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Abstract 

Based on ethnographic field work conducted during the 2014 Reclaim the 
Power- Anti Fracking Action Camps, using participant observations, informal 
discussion and interviews, this study explores coalition formation between ac-
tors with very different political and ideological orientations. Evidence from 
previous environmental direct action groups illustrates how diverse interests, 
motivations and tactics lead to irreconcilable tensions. This study explores the 
diverse political and ideological orientations of activists at Reclaim the Power, 
their demands and objectives, how representation within the camp was negoti-
ated and ultimately how their demands were expressed, as a means to explore 
the formation of broad based coalitions. Different approaches from the social 
movement literature are used for analysis. The study illustrates how despite 
diversity a strong coalition was formed based on the broad resonance of the 
framing of RTP as a social, economic and environmental justice movement. 
Framed as such fracking provided an anchor for broad struggles against the 
state and the political and economic system to form alliances with struggles 
over localised social and environmental risks facilitating the formation of di-
verse coalitions.  

Keywords 

Fracking, anti fracking movement, activism, social movements, radical envi-
ronmental movements, coalitions, UK.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 Diversity and difference in the UK’s anti fracking 
movement  

 “Our movement is not going to change the way the politicians think or their plans but 
what it is going to change is people. We need people coming out and physically stopping this. 

We need normal people, run of the mill people who are usually watching Coronation Street or 
East Enders, them people, waking up and thinking why are them protestors out there doing 

that stuff. We need to get a mass of people standing up against this and saying we are not 
having this, only then will politics change” (activist from RTP). 

 

New practises are leading to environmental degradation, inspiring new ac-
tors into activism, resulting in the formation of broad based coalitions between 
people from very different socio-economic and political positions. Hydraulic 
fracturing (fracking), a controversial method of extracting oil and gas from un-
conventional underground reserves, is one such practice inspiring broad based 
coalition building. Although environmental justice scholars have illustrated the 
correlation between social and environmental inequity broadly, fracking cuts 
across class divides, bringing the impacts of environmental degradation ever 
closer to communities that were previously distanced by their class position. 
This paper will explore how fracking appears to be inspiring the formation of 
alliances between diverse groups of actors who are converging in their shared 
resistance to fracking while their opposition is informed by very different social 
positions in society, and diverse political and ideological orientations.  

The UK makes for a particularly interesting case study of the anti fracking 
movement. Substantial shale gas reserves and a state that is overtly pro fracking 
has lead to more than half of the UK being advertised for exploration (Guardi-
an 2014a). Global and national capital is eager to exploit these opportunities 
and has lead to the current ‘dash for gas’. Although commercial production has 
not yet started, exploratory fracking is currently underway at eight sites with 
many more currently in the process of gaining planning permission (Frack Off 
2014). In response to these developments a growing anti-fracking movement 
has emerged and is rapidly expanding.  

While following the activities of the anti-fracking movement both through 
online news and social media sources I was stuck by the size and speed at 
which the anti fracking movement in the UK has emerged. Currently there are 
more than 160 local anti fracking groups across the UK (Frack Off 2014). I 
started following many of these local groups online and was intrigued by the 
diversity of actors within the movement. Seemingly conservative groups in the 
Tori heartland of middle England were united by slogans such as “Against the 
industrialisation of the Countryside” and utilised well-designed websites with 
custom made educational videos to illustrate the potential reality of fracking 
bringing heavy vehicle traffic through their quiet village, disrupting wildlife and 
polluting local water systems (Kirdford and Wisborough 2014). Focusing pri-
marily on the local risks of fracking such groups were advocating for engage-
ment through the states ‘invited spaces’ for citizen participation such as public 
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consultation and voicing opposition through petitions. Simultaneously groups 
of radical leftists were occupying fracking sites in an attempt to disrupt and 
prevent work-taking place on the site (Crawberry Hill and West Newton Pro-
tection Camp 2014). These groups relied on direct action aimed at the fracking 
industry in an attempt to stop exploratory drilling, effectively bypassing the 
state by acting outside of the legal framework, using direct action as a means to 
affect the change.  

Tension created by different approaches to dealing with environmental 
degradation is not new. Traditional reformist approaches advocate for working 
through the state to achieve change, focusing on command and control policy 
instruments. Radical approach on the other hand perceive the state as part of 
the problem, by being implicated in driving a specific model of development 
that is not sustainable and therefore seeks solutions beyond state structures 
which are citizen driven and often involve direct action. Environmentalism has 
often found expression through more radical means (Adams 2008: 369). This 
was especially visible in the UK’s direct action networks from the early 1990’s 
(Saunders 2012: 831). A study of the British Climate Camps which were an at-
tempt to build the movement against climate change, illustrated how the annu-
al camps eventually dissipated due to an inability to bridge the radical agenda 
of many of the founders with the increasingly reformist approaches of partici-
pants at the camps (Saunders 2012).  

The preliminary evidence illustrates that the anti fracking movement is 
bringing together a diverse range of actors from both ends of the radical re-
formist spectrum who occupy very different socio-economic positions in the 
world. Tensions between radical and reformist approaches in dealing with en-
vironmental change, as witnessed in the UK climate camps, frames and pro-
vides the relevance for the central question of this research paper: 

How is the anti fracking movement in the UK building coalitions be-
tween a broad spectrum of actors very different political and ideological 
orientations?  

