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What is Extinction Rebellion?
Can it make a difference to climate
and ecology?
Are these activists the modern suffragists?
Nov. 17, 2018. Demonstrators on Westminster Bridge, looking towards the Houses of Parliament.

The new suffragists and turning the tide?

Editor: Dr Martin Heath.

Prime Meridian is not party political. Yet, in this issue, I raise political questions
related to defence of the environment. One way or another, Extinction Rebellion
has already won its place in social history and it cannot be ignored.
Today, almost everyone takes it as axiomatic that the women who demonstrated, chained
themselves to railings, disrupted Parliament, were imprisoned, being refused status as political
prisoners, were force fed etc., were heroines of justice. At the time, however, many decried
their activities. Women had to sustain a long fight. After years of unsuccessful calls for their
right to vote, a Women's Suffrage Committee was set up in 1866. This followed be a more
radical body in 1903, the Women's Social and Political Union, founded by Emmeline Pankhurst
(1858 –1928). There were inevitable differences of opinion between activists. Most preferred
non-violence, a few actually placed bombs. Votes for women over 30 (with certain restrictions)
were achieved in 1918. They finally won equality with men in 1928. It took a life time.
Pankhurst died just weeks before her ultimate political success.

Extinction Rebellion plans to bring sections of the London traffic to a close and
force political change and its members are ready to go to prison. In any event, the
world can't wait a life time for successful climate action.

On November 17, 2018 Extinction Rebellion blocked five bridges in
Central London, Southwark Bridge, Blackfriars Bridge, Waterloo Bridge,
Westminster Bridge and Lambeth Bridge. This began at 10:00 am, with
4,000 to 6,000 involved in the action. 82 people were arrested by the
Metropolitan Police. Actions continue, including at Buckingham Palace.

2018: What is Extinction Rebellion?
The new group emerged late this year from a parent body called Rising Up: “We are
facing an unprecedented global emergency. The government has failed to protect us.
To survive, it’s going to take everything we’ve got.”
The group, with Roger Hallam and Gail Bradbrook among its founders, makes three demands:
1. The Government must tell the truth about the climate and wider ecological emergency,
reverse inconsistent policies and work alongside the media to communicate with citizens.
2. The Government must enact legally binding policy measures to reduce carbon emissions to net
zero by 2025 and to reduce consumption levels.
3. A national Citizen’s Assembly to oversee the changes, as part of creating a democracy fit for
purpose.

A letter has been signed by 94 academics signatories including Dr Alison Green, Molly Scott Cato
MEP and former Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams.
The group plans to block roads in central London and, say its activists, go to prison to raise
awareness and pressure the Government to take urgent climate action.”

The response from political commentators.
For Extinction Rebellion to securing major political support would be no mean task.
Is it realistic that demands 2 and 3, in particular, can gather sufficient political will in the
UK? Looking to the world in general, where meaningful climate responses must involve all
the nations of Planet Earth, there are substantial barriers to be crossed. Notably, President
Donald Trump has refused to engage with scientific agencies and rejects the very concept of
human-caused climate change. The recently elected President of Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, is
no friend of indigenous people and the rainforest. Extinction Rebellion, however, has hopes
for creating branches across the globe.
Roger Harrabin, BBC environment analyst, asked: “Is the protest fair?” He asserted: “The UK is in
the leading pack of nations in cutting the CO 2 emissions that are over-heating the planet.”
Also: “The Climate Change Act locks Britain into reducing greenhouse gases by 80% by 2050,
based on 1990 levels.” On the other hand, pointed out Harrabin, plans for new roads,
fracking and aviation, could undermine the Government's climate obligations.

Ross Clark in The Spectator, a paper generally sympathetic to the Conservative Party, stated
of Extinction Rebellion (Nov. 21, 2018): “This is not a mass movement for better environmental
policies – it is a wannabe Marxist revolution in disguise.” Rupert Darwall, another critic from the
same stable (Nov. 23, 2018) decried : “The failure of the Climate Change Act: ten years on”. He
explained: “China and India’s veto put paid to that, but Britain is still lumbered with a law that
puts huge economic power into the hands of an unaccountable body, the Committee on Climate
Change, which entrenches climate policy unilateralism. However much greenhouse gases the rest
of the world puts into the atmosphere, the Climate Change Act compels Britain to almost
completely decarbonise.”

In other words, however you feel about these pieces, Extinction Rebellion should not expect
an easy ride across the political sphere towards its promised land.

