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It’s been another year of civil society action to help 
avert the worst impacts of what’s increasingly 
being recognised as a triple planetary crisis, 
with the combined threat of climate change, 
biodiversity loss and pollution. But it’s also been 
another year of insufficient action by states, the 
private sector and the international system.

Civil society is engaging on every front possible: 
responses to mitigate the worst impacts of climate 
change and practical projects to improve adaptation, 
street protest and direct action, and advocacy, legal 
action and international-level engagement. All the 
urgency to prevent the worst impacts of the crisis 
continues to come from civil society.

A WORLD RAVAGED 
BY EXTREME WEATHER

Extreme weather events – made far more likely 
and severe by climate change – have continued to 
scar countries and bring tragic consequences.

Extreme heat struck India, bringing normal life to 
a halt. Floods left hundreds dead and thousands 
homeless in South Africa. At least 15,000 deaths 

COP27: TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

The plight of Pakistan, alongside many other 
countries, points to a great injustice: emissions have 
disproportionately been caused by global north 
countries, but impact disproportionately on the 
global south – on countries that have done the least 
to cause the crisis and have the fewest resources to 
respond. Pakistan, for example, produces less than 
one per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions 
but is among the 10 countries worst affected by 
climate change.

Local response is vital to alleviate human suffering, 
but global change is needed to tackle a problem 
that affects people and planet across borders. The 
annual COP climate summits represent the peak 
global opportunity, but the latest, COP27 held in 
November, yet again failed to deliver.

were attributed to Europe’s record-breaking summer 
heatwave. And then record rainfall left one-third of 
Pakistan under water, causing over 1,700 deaths. 
These were just a few of many such events in 2022.

Many of these emergencies exposed inadequate 
planning and coordination, a lack of consultation 
with communities and civil society, and insufficient 
resources for disaster preparedness and response. 
Nonetheless, civil society did what it could to 
fill vital gaps and meet pressing needs. A huge 
voluntary effort mobilised in Pakistan, with young 
people to the fore, rescuing people, distributing 
aid and crowdsourcing funds. Local-level action 
was similarly important in India, South Africa and 
the many other places struck by climate-related 
catastrophe in 2022.

PAKISTAN: THE LETHAL IMPACTS 
OF CLIMATE CHANGE

SOUTH AFRICA: THE DEADLY 
IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

INDIA: HORROR HEATWAVES BRING 
CIVIL SOCIETY RESPONSE
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https://unfccc.int/blog/what-is-the-triple-planetary-crisis
https://www.carbonbrief.org/mapped-how-climate-change-affects-extreme-weather-around-the-world/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/mapped-how-climate-change-affects-extreme-weather-around-the-world/
https://www.rfi.fr/en/europe/20221108-who-says-european-2022-heatwaves-caused-at-least-15-000-excess-deaths
https://germanwatch.org/sites/default/files/Global%20Climate%20Risk%20Index%202021_1.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/10/twelve-european-countries-broke-temperature-records-in-2022
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/10/21/economic-woes-shifting-ties-complicate-pakistan-flood-recovery
https://lens.civicus.org/pakistan-the-lethal-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/pakistan-the-lethal-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/pakistan-the-lethal-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/south-africa-the-deadly-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/south-africa-the-deadly-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/south-africa-the-deadly-impacts-of-climate-change/
https://lens.civicus.org/india-horror-heatwaves-bring-civil-society-response/
https://lens.civicus.org/india-horror-heatwaves-bring-civil-society-response/
https://lens.civicus.org/india-horror-heatwaves-bring-civil-society-response/
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COP27 was unpromising even before it began. It 
was hosted by Egypt, an authoritarian state that 
ruthlessly represses civil society. This made it much 
harder for domestic and international civil society 
to exert pressure for ambitious agreements, 
as they typically do at COP summits. The UN’s 
decision to award the summit to Egypt reflected a 
lack of recognition of the vital role of civil society in 
driving climate action.

     Holding a COP in a country with closed civic 
space such as Egypt is unacceptable and 

should not have happened. I have no idea how 
anybody could think a conference like this could be 
held in such a restricted environment." 

Ahead of the summit, numerous activists who 
called for protests were arrested. Civil society 
participants complained of harassment and 
intimidation. But civil society also used the global 
spotlight to focus attention on the Egyptian 
government’s catalogue of human rights abuses 
and its thousands of political prisoners.

At the summit’s end, decades of civil society 
advocacy finally paid off when states agreed to 
create a fund to address loss and damage caused by 
climate change. This step forward came when global 
south states, bolstered by civil society’s support, 
refused to countenance any further delay from 
wealthy states. Global north states long resisted, 

not least out of a determination to prevent debate 
about reparations for colonial crimes. But Pakistan, 
as chair of the G77 group that brings together 134 
global south countries, made a strong moral case by 
pointing to the devastating impacts of its floods.