In order to address this question the paper focuses on one particular man-
ifestation of the anti fracking movement; the Reclaim the Power (RTP) Anti-
Fracking Action Camp which took place 14-20 August near Blackpool in Lan-
cashire, North Western England. A broad range of actors converged at this 
camp, united in their shared opposition to fracking. I used this as the primary 
site of research in order to address the research question, operationalizing the 
research by focusing on the actors, the processes within the camp and the actions 
that emerged from it. The following sub questions guided this process: Who are 
the different actors involved? What are their politics and ideological orientations? How is 
representation of different groups within RTP negotiated?  What are their demands and ob-
jectives? How are these demands being expressed?  

Acknowledging the expansion of fracking and environmental degradation 
as a profoundly political process, I frame this research from a political econo-
my perspective, drawing on literature from social movement theory and UK 
environmentalism to explain the formation of broad based coalitions within 
the anti fracking movement. The rational for this research is premised on the 
idea that people reclaiming power through social movements can have a signif-
icant impact on challenging the dominant political and economic system. Fol-
lowing this reasoning, the goal of this research is to draw on detailed ethno-
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graphic observations of a particular instance where the anti fracking movement 
is mobilising a diverse group of actors. By doing so I hope contribute to the 
literature on social movement and resistance.  

1.2 Epistemology, methodology and methods 

The focus of this research is on individual actors, the internal dynamics of 
RTP and the expression of resistance that emerged from it. Since these are 
deeply social and situated processes a qualitative research methodology with a 
strongly ethnographic orientation is used. An ethnographic orientation facili-
tates an interpretative approach to knowledge and is informed by a relativist 
epistemological position (Summer and Tribe 2009: 59). This allows for atten-
tion to be given to subjective experiences and the meanings people ascribe to 
their actions and acknowledging the existence and experience of multiple reali-
ties. In addition an ethnographic orientation also involves a contextual under-
standing of knowledge, not just privileging what people say and the meanings 
they ascribe to their actions but also giving weight to what they do and the sur-
roundings within which they are situated. Both subjectivities and situated 
knowledges are considered key to understanding the dynamics within the anti 
fracking movement and the framing and articulation of their actions.  

During the fieldwork I engaged in what Juris terms ‘militant ethnography’ 
which he refers to as “ethnographic research that is not only politically engaged 
but also collaborate, thus breaking down the divide between researcher and 
object” (2008: 20). This involved participating in the activities, actions and pro-
tests with the groups I was studying. Reflecting on research conducted on the 
anti globalisation movement in Spain Juris (2008) asserts that through partici-
pation in actions and protests a deeper level of emotion was evoked which 
contributed to the research findings.  Engaging in RTP as a participant rather 
than a researcher, being directly involved in the daily activities, workshops, 
protest and direct actions allowed me to gain this ‘insiders’ view that Juris de-
scribes. Building personal relationship with many of the activists in the process 
provided access to their personal lives, histories, ideas, ideologies and meanings 
ascribed to their actions in a manner that would not have been possible had I 
maintained my positionality as a research only conducting interviews.  

My fieldwork was carried out over the course of three weeks during Au-
gust 2014. My initial contact with the anti fracking movement started some 
months earlier via social media platforms. Most of the local anti fracking 
groups, regional and national advocacy networks use social media as a primary 
tool for organizing and sharing information. I had been following the activities 
and much of the media coverage of the movement for some months before 
arriving in the UK and making direct contact. Initially I spent time in East 
Yorkshire at two ‘protection camps’- Crawberry Hill and West Newton. These 
are sites were activists have set up a semi permanent camp alongside fracking 
site in an attempt to block entry to the site for the oil and gas company, disrupt 
the companies operations, build public awareness about the risks of fracking 
and act as environmental monitors. During this time I camped on the site with 
the activists and took part in their daily activities, accompanied some of them 
to London for the court hearing for their eviction case, attended fundraiser 
events and a protest action. These experiences provided a broader context for 
my research, especially a better understanding of one particular group of activ-
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ists who are part of the movement who later I refer to as ‘lifestyle activist’. It was 
through the people I met at these camps that I became aware of the weeklong 
‘Reclaim the Power’ (RTP) anti fracking action that took place outside Black-
pool, 14-20 August. During RTP I participated in as many diverse activities as 
possible in order to gain as varied an experience of the camp and the people as 
possible. I attending a range of workshops, took on daily camp maintenance 
duties, was involved in the day of direct action and during this process made 
many friends who generously shared their life stories, dreams and aspirations. 
It is on many of these informal conversations that I base my analysis.  

I relied primarily on participant observation, informal conversations and 
personal experiences during the camp. These traditional ethnographic methods 
were used to generate primary data, and follow up interviews were conducted 
with five key informants after a camp. The informants were identified based on 
their representativeness of general ‘types’ of activists and enabled some of the 
preliminary findings to be elaborated on. The interviews were conducted over 
skype and recorded via audio recorder. 

1.3 Scope and limitations 

The scope of this study is micro in nature focusing only on three field sites 
and conducted over a short time period. As such the fieldwork was very lim-
ited in scope and does not attempt to present a comprehensive account of the 
anti fracking movement as a whole. Neither do the activists and persons en-
countered during my fieldwork present a representative sample of the highly 
heterogeneous movement. This study is similar to most ethnographic studies 
which focus on small n-samples in that it does not attempt to have empirical 
generalizability but rather strives to make theoretical and conceptual contribu-
tions towards understanding how coalitions are being formed within the anti 
fracking movement.  

The detailed ethnographic nature of this study has meant focusing on very 
specific moments and enactments of resistance on the part of the anti fracking 
movement focusing largely on the internal processes and dynamics. Reflecting 
on ethnographic studies of social movements, Edelman (2001) cautions against 
a narrow focus which only encompasses the movement and it’s internal dy-
namics without taking into account the broader social and political fields with-
in which mobilisation occurs. In an attempt to avoid falling into this fine-
grained narrow focus that Edelman cautions against I have tried to position 
this study within the broader political context, taking into account the oppor-
tunities and/or constrains that this provides to the anti fracking movement 
albeit not at any great length due to the confines of this paper.  

