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Executive Summary

O ur rapidly changing climate poses one of the greatest threats to humanity. As we veer
closer to climate tipping points with the potential for irreversible damage to major
ecosystems, people around the world are demanding urgent action. The recentrise of groups
focused on climate change such as Extinction Rebellion and School Strike for Climate have
been presaged by over two decades of transnational climate activism engaging a diverse
range of actors across the global north and south, and involving a vibrant mix of strategies
and tactics. But to what extent do these activists incorporate civil resistance—that is, nonvi-
olent, extra-institutional, conflict-waging tactics—into their tactical repertoire? Further, to the
extent that civil resistance against climate change is happening, what does it look like, and
to what extent is it achieving its goals?

This monograph seeks to answer these questions by presenting an empirical analysis
of the Australian climate change movement. Using three movement frameworks as a theo-
retical foundation, it begins with an overview of the broader environmental movement before
considering the types of groups engaging in civil resistance against climate change, the
range of actions they undertake, and the targets they seek to influence. It then examines two
campaigns directed at corporate targets—the Stop Adani anti-coal mining campaign, and the
Divestment campaign—as case studies before considering the extent to which civil resistance
in Australia is prompting repressive responses from the state. It offers key lessons for a range
of individuals and groups, from climate activists and civil society organizations to academics
and others interested in supporting nonviolent action against climate change. In doing so, it
addresses major gaps in our understanding of the effectiveness of civil resistance against
climate change and the potential this resistance holds to prompt urgent action.

Our analysis finds that the Australian climate change movement is capitalizing on oppor-
tunities to create change by rapidly creating a multitude of flexible, grassroots groups which
collectively engage in a multiplicity of diverse tactics and campaigns. These tactics include
sharing information about climate change, building localized alternative social and economic
structures, and obtaining climate change action commitments from organizations, as well as
sustained, targeted civil resistance. The two case studies demonstrate that waging civil
resistance has achieved some success, including substantially delaying new coal mines,
securing divestment commitments, and strengthening the movement at large. However,
despite these successes, Australia’s response to the climate crisis remains woefully inade-
quate. As such, we hope this monograph prompts further analysis of civil resistance against
climate change to help identify the most effective strategies for urgently addressing our
global climate emergency.






Introduction

Since 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has produced numerous
reports describing the latest scientific information on the progress and risks of human-induced
climate change. Each report details a range of possible responses as year after year the
projections and risks become more critical. This looming crisis is built on past failures to
address environmental issues, such as rising global extinction rates and biodiversity loss,
water shortages, and deforestation (Rich 2018; Ripple et al., 2017). Yet the message that urgent
action is needed has largely gone unheeded. With few exceptions, governments around the
world have proven unable or unwilling to enact the policies required to reverse the escalating
emissions causing human-induced climate change. Although some policies may have slowed
the accelerating pace of climate change, policies that have been introduced to date have
failed to stabilize the climate, with the latest IPCC report itemizing consistent environmental
declines (IPCC 2018).

In response to this lack of progress, countless citizens have demanded urgent and
meaningful action to address climate change. Activism, fueled by outrage and urgency, is
advancing the global movement at a dramatic speed. Since 2015, increasingly radical forms
of resistance have emerged to challenge the status quo, using a diverse range of tactics
directed at a range of targets, including corporations, investment funds, and government
bodies. This activity follows years of intensifying activism against climate change, from the
late 1990s onward. Since that time, individuals and their networks have contested the devel-
opment of fossil fuel projects and pipelines, promoted local, grassroots initiatives for climate
action and resilience, and coordinated international days of climate action that incorporate
events ranging from blockades to bike rides and mass rallies.

Climate change groups and networks have emerged in different contexts across the
globe, resulting in a rich diversity of climate activism. In Australia and New Zealand, concern
about climate change consequences has coalesced around the impact of large development
projects (O'Brien 2013). Climate activism in other developed nations such as the UK and
Germany has emerged out of antiwar and anti-nuclear movements (Graham-Leigh 2014,
Koessler 2014). While some argue that environmental groups and activists in the United States
have historically neglected issues of race and justice, climate activism in that country has
deep roots in the environmental justice and civil rights movements (Dawson 2010). Calls for
climate justice emerged out of the environmental justice framework that identified unjust
impacts of climate change as another example of inequality and social injustice (Schlosberg
and Collins 2014). In the global south, climate change has intersected with anti-globalization



and anti-poverty issues (Chatterton et al. 2013). Thus, there is a huge diversity of actors and
actions that together comprise the civil sector response to climate change.

