
Early May was marked by
the largest campaign of
global civil disobedience

in the history of the climate
movement.

In the first weeks of May, tens
of thousands of activists risked
arrest by taking part in
demonstrations in 13 countries
on six continents. The protests
were part of the Break Free
movement, which calls for the
end of fossil fuels and a transition
to 100% renewal energy. The
demonstrations took place on the
sites of coal mines, refineries and
pipeline facilities. 

‘As global temperatures
continue to rise, so are the
people,’ said Payal Parekh, the
program director for 350.org.
‘Across continents people are
challenging the status quo by
pushing the boundaries of
conventional protest to demand
fossil fuels are kept in the ground.’

Canada’s Break Free demonstration took place in Vancouver
at the Kinder Morgan terminal. Around 800 people joined in,
dozens of them taking to the ocean in kayaks while others
marched on the land. Activists locked messages onto the gates of
the facility, staged a sit-in and painted a giant mural. No arrests
were made and only two police boats were present, though Kinder
Morgan also hired private security to monitor the crowds. 

The Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain Expansion project got
the green light from the National Energy Board on May 19, just
five days after the Break Free event (see story, left).

Global Demonstrations
In other countries, opposition was directed at coal energy. In
Germany, more than 3,500 activists shut down Welzow-Süd,
an opencast coal mine in the Lusatia coal fields. A hundred
demonstrators entered the mine, while others stopped the trains

and conveyor belts from transporting coal to the power plants.
Three hundred people remained at the mine overnight to
continue the blockade. Another 2,000 protestors cut off the coal-
fired powerplant Schwarze Pumpe from coal supply the
following day. Of these around 120 were arrested but were
released within 24 hours. 

The largest demonstration of the Break Free campaign took
place in the Philippines, where a march of 10,000 people
protested a proposed 600MW coal-fired power plant in
Batangas City. The activists also called for the cancellation of
another 27 proposed plants in the country. 

In Newcastle, Australia, 2,000 activists shut down the largest
coal port in the world, preventing an estimated two megatonnes
of coal from being shipped during the protest. Seven hundred
people blocked a critical rail crossing while kayakers blocked
Newcastle Harbour.

In the town with the most polluted air in the world, South
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‘Break Free’ global civil disobedience - Natalie Dunsmuir
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Kayaktivists take to the water during Vancouver’s Break Free protest at the
Kinder Morgan Terminal in North Vancouver. 



Africa’s Emalahleni—which translates to ‘place of coal’—200
community members gathered to call an end to their country’s
reliance on coal. Also in South Africa, a march of hundreds was
held in Randberg. Fifteen activists left the march to deliver a
coal-filled coffin to the doorstep of one of South Africa’s most
powerful families, the Guptas. The family’s ties with both coal
companies and the South African president Jacob Zuma have
made them controversial.

In Brazil, protests turned into a celebration. A demonstration
of 300 people marched through the streets of Uruamama, in the
state of Paraná, to the city hall. City councillors were in the
middle of voting on a bill to ban fracking in the city. In the midst
of the protest, the bill passed unanimously and Uruamama was
declared fracking-free. 

Demonstrations also took place all across the United States
and in Wales, Indonesia, Turkey, New Zealand, Nigeria, and
Ecuador. Tens of thousands took part worldwide and of those
around 200 were arrested. Organizers have said that for many
participating in the demonstrations, Break Free was their first

experience taking part in civil disobedience.
‘This is the hottest year we’ve ever measured, and so it is

remarkably comforting to see people rising up at every point of
the compass to insist on change,’ said 350.org co-founder Bill
McKibben. 

Melina Laboucan-Massimo, a climate campaigner with
Greenpeace who helped organize the Vancouver rally said that
with climate change already happening in a visible way, people
are becoming more aware of the need to shift away from fossil
fuels.

‘We’re already seeing impacts from climate change and we
know that it’s only going to get worse,’ she said. ‘In the face of these
disasters, people around the world are understanding more than
ever that they need to speed up the transition to renewable and
break the strangle-hold of the fossil fuel industry.’

‘We need to bring our own solutions and turn the tide and
break free from fossil fuels,’ she added. ‘And go towards
renewable energy.’ 0
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