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THE ENJOYMENT OF THE RIGHTS TO FREEDOM OF PEACEFUL 
ASSEMBLY AND OF ASSOCIATION TO ADVANCE CLIMATE JUSTICE – 
THE CASE OF THE UK 
 
Aim of this document:  
 
This policy report aims to point out at some of the challenges “The enjoyment of the 
rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association to advance climate justice” 
faces in the case of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK going 
forward) 
 
It is drafted in the framework of the Call for inputs from the Special Rapporteur on the 
rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association for his report to be presented 
at the 76th session of the General Assembly 1 of the United Nations 
 
About the Coppieters Foundation:  
 
Coppieters Foundation is a think tank focusing on European affairs. It develops new ideas 
and produces knowledge on the management of cultural and linguistic diversity, 
collective and minority rights, multi-level governance, decentralization, state and 
constitutional reform, statehood processes, self-determination, migration, peace studies 
and the protection of human rights in Europe. 
 
Coppieters Foundation has commissioned this report with the aim to contribute to a 
global debate in the framework of the United Nations and advance the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  
 
The report has been drafted by Louis Lemkow.  
Professor Lemkow holds a BA in Sociology (University of Essex, UK) and Geography 
(Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona), a MSc in Environmental Resources (University of 
Salford, UK) and a PhD in Economic Sciences (Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, 1981). 
Presently, he is member of the Institute of Environmental Science and Technology (ICTA) 
and the Centre of International and Intercultural Studies of the Univeristy of Barcelona. 
 
The report has been reviewed by Ariadna Roig and Ignasi Centelles. 

 
1 Call for inputs from the Special Rapporteur on the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and of association for his report to be 
presented at the 76th session of the General Assembly : https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/AssemblyAssociation/Pages/cfi-GA76-
report.aspx 
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POLICY REPORT 
 
Climate justice activism and protest, including various forms of civil disobedience are 
very much on the agenda worldwide. The context of civil liberties, freedoms and policing 
and justice models in relation to protest vary enormously in the framework of the great 
diversity of national political and human rights cultures. This report will focus on the 
situation in the UK. 
 
In the case of the UK there are two main items to be considered in relation to climate 
justice activism, law enforcement and policing. First there has been an acceleration and 
expansion climate activism and in particular of civil disobedience represented above all 
by the activities of Extinction Rebellion (XR) and Fridays for Future. Second is the new 
Policing Bill, the so-called Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill (PCSCB)2, which was 
elaborated by the UK government and which gives considerable new powers to the 
police in relation to the control and policing of demonstrations. As we will see along this 
report, this proposed law is highly polemical and has been challenged and contested by 
many sectors of civil society. It should be noted that the legal/judicial systems and 
policing models are different across UK and organized separately in England and Wales, 
Northern Ireland and Scotland. 
 
Examples of climate justice activism in the UK    
      
Modern environmentalism in the UK has its origins in the context of the protests of 1968, 
which were widespread in Western Europe and the USA. Concretely climate activism 
centered on the demands for action to halt climate change has been ongoing in the UK 
since the 1980s and campaigning was initially largely lead by Friends of the Earth and 
Greenpeace, although numerous local grass-roots groups emerged and were active in 
this period.  The UK’s government´s “Public Attitudes Tracker”3 has shown a steady 
increase in concern over climate change since 2015 and which has increased more rapidly 
since 2018. The most visible protests have been school climate strikes and a widescale 
of activities convened by Extinction Rebellion (XR) which have involved highly publicized 
acts of civil disobedience4.  “Fridays for the Future”5 initiated in Sweden has been the 
inspiration for the schools strikes and has become a worldwide movement. In February 
2019 approximately 15.000 attended a strike/meetings in Bristol UK6. The activism of the 

 
2 State of the Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill: https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2839 
3 UK’s government´s “Public Attitudes Tracker”: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/public-attitudes-tracking-survey 
4 Extinction Rebellion actions:  https://extinctionrebellion.uk/category/actions/ 
5 Fridays for Future movement: https://fridaysforfuture.org/ 
6 28 February 2020 - Bristol Youth Strike 4 Climate (BYS4C): https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-bristol-51663632 
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young and in particular school children is centered on intergenerational solidarity or, in 
other words, on sustainability and thinking about the future of coming generations. 
 