In this monograph, we refer to this collective of actors and actions as the “climate move-
ment.” In doing so we follow Giugni and Grasso (2015), who define a movement through three
characteristics: first, that individuals share a collective identity; second, that they interact in a
loose network of organizations with varying degrees of formality; and third, that they are
engaged voluntarily in collective action motivated by shared concern about an issue.
Movements engage in different forms of contestation (Cox and Pezzullo 2016), one of which
is a campaign, that is, a “thematically, socially, and temporally interconnected series of inter-

actions that ... are geared to a specific goal” (Porta and

As the climate movement Rucht 2002, 3). Campaigns can have a range of goals
emerges and grows, there has and use diverse tactical repertoires. What unites col-
been evidence of restrictive lective actors together as a movement—whether as
and defensive government groups or individuals (Tarrow 2011)—is their shared
responses, including identity as advocates (Diani 1992).

bans on climate protest and Our aim inthe monograph is to consider the tactics
new police powers intended to  sed by the Australian climate movement broadly, as
suppress protest. well as to specifically focus on the characteristics of

civil resistance actions. We then draw on social change

frameworks to investigate the climate movement’s
potential to achieve its goals. We focus on two frameworks that have been specifically applied
to environmental change: Joanna Macy’s three stages of the Great Turning (Macy 2007) and
Jeremy Brecher’s climate insurgency model (2015). We also focus on the political process
model (McAdam 1982; Tilly 1978) due to its prevalence within the academic literature on social
change. We consider these frameworks and the extent to which our data maps onto them
to identify areas of strength and weakness in the climate change movement.

This monograph also investigates how those responsible for emissions—namely, gov-
ernments and corporations—are responding to civil resistance against climate change.
Around the world a preference for attributing blame for climate change to consumer choices
enables some governments and corporations to deflect the focus from systems-level policy
change so that they can continue extractive “business as usual” polluting practices with the
argumentthat humanity can buy its way out of environmental collapse (Wicker 2017). However,
there is a growing response that individual behavior change is insufficient to address envi-
ronmental problems (see Jackson 2009; Seyfang 2009; Abrash Walton 2018b). Some newer
groups such as Extinction Rebellion now explicitly call for systems change over mere behavior
change, using innovative mass civil resistance to convey their message. These activities,
alongside the dire threat that a zero emissions goal presents to some of the largest



corporations in the world, appear to have resulted in similar responses from industries and
corporations as those used by the tobacco industry to respond to the association of their
product with lung cancer. That is, the corporations have responded with attempts to delay
government action through financing think tanks to disseminate junk science, sowing doubt
about links between tobacco and cancer (or in this case, human activity and climate change),
and blocking government regulations (see Oreskes and Conway 2011). Furthermore, even
where corporations are being held responsible and government action is occurring, the
changes have not successfully targeted the largest emitters. For example, while 60 countries
have announced a net zero emission goal by 2050, these countries only account for 11 per-
cent of global emissions (Sengupta and Popovich 2019). In addition, as the climate movement
emerges and grows, there has been evidence of restrictive and defensive government
responses in countries such as Australia, the United States, and the United Kingdom, including
bans on climate protest(Meredith 2019) and new police powers intended to suppress protest
(Schomberg and Dawson 2019).

Research Questions and Objectives

The objective of this monograph is to advance knowledge about civil resistance against
climate change, using the Australian climate movement as a case study. Australia offers a
rich context to undertake this work. As an advanced democracy, activism in Australia is both
communicated and undertaken in relative freedom, while citizens enjoy widespread access
to digital communications. Furthermore, Australia is on the forefront of experiencing climate
impacts. These qualities present a unique opportunity to gather extensive empirical data on
the characteristics and outcomes of civil resistance against climate change at a national level.

In the past, comparatively little empirical data capturing the full range and features of the
climate movement’s use of civil resistance has been available to either activists or academics.
As such, the characteristics and outcomes of civil resistance tactics used by climate change
groups are largely unknown. To help fill this gap, this study uses a large dataset about the
Australian environmental movement to investigate what civil resistance against climate
change looks like, who it targets, what it achieves, and how it is evolving and adapting to
external and internal pressures.

