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CHANGING POLITICS
Most of those interviewed felt that a change in government was necessary to 
enact the legislation and policies needed to create rapid and effective change. Firstly, participants 
felt that a change of government composition and practice at the national, devolved and local level 
was needed. 

“A change in how the electoral system, our established form of governing works - because it’s not 
helping us make the decisions we need to see - we need real leaders - we need younger, leaders 
within the mainstream parties with radical ideas of how to work together differently.”

Nationally, it was felt there was a need to look at how democratic systems move past raising 
awareness and discussion of the problem, to implementing radical solutions. Participants highlighted 
that the government is spending and investing in national infrastructure; Heathrow and oil subsidies, 
for example. This therefore negates some of the pushback against “investing” in our future. 
The movement needs to unite to challenge the spending decisions and currently implemented 
solutions. The question for law-makers should be about how the government is responding to 
what is currently occuring, not just focusing on future problems. The political process also needs to 
understand how to remove the idea of “emergency” from an abstract space.

In addition, one participant felt that there is also a need within our governmental and democratic 
systems to analyse and challenge the rise of new threats, for example tech ownership and 
governance. This is a small group of individuals and companies who have exceptional power over 
our lives and systems. 

At a devolved level, there was interest in how the governments of Wales and Scotland have been 
able to implement more progessive framing and solutions. The Welfare of Future Generations Act in 
Wales was cited as one way of framing how the impacts of all policies should be assessed, although 
it was noted that there are challenges in implementation at the moment. Such policies were 
suggested as examples to be held up to Westminster to say “if Wales can, why not England?”
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Finally, at the local level, inspiration was taken from Barcelona’s approach to localising power and 
looking at new forms of democracy and government. Such approaches have led to locally owned 
energy companies Barcelona Energia and Nottingham’s Robin Hood Energy, which also provides a 
licence for Southampton Council’s energy provider. Other such approaches such as Plymouth City 
Council’s Climate Emergency policy and work with local communities to link energy supply to local 
issues was also cited as an example. 

“[There’s] lots of people doing good and practical stuff out there to create a positive and fairer 
future. If there was more support, how do we integrate the practical action into a broader climate 
movement? So that there’s more resource and energy at local levels to help that stuff grow and 
more understanding of the different tactics and groups needed.”

MOVEMENT COHESION
Further to having a clear understanding of a shared problem, the movement 
needs to be clearer in how different actors can work together and complement 
each others’ work. This can be in terms of understanding and appreciating different strategies for 
action and change, as well as more commitment to sharing strategy and resources. In part, this 
includes not creating a hierarchy of “effectiveness” or “the best ideas” and requires actors across the 
movement to see the value of multiple voices all demanding big ideas and change. 

To support this, there should be more investment in the infrastructure of the movement: ensuring 
that money, training and communications are distributed across different actors. Some participants 
reflected on the lack of resources and training that is currently available to those joining the 
movement compared to previous years and how this may result in individuals that are not fully 
equipped to deal with the challenges that the movement faces in terms of scale, urgency and 
defeats. Such resources would also create space for those with different backgrounds and lived 
experiences to participate.
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In addition, the movement needs to invest in and support more regionalised power and organising. 
Such approaches could offer a way of engaging local people in democratic debate as well as actively 
seeking to build bridges and support local people to create local action which has tangible results. 

“[We need to be] Building power in regions: now there’s going to be a race to do this [post 
election]! We should really be having a serious look at mapping across the country and making 
a really concerted effort to bring new people on board and actively placing ourselves in 
communities.”

Within the movement, organisations and collaborations also need to model the values that 
encourage broader change: the “how” we do things is as important as what gets done. This includes 
the stories that we tell and how different actors hold each other accountable in a constructive way.

CENTRE THOSE AFFECTED
There needs to be a consistent approach across the movement to centre those 
directly affected by climate change within analysis and solutions. The movement needs 
to undertake more analysis of power and privilege and what action needs to be taken to 
respond to imbalances. There also needs to be a clear strategy across the movement in terms 
of how all groups/ actors work in solidarity with the global south. As one participant stated: “2020 
should be the year we actually talk about how a just transition can help people to have a better life.”