Founder Roger Hallam in his own words.
Jonathan Leake, Environment Editor of the Sunday Times , in his article “Meet Dr Demo, the
activist behind the road-block radicals” (Nov. 25 2018) said his paper: “can reveal the activist
behind the fast emerging environmental group Extinction Rebellion”.
That, however, was no secret, and the activism of Mr Hallam has been well known for some time.

Hallam has been prepared to go to prison and to undergo hunger strike for the cause of
the environment, through non-violent direct action.
Roger Hallam is a research student at Kings College London, in the Department of Culture,
Media & Creative Industries. He is pursuing research for a PhD: “Project: Design of

effective mechanisms of collective action for progressive campaign groups My research
focuses upon ways for campaigns to maximize political participation and mobilization”
In 2017, Hallam sent the following letter to London's Mayor Sadiq Khan.
“Dear Sadiq Khan,
My name is Roger Hallam and I’m 51 years old. I have run ethical businesses for 25
years. I have organised people in various social movements for 35 years. I have children
and I have a mortgage. I was brought up within radical and religious traditions which
helped to make this country the prosperous and tolerant society it is today. My parents
were Christians and members of the Liberal Party for 50 years. They believed in the
values of decency, moderation and hard work.
I am writing to tell you that this tradition of which I am a part does not look for trouble.
But when social immorality pushes past an intolerable limit, it springs into political
action. I wish to tell you that this point has now been passed.
We have been witnessing the social murder of thousands of our citizens in London and
other UK citizens for over a decade due toxic air pollution. A whole generation of
innocent children is having their lungs poisoned, condemning them to a lifetime of
suffering and the prospect of premature death. This grave crime has been declared
illegal and political and cooperate leaders are liable for their inaction.
While these politicians and executives remain at liberty, I am writing this letter to you
from inside a London prison cell where I am incarcerated for 23.5 hours a day. I and
other campaigners are here because, despite repeated requests, you have as yet not
agreed to a short meeting with us. In protest, we painted messages on the outside of
your place of work, at City Hall. The response has been imprisonment. We are now on
hunger strike and we are suffering as a result. I came into prison with a virus and bad
cough and when I stand up, I feel faint. Tomorrow, I will be seeing the prison nurse.

Mister Khan, I do not know you personally, but I believe that you are a moral and
intelligent man. You will be aware, therefore, that the air pollution scandal is just a tip
of the climate change iceberg. That the scientists have proven beyond doubt that our
civilisation is heading for imminent collapse unless there is an immediate drastic cut in
fossil fuel consumption. This is not a matter of speculation but hard scientific fact. We
are out of time. This great city which has thrived for over 2,000 years is set to be
permanently flooded in the next 30 years. The arctic ice sheet will be totally melted in
the summer in the next 5 years. We will then face an exponential increase in
devastating, extreme weather events. The British state and society faces the prospect
of bankruptcy and collapse.
Sir, this is not the time for idling, like Nero did as Rome burned. This is the time for
emergency action. Your choice is to act with honour and integrity or lead your fellow
citizens into the abyss with only the smooth words of your PR advisors to comfort them.
You like to see yourself as a man of the people, the son of a bus driver and as a Muslim.
You will know then that God rewards the righteous and condemns the conceited. We,
therefore, simply request from you as London Mayor a short face-to-face meeting to
convey our demands for action. We look forward to hearing back from you at the earliest
opportunity. Thank you for your time in reading this letter.
Yours sincerely,
Roger Hallam 10/10/17
Stop Killing Londoners – Cut Air Pollution!
A Rising Up! Campaign”

Controversy: Extinction Rebellion occupies Greenpeace.
This was an unexpected event and it raises questions with no simple answers. Instead of the
more obvious targets, such as organisations responsible for pollution, de-forestation and
over-fishing among other causes of ecological harm, Extinction Rebellion has focussed on a
globally well-known stalwart of defending ecology. Campaigners, sociologists and political
observers will be asking questions about the occupation and videoing at Greenpeace.
What does Greenpeace do? Here's an example from Greenpeace International's website on
October 15, 2018: “London, UK – Ahead of a major international meeting, a global
movement of over 2 million people is calling on governments to make history by creating the
largest protected area on Earth: a 1.8 million square kilometre Antarctic Ocean Sanctuary.
“The Antarctic doesn’t have a voice,” said Frida Bengtsson, of Greenpeace Nordic’s Protect
the Antarctic campaign, “but we are a movement of two million people and we do.”

