. 66). Italy has represented an
important labouratory in that respect, with struggles and practices connected with
the ecology-labour nexus in highly noxious and labour-intensive production plants
such as those in the automotive sector (in particular in major automotive industries,
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e.g. FIAT), in the chemical-pharmaceutical industry (e.g. Farmitalia, close to Turin)
or in the petrochemical sector (e.g. Montedison in Porto Marghera, near Venice).
In these contexts, the workers started a strong mobilization against the harm under-
stood both as the capitalist organization of work (Feltrin and Sacchetto 2021) and
the negative externalities coming from production, and achieved important out-
comes such as the improvement of living conditions in the workplace, the Statuto
dei Lavoratori (Workers’ Statute, Act 300/1970) and the reform of the national
health system (Marchetto 2014).

The GKN Collettivo has recovered this heritage to support its mobilization and to
underline the centrality of environmentalism in the class conflict:

Life expectancy is composed of a multitude of factors: arduous work, pre-
carious contracts, air and water quality, access to healthcare, and education.
Within this disparity in life expectancy lies the essence of the class struggle,
and the all-encompassing exploitation that affects us (FB 20/10/22).

Furthermore, through the establishment of the workers’ cooperative (i.e., the afore-
mentioned GFF), the GKN Collettivo has revitalized the tradition of cooperative
practices deeply ingrained in the history of the working class (Ruggeri 2014; Int.
13).

The territory

It appears that workers’ mobilization towards a green and radical transition is pri-
marily influenced by internal factors: the organizational model, political culture,
identity, and relationships with other actors and groups have all proven to be signifi-
cant in our case. However, we also believe that the context in which the mobiliza-
tion took place is a significant, yet often overlooked, external factor that needs to be
considered in the theoretical framework for explaining instances of transformative
struggles for green transition. The “territory” of the industrial plant is, in our case,
highly politicized, rich in political activism dealing with several conflictual issues
ranging from urban to transnational injustices, from labour to ecologism, feminist
and LGBTQ +rights, racism, peace and human rights. The area is also a hotbed of
radical activism rooted in what has been referred to as a "political subculture." This
subculture is not only characterized by a strong allegiance to a particular political
party, but also by modes of representation expressed through an organizational net-
work consisting of political parties, interest groups, trade unions, cultural, sport and
leisure, welfare associations, cooperatives, etc., which ensure the reproduction of the
prevailing political identity (Ramella 2000, p. 3). This subculture is characterized by
its support of leftist values, identities, and historical memories. The Collettivo found
it relatively easy to mobilize in a territory that had been culturally shaped by past
struggles against fascism and by workers’ movement organizations. This historical
context facilitated their political action for a just, equal, and green society, as the
GKN mobilization was able to re-activate this territory by drawing on the latent ten-
sions between the subculture institutionalization (trade unions, political parties and
local institutions) and the subculture ‘rebelling’ nature:
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[Florence] [...] we know that one of your characteristics is that of a rebellious
city, never tamed. Capable of challenging popes, kings, resisting sieges, rising
up with your own plebeians whether it was the time of the Ciompi or 1944.
[...] For this reason, Florence, we call on you once again to amaze us. Let’s
push together. Let’s fearlessly defeat every manoeuvre, unmask every rhetori-
cal and formal stance, bring fresh air into these places filled with stale air. (FB
1/09/21)

Transition from below: discussion and conclusions

While production and labour conditions have evolved over time and varied across
countries, the working class remains a crucial actor in shaping nature-society rela-
tionship and the first to be exposed to—but also to resist—environmental degrada-
tion (Barca 2012). Indeed, while the climate crisis is sometimes used to justify the
implementation of environmental policies that incur excessive costs for workers, at
other times these costs are strategically invoked to slow down the transition pro-
cesses. This is why we believe that exploring working-class perspectives and strug-
gles is essential.

The GKN mobilization case serves as a direct response to this pressing issue,
illustrating a form of "working-class environmentalism" that advocates for a trans-
formative just transition from below. This approach aims to tackle environmental
challenges while highlighting the crucial role of worker action and emphasizing
community empowerment (Bell et al. 2023).

While the final resolution of this dispute remains to be seen, what we tried to por-
tray is the pivotal role played by the workers in bringing to fruition one of the most
advanced ecological reconversion plans in the country. Additionally, we aimed to
highlight the conditions, as per our research findings, that have contributed to mak-
ing this outcome possible.

The conversion plans developed by the workers and their supporters during their
permanent assembly represent an effort to restructure industrial production in a sus-
tainable manner. This requires a reshaping of power dynamics within the production
system, where workers and their communities assume a leading role in creating a
new bond between humanity and nature.

While some of the literature reported portrayed a radical perspective on just tran-
sition as uncommon (Bell et al. 2023; Kalt 2022; Velicu and Barca 2020), and more
likely to be championed by climate activists rather than labour, our case study illus-
trates that under some circumstances, workers can indeed assume the role of cata-
lysts for radical change.

Several external and internal conditions facilitated a successful strategy leading to
this outcome: a) the recognition of both the absence of an industrial policy on the part
of the state—which tends to delegate decisions to the private sector—and the market
dynamics as the causes of the lack of a successful transition programme that could have
saved the plant from closure; b) the strong left-wing class identity of the workers; c)
the unique organizational approach adopted by the GKN workers to mobilize solidarity
from the local community; d) their coalition strategy that connected their mobilization
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not only with similar labour disputes in Italy but also with the themes of climate jus-
tice; e) the characteristics of the territory in which they mobilized.