This was only a first step. A ‘transitional committee’ 
will make recommendations on a loss and damage 
fund at COP28 in December 2023. Advocacy will 
continue to try to ensure the fund materialises 
and is adequate and effective. Campaigners will 
keep working to unlock greater progress on climate 
financing – pushing for adequate funding for emissions 
cuts, adaptation and loss and damage, and an end 
to the perverse financial incentives for continued 
extraction. Increasingly this includes proposals to 
reform institutions such as the World Bank.

But while COP27 took tentative steps to respond 
to the damage already caused by climate change, 
it did little to prevent further harm. Most states 
failed to act on the promise made at COP26 to 
submit more ambitious plans to cut emissions 
consistent with capping temperature rises at 1.5 
degrees above pre-industrial levels.

Progressive plans like those developed by Vanuatu, 
a Pacific Island state facing existential threats from 
climate change, were a rare exception. Developed 
through consultation with civil society, Vanuatu’s 
plan sets out both its intent to cut emissions and 
the need for international support to adapt. It sets 
a challenge for donors: will they back the ambition?

But in COP27’s rooms and corridors, the fossil fuel 
industry continued to exert its baleful influence. 
Some 636 fossil fuel lobbyists took part – and 
they got what they came for. The meeting’s final 
statement once again made no commitment to 
reduce fossil fuel use. It went no further than 
before on the most urgent need of all: to rapidly 
eliminate coal, the dirtiest fuel.

There remains a gap between what powerful 
states say and what they do. The fuel price hikes 
caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has seen 
states react partly by acknowledging the need 
to accelerate the development of renewable 
energies – but also by pushing for greater fossil fuel 
extraction. US President Joe Biden unsuccessfully 
tried to persuade Saudi Arabia and its allies to 
pump more oil to lower prices. Germany’s new 
government – elected in 2021 after a campaign 
where climate change was a major issue, and 
which includes the Greens party – reopened coal 
power stations to make it through the winter. The 
UK government, one year on from pushing for 
the phase-out of coal as COP26 host, approved 
a new coalmine development. It’s little wonder 
many global south states accuse the global north 
of climate hypocrisy.

Greater progress at COP28 seems unlikely. It 
will be held in another state that, like Egypt, 
stops people organising, mobilising and making 
demands: the oil-rich United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), which in November publicly committed 
to extracting fossil fuels for as long as possible. 
The head of the state oil company has been put 
in charge of the summit. Plenty more expensive 
PR can be expected, as can little space for civil 
society to raise inconvenient truths.

 

 

AYISHA SIDDIQA
Polluters Out

THE COP27 CHALLENGE: 
DEMANDING CLIMATE ACTION IN A 
REPRESSIVE STATE

VANUATU’S CLIMATE PLAN SHOWS 
WAY FORWARD
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https://www.msn.com/en-gb/news/world/hrw-reports-dozens-of-arrests-in-egypt-and-restrictions-on-the-right-to-demonstrate-ahead-of-cop27/ar-AA13Nb5w
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/nov/10/civil-society-groups-report-surveillance-and-intimidation-at-cop27-egypt
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/nov/10/big-rise-in-number-of-fossil-fuel-lobbyists-at-cop27-climate-summit
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/87662
https://lens.civicus.org/change-in-germany-but-how-much/
https://www.ft.com/content/9d3c8af8-ae00-4dc5-9e85-579681450c9c
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/dec/07/uk-first-new-coalmine-for-30-years-gets-go-ahead-in-cumbria
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/uae-will-remain-oil-gas-supplier-long-there-is-need-president-2022-11-07/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/13/uae-cop28-president-sultan-al-jaber-to-keep-role-as-head-of-national-oil-company
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/13/uae-cop28-president-sultan-al-jaber-to-keep-role-as-head-of-national-oil-company
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6137-cop27-we-shouldn-t-even-be-discussing-why-civil-society-needs-to-have-a-seat-in-climate-talks
https://pollutersout.org/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5952-egypt-women-s-rights-are-not-a-priority-in-the-government-s-agenda
https://lens.civicus.org/the-cop27-challenge-demanding-climate-action-in-a-repressive-state/
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A STEP FORWARD FOR 
BIODIVERSITY PROTECTION

COP27 wasn’t 2022’s only global summit of major 
environmental importance. COP15, the latest 
meeting under the UN Convention on Biological 
Diversity, was finally held in Montreal, Canada in 
December following pandemic delays. It led to the 
agreement of the Global Biodiversity Framework, 
which sets a target to conserve 30 per cent of 
land and sea by 2030. The agreement commits to 
reduce subsidies that cause environmental harm 
and, crucially, recognises the role of Indigenous 
groups in conservation: conservation projects often 
trample on their rights. But it’s weak on the crucial 
matter of the private sector’s responsibilities.

As with COP27, a key sticking point was funding. 
While the agreement is to mobilise US$30 billion in 
a year from ‘developed’ to ‘developing’ countries 
by 2030, several African states, notably the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) – home 
to the world’s second-largest rainforest after the 
Amazon – urged the creation of a new biodiversity 
fund. When this didn’t arise it accused the summit’s 
leaders of forcing through an agreement against its 
wishes. Global south states will keep demanding 
adequate funding to enable all states to play their 
role in conservation.