Greenpeace is a foremost exponent of non-violent civil disobedience. Notably, in 2013, the
Greenpeace “Arctic 30” were seized from the ship Arctic Sunrise, after two of the activists
attempted to climb on the Prirazlomnaya oil rig in the Pechora Sea. They were held in brutal
and physically tough Russian prisons for two months (the Russian establishment first sought
to imprison them for 15 years as pirates), highlighting potential dangers to nature from
Vladimir Putin's intentions to exploit the Arctic.
What exactly was the clash between Extinction Rebellion and Greenpeace? Greenpeace has
not been above criticism or debate, but no previous disputes were cited as the reason.
Instead, one of the Extinction Rebellion organises, Hallam, had several times visited
Greenpeace offices in London to persuade Greenpeace to send out details of the Rebellion
Day on November 17 to its membership.
Many organisations would predictably and cautiously prefer not to send out invitations to
events from outside bodies, with unknown implications. Greenpeace declined the request.
In response, its reception area was occupied by numerous Extinction Rebellion supporters.
One notes that Greenpeace did not respond with a critical public statement about the other
group.
According to The Guardian: “After two hours of “friendly discussions” the group left.
Greenpeace subsequently said that although it supports any attempt to raise awareness of
the climate emergency it does not know enough about those behind Extinction Rebellion to
ask its members to take part.” Extinction Rebellion claimed admiration for Greenpeace's
previous activities, but clearly presents its occupation as a coup.

Extinction Rebellion presented three demands:
•That they take leadership on the climate breakdown and the extinction crisis. That
they declare an emergency and move away from “positivity”, which limits action.
•That they send an email to their members to encourage them to take action and give
them information about November’s Extinction Rebellion.
•That they have an internal conversation, and with other NGOs, about what taking
leadership looks like in these times. We ask them to take notice of the scientists,
commentators and academics who are breaking ranks and risking losing their jobs, to
communicate truthfully and to act as if that truth is real.
The demand letter ended with: “The Rebellion centres on demands for Government
to tell the truth about our dire situation and to act accordingly, including to
decarbonise our economy by 2025, in a mobilisation of war time like proportion. A
Citizens Assembly will oversee the transition to a world which would be far more
beautiful, less frenetic and with meaningful work for all.”
(https://risingup.org.uk/extinction-rebellion-occupy-greenpeace-offices)

Environmentalists are arguing over the ethics of one group rushing into another group's
office and demanding adoption and publication of a political manifesto.
The response from Greenpeace UK press office was restrained.

“Greenpeace UK spokesperson Ben Stewart, who talked to the Extinction Rebellion
delegation which attended Greenpeace head office:
“The protesters are right, the collective response of society to climate change is
deeply inadequate and the rise of the far right is terrifying. They feel we at
Greenpeace aren’t doing enough to face down those threats so they did absolutely
the right thing, which was to organise a peaceful protest and make demands of us.
From our point of view we feel we’re following the most effective strategies we have
available to us, and that our staff and volunteers are dedicated to making as big an
impact as possible. One of our staff who sat down with them spent months in a
Russian jail cell for trying to stop Putin's Arctic oil rig from operating. But while
we’re proud of what we do here, we appreciate our approach can be questioned,
and we definitely don't feel we’re above criticism. That’s why we invited them into
our boardroom, listened carefully to their argument and promised a quick response."
Extinction Rebellion, who otherwise claim admiration for Greenpeace's activities,
explicitly presented their occupation as a coup. In an Opinion piece in The Guardian
(November 7, 2018) Extinction Rebellion supporter George Monbiot took aim at another
environmental icon for been too soft. He castigates no less a well loved TV veteran:
“David Attenborough has betrayed the living world he loves.” The paper quickly drew
emails with angry rebukes.

Below: November 17, 2018 was a beautiful and cloudless day, when
thousands of people who love Planet Earth were determined to stand up or sit down - and be counted. The politicians should not dismiss the
protestors with the normal tribal jibes they fling at their political
opponents. Instead, they should look beyond such games and see fellow
human beings demanding a viable future.

The view on Westminster Bridge in
the early afternoon of November
17, 2018.

The event brought out people of every
age, gender and ethnicity, all of whom
demanded that the Government
should take stronger action over
human-created climate change.
At top: A youthful speaker was telling
the crowd that although exam marks
are regarded as crucial for success,
that they would be meaningless if we
do not have a liveable world. A
poignant message for the future.
The next speaker argued that every
subject in schools should have a
section that looks at its implications
for understanding our Earth and its
changing climate. As a scientist with a
background in the Earth and planets, I
found this an exciting idea, worthy of
more exploration by educationalists.
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Below: The Sun set on November 17, 2018 at Dartford Heath, Kent, England.