Some of these conditions align with the findings of Kalt’s (2022) insightful com-
parative analysis. Indeed, internal factors such as organizational structure and identity,
as well as coalition strategies, along with external factors such as the prominence of
climate urgency in public discourse, and the territorial subculture, were instrumental in
explaining our case. However, certain external factors didn’t operate as expected, and
the nuances of the internal factors required further elucidation.

On one hand, it becomes evident that being part of an energy-intensive economic
sector does not inherently restrict workers’ inclination towards a green transition.

Our case of radical transition from below unfolds within the high-carbon automotive
sector, characterized by robust unionization in Italy predominantly founded on a work-
ing-class identity. This identity has a historical engagement in environmental struggles,
conceptualized as working-class environmentalism (Feltrin and Leonardi 2023; Feltrin
and Sacchetto 2022). On the other hand, the state not only fails to be seen as champion-
ing a credible just transition plan but also draws criticism for exacerbating the adverse
consequences of economic globalization on social and environmental aspects.

Despite the seemingly unfavourable external circumstances, workers who are
already politically engaged and unionized are seizing the opportunity to revive a
working-class identity, recognizing it as an essential element for enacting the neces-
sary radical changes to address the prevailing climate concerns prominent in current
public discourse. A flexible, democratic, participatory, and confrontational trade union
model, rooted in a strong class identity and tradition, has a positive influence on work-
ers’ climate-oriented transitional plan and their coalition-building strategy to advance
it. The workers are able to draw upon historically ingrained practices and values, such
as a social movement mode of coordination and a radical class environmentalism, to
create broad social coalitions and collective identities. Ultimately, the territorial con-
text in which the workers mobilized, characterized by a resonant political sub-culture,
emerges as particularly favourable for their mobilization efforts.

Given the significance of this topic in contemporary processes, future research
endeavours must focus on determining the replicability of the outlined conditions
and examining, through additional studies and comparative analyses, other grassroots
mechanisms for transformative ecological transition. The presence of other instances of
workers’ mobilizations advocating for ecological transition from below, as mentioned
in our literature review, emphasizes the need for a more systematic comparison of the
conditions explored in our study. Such a comparison would elucidate whether similar
conditions yield similar outcomes or combine in distinct ways to trigger varied mobi-
lization dynamics, as well as differences in workers’ perceptions of what constitutes a
just transition.
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Appendix
Interviews

Int. 1: two members (F and M, young) of Fridays for Future Italy, support net-
work, online, 12/4/22.

Int 2: a member (F, young) of Fridays for Future Florence, support network,
Firenze, 18/2/22.

Int. 3: two members (M, young) of the Political Ecology Collective and the
Exploit social centre of PISA, support network, Pisa, 25/1/22.

Int. 4: a worker (M, adult) of the Collettivo di Fabbrica, GKN Plant, Campi
Bisenzio, 8/2/22.

Int. 5: a worker (M, adult) of the Collettivo di Fabbrica, GKN Plant, Campi
Bisenzio, 18/1/22.

Int. 6: a member (F, adult) of Firenze Citta Aperta, support network, Firenze,
26/4/22.

Int. 7: four members (3 M, 1 F, young) of Solidarity Research Group, support
network, Pisa, 25/1/22.

Int. 8: a member (M, adult) of the Collettivo’s press office, support network,
Pisa, 24/2/22.

Int. 9: a worker (M, adult) of the Collettivo di Fabbrica, GKN Plant, Campi
Bisenzio, 14/2/22.

Int. 10: two workers (M, F, adult) of the Collettivo di Fabbrica , GKN Plant,
Campi Bisenzio, 8/2/22.

Int. 11: a member (M, adult) of the CGIL Di Vittorio Research Centre, and
expert of industrial relations, external observer, 6/7/23.

Int. 12: a worker (M, adult) and historical member of the FIOM-CGIL during
Seventies, external observer, 15/11/22.

Int. 13: a worker (M, adult) of the Rimaflow cooperative of Milan, support net-
work, online, 16/6/23.

Int. 14: a member (M, young) of the Bologna for Climate Justice, support net-
work, online, 20/6/23.

Participant Observation

PO 05/12/21: Presentation and discussion of Public Mobility and Sustainable
Plan, GKN Plant.

PO 16/02/22: Online assembly FFF Italia and GKN.

PO 26/03/22: Insorgiamo demonstration, Florence.

PO 23/02/23: Mutual workers aid society meeting, GKN Plant.
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Documents

Doc. 1: Leaflet of GKN RSU, 2016.

Doc. 2: Document presenting the reasons of the GKN workers dispute against
the owner.

Doc. 3: Leaflet distributed in the factory at the assembly, February 11, 2023.

Doc. 4: Leaflet “Insorgiamo: un processo, un metodo” distributed during a
national assembly, March 15, 2022.

Doc. 5: Presentation of the plan for the reconversion of GKN Plant diffused
during the assembly of December 5th, 2021.

Doc. 6: Press release GKN—FFF, March 2nd, 2021.

Doc. 7: Leaflet of Tuscany ecologist network, March 26th, 2022.
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