 

 

COP27: TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE
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The need is great, with research increasingly 
suggesting a mass extinction is underway, bringing 
the destruction of fragile systems that sustain 
human life and play a vital role in absorbing 
greenhouse gases. But the biggest challenge 
following COP15 is that no biodiversity targets 
arising from this process have ever been met. 
International agreements mean nothing if they 
go unimplemented. Civil society will keep up the 
pressure to do better this time. 

PUSHING FORWARD 
AT THE INTERNATIONAL LEVEL

While high-level summits continue to frustrate, 
civil society keeps engaging at the global level 
because international bodies remain important 
sources of standards and norms. These provide 
yardsticks to measure the performance of states 
and rallying points for advocacy.

A small step forward came in March when the UN 
appointed its first ever Special Rapporteur on the 
promotion and protection of human rights in the 
context of climate change. Ian Fry, who takes up the 
role, is charged with making recommendations on 
the adverse human rights impacts of climate change 
and promoting the integration of human rights in 
climate change responses. This offers an important 
new focal point for civil society engagement.

A milestone was reached in July when UN member 
states passed a resolution recognising access to a 
clean, healthy and sustainable environment as a 
universal human right. This came after years of civil 
society campaigning. While the resolution is non-
binding, it offers a norm that can be referenced in 
the push for stronger environmental regulation, 
in climate and environmental litigation, and in the 
ongoing campaign for a global convention on the 
right to a healthy environment.

     The recognition of the right to a clean, healthy 
and sustainable environment as a universal 

human right makes environmental protection a 
core aspect of human rights protection. It is a major 
step towards a human rights-based approach in 
environmental litigation, as it integrates human rights 
norms into environmental matters." 
 

If there is to be a new convention, developing it will 
take many years. The challenges in securing this kind 
of agreement could be seen at UN headquarters in 
August, when talks to develop an Oceans Treaty 
stalled. The treaty – to protect the two-thirds of 
seas that fall beyond national jurisdiction – has been 
under negotiation since 2017. These talks were 
supposed to be the final round, ending in the treaty’s 
adoption. But they broke up with no consensus. Key 
points of contention were fishing and marine genetic 
resources, dominated by a few powerful states.  

 

GLOBAL BIODIVERSITY 
FRAMEWORK: FROM WORDS 
TO ACTION?

UN: RIGHT TO A CLEAN, HEALTHY 
AND SUSTAINABLE ENVIRONMENT 
RECOGNISED

VICTORIA LICHET
Global Pact Coalition

https://lens.civicus.org/cop27-too-little-too-late/
https://lens.civicus.org/cop27-too-little-too-late/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/01/220113194911.htm
https://www.ohchr.org/en/specialprocedures/sr-climate-change/about-mandate
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3982508?ln=en
https://lens.civicus.org/global-biodiversity-framework-from-words-to-action/
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https://globalpactenvironment.org/en/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5952-egypt-women-s-rights-are-not-a-priority-in-the-government-s-agenda
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A treaty was finally agreed following a fresh round 
of talks in March 2023. Now the challenge will 
be to encourage rapid ratification so it can enter 
into force. Civil society will work to urge adoption 
and implementation, which must be backed with 
adequate resources.

     Cooperation has been lacking regarding 
many aspects of the treaty. However, the 

treaty process has seen a lot of success in convening 
discussions and negotiations. As of now, more than 
100 states are highly committed to backing the 
treaty as it stands." 

Another important process started in March at 
the UN environment summit in Kenya, when 
states agreed to develop a legally binding treaty 
on plastics. There’s a great need for stronger 
regulation given the ubiquity of plastic pollution. 
The treaty will cover the whole lifecycle of plastics 
and, significantly, acknowledges the role of 
Indigenous people and waste pickers. The treaty 
is due to be negotiated over two years and civil 
society will be urging states to meet the deadline.

That persistence pays was demonstrated when 
the Escazú Agreement held its first conference of 
parties in April. This is the environmental rights 
treaty for Latin America and the Caribbean, 
adopted in 2018 following extensive civil society 

OCEAN TREATY: 
UNFINISHED BUSINESS

JOHN PAUL JOSE
High Seas Alliance
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Photo by Sean Gallup/Getty Images

An Indigenous activist from Brazil participates in a protest for climate justice at the COP27 climate conference in Sharm El Sheikh, 
Egypt, on 12 November 2022.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-64815782
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/mar/02/world-leaders-agree-draw-up-historic-treaty-plastic-waste
https://www.iucn.org/news/environmental-law/202104/waste-pickers-role-plastic-pollution-reduction-ones-we-cannot-leave-behind
https://lens.civicus.org/ocean-treaty-unfinished-business/
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https://lens.civicus.org/ocean-treaty-unfinished-business/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6027-united-nations-ocean-treaty-negotiations-are-largely-a-backroom-discussion-that-excludes-civil-society
https://www.highseasalliance.org/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6027-united-nations-ocean-treaty-negotiations-are-largely-a-backroom-discussion-that-excludes-civil-society
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engagement. Globally it’s the first treaty to make 
specific provisions on the rights of environmental 
human rights defenders, a crucial need in a region 
that has the world’s highest number of killings of 
such activists.