On a personal level I am clearly aligned with the anti fracking movement. I 
am aware this positionality brings both implicit and explicit biases. It has in-
formed the orientation of this research and the research focus while it may 
have biased the research in favour of the movement. At the same time this po-
sitionality facilitated my access into the movement helping me build a genuine 
sense of solidarity with the activists facilitating the ethnographic orientation of 
this paper. 
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1.4 Overview of chapters 

Chapter 2 will contextualise this research from a political economy perspective, 
exploring the emergence and expansion of fracking. The historical trajectories 
both technological and political that have facilitated the current global expan-
sion of fracking will be traced with particular focus on the political shift within 
the UK that have lead to the current ‘dash for gas’. Chapter 3 will briefly pre-
sent an overview of key social movement theories that will form the theoretical 
framework for this study. Prominent trends in British environmentalism over 
the passed two decades will be outlines, giving particular emphasis to recent 
expression of radical environmental movements which will be used as a refer-
ence point against which to asses the anti fracking movement. Chapter 4 deals 
with the empirical findings from RTP, using social movement theory to analyse 
the actors involved and their relationships, the activities that took place within 
the camp and the direct action that emerged from it. The final chapter will pull 
together the analysis concluding that a strong coalition was formed between 
diverse actors based on the broad resonance of the framing of RTP as a social, 
economic and environmental justice movement. This facilitated the conver-
gence of diverse struggles that spanned local and global, material and post ma-
terial concerns which could all find a common expression in resisting to frack-
ing.  
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Chapter 2 Emergence and Expansion of  
Fracking  

This chapter contextualises the study by tracing the development and ex-
pansion of fracking from a political economy perspective. A brief literature 
review highlights the broadly polarised positions around fracking, pointing to a 
gap in the literature when it comes to understanding citizen lead movements 
and resistance. The early development of fracking in the US to the global phe-
nomenon that it is today will be traced in order to contextualise the current 
‘Dash for Gas’ that is taking place in the UK. Emphasis will be given to the 
analysis of political and structural features that have facilitated this expansion 
and the divergent outcomes of its adoption within the European context.  

2.1 Expanding energy frontiers and growing 
discontent 

The insatiable appetite for consumption led economic growth that under-
pins the capitalist system is being sharply confronted by ecological limits. This 
is particularly visible in the energy sector where the depletion of traditional fos-
sil fuel reserves has lead to increased demand and price and led to the expan-
sion of capital into previously unchartered energy frontiers. These new energy 
frontiers require increasingly extreme methods to extract fossil fuels. One such 
method is fracking. Over the passed decade fracking has become a highly con-
tested process due to its social and environmental implication and risks in addi-
tion to highlighting a growing discontent with the systemic logic of neoliberal-
ism that underpins it. 

Fracking is most commonly used to extract gas from shale rock for-
mations but also coal bed methane and tight sand that is gas bearing sandstone 
formations (EPA 2014). This process involves advanced drilling techniques 
whereby the drill head cuts vertical and then horizontal wells. Fracking fluid 
that consists of large quantities of water, chemicals and sand like particles are 
then injected into the well under very high pressure creating small fractures in 
the semi or impermeable rock formations. This in turn releases the trapped 
hydrocarbons that return to the surface together with the injected fluid and 
other naturally occurring materials such as radioactive molecules.  This process 
differs from conventional natural gas extraction due to the permeability of the 
bedrock in which the gas is housed. Conventional gas is found in permeably 
rock such as sandstone and hence can more easily move through the rock and 
be extracted from a large area via a single vertical well whereas ‘unconvention-
al’ gas requires multiple fracked wells within a small area.  

Positions on fracking are increasingly polarized. On the one hand are 
those in favour of this technology, primarily industry and its allies, unified by 
the economic potential of fracking which is hailed as being a ‘game changer’ 
and carrying the potential for an  ‘energy revolution’ which can increase energy 
security, reduce greenhouse gas emission and stimulate economic growth and 
generate. On the other hand are environmental organisations, local communi-
ties and activist who stand in strong opposition. Their objections focus on a 
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range of negative environmental, social and economic implications. For many 
actors opposition to fracking is framed by local concerns over falling house 
prices, water and air pollution and related health risks while broader concerns 
over climate change and corporate power and control fuel other actors in the 
anti fracking camp. While social groups can broadly be defined along these 
lines as ‘for’ or ‘against’ fracking this is a somewhat over simplified dichotomy 
and a more nuanced approach illustrates divergence within local communities 
especially amongst land owners in the US were the legislative framework gives 
mineral right to landowners resulting in a pro fracking local lobby due to po-
tential capital gains. Despite this more nuanced analysis, by and large it remains 
a polarized debate between those who stand to gain through capital accumula-
tion resulting from fracking and those against, be it for reasons that range the 
local global spectrum that may be socially, environmentally and/or politically 
motivated. This debate has grown in significance as fracking is fast expanding 
from its origin in the US to many other parts of the world.  

A growing body of political science literature deals with the structural fea-
tures that facilitate or hinder the development of fracking, the governance, 
regulatory and policy dimensions. Environmental science and technology fields 
on the other hand deal with the multiple dimensions of potential and actual 
biophysical risks associated with fracking. Both these bodies of literature do 
not overtly challenge the extraction of unconventional fossil fuels per se but 
rather advocates for more effective management of the hazards and risks 
though stronger institutions of governance and regulatory mechanisms (Stern 
et al 2014). This literature takes a narrow, reductionist and technocratic ap-
proach that does not acknowledge fracking as a profoundly political process 
that is deeply connected to social, cultural and environmental processors.  