In April 2019 Waterloo Bridge, one of the main crossings linking the south and north 
banks of the Thames in London was blocked by protesters convened by Extinction 
Rebellion (XR)7. In the days that followed thousands were involved in a ten-day blockade 
of strategic sites in London8. There were immediate calls on tough action and new 
legislation to control these civil disobedience actions from conservative sections of 
society and politics. Since then it is estimated that over 3.500 people participating in 
this and other civil disobedience actions have been arrested for minor offences and 
sentenced with paying fines and costs. Some 1.000 cases are still awaiting court 
decisions and civil rights groups are pressuring government and public authorities to stop 
prosecuting people for their peaceful civil disobedience. The court cases are going ahead 
slowly.  
 
In September 2020 over 680 people were arrested in London related to XR organized 
civil disobedience protests9. The charges were mainly minor typically involving 
“obstructing the highway”. A statement by the Metropolitan Police said that “The public 
have a right to protest, but they do not have a right to cause disruption to communities 
and businesses across London. That is why we took swift action to make a number of 
arrests…we will continue to investigate those who we suspect to have committed 
offences, so the number of arrests is likely to rise”. (BBC News 11 September 2020.) This 
statement very much heralds and echoes the framework of demands for greater control 
of demonstrations (not only related to climate activism but to the Black Live Matter 
campaign), resulting in the much contested policing bill passed by the Conservative Party 
dominated UK Parliament in early 2021.  
 
The pandemic has unquestionably limited climate activism, but actions have continued 
and in the case of XR in the UK protest has centered on the new policing bill (see below) 
and a day of action on April 3rd 2021 was jointly convened with United for Black Lives 
and Black Lives Matter under the slogan “Kill the Bill”. 
 
Challenges and threats to exercising assembly and association rights to advance 
climate justice and challenges and threats to peaceful assembly  

 
7 15 April 2019 – The Guardian reporting on the action organised by XR: 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/15/thousands-expected-in-london-for-extinction-rebellion-protest 
8 20 April 2019 - The Guardian reporting on the ten-day blockade in London: 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/20/battle-of-waterloo-bridge-a-week-of-extinction-rebellion-protests 
9 05 September 2020 - The Guardian reporting on the arrests made at XR protests in London in September 2020: 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/sep/05/over-600-arrests-made-at-extinction-rebellion-protests-in-london 
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The center of concern with respect to the UK is the so-called “policing bill”, that is to say 
the PCSCB, which was rushed through the UK Parliament in March 2021 and was voted 
on favourably only by the Conservative Party which has an absolute majority in the House 
of Commons (although only 40% of the vote – a result of the first-past-the-post electoral 
system) and has received an avalanche criticisms by environmental and climate action 
movements as well as human rights and civil liberties organisations in the UK these 
include amongst others the following movements, organisations and institutions: 
 
BINGHAM CENTRE FOR THE RULE OF LAW (binghamcentre.biicl.org) 
BLACK LIVES MATTER (blacklivesmatter.uk)  
EXTINCTION REBELLION (extinctionrebellion.org) 
FRIDAYS FOR FUTURE (fridaysforfuture.org) 
FRIENDS OF THE EARTH UK (friendsoftheearth.uk) 
HALDANE SOCIETY (Haldane.org)  
JUSTICE (justice.org.uk) 
LIBERTY (libertyhumanrights.org.uk) 
 
The paper issued by the Friends of the Earth (FoE)10 contains six main statements: 
 

• Why the right to protest is so important; 
• How the right to protest is under threat; 
• Protesters face a greater risk of prosecution; 
• Non-violent protest could attract lengthy prison sentences; 
• The vulnerable are at risk; 
• The Bill is an anti-democratic piece of legislation; 

 
Especially relevant to this report are the sections related to non-violent protest. As FoE 
states that the Bill “places an offence of intentionally causing a “public nuisance” in law, 
with a maximum sentence of 10 years for actions which could include ones as minor as 
non-violently obstructing the public or causing serious annoyance or inconvenience. 
Vague terms are left open to interpretation by the police”. In addition, this Bill is seen as 
anti-democratic, an opinion also voiced by a number of human rights and civil liberties 
organisations. There is explicit concern that citizens could be inhibited from protesting 
because of this legislation and be in effect silenced. FoE argues that “Protest is the 
lifeblood of democracy and our environment is better for it”. 
 