Reflecting civil society’s positive role in the 
process, the summit was much more open than 
a typical intergovernmental meeting. Civil society 
advocacy focused on the development of strong 
compliance procedures. It is also urging stronger 
Indigenous representation in treaty processes 
and pushing for the numerous states that have 
not yet ratified to do so.

     Politically the first COP was very important 
because it renewed political commitment 

to the Escazú Agreement. There was a lot of 
commitment, and the rules adopted are very 
positive for civil society’s active participation. Civil 
society had a direct voice in the negotiations."

In all these processes, civil society encourages, 
promotes and monitors the implementation of 
international agreements. But in 2022, awareness 
grew about a pact that presents a powerful barrier 
against climate action: the Energy Charter Treaty.

The Energy Charter Treaty was agreed in 1994 
to protect fossil fuel companies from political 

instability and policy changes. It allows them to sue 
states through a dispute settlement mechanism 
when their policies impact on fossil fuel projects. 
Multiple states have been sued for climate policies 
that seek to limit extraction.

European states – including France, the Netherlands 
and Spain – have said they’re pulling out of the 
treaty, but that doesn’t solve the problem: the treaty 
contains a sunset clause, which means companies 
can sue states for 20 years after withdrawal. The EU 
proposed amending the treaty to limit the sunset 
clause to 10 years while expanding its scope to other 
energy sources. But several states refused to agree.

Civil society has instead urged a coordinated, EU-
wide exit, along with the passing of an EU law to 
end the dispute settlement mechanism. That may 
be getting closer: in February 2023 the European 
Commission backtracked on reform plans and 
instead proposed a collective withdrawal, offering 
hope for stronger climate policies.

     This is an old treaty which main purpose 
is to protect fossil fuel companies, and it’s 

completely at odds with the Paris Agreement and 
the EU’s climate and sustainability agenda. The 
treaty’s sunset clause gives an almost unlimited 
right to companies and investors and is one of the 
reasons why we are urging EU states to leave the 
treaty all together, in a coordinated way."

ACTION ON THE STREETS

Civil society continues to combine international-level 
action with all the other available tools to seek climate 
justice. These include street protests and direct 
action, encompassing non-violent disobedience and 
disruptive public stunts. Movements like Fridays for 
Future have never stopped mobilising. September’s 
Global Climate Strike saw people around the world 
make the case for loss and damage financing, 
applying pressure ahead of COP27. Scientists are 
also speaking out and taking part in direct action, 
compelled into activism by their understanding of 
the unfolding climate catastrophe.

Street protest and direct action keep climate 
change high on the political agenda, heighten 
public awareness and communicate, through 
disruption, the chaos to come if climate change 
goes unchecked. 2022 saw the emergence of new, 
deliberately controversial tactics, including stunts 
involving priceless works of art.

In October, two young activists from the Just Stop 
Oil group caused a stir by throwing soup at a Van 
Gogh Sunflowers painting in the UK National Gallery. 
They’d taken pains to ensure the painting, covered 
in glass, wouldn’t be damaged. Their controversial 
act made headlines – and that was the point. It was 
one of several such actions in global north countries 
during the year. These stunts made the point that 
works of art receive far more protection and are 
apparently more valued than the essentials of a 
liveable planet. They cut through the news cycle in a 
way other protests and calls for action didn’t.

There’s no evidence these stunts backfired by 
causing people to see action on climate change 
as less important because they disagreed with  

 

ESCAZÚ AGREEMENT: 
PROMISING BEGINNINGS

THE ENERGY CHARTER TREATY: 
A BARRIER TO CLIMATE ACTION

NATALIA GÓMEZ
EarthRights International

PAUL DE CLERCK
Friends of the Earth Europe
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https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/environmental-activists/last-line-defence/
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2023/02/07/in-u-turn-brussels-recommends-eu-wide-exit-from-controversial-energy-charter-treaty
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/sep/23/thousands-call-for-climate-reparations-and-justice-in-global-protests
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/scientists-stage-worldwide-climate-protests-after-ipcc-report-180979913/
https://grist.org/protest/confrontational-climate-protests-civil-disobedience-soup-van-gogh/
https://www.greenmatters.com/climate-action/why-are-climate-activists-targeting-art
https://wagingnonviolence.org/2022/12/radical-tactics-arent-hurting-climate-movement-research/
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https://earthrights.org/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6152-europe-the-energy-charter-treaty-is-having-a-chilling-effect-on-climate-legislation
https://www.facebook.com/FoEEurope/
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protest tactics. There are indications such tactics 
can rekindle debate and bring the issue back to 
prominence, and may encourage people to take 
part in other forms of climate action.

All the same, in January 2023, one influential 
group, Extinction Rebellion in the UK, announced 
it was abandoning disruptive tactics and shifting 
towards large-scale protests that could bring more 
people into the movement. But other groups 
will likely maintain more disruptive tactics. Given 
the enormity of the issue, the protest response 
will remain multifaceted, gaining strength from 
diversity and the complementary forms of activism.