Within the social sciences there have been attempts to address this gap by 
drawing on mostly ethnographic studies of the embodied experience of those 
directly effected by fracking at both an individual and community level (Hudg-
ins and Poole 2014, Somonelli 2014, Willow 2014, Wylie and Albright 2014). 
These authors, some more directly than others, have illustrated that there is 
something distinctly different about the social processes that result from frack-
ing that set it apart from other forms of environmental degradation. The envi-
ronmental justice literature has highlighted the concept of ‘environmentalism 
of the poor’ illustrating how communities with the least political and economic 
power have been disproportionately affected by environmental degradation 
(Martinez-Alier 2013). In the case of fracking it has been argued that a “new 
politics of environmental degradation” is emerging (Willow 2014, emphasis 
added) which transcends the traditional class and race divides of ‘environmen-
talism of the poor’. Focusing on the broader political economy of fracking au-
thors highlight the consolidation of power between state and capital as a means 
to manufacture consent by delegitimizing and silencing views and alternatives 
that fall outside of the neoliberal agenda (Hidgins and Pool 2014, Merce et al 
2014).  

These studies have made valuable contributions to our understanding of 
the multiple levels at which fracking is affecting communities, both in terms of 
the broad range of social actors affected and the marginalisation of dissent 
through increasing concentrations of corporate power. The focus has remained 
primarily on the consequences and implications of fracking and as such limited 
to cases in the US and Australia were commercial extraction is well established. 



 8 

Relatively little has been written about the emerging forms of resistance. Where 
scholars have focused on the anti fracking movement it has largely been 
through a comparative lens, looking at the divergent outcomes for the anti 
fracking movement on shale gas policy across countries (Kadar 2014) and how 
networks and framing have affected the anti fracking movement in different 
contexts (Bomberg 2013, Wright 2013). It is to this gap in our understanding 
of the mobilisation of movement against fracking that this study will turn, fo-
cusing on how coalitions are being formed between diverse actors. 

A better understanding of the mechanics and mechanisms of the anti 
fracking movement itself is important not only because it remains a relatively 
underexplored and under theorised area, but also because we are at a critical 
juncture where fracking is set to expand globally which could have far reaching 
environmental and social implications. Global assessments of technically re-
coverable shale gas reserves show vast potential for fracking, stimulating global 
interest. Argentina, China, Mexico, Poland and the UK have already started the 
exploration process while Algeria, Argentina, Australia, China, India, Mexico, 
Poland, Romania, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the Ukraine have ex-
pressed interest in exploration of their shale gas reserves (EIA 2014). The mo-
bilisation of a strong anti fracking resistance movement to confront this expan-
sion is considered to be critical if we are striving for social, environmental and 
economic justice.  

2.2 Fracking becomes a global phenomenon 

The first attempts at extracting unconventional natural gas from deep 
shale beds dates back to 1821 in the US (NETL 2011:1). It was not however 
until the 70’s and 80’s, prompted by the depletions of natural gas reserves and 
increasing gas demand, that attention in the US turned to the technology of 
fracking. Wang and Krupnich (2013) highlight both the important role played 
by the US government and the private sector in leading to the technological 
innovations which are considered key in ushering in the shale gas boom wit-
nessed from the turn of the millennium. As early as the 70’s the government 
implemented incentives in the form of tax breaks and direct funding that 
prompted private entrepreneurship in the unconventional gas sector that is 
largely responsible for the development and advancements of fracking. In 2000 
shale gas made up only 1.6% of the US’s total gas supply, this rose to 4.1% in 
2005 and 23.1% in 2010 (Wang & Krupnich 2013:1). This rapid growth is at-
tributed primarily to the technological innovations that resulted from the gov-
ernment incentivising research and development from the 70’s onwards in ad-
dition to other facilitating structural features such as private land and mineral 
rights, conducive geological conditions, existing gas pipe infrastructure and the 
open access policy and market structures that existed in the US and of course 
the high price of natural gas (Wang & Krupnich 2013). 

These technical innovations that made unconventional fossil fuels accessi-
ble for extraction resulted in significant economic benefits. Gas prices in 2012 
were the lowest they had been in 10 years and the US had shifted from being 
the worlds largest gas importer to being self sufficient in addition to having 
created an additional 600, 000 new jobs by 2010 (Wang et al 2014: 1). It is 
these features- economic prospects, energy security, jobs and growth that in-
fluence many other countries to focus on the exploration of unconventional 
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fossil fuels through fracking. Currently China, India, Poland, South Africa, 
Australia, Ukraine and the UK are in the early stages of exploring this technol-
ogy to ascertain the potential for commercial extraction to meet their growing 
energy needs and reduce energy dependency (Wang et al 2014: 2). China, esti-
mated to have the worlds largest reserves of shale gas and to be the largest 
consumer of energy have put in place an aggressive plan to supply a quarter of 
their gas needs from shale gas (Wang et al 2014: 2). Despite the growing global 
interest in fracking and the hope that an American style unconventional gas 
boom can be replicated, there is growing evidence to support the idea that 
fracking may just be a Trojan horse for further environmental and social prob-
lems which will not deliver on economic prospects, energy security, jobs and 
growth (Fleet et al 2012). 

