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In the UK, a dangerous escalation in the criminalization of climate protests
By Oscar Berglund, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 23 July, 2024

Last week, record prison sentences were handed down to five British climate activists for organizing a multi-
day protest on the M25, the motorway that goes around London. Four of them received sentences of four
years each. The fifth, Roger Hallam, got a five-year sentence. These sentences are an alarming escalation in
the criminalization of climate protests, in the UK and beyond.

The sentences are a direct consequence of a range of anti-protest legislation passed by the previous
Conservative government that has been heavily criticized by human rights groups, the United Nations, and
climate scientists. [...]

On the policing front, the police now have much greater powers to stop protests when they take place, and
to stop them from ever starting. In terms of sentencing, the sentences last week marked a watershed in the
use of longer sentences, but there is scope in the new laws to give even more extreme sentences. In the
courts, there have also been important changes that have made it much more likely to put non-violent
activists behind bars. Possible lines of defense that protesters have previously used—such as claiming a
necessity to act and having a lawful excuse for acting—have been restricted. The lack of such lines of
defense has in turn motivated judges to keep defendants from describing their motivations in front of juries,
thereby decreasing the likelihood that juries will acquit according to their conscience.

These developments have perversely led to a situation in which the climate crisis cannot be taken into
account by courts when increasing numbers of climate activists are on trial. This removes the key part of the
political puzzle in what climate activists see as political trials.

That the British judicial system seeks to remove the politics from the courtroom does not remove the
politics from what brought the activists there in the first place. It’s worth taking a broad look at those politics
to better understand these sentences.

The climate crisis is felt across the world, through extreme temperatures, floods, droughts, forest fires, and
many other negative impacts. [...] National and international bodies dedicated to climate policy are
increasingly desperate, pointing out that countries are nowhere near being on track to implement the policies
that would help them reach those net zero targets.

A lot of people around the world are therefore, quite rightly, concerned and, quite rightly, lack confidence
in governments to avoid the civilizational threats that the IPCC reports warn us about. It is this very rational
and science-based desperation that motivates people to become climate activists. None of this type of
reasoning is now permissible to take into account in UK courts. [...]

It is of symbolic and political importance that the longest sentence was given to Roger Hallam. Hallam has
been one of the most prominent and influential climate activists in Europe in recent years. He was a co-
founder of Extinction Rebellion and the architect of its civil disobedience tactics. He then also co-founded
Insulate Britain and Just Stop Oil. The disruptive tactics of these groups have then spread to many other
countries, mainly in Europe.

The criminalization of protest in the UK has in many ways been a response to the tactics promoted by
Hallam. But this criminalization has not been in the interest of the British people. Last year, my colleagues
and I commissioned YouGov to conduct a poll about Just Stop Oil, their demand of stopping oil and gas
licenses, and what kind of sentencing would be suitable for disruptive non-violent protest. This told us that
while Just Stop Oil is very unpopular (68 percent unfavorable) and people were split on their policy demand
of banning new oil and gas developments in Britain’s North Sea territory (31 percent for versus 42 percent
against), only 29 percent wanted prison sentences and only 6 percent wanted sentences of over a year for
having participated in “non-violent but disruptive protest, such as blocking a road.” A poll conducted by the
Social Change Lab on the day of the sentencing found that 61 percent of people thought they were too harsh.

[...]

I have disagreed with Roger Hallam on many points in recent years [... ]. But there can be no doubt that
Hallam and other climate activists who have been imprisoned in recent years have the world’s best interests
in mind. We can disagree with all or parts of what they do, but we cannot reasonably disagree with their
motivations for doing so without falling into forms of science denialism.

The criminalization of climate protesters is a severe threat both to the climate and to our democratic
systems. It is devised to insulate the political forces that are too slow to act on climate change from proper
contestation. And it does so by eroding essential human and political rights that have long been part of liberal
democratic systems.