Meanwhile, in the locales at the sharp end of the 
lethal fossil fuel industry – where oil and gas are 
extracted and transported – communities continue 
to resist, particularly when disaster strikes. 

That’s what happened in Peru in January 2022, 
when a coastal oil spill brought severe hardship 
for small-scale fishers. Spanish oil giant Repsol was 
accused of being slow to take responsibility, making 
the impacts worse. The disaster exposed a history, 
under successive governments, of environmental 
regulations being minimised in the interests of 
big business. It brought protests to demand the 
company take responsibility and the government 
step up its environmental regulation, including by 
ratifying the Escazú Agreement.

     This situation has encouraged civil society to 
prioritise the search for solutions. For almost 

a decade, environmental requirements have been 
reduced in Peru; it is necessary to walk back that path. 

 

 JUAN CARLOS SUEIRO
Oceana
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Photo by Pilar Olivares/Reuters via Gallo Images

Local residents protest against Spanish energy firm Repsol and demand accountability for an oil spill at its facility off the coast in 
Ancon, Peru, on 25 January 2022.

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/01/extinction-rebellion-announces-move-away-from-disruptive-tactics
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5598-peru-environmental-regulations-were-relaxed-when-they-should-have-been-strengthened
https://peru.oceana.org/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5598-peru-environmental-regulations-were-relaxed-when-they-should-have-been-strengthened
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Shortly after hosting COP26, the UK passed a law 
giving police wider powers to restrict and break up 
protests, including on grounds of disruption and 
noise, something politicians have justified with 
reference to disruptive climate protests. In January 
the government announced its intention to give 
police further powers to pre-emptively stop protests.

In Finland in March 2022, 12 activists from Elokapina, 
the Finnish Extinction Rebellion movement, were 
convicted of insubordination for staging roadblock 
protests. In Denmark, over 110 activists were 
arrested in two days of Extinction Rebellion protests 
in May. In Germany, when people protested against a 
coalmine expansion in January 2023, police violently 
dragged people away, reportedly used batons, 
pepper spray and water cannon and briefly detained 
several campaigners, among them Greta Thunberg. 
Numerous US states have also introduced laws 
making it harder to protest near pipelines and mines.

As in Germany, Australia’s May election was 
dominated by climate change, following several years 
of extreme weather in a country that is one of the 
world’s highest per capita greenhouse gas emitters. A 
government characterised by climate denial lost, and 
in September the new government passed Australia’s 
first climate change legislation in a decade, committing 
to cut emissions by at least 43 per cent by 2030.

But at the same time, Australian activists are being 
criminalised. In 2022, three Australian states passed 
anti-protest laws targeting climate activists. In 
December, climate activist Deanna ‘Violet’ Coco 
fell foul of the new laws, receiving a 15-month jail 
sentence for blocking a lane of traffic on Sydney 
Harbour Bridge. Following widespread outrage, she 
was released on bail pending an appeal. Climate  
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Civil society also spoke out over an oil spill 
in Gabon in April by French-British company 
Perenco, accusing the company of failing to 
maintain its facilities and demanding it be held 
to account.

And yet the thirst for further extraction is 
seemingly unending, however much it flies in the 
face of the commitments made under the Paris 
Agreement. The size of the challenge is indicated 
by the enormous profits fossil fuel companies 
have reaped.

Among many others, a huge new development 
is planned in East Africa to carry crude oil from 
Uganda to the Tanzanian coast. Both states are 
backing the project and talking up the economic 
opportunities, but for many locals the plan 
threatens displacement, pollution and health 
hazards.

Civil society is campaigning to stop the harm, but 
because it’s standing up to powerful interests, it’s 
being met with severe backlash. Several activists 
have been arrested, detained and threatened. 
A broad civil society coalition, #StopEACOP, 
is mobilising to provide support to embattled 
activists and pressure investors to pull out. 
Several potential financiers, including in France 
and South Africa, have responded by committing 
to not fund the project.

     I have organised strikes to challenge the 
project, but since my last protest, I have 

received threats from unknown people who say they 
are police officers and tell me they are going to come 
and arrest me. We are in danger and nobody is helping 
us with security and support. Our government cares 
only about profit, not people."

CLIMATE ACTIVISTS TARGETS 
OF REPRESSION

It isn’t just in East Africa. Around the world 
environmental and climate campaigners are under 
attack because they challenge powerful political and 
economic forces. In the decade since campaigning 
organisation Global Witness started tracking killings 
of environmental and land rights activists, 1,733 
have been killed – one every two days. 

In December the new UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, Volker Türk, spoke out about the 
importance of protest in driving climate action 
and the need to protect civic space for climate 
protesters. It was a timely warning. As part of 
a widespread crackdown on protest freedoms 
around the world, many states – including some 
that claim to be climate champions – are targeting 
climate protests with heightened restrictions.