The US pioneered this new technology on a substantial scale since early 
2000, hence scholars look in their direction when it come to assessing the re-
lated social and environmental impacts. These concerns fall broadly into three 
categories- water, air and climate. Mauter et al (2014) and Vengosh et al (2014) 
highlight the risks associated with groundwater contamination from chemical 
and gas migration into shallow aquifers and point to the risk of surface water 
contamination through spills, leaks and inadequate waste treatment and the 
high volumes of water required during the fracking process. Evaporation of 
contaminated waste water is cites as a major cause of air pollution (Moore 
2014) while methane escape from the well during the extraction process results 
in fracking contributes 30% more GHG than conventional gas and at least 
20% more than coal (Howarth 2011: 679). These environmental risks translate 
into a range of potential health risks across geographical and temporal scales. 
Although empirical studies are emerging regarding the adverse impacts associ-
ated with fracking, the extent and magnitude of the impacts remain relatively 
underexplored (Algate et al 2014). 

In comparison to the US, Europe has been very hesitant with the adop-
tion of fracking and there is much scepticism about replicating the US gas rev-
olution in Europe (Kefferputz 2010). Structural features between the two con-
tinents have been highlighted as key determinants in their respective adoption 
of fracking. The geology within Europe is cites as posing technical challenges 
which could increase costs and the geography of Europe means it is more 
densely populated and hence access to water and land are more restricted 
(McGowan 2012: 47). Additionally, McGowan (2012) point to the contrasts in 
regulatory environments where the US reduced regulation and incentivised in-
novation in order to get this industry going, in Europe since the technology is 
now in place this issue is more about deployment and with a stronger regulato-
ry environment especially concerned with risk the deployment has proved 
more difficult. Ownership of mineral rights, availability of water, equipment 
shortages, labour costs and lack of significant political support for fracking 
within the European Union are also important determinants that could account 
for the inability to replicate the US gas boom. Analysing the networks and 
frames invoked between the US and Europe Bomberg (2013) illustrates how 
the US had strong government support for the fracking across levels of gov-
ernment whereas in the EU there has not been such a clear distinction within 
the government or in Brussels and the resistance movement has thus had criti-
cal support from within the government and also from the low carbon indus-
tries which was largely missing in the US. In the US the exchange of resources 
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brought together industry, energy academics and farmers who could unite 
around the message that ‘the benefits of fracking outweigh the costs’ whereas 
in the EU there were less opportunities for the industry to build alliances and 
hence their key message ‘do not worry, risks are overstated’ did not have such 
a broad resonance (Bomberg 2013:18).  

These broad structural difference and the way in which actors have navi-
gated within these different contexts on both sides of the Atlantic shed some 
light on how energy policy has evolved however within Europe there are sharp 
contrasts in the approach towards shale gas. Both France and Bulgaria have 
banned fracking, with temporary bans in Germany and Netherlands while UK 
and Poland are enthusiastically embraced it. Some of the structural features 
that are considered important in explaining the contrasting approaches to the 
adopting fracking are cited as being a countries previous developments of their 
energy sector, the importance of gas in their energy supply balance, the relative 
importance of energy security and the extent of grass roots mobilising. 
(McGower 2012:52). Kadar (2014) emphasises social and cultural factors such 
as the resonance of conservations frames, the history of environmental activ-
ism, the existence of NGO’s that are well connected with grass roots and the 
resonance of certain frames that have allowed anti fracking movements to gain 
ground.  

This brief tracing of the evolution and expansion of fracking provides 
some context and explanation for the emergence of fracking, the subsequent 
divergent trends in the adoption of fracking between the US and Europe. The 
next section explores the political context within the UK that has lead to the 
government’s strong pro fracking stance. 

2.3 Neoliberal turn in British politics and the ‘Dash 
for Gas’ 

During the 11 years of Thatcher’s conservative government (1979 and 
1990) a distinct new set of economic and social policies were implemented 
based on neoliberal principles of market liberalisation, deregulation and privati-
sation. This ushered in a new era of neoliberal market capitalism that estab-
lished policies that favoured an enterprise culture, the private sector and facili-
tating capital accumulation. When Labour won a landslide victory in 1997 
many were hoping that this would bring a socio-economic transformation that 
would address social inequality and welfare concerns. This was not the case, 
“rather than repealing the changes of the Thatcher years, Labour took the neo-
liberal transformation of Britain a step further” (Jessop 2003: 1). Building on 
much of what was established during the conservative years, the labour gov-
ernment (1997-2011) continued to prioritise markets that facilitated capital ac-
cumulation and reduced public spending on welfare measures in what became 
know as labours Third Way. The coalition government that came to power in 
2010 continued along the same track, shaping policy along neoliberal lines that 
favour competitive free market as a means to achieve maximum welfare.  

Following the peak of North Sea oil in 1999 the UK become a net im-
porter of all major fuels. In 2013 47% of energy consumed in the UK was im-
ported (DECC 2014) with gas being the most important fuel in terms of do-
mestic consumption and the second most important fuel in the national 



 11 

context and in terms of imports (DECC 2014). Following McGower’s (2012: 
52) argument that the importance of gas within the total energy supply and the 
relative importance of energy security are key determinants that explain a coun-
tries adoption of fracking can largely explain the active facilitation of the frack-
ing industry by the UK government. In addition to the energy security element, 
significant revenues stand to be generated through unconventional gas extrac-
tion, unlike the US were mineral rights remain the property of the landowner, 
in the UK revenues from mineral rights stand to accrue to the state. According 
to the UK Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) “UK shale gas 
could be a net benefit to public finances, could attract annual investment of 
£3.7 billion and support up to 74 000 jobs directly, indirectly and through 
broader economic stimulus” (2013: 3). All these factors can be seen to inform 
the states current ‘dash for gas’.  