The dataset is first presented to provide an overview of the issues and activities that
environmental groups in general are engaged in. We then delve into the tactics promoted
by these groups and, separately and more specifically, into civil resistance tactics used by
groups focusing on climate change. We classify the civil resistance tactics following Beer’s
(2021) categorization of nonviolent action and investigate the extent to which climate change
campaigns and civil resistance tactics are successful at achieving campaign goals. We then



consider the extent to which these tactics may lead to successful campaign outcomes via
two specific case studies: the Stop Adani' and Divestment campaigns. We then map our data
onto movement frameworks, allowing us to identify the extent to which the Australian climate
change civil resistance movement may be advancing the global climate movement’s goals.
In this monograph we provide an empirical foundation to evaluate the effectiveness of climate
change civil resistance tactics and offer suggestions for driving more urgent and meaningful
action on climate change. Through this process we address the following questions:

m What does civil resistance against climate change in the Australian environmental
movement look like? How is it connected to the wider Australian environmental move-
ment network?

m Do civil resistance tactics and outcomes map onto key social and environmental
movement theoretical frameworks?

m What groups in Australia engage in civil resistance against climate change and how
are they and their allies targeting multinational corporations and associated entities?
Which tactics have been most effective in driving change against corporate targets?

m Are governments pushing back against civil resistance and has this changed over
time?

What is Civil Resistance?

In this monograph we situate civil resistance under the umbrella term “activism.” Entities
engaging in activism can include any grassroots or civil society social mobilization organiza-
tions which seek to change or protect laws, policies, practices, powerholders, and structures
of the state, corporate, and cultural spheres in any given society. Activism can take many
forms, with a large body of research grouping actions into two broad categories: conventional
(or institutional) actions, and radical (or extra-institutional) actions (see Moskalenko and
McCauley 2009; Tausch et al. 2011; Wright, Taylor, and Moghaddam 1990). The first category
encompasses actions using conventional or institutional channels to create social or political
change; these include tactics such as lobbying, legal challenges, and educational events
aiming to raise public awareness of a particular issue. The second category comprises
extra-institutional means such as violent actions and civil resistance, the latter of which uses
nonviolent actions outside of conventional channels (Bartkowski and Merriman 2016).

1 The Adani coal mine is a large, proposed coal mine in northern Queensland which is controversial because of
the extent to which it will increase carbon emissions and expand coal production (Russo 2018). Adani company
changed its name to ‘Bravus’ in 2020, but for clarity we use the name ‘Adani’ throughout this Monograph. The
campaign against the mine is the focus of our first case study considered in Chapter 4.



Institutional channels of change—such as voting, lobbying, and litigation (Burkett 2016)—and
extra-institutional violent and civil resistance tactics can all be potential parts of any move-
ment’s tactical repertoire. We follow Véronique Dudouet’s definition of civil resistance as
presented in the ICNC Special Report, Powering to Peace: Integrated Civil Resistance and
Peacebuilding Strategies. She argues that “Civil resistance is an extra-institutional con-
flict-waging strategy in which organized grassroots movements use various, strategically
sequenced and planned out, nonviolent tactics such as strikes, boycotts, marches, demon-
strations, noncooperation, self-organizing and constructive resistance to fight perceived
injustice without the threat or use of violence” (Dudouet 2017, 5). These nonviolent tactics
can encompass both visible and invisible tactics that can be economic, social, and political
in nature (Bartkowski and Merriman 2016).

Research on civil resistance has focused on identifying and categorizing the many ways
in which it manifests in movements across time and locations. Gene Sharp pioneered the
categorization of nonviolent action in his three-volume book, The Politics of Nonviolent Action
(1973), where he identified 198 nonviolent tactics and
grouped these within three classes of methods:
nonviolent protest and persuasion (e.g., public ~ With a large body of research

Activism can take many forms,

speeches and public assemblies), nonviolent coop- ~ grouping actions into two broad
eration in social, economic, or political arenas (e.g., categories: conventional (or
boycotts and industrial strikes), and nonviolent inter- institutional) actions, and radical
vention (e.g., hunger strikes and sit-ins). Overall, (or extra-institutional) actions.