PERU’S OIL SPILL RAISES CORPORATE 
ACCOUNTABILITY QUESTIONS

GAME NOT OVER: RESISTANCE 
AGAINST EAST AFRICAN CRUDE 
OIL PIPELINE

NYOMBI MORRIS
Earth Volunteers, Uganda

https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2022/06/03/dark-day-democracy-policing-bill-becomes-law-protesters-sarah-everard-vigil-prosecuted/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/15/police-to-get-new-powers-to-shut-down-protests-before-disruption-begins
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2022/03/15/environmental-activists-charged-and-convicted-insubordination/
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2022/06/13/110-activists-arrested-during-two-days-climate-demonstrations/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/german-police-drag-away-activists-protesting-coal-mine-expansion-2023-01-10/
https://www.dw.com/en/l%C3%BCtzerath-final-activists-forced-from-protest-camp/a-64409317
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jan/17/greta-thunberg-detained-at-coal-protest-in-germany
https://www.icnl.org/usprotestlawtracker/?location=&status=&issue=&date=custom&date_from=2021-10-01&date_to=2022-10-01&type=
https://lens.civicus.org/change-on-the-cards-in-australia/
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/sep/08/australian-parliament-passes-first-climate-change-legislation-in-a-decade
https://monitor.civicus.org/updates/2022/09/29/arrest-climate-protesters-increasing-anti-protest-laws-and-continued-prosecution-whistleblowers-australia/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/dec/02/climate-activist-who-blocked-traffic-on-sydney-harbour-bridge-jailed-for-at-least-eight-months
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/dec/02/climate-activist-who-blocked-traffic-on-sydney-harbour-bridge-jailed-for-at-least-eight-months
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2022/dec/13/climate-activist-deanna-violet-coco-freed-from-prison-while-she-appeals-15-month-jail-sentence
https://observers.france24.com/en/africa/20220504-this-is-the-final-straw-gabonese-activists-outraged-by-yet-another-oil-spill-by-perenco
https://www.reuters.com/article/gabon-oil-spill/perenco-shuts-gabon-oil-terminal-after-300000-barrel-leak-idUKL2N2WS050
https://www.globalwitness.org/en/press-releases/deadly-decade-land-and-environmental-activists-killing-every-two-days/
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/rights-chief-protect-civic-space-climate-activists-94864207
https://protestrights2022.monitor.civicus.org/
https://lens.civicus.org/perus-oil-spill-raises-corporate-accountability-questions/
https://lens.civicus.org/perus-oil-spill-raises-corporate-accountability-questions/
https://lens.civicus.org/perus-oil-spill-raises-corporate-accountability-questions/
https://lens.civicus.org/game-not-over-resistance-against-east-african-crude-oil-pipeline/
https://lens.civicus.org/game-not-over-resistance-against-east-african-crude-oil-pipeline/
https://lens.civicus.org/game-not-over-resistance-against-east-african-crude-oil-pipeline/
https://lens.civicus.org/game-not-over-resistance-against-east-african-crude-oil-pipeline/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5762-uganda-our-government-cares-only-about-profit-not-people
https://nyombimorris.com/about/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5598-peru-environmental-regulations-were-relaxed-when-they-should-have-been-strengthened
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activists are looking for the Australian government to 
not just say the right thing, but also enable civil society 
to play its proper role, which includes protesting.

     Sweeping new laws were rushed through 
recently in a chilling and knee-jerk response 

to ongoing peaceful protests. These laws threaten 
to silence not only climate activists like Coco, or 
environmental and humanitarian organisations 
like ours, but every single one of us."

The restriction of civil society campaigning pays 
a backhanded compliment to its effectiveness. 
Despite often constrained civil space, civil society is 
achieving breakthroughs in stopping projects that 
cause climate harm. In just one example, in June the 
Japanese government pulled out of financing coal-
fired power projects in Bangladesh and Indonesia, 
which it was funding from development aid. This 
was a direct result of civil society pressure that had 
already seen a Japanese contractor withdraw from 
building the plant. Now civil society is pushing for 
renewable energies as a replacement.

     Civil society made a lot of efforts to stop Japan 
financing the Matarbari coal project, and 

hard advocacy work finally paid off. Environmental 
CSOs were able to put pressure on key stakeholders 
with the help of research institutions that studied 
and tracked global finance and investments.

CHALLENGES IN TRANSITION

Even climate transition brings extractive dangers: 
there’s a global rush to mine the metals used in 
electric vehicle batteries, such as lithium.

The biggest lithium deposits are in Argentina, 
Bolivia and Chile. There, communities living close 
to current and potential sites of extraction, many of 
them Indigenous groups, are calling for much more 
consultation over decisions that will affect their lives.

In Serbia, home to important lithium deposits, 
campaigners won a reprieve in January when 
the government gave into pressure, withdrawing 
licences for a vast mining project that would 
have devastated a major agricultural region. 
Civil society remains on guard however, fearing 
the unpopular plan could be revived now the 
country’s election has passed. 