The growing importance of gas within UK energy supply, prompted the 
state to facilitate the growth of the shale gas industry by implementing tax 
breaks and setting up the Office for Unconventional Gas and Oil (OUGO) 
with a mandate to simplify the regulatory process required for fracking. These 
actions are in keeping with the neoliberal ideologies of minimising regulations 
to facilitate a free market system. For a company to gain permission for frack-
ing they require a Petroleum Exploration Development License (PEDL) which 
are issues by DECC. In July 2014 the government opened a new round of on-
shore licensing, offered up more than half the country for unconventional oil 
and gas exploration licenses (Guardian 2014a). In addition to the license a 
company requires permission from the landowner, a permit from the environ-
mental protection agency, approval from the agency and health and safety and 
planning permission from the local county council which usually also requires 
an environmental impacts assessment, (DECC 2014). These regulations are an 
attempt to sufficiently simplify and minimise regulations so as to attract in-
vestment while maintaining sufficient controls to avert risks. An inherent ten-
sion exists between the states neoliberal agenda to facilitate capital accumula-
tion through free market capitalism and the need to maintain legitimacy in the 
eyes of its citizens (Fox 1995). This is a fundamental challenge for the neolib-
eral state that is brought into sharp contrast in the UK around the issue of 
fracking. Currently in order to gain planning permission there is a requirement 
for a public consultation in addition to a mandatory payment to affected com-
munities of £100 000 per exploratory well and an additional 1% of revenues 
once in full production. These measures illustrate the overt measures taken by 
the state to incentivise local communities through financial remuneration and 
gain legitimacy for the process by implementing a public consultations process.  

The neoliberal turn in British politics and the facilitating role played by the 
state to encourage fracking provides the broad political context within which 
RTP and the different actors involved and their actions will be analysed.  
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Chapter 3  Analytical Framework 

3.1 The evolving theories of social movements 

In search of a lens through which to analyse RTP as an expression of the 
anti fracking movement, I turn to the well-established literature on social 
movement. As social and political conditions in society have changed so has 
the nature of the central conflict of society, resulting in social movement and 
the theories developed to interpret them constantly evolving. The Marxist, 
class based theories used to explain the central conflicts of industrial society 
between classes of labour and capital were no longer considered adequate to 
explain the dynamics of social movements in post industrial societies (Porta 
and Diani 2006:6). The struggles of environmental movement, rights based and 
identity-based movements have be largely characterised as post material in na-
ture and have stimulated a range of contemporary social movements theories. 
This study being focused on the anti fracking movement in a post industrial 
context would appear to fall into this later category of contemporary social 
movement however it will be illustrated that while the anti fracking movement 
can be seen as largely post material in nature this does not exclude class based 
struggles that find expression through the anti fracking movement. I will brief-
ly outline the development of different approaches to analysing social move-
ments as the diversity of the anti fracking movement means it defies easy cate-
gorisation according to one theory alone. The different approaches outlined 
below each carry currency in explaining groups within the anti fracking move-
ment. 

The conceptual developments in social movements studies have evolved 
largely through critiquing and building on one another. Prominent social 
movement scholars in the US began to explore and explain movements by fo-
cused on the availability and ability of movement to mobilise resources 
(McCarthy and Zald 1977) and the political structures (Tarrow 1998, 2006) that 
facilitate or hinder mobilisation. The primary focus of these scholars was on 
factors external to the movement. Resource Mobilisation theory and Political 
Process Theory have been critiqued as being too narrowly focused on structur-
al features without giving sufficient consideration to identity and cultural ele-
ments in explaining social movements (Touraine 1981; Melucci 1989). These 
authors brought what they considered a new focus into the study of social 
movement that prioritised the subjective dimension of identity, meaning and 
culture in order to analyse movements, and became know as New Social 
Movements (NSM). Although the ‘newness’ of NSM has been contested and 
debated within the SM literature (Pichardo 1997) it is evident that a conceptual 
dualism exists between what Edwards (2014: 78) refers to as the ‘structuralsist’ 
and the ‘cultural constructivists’ which has characterised the evolution of con-
temporary movement theories from the 1970’s till today. Analysis of move-
ments has broadly followed this dualistic approach, either emphasising the 
structural features as being the key determinants in analysis of a movement 
success or following a more constructivist approach by focusing on identity, 
culture and meaning. I will briefly trace the evolution of contemporary social 
moment theories as both the structural and constructivist approach are consid-
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ered to have analytical currency in the case of understanding the emerging coa-
litions within the anti fracking movement. 

Emerging largely out of a critique of collective behaviour theory which at-
tributed group mobilisation to a share grievance and frustration, McCarthy and 
Zald (1977) offer a rational approach to understanding SM, arguing that griev-
ances and frustrations which were largely believed to have shaped collective 
behaviour alone are insufficient to explain mobilisation. They argue that the 
process through which strong emotions are turned into sustained action re-
quires a closer look at the resources that individuals have or are able to get ac-
cess to. By resources these authors refer to both tangible resources such as ac-
cess to media, finances, communication infrastructure and human resources 
but also intangible resources such as knowledge, skills and relationships with 
other movements, social networks, authorities and elites. The focus remains on 
resources primarily within the movement(s). A key assumption of this ap-
proach is that individuals act in a rational and calculated manner, making 
choices based on individuals’ calculations of the costs and benefits of their par-
ticipation. The availability of resources at the disposal of a movement from this 
perspective helps to explain the emergence and success of a SM. This approach 
has been criticized as laying too much emphasis on the availability of resources 
and how these resources shape social movement activity (Edwards 2014:74). 
Political process theorists have argue more emphasis need to be on the political 
opportunity structure (Tarrow 2006) while the new social movement theorists 
focus on identity, meaning and culture are key determinates of SM. While there 
certainly are shortcomings in attributing SM emergence and success on re-
sources alone, it draws attention to social networks and the importance of the 
establishment of relationships between individuals and groups based on re-
source sharing as a key for understanding movements. It is this aspect in par-
ticular which will be drawn on to explain why actors with very different politi-
cal and ideological leanings joined forces in the struggle against fracking at 
RTP.  