At a local level, providing a focus on how local economies can enable and benefit from actions to 
mitigate or adapt to climate change, including involving local people in democratic decision making, 
can help create action by using local resources to improve people’s lives in a tangible and visible way. 

“Throwing out organising habits that we’ve held on for too long and working with those at the 
sharp end to design the organising strategy - not in a tokenistic way. These communities are more 
badass than us.”

“Being more open and inclusive… working with people rather than shouting out. Mobilising locally. 
Coordinating working better together, moving away from where the bigger institutional players 
are part of the system where they’re trying to be the highest profile. If we want to usher in an era 
of collaboration, you’ve got to model that. If we are really serious about transformation then we’ve 
got to work together... manifesting cooperation and redistribution and a sense of justice.”

Practically, for NEON and other intermediaries, participants expressed a desire to see more 
prediction of the issues that would be arising and ensuring people are trained and supported to 
speak out in advance. For example, fuel poverty in winter, heatwaves in summer. Being aware of 
these trends will allow such organisations to develop people across all communities to be this voice 
which will ultimately lead to a stronger movement. 

BE BOLD AND SOLUTIONS FOCUSED
The climate emergency movement as well as the Green New Deal have demonstrated 
that it is possible, and necessary, to be bold in both demands and approach. They have 
galvanised more individuals and organisations to understand that responses to climate 
change must include something to do with the system, not just individual level actions. Both have 
also created a focus on solutions: what steps do we need to take to get to the future we want? One 
participant gave the Green Alliance as an example of being solutions focused by presenting solutions 
that 95% of politicians can agree with- what changes can we start making now, as well as the long 
term system change?
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However, within such an approach, there is a need for clarity on both goals: can there be a collective 
agreement on what is an ambitious target that all can get behind e.g. to decarbonise by 2030? 
Secondly, there needs to be clarity on what actions fall outside of such ambitions. For example, 
many people will be appeased by 5p plastic bag tax which saps movement energy/momentum. 

USING SPECIFIC ISSUES TO CONNECT THE MOVEMENT
Those participating in this study gave a number of examples of specific issues that could 
be used to unite parts of the movement. The most popular was focusing on the fossil fuel 
industry. Most of those interviewed felt that the use of fossil fuels is an obvious problem 
that people from all directions can get on board with and there is less disagreement 
about the aim (decrease use). There are also clear solutions that can already be implemented: from 
government action on subsidies to new local solutions on community ownership. It is also an issue 
that can have a noticeable change: such as the rejection of fracking or the % of renewables in the 
energy mix. However, a number of interviewees cautioned against a local focus of any such action: 
everything needs to have an international focus. UK coal has stopped opening new facilities in the 
UK but is still doing so in the Global South. Campaigners are frustrated as to why something that is 
no longer acceptable for Europe is supported in their land. Therefore any collective action needs to 
explicitly state that there should be no new fossil fuel infrastructure in the UK or elsewhere. 

Secondly, plastics were felt by some as an issue that was highly visible and unites multiple groups 
into action, including some corporates. Although not strictly climate but the carbon impacts 
of production and decomposition were seen as a way of directing the conversation about 
consumption. Finally, air pollution was highlighted as a massive potential collective campaign  
area: “it could be a trojan horse to bring in other issues” such as transport and buildings. 
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WHERE ARE WE WINNING?
Throughout this study, there have been a number of interconnected challenges posed 
by participants: having a clear focus, being interconnected across race and class and 
using multiple tactics and approaches to achieve change. At the end of the interviews, we asked 
participants to share some of the movement victories that inspired them to keep believing that 
change was possible.

FRACKING

Fracking is an approach to gathering natural gas supplies that involves fracturing rock using high 
pressure liquid. Popular in the USA, since 2011 more than 100 licenses for test sites have been 
issued by the UK government. Despite evidence from the US of the health and environmental 
effects, earthquakes in the UK as well as the investment in fossil fuels that could be used for 
renewables, one company - Cuadrilla - received final permission to begin fracking.

The opposition against fracking sites happened in multiple communities across the UK. It had a 
core national campaigning group which had representatives from communities, policy advocates 
It has been described as “a well developed network of resistance embedded in the community”. 