     In the face of many displeased people 
mobilised in an election year, the government 

reacted. It revoked the decree greenlighting Rio 
Tinto’s project and backtracked on the spatial 
plan for the special-purpose area designed for the 
project’s implementation, which had been illegally 
introduced."

CLIMATE LITIGATION: 
A GROWING TOOL

As well as action on the streets and international-
level advocacy, climate activists are engaging 
with governments to strengthen climate and 
environmental regulations. In February, efforts paid 
off in Italy when the constitution was amended 
to make environmental protection one of its 
fundamental principles, with the aim of protecting 
the interest of future generations. Civil society is 
now pushing for environmental regulations to be 
strengthened to reflect the revised constitution.

     It has been a long road to reach today’s 
great consensus on environmental issues. 

And consultations with environmental CSOs in the 
amendment process were a key factor in that they 
helped put pressure on political parties to make 
the right decision."

Civil society is also increasingly taking to the courts to 
hold states and fossil fuel companies and financiers 
to account for failures to respect international 
human rights standards and commitments like the 
Paris Agreement. The UN’s Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change has recognised the role climate 
litigation is playing in increasing climate ambition 
and improving outcomes.

2022 saw multiple success stories. Ahead of Brazil’s 
pivotal election, civil society won a landmark 
Supreme Court victory that recognised the Paris 
Agreement as a human rights treaty, a ruling that 
places it above ordinary legislation.

 

 

AUSTRALIA: STILL SILENCING  
THE CLIMATE ALARM

ENERGY TRANSITION: DILEMMAS 
AND TRADE-OFFS

NELLI STEVENSON
Greenpeace Australia Pacific

SHARIF JAMIL
Bangladesh Paribesh Andolon

MIROSLAV MIJATOVIĆ
Podrinje Anti-Corruption Team, Serbia

EDOARDO ZANCHINI
Legambiente Onlus, Italy
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https://www.marketforces.org.au/cancellation-of-bangladesh-coal-fired-power-project-must-be-first-step-to-decarbonise/
https://lens.civicus.org/serbia-lgbtqi-people-the-latest-target-of-repression/
https://www.ambrosetti.eu/en/news/environmental-protection-enters-the-italian-constitution/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/publication/global-trends-in-climate-change-litigation-2022/
https://www.wcel.org/blog/ipccs-report-suggests-criminal-abdication-climate-leadership-will-be-fought-in-courts
https://www.climatechangenews.com/2022/07/07/brazilian-court-worlds-first-to-recognise-paris-agreement-as-human-rights-treaty/
https://lens.civicus.org/australia-still-silencing-the-climate-alarm/
https://lens.civicus.org/australia-still-silencing-the-climate-alarm/
https://lens.civicus.org/australia-still-silencing-the-climate-alarm/
https://lens.civicus.org/energy-transition-dilemmas-and-trade-offs/
https://lens.civicus.org/energy-transition-dilemmas-and-trade-offs/
https://lens.civicus.org/energy-transition-dilemmas-and-trade-offs/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6218-australia-repressive-laws-have-been-introduced-to-limit-people-s-ability-to-protest-against-climate-injustice
https://www.greenpeace.org.au/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5945-bangladesh-civil-society-made-a-lot-of-efforts-to-stop-japan-financing-the-matarbari-project
https://www.bapa.org.bd
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5599-serbia-we-are-not-just-fighting-locally-we-are-sending-a-message-to-the-world
https://www.pakt.org.rs/sr/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5755-italy-the-constitution-now-contemplates-the-interests-of-future-generations
https://www.legambiente.it/
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6218-australia-repressive-laws-have-been-introduced-to-limit-people-s-ability-to-protest-against-climate-injustice
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5945-bangladesh-civil-society-made-a-lot-of-efforts-to-stop-japan-financing-the-matarbari-project
https://civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5945-bangladesh-civil-society-made-a-lot-of-efforts-to-stop-japan-financing-the-matarbari-project
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5755-italy-the-constitution-now-contemplates-the-interests-of-future-generations
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Approval for a gas drilling project in the Timor Sea 
off Australia was suspended when a court ruled 
the company behind the project, Santos, hadn’t 
consulted Indigenous communities adequately. 
The judgment came in response to a legal challenge 
brough by islanders. Oil giant Shell was held to 
account in South African courts, when a ban was 
upheld on its use of seismic waves to explore for 
Indian Ocean oil and gas. But the need for ongoing 
vigilance was made clear in January 2023 when a 
second application for exploration was approved, 
requiring fresh civil society action.

     South Africa has good environmental 
legislation, but much of it is lacking in 

implementation, so that is what the environmental 
movement focuses on. The law is very clear; our 
constitution says we have the right to a safe and 
healthy environment."

New lawsuits are being brought in response 
to the revelation that Exxon knew about and 
accurately predicted climate change in the 1970s. 
And more court victories are coming. In July, a 
lawsuit filed by six young Portuguese activists 
against 33 European states was fast-tracked 
at the European Court of Human Rights. The 
activists, who are crowdfunding their case, are 
seeking recognition that their human rights are 
being impacted on by the failure of governments 
to cut emissions sufficiently. The court will also 
hear climate cases brought by a French farmer 
and a Swiss group, Senior Women for Climate 
Protection Switzerland.