 
10 15 March 2021 - Paper issued by the Friends of the Earth: https://friendsoftheearth.uk/system-change/why-police-crime-
sentencing-and-courts-bill-harmful-piece-legislation-1 
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ExtinctXR) have organised a campaign “Kill the Bill” and also participates in a broad 
coalition around the right to protest in the context of the new Bill which also involves 
United for Black Lives and Black Lives Matter11. XR denounced the attempt by 
government to censor the voices of dissent and delegitimise protesters. BLM in the voice 
of Marvina Newton (founder of BLM Leeds) “This bill has been created to silence those 
most marginalized and disadvantaged by taking their democratic rights away from 
them… They are trying to bury our voices”. 
 
In an extensive briefing paper by the organization Justice published in May 202112 great 
concern is expressed about threats to freedom of expression and assembly as a result 
of the PCSCB: “Increased powers for police to respond to non-violent protests, which 
would expand the circumstances in which police can impose conditions on protests, 
remove the need to knowingly breach conditions in order to commit an offence and 
introduce a broad statutory offence of public nuisance with a maximum sentence of 10 
years in prison. These changes risk breaching protesters’ rights to freedom of expression 
and assembly and the requirement for legal certainty “. 
 
The Liberty human rights organization has organized a campaign “Stop the Policing Bill”13 
through the signing of a petition to be sent to the Home Secretary  stating that amongst 
other things the bill “Threaten freedom of expression and assembly, increase sentences 
and police powers aimed at restricting protestors”. 
 
The Haldane Society has strongly criticized the PCSCB 14 dubbing it the “Police 
Crackdown Bill”.  They argue that “despite its gravity, the PCSCB has been rushed 
through by the Government at an alarming and opportunistic rate; giving less than a 
week between its publication and second reading. This is a derisory timescale, and has 
meant that the general public, affected communities MPs and their staff, have been 
obstructed and denied the opportunity to fully understand what the devastating impact 
of this Bill will be”. 
 
Specifically, the Haldane Society states that the bill will: “Further extend already 
draconian police powers, giving them new powers against static protests, granting the 

 
11 Extinction Rebellion’s campaign against the Bill : https://extinctionrebellion.uk/2021/04/02/united-for-our-right-to-protest-
extinction-rebellion-united-for-black-lives-and-others-collaborate-in-national-day-of-action-against-the-policing-bill/  
12 15 May 2021 - Justice’s position regarding the PCSCB: https://justice.org.uk/police-crime-sentencing-and-courts-bill/ 
13 16 March 2021 - Liberty’s position regarding the PCSCB: https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/issue/liberty-policing-bill-vote-a-
dark-stain-on-our-democracy/ 
14 17 March 2021 - Haldane’s position regarding the PCSCB: https://www.haldane.org/news/2021/3/17/condemnation-of-the-
police-crime-sentencing-and-courts-bill  
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ability to impose allocated times and where they can be held, and enforce maximum 
noise limits (amongst other measures); 

- Prevent protests outside Parliament; 

- Expand powers to shut down peaceful demonstrations; 

- Introduce new offences for protesters, including on the basis of causing “serious 

annoyance”; 

- Increase penalties and lower the thresholds for breaching police conditions on 

protests; “ 

In the frame of parliamentary activity, it is interesting to note a background paper on a 
proposed meeting by the All Party Parliamentary Group on the Rule of Law and published 
by the Bingham Centre where it was suggested that the wording used in the law was 
perhaps too broad and should be reconsidered.15 It also points out that there is a risk of 
a “chilling effect, with peaceful protests that would not before have been subject to 
police conditions potentially constrained for no good reason”.   
 
The organisations mentioned in this report all argue that the main threat to peaceful 
assembly and related freedoms arise from the above mentioned PCSCB. In relation to the 
environmental and green movements, the new law is seen as an immediate menace to 
basic civil liberties and to civil disobedience strategies already widely adopted 
(especially by Extinction Rebellion, the organization which has mobilized the most high-
profile actions) and is seen to represent a severe limitation and challenge to climate 
change activism as a whole. 
 

 
15 20th May 2021 - Policing, Protest and the Rule of Law: briefing on Part 3 of the Police Crime Sentencing and Courts Bill:  
https://binghamcentre.biicl.org/appg-rule-of-law/meetings?cookiesset=1&ts=1622130909 