The anti-fracking communities were made up of people from all walks of life: families, 
counsellors, business owners who worked together to take on a “shared villain”. In the process 
of becoming engaged, many increased the depth of their activism: “moving from a narrow set of 
activities like letter writing to a broader empowerment on a broader range of issues.” 

In November 2019, the UK Government announced a moratorium on fracking in the UK. 
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The Green New Deal

The Green New Deal has a simple goal: to reorganise the economy to be more democratic, 
sustainable and equal. There are five key principles to inform the development of new policies 
and a range of legislative and policy proposals for how this could be achieved. The original 
idea for the Green New Deal was developed in 2009 by academics and politicians but it has 
been revived in the US and the UK in 2019. It currently is integrated into the platforms of 
three democratic nominees for the 2020 Presidential campaign in the US. 

At its core, it seeks to engage with citizens to create a “public-led, society-wide mission shaped 
by workers, unions and communities, to rapidly and justly decarbonise the economy as fast as 
feasibly and fairly possible”. Within the study and the training, the GND was held up as an 
example of a transformational policy demand which had a strong framing around justice. It 
offers parity of expression to climate and social justice as well as providing clear messaging 
that can mobilise people. 

THE DIVESTMENT MOVEMENT

Divestment is a means of getting rid of stocks, bonds and investments that are unethical, 
as well as removing sponsorship ties between fossil fuel companies and social and cultural 
institutions.

Actors within the movement, from international organisations such as 350.org to specific 
actions at cultural institutions were held up as examples of immediate and tangible change. 
They were credited with not only moving sums of money (around $6tn) away from fossil 
fuels, but also bringing new people into the movement who were interested and able to 
use an analysis of power. The public presence of campaigns has been credited with raising 
awareness amongst the wider public. 

The movement was also credited as building meaningful and effective international solidarity 
actions whereby those with resources, and sometimes greater levels of personal freedoms, in 
the global north were able to campaign against actions in the global south. 
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Conclusions

This interviews for this study were undertaken between September and December 2019 and 
the report was writt en over the ti me of both the UK electi on and COP in Madrid. The views and 
perspecti ves of those consulted therefore refl ects the changing sense of opportunity that such 
events held.

But for NEON, the lessons that can be learnt from the study go past the electoral cycle and are 
focused on the deeper lessons for the movement that are not ti ed to one element of the external 
environment. Those consulted held a shared sense of the problem we are facing, a desire for more 
alignment of strategic goals and acti on - using multi ple tacti cs - and a process of organising and 
acti on that is closer to the local, but understands the wider global picture. 

Whilst the underlying drivers of climate change rest at a systemic level, there are already strategies 
and stories that are engaging the public and showing a way forward, such as the Youth Strikes and 
the Green New Deal. The potenti al of such stories when embedded in stronger local movements to 
move people from awareness, the knowledge to collecti ve acti on are huge. There are also groups 
operati ng across issues and embedded with dominant insti tuti ons that have the power to create 
change from within, given the right analysis. 

This can happen within a movement that is more generous in how it shares its resources and its 
constructi ve feedback, as well as one that celebrates the successes and helps people to move from 
the abstract to practi cal change. It also needs to be a movement that coaches and supports people 
to understand and act upon a deeper understanding of power and privilege and how they manifest 
within both the problem and soluti on. 

NEON can be a driver for helping to create resources and spaces for skills development and diffi  cult 
conversati ons but there needs to be wider work across both funders and larger organisati ons 
to consider how moving resources rapidly to the frontline can capitalise on the rapid shift  of 
perspecti ves of the public of the scale of the issue. 

“The way that [Liberate Tate] worked - both the persistence and also working from a place of 
love ... there was a consistency [to the acti ons] that ran through it and a diversity and creati vity 
of approaches. [There was] solidarity with the staff  and community building which brought 
a powerful symbolic shift . All those things that seemed impossible unti l they shift , and then 
it’s possible.” 





NEON is a network of over 1,600 UK 
organisers from 900 diff erent civil society 
groups. We run powerful trainings and 
support campaigns to help progressives win 
social, economic and environmental justice.