 

SINEGUGU ZUKULU
Sustaining the Wild Coast
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Photo by Sean Gallup/Getty Images

Protesters demand a halt to the planned demolition of the hamlet of Luetzerath, on the edge of the expanding Garzweiler II  
open-cast coalmine near Erkelenz, Germany on 23 April 2022.

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-09-21/nt-tiwi-islands-santos-barossa-court-decision/101462146
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/sep/01/south-african-court-bans-offshore-oil-and-gas-exploration-by-shell
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/sep/01/south-african-court-bans-offshore-oil-and-gas-exploration-by-shell
https://www.iol.co.za/capeargus/news/civil-society-groups-to-appeal-environmental-authorisation-of-searcher-seismic-survey-project-911a3767-bf2a-4e2a-a945-180673de45bb
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2023/jan/19/exxon-climate-crisis-lawsuits-documents
https://www.theenergymix.com/2022/07/03/youth-climate-case-moves-to-top-tribunal-in-european-court/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/aug/11/its-a-human-rights-issue-young-adults-take-portugal-climate-crisis-to-court
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/aug/11/its-a-human-rights-issue-young-adults-take-portugal-climate-crisis-to-court
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/6068-south-africa-we-were-denied-the-right-to-give-or-refuse-our-consent-so-we-took-shell-to-court-and-won
https://swc.org.za/
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/news/interviews/5755-italy-the-constitution-now-contemplates-the-interests-of-future-generations
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Street mobilisation and direct action are 
key tactics in sounding the alarm on climate 
change but are coming under attack, including 
in democratic states that claim to be climate 
champions. Civil society must make a concerted 
effort to raise awareness of the importance of 
protest rights, including the right to take part 
in disruptive non-violent protests.

Civil society efforts to raise awareness about 
the reality of climate change and the need 
to address it are having some success in 
influencing public opinion to call on decision 
makers to act. Civil society should embed 
climate justice in all of its work and make clear 
the multiple ways in which climate change 
impacts on human rights.

Disinformation is a key barrier to climate action. 
Civil society should work with the media and 
scientists to counter inaccuracies and help win 
support for action. As part of its influencing 
strategy, civil society should develop stronger 
media and science literacy.

1

2

3

IDEAS 
FOR ACTION

Many other cases are working their way through 
the courts, showing how civil society is using every 
means available to insist on action sufficient to 
avert catastrophe.

A CHANGE AGENDA

Awareness of the climate emergency and 
environmental crises is growing, thanks to civil 
society’s efforts. Around the world, people are 
starting to see climate change as the defining 
issue of our time.

Civil society’s struggles are making clear that 
responding to climate change has to go beyond 
replacing one form of energy with another. There 
are many challenges, such as how to phase out 
subsidies while protecting people from economic 
shocks, how to make energy prices affordable and 

how to replace extractive jobs with other forms of 
good-quality employment. 

There’s a need to take on the myths spread by fossil 
fuel companies and those beholden to them that 
fossil fuel phase-out entails economic downturn. 
There’s also a need to foster peace where there are 
conflicts, since conflicts and militarisation are by 
their nature destructive: Russia’s war on Ukraine has 
seen a significant emissions spike. Policy-makers 
need to respect rights and engage positively with 
civil society in the search for solutions.

That change can happen was shown by the January 
2023 news that the once-vanishing ozone layer, a 
potential environmental catastrophe, is healing. 
The problem with the ozone layer was identified in 
the 1980s. States listened to scientists, forged an 
international treaty, the Montreal Protocol – which 
imposed limitations on businesses – and stuck to 
it. Effective international cooperation solved a 
looming environmental problem. This proves that 
destructive habits can be reversed. It also shows 
that change takes much political will, resources 
and ongoing pressure. The latter, at least, can be 
counted on: civil society will continue to do its job.

COURT ACTION FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE: 
A GROWING MOVEMENT 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2022/08/31/climate-change-remains-top-global-threat-across-19-country-survey/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-63625693
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/09/ozone-layer-healed-within-decades-un-report
https://lens.civicus.org/court-action-for-climate-justice-a-growing-movement/
https://lens.civicus.org/court-action-for-climate-justice-a-growing-movement/
https://lens.civicus.org/court-action-for-climate-justice-a-growing-movement/
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CONNECT WITH US

HEADQUARTERS
25 Owl Street, 6th Floor
Johannesburg, 2092
South Africa
Tel: +27 (0)11 833 5959
Fax: +27 (0)11 833 7997

UN HUB: NEW YORK
25 E 42nd St, 17th Floor
New York, NY, 10017
United States

UN HUB: GENEVA
11 Avenue de la Paix
Geneva, CH-1202
Switzerland
Tel: +41 (0)22 733 3435

http://www.civicus.org
mailto:info@civicus.org
https://www.facebook.com/CIVICUS/
https://twitter.com/CIVICUSalliance
https://lens.civicus.org/
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