Sharp highlighted, nonviolent methods can involve

“acts of commission, whereby people do what they

are not supposed to do, not expected to do, or forbidden by law from doing; acts of omission,
whereby people do not do what they are supposed to do, are expected to do, or are required
by law to do; or a combination of acts of commission and omission” (Sharp 1973, 68). Since
then, many scholars have used and advanced his work. In particular, technological advances
and the global sharing of campaign techniques and tools have also broadened the type of
actions that can fall into the repertoire of nonviolent resistance. Beer (2021) has updated
these types in his ICNC monograph, Civil Resistance Tactics in the 21st Century, which we
use as our categorization guide in this study (see Table 1, on the following page).



Table 1. Categories and Examples of Civil Resistance (amended from Beer, 2021?)

CATEGORY SUB-CATEGORY TYPE EXAMPLE
Acts of Omission Social Ghost town (large portions of the population stay
(not doing) home instead of going to work or school)
Economic Strikes State-wide strikes
Boycotts Divestment (institutional separation from corpora-
tions whose actions investors find objectionable)
Political Legislative obstruction (e.g., delaying a quorum)
Refraining Active abstention from a planned action
Acts of Commission Disruptive Social Public filibuster
(doing or creating) Physical Parliamentary/legislature/council disruption (often

happens through shouting, singing, chanting)

Economic Business whistleblowing
Psychological Distributed denial of service (DDoS)
Creative Social Alternative social institutions
Political/legal Reverse trials
Physical Critical mass (e.g., cycling swarm along streets)
Economic Alternative economic institutions
Psychological Self-imposed transparency (deliberate organizational
transparency about ongoing affairs and issue)
Acts of Expression Medium of electronic Mass action SMS/email/social media bombing
(saying) communication Crowdsourcing Sousveillance (covert surveillance by citizens, fre-
information quently of authorities)
Creating online Digital video and audio art

digital content

Recording and Livestreaming
distributing news of
nonviolent action

Medium of language Call-in/phone march

Medium of person Public assemblies Coordinated worldwide demonstrations
Rituals and Growing/shaving hair as protest
Traditions
Movements and Human chain
gestures
Performance Wearing/displaying a single color
Procession Walks and treks

Medium of things Sound/music Drumming

2-Dimensional arts  Stickers

3-Dimensional arts  Costumes

2 The example tactics listed in Table 1 were sourced from the online tactics list available on the Nonviolence
International website: https://tactics.nonviolenceinternational.net/dataset


https://tactics.nonviolenceinternational.net/dataset

Beer makes four additions to Sharp’s categorization. First, he notes that acts of omis-
sion—not doing something that opponents of the action want them to do (e.g., not buying
goods as part of an economic boycott)—can be located in social, economic, and political
contexts. Second, he adds a category of refraining, which occurs when an action is called
off to reward or persuade the target. Third, Beer highlights how acts of commission— doing
something that opponents of the action do not want them to do (e.g., protests)—can be dis-
ruptive of the status quo or creative in attempting to shift toward a new future. Some acts of
commission (such as actions against perceived illegitimate laws) can take both disruptive and
creative forms. lllegal gatherings against COVID-19 lockdown regulations, for example, would
be classified as disruptive. Conversely, in 2019, Extinction Rebellion Australia held citizen’s
assemblies to protest the inadequate legislation currently governing Australia’s climate
change response and to develop alternative plans for reaching net zero carbon emissions.
These assemblies would be classified as creative acts of commission.

Beer also itemizes how expressions of protest can occur through different media, includ-
ing electronic communication, language, the human body, and “things.” Finally, he includes
social and political forms of creative interventions which seek to develop alternative structures
or communities. In this monograph, we aim to identify the extent to which activists engage
in these social and political creative interventions.

Data and Methodology

This study focuses on the Australian climate movement because this is our own national
context. We trust that international readers will either immediately see the applicability of the
analysis to their own nations or indeed be spurred to conduct or commission comparative
research in their own national contexts. To understand the characteristics and objectives of
the climate change civil resistance movement in Australia, we provide a broad overview of
the environmental movement. We then focus on the groups fighting against climate change,
and, more specifically, those groups using civil resistance tactics. As such, our data encom-
passes information on 492 environmental groups, 193 climate change campaigns, and 36,541
events.



Table 2 provides an overview of the data, as well as the terms and definitions used throughout
the monograph. A detailed description of the methods used to identify, acquire, and code
this data is provided in the Appendix, while data that this monograph relied on is publicly
available online on the Open Science Framework at: https://osf.io/f8pys/.