Political Process Theory (PPT) focuses on the external environment of a 
SM to determine a movement emergence and outcomes. PPT considers the 
most important aspects in this regard the political context and the nature of the 
political institutions and how these are perceived as favourable or not for af-
fecting a SM expectation of success. When the political structure is perceived 
to be ‘open’ it can facilitate opportunity for SM by providing a favourable con-
text for action. Tarrow (1998: 76-90) identified four dimension of political op-
portunity that represent the degree of ‘openness’ of a political system, namely; 
increasing access to influence politics, shifting political alignments, divided 
elites and influential allies. Each of these dimensions are assumed to be 
weighed up and calculated against the perceived risks involved in engaging in 
contentious actions against the potential for success. This emphasis on the ‘ra-
tional actor’ highlights the ways people perceive opportunities and hence draws 
attention to cultural aspects that will influence how people perceive and pick 
up on these political opportunities. Collective action does not happen directly 
in relation to political opportunities but individuals need to construct meaning 
that will persuade them to act collectively and utilise the political opportunity 
(Benford and Snow 2000). In an attempt to better understand the subjective 
aspect of perceived opportunity, the concept of ‘collective action frames’ has 
emerged within the SM literature and deals primarily with the construction of 
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ideas and means that can help to explain collective action. Benford and Snow 
identify four key ‘variable features’ of collective action frames: Problem identi-
fication and locating the cause, flexibility and rigidity, variation in interpretive 
scope and influence and resonance (2000: 618-619) each of which helps to ex-
plain how actors perceive the opportunities which can then translate into col-
lective action. Together the political opportunity structure and collective action 
frames have been combined in various ways to help explain the emergence and 
success of SM. The four dimensions that Tarrow identifies can help to explain 
the actions of certain actors within RTP but is not sufficient to explain the 
movement as a whole. Analysing the frames used by the organisers of RTP and 
many of the different actors who participated in RTP according to Benford 
and Snow’s ‘variable features’ helps to explain the emerge of a broad based co-
alition within the anti fracking movement. 

NSM emerged largely as a reaction to the predominant focus on RMT and 
PPS on the structures external to a movement as explanatory vehicles for the 
emergence and success of SM. NSM scholars argue that PPT cannot be seen as 
the key determinant for the success of a movement, challenging the underlying 
assumption of the rational actor that underpinned both RMT and PPT. Instead 
NSM scholars turn to the personal realm of ‘everyday life’, where struggles 
over the appropriation of identity, culture and meaning become the main area 
of contention. “New Social movements are struggles, not only for the reap-
propriation of the material structure of production, but also for collective con-
trol over socio-economic development i.e. for the reappropriation of time, of 
space and of relationships in the individuals daily existence” (Melucci 1980: 
219). For many of the actors at RTP the anti fracking struggle is much broader 
than about resistance to fracking and can better be understood when viewed as 
struggles of the reappropriation of identity, social relations and collective con-
trol over socio-economic development.  

Four key characteristics have been outlined by Edwards (2014: 119) which 
distinguishing NSM as ‘new’. Firstly the politics of NSM are seen to be new 
primarily in their post material concerns and focus on identity and challenge 
dominant ideas about the workings and structure of society. Secondly the sites 
of struggle have become rooted in the everyday and cultural aspects of identity, 
values and lifestyles are bright into focus. Thirdly, the composition of the 
movement are no longer distinguishable by class, gender, race but cut across 
socially differentiated groups and lastly the organizational forms of NSM is 
decentralised and submerged in the everyday. Many of these characteristics 
were observed within RTP, suggesting that some of the key concepts that are 
put forward by NSM theory could help explain the emergence of the coalitions 
being formed within RTP. 

The diversity of interests and motivations of the actors at RTP has meant 
it cannot be exclusively explained by PPT, RMT or NSM alone. Taking this 
into account this study draws on several aspects from each of these approaches 
in order to explain the formation of broad based coalition within RTP. 
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3.2 Environmental activist in the UK  

A brief reflection on the historical trajectory of environmentalism in the 
UK provides valuable context for the following analysis of the anti fracking 
movement. Saunders (2012: 831-832) outlines three broad waves of environ-
mentalism to characterise distinctly different approaches and actors that have 
played a leading role in the environmental movement. The first emerged in the 
nineteenth century in Western Europe with a focus on conservation; the state 
playing a key role in promoting the protection of nature in order to preserve it 
through the establishment of parks and protected areas. This ‘conservationist’ 
approach took a narrow focus on place specific interventions that was subse-
quently critiqued for this reason and was succeeded by ‘political environmen-
talism’ in the 1970’s that broadened the scale of focus to global environmental 
issues such as industrial pollution. This wave saw the emergence and increased 
importance of environmental organisations such as Friends of the Earth (FoE) 
and Greenpeace who took the leading role in putting environmental issues on 
the agenda and driving the struggle for environmental change. The third wave 
of environmentalism emerged early in the 1990’s and was largely a reaction to 
‘political environmentalism’ which was criticised as being too dominated by 
environmental organisations whose institutionalised approach to tackling envi-
ronmental issues had not resulted in significant change to the political and 
economic system that was considered by many to be the root cause of many 
environmental problems. In addition the institutionalised approach was con-
sidered to have marginalised grassroots voices, provided little space for ‘real’ 
action (Saunder 2012: 831). This growing discontent with the lack of progress 
in tackling environmental issues led to the emergence of ‘radical environmen-
talism’. The anti roads protests of the early 1990’s against the Thatcher gov-
ernment’s plans for massive investment in a new road network which would 
traverse Britain was considered to be the first expression of this new wave of 
environmentalism (Doherty 1999: 276). What made these anti roads protests 
distinct in characterised was the explicit use of direct action as the primary 
form of resistance and protest. The radical environmental movements that fol-
lowed is perceived to be less about working within the system on a reformist 
agenda as had been the case with the previous two waves and instead takes a 
more radical approach, based on new values and ideologies that challenge the 
very tenants of the capitalist system and seeks a fundamental paradigm shift 
away from the capitalism system  (Seel and Plows in Sanders 2012:832).  

This radical turn in environmentalism in 1990s has been attributed to both 
structural features and a deeper shift in values. Political and economic factors 
such as the frustration with conventional political participation processors, the 
alleged success of the poll tax riots which succeeded in prevented the Thatcher 
government from implementing a flat rate per capital tax and the anti roads 
protests against the massive infrastructure program to extend the British road 
network have been cited as providing the political opportunity which partly 
explains the emergence of this new wave of radical environmentalism (Saun-
ders 2012 and Wall 2007). However, using the case of the anti roads move-
ment, Doherty (1999) asserts that explaining the movement according to the 
costs and benefits perceived by the political opportunity structure is not suffi-
cient in explaining the emergence of this radical wave on environmentalism. 
Instead a closer look at the internal dynamics and identity of those within the 
movement is better positioned to explain its emergence. Through an investiga-
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tion of the anti roads movement Doherty (1999) concludes there is something 
qualitatively new that has emerged in terms of the organisation, resources, tac-
tics and motivations of those within the movement. The non-violent forms of 
direct action that characterise these ‘new’ radical environmental movements are 
informed by a very different ideological justification and fuelled by counter cul-
tural ideas. 

Following the anti roads protests another significant expression of this 
radical wave of environmentalism was the Camps for Climate Action. These 
camps developed through the coming together of direct action networks to 
take action against carbon intensive infrastructures in an attempt to slow down 
carbon emissions and climate change. They went beyond localised expression 
of protest and resistance as was seen with the anti roads protests and become 
institutionalised in the form of four weeklong National camps between 2006-
2009. These camps espoused radical principles went beyond just facilitating 
direct action and set out to demonstrate sustainable alternatives and provide 
alternative education strongly founded on anarchist principles (Saunder & 
Price 2009). Despite the apparent radical leaning of the climate camps Saun-
ders (2012) argues that many of the participants at the climate camp did not 
share this radical leaning and aligned rather with reformist ideas of working 
through state structures and engaging institutionalised mechanisms in order to 
tackle climate change. In an analysis of the same camps Schlembach (2011) 
highlights tensions that emerged between the environmental and the social jus-
tice agenda. While some participants advocated for drastic lifestyle changes 
which required shifts away from high levels of consumption and targeted cam-
paigns against new coal fired power stations and the new runway at Heathrow, 
others questions such ‘self imposed austerity politics’ raising concerns over the 
marginalisation of class and labour struggles by such a narrow focus on a green 
agenda. Schlembach (2011) and Saunders (2012) attribute the tensions that 
emerged within the climate camp between radical and reformist, environmental 
and social justice agendas as having lead to the ultimate demise of climate 
camp after 2009. 

RTP, with a distinct focus in direct action appears to fall within this third 
wave of ‘radical environmentalism’, building on more than two decades of en-
vironmental activism that engaged direct action as a primary tactic and also on 
the foundation that was laid during the climate camps that helped in growing 
resistance through formalised action camps. While the climate camps were ul-
timately not able to bridge the highly heterogeneous nature of the camps the 
anti fracking movement appears to be succeeding. This emphasises the rational 
for the primary research question that this paper addresses.  
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Chapter 4 Reclaim The Power- Anti Fracking 
Action Camp 

“RTP aims to stigmatise the fossil fuel industry and train people up in direct action 
while networking between different activist struggles and supporting local struggles with direct 
action skills that they may not have. RTP broadly about climate change and corporate power 

and democracy” (professional activist) 

This chapter will focus on the RTP camp, drawing on empirical data from 
my fieldwork to explore how broad based coalitions emerged between actors 
with very different political, ideological and class positions.  This analysis will 
draw on both social movement theories and ‘third wave’ radical environmen-
talism, particularly using the climate camps as a reference point. 

4.1 The anatomy of Reclaim the Power 

In 2012 a group of 21 activist climbed and occupied the chimneys of the 
UK’s newest gas fired power station-West Burton. They effectively shut down 
operations for the duration of their eight-day occupation, drawing attention to 
both the environmental and fuel poverty aspects of the current ‘dash for gas’. 
West Burton is one of the fourteen new gas fired power stations currently un-
der construction in the UK with another eleven having been approved and fur-
ther application pending (FoE 2012). This expanding infrastructure is part of 
the state’s energy strategy encouraging the ‘dash for gas’ despite the IPCC’s 
warning that climate change will have severe, widespread and irreversible im-
pacts. “Gas is the new battle ground, we felt the fight against Heathrow and 
coal have largely been won by direct action and gas is the new threat, that’s 
why we occupied West Burton …Direct action is an important tool in our ar-
moury against climate change” (personal interview with activist).  

The occupation of West Burton was the birth of ‘No Dash for