Table 2. Terms, Definitions, and Data Used in This Monograph

TERM

Environmental
Activism Group

Campaign

Tactics

Civil Resistance
Tactics

Outcome

DEFINITION

Activism is operationalized
through following the Aus-
tralian legal definition of ad-
vocacy: “activities which are
aimed at securing or opposing
any change to a law, policy

or practice in the Common-
wealth, a state or territory, or
another country” (Australian
Government 2012, 1).

A campaign is “a connected

series of operations designed
to bring about a particular re-
sult” (Merriam-Webster 2021).

Tactics are “an action or
strategy carefully planned

to achieve a specific end”
(Oxford Dictionary 2020).
Each event type promoted by
environmental groups in the
dataset represents a single
tactic.

“Acts of commission, whereby
people do what they are not
supposed to do, not expected
to do, or forbidden by law
from doing; acts of omissions,
whereby people do not do
what they are supposed to
do, are expected to do, or are
required by law to do; or a
combination of acts of com-
mission and omission” (Sharp
1973, 68).

“The clearly defined, decisive
and achievable changes in
social actors, i.e., individuals,
groups, organizations or insti-
tutions that will contribute to
the overall campaign goal(s)”
(UN Women 2012, 1).

DATA SOURCES AND
ACQUISITION PROCESSES

A search of online and government databases
and networks was undertaken, from which a
Group Database composed of 728 Australian
groups focusing on environmental activism
was constructed. We were able to scrape
website full text from 492 of these groups; the
remaining 237 had Facebook pages or public
groups.

The website content from each group in the
Group Database was read to identify cam-
paign names, issues, goals, and targets for
the Campaigns Database.

All events promoted on the public Facebook
pages operated by the groups in the Group
Database were copied to create the Tactics
Database. We also created two subsets of
tactics used in the Stop Adani and Divestment
case studies.

All tactics in the Tactics Database were
reviewed to identify those which fit Beer’s
(2021) categorization of the three types of
nonviolent actions (see Table 1): Commis-
sion, Omission, and Expression. These were
compiled into the Civil Resistance Tactics
Database.

Internet searches for any outcomes associat-
ed with campaigns (including on the groups’
own websites) were undertaken, with infor-
mation found compiled into the Outcomes
Database.
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DATA ANALYSIS

The website content
from each of the 492
groups was download-
ed and coded for key
characteristics such as
their primary issue, cam-
paigns, and events.

The climate change-
related campaigns
identified through the
website text were coded
for campaign target and
goal.

A subset of tactics
focusing on climate
change was created.
This subset included

all events organized by
climate change groups
and all events related to
climate change.

All civil resistance
tactics in the Civil
Resistance Tactics
Database were grouped
into categories, with
results presented in the
relevant monograph
sections.

All online information
found which related to a
campaign outcome was
read to code whether
the campaign goal or
sub-goal had been suc-
cessfully achieved.


https://osf.io/f8pys/

Monograph Structure

This monograph has six main sections following the introduction, which has presented defi-
nitions and examples of the key terms used in this monograph. In Chapter 1 a comparative
review of the landscape of international civil resistance against climate change is presented.
It examines how individuals around the world are coalescing into groups and engaging in
civil resistance in their local communities. The chapter also outlines three theoretical frame-
works to track the progression of social movements for social justice, democracy, and sus-
tainability in order to inform strategic pathways forward for activists.

Chapter 2 provides a detailed analysis of tactics promoted by environmental and climate
change groups in Australia. While the majority of these tactics use conventional methods,
we identify the proportion and type of tactics that align with Beer’s (2021) categories of civil
resistance action. We then consider the important role that grassroots organizations play and
whether their tactics differ from professional environmental organizations due to their freedom
to operate outside legal constraints imposed by governments. Finally, we review the out-
comes of 193 Australian climate change campaigns to identify the extent to which the climate
movement is achieving its goals.

Chapter 3 analyzes two of the most well-known Australian climate campaigns targeting
business interests currently underway in Australia: the Stop Adani coal mine campaign and
the Divestment campaign. We consider the use of civil resistance tactics by activists and their
groups in these campaigns, and the degree to which these campaigns are achieving
success.

Chapter 4 presents an analysis of our dataset on civil resistance tactics and state
responses over the period 2017-2019, mapped onto key moments of relevant federal and
state legislative and political change. In Australia, activists have faced increased push back
by all tiers of government in their use of civil resistance. After presenting data on peaks of
civil resistance by climate activists, we identify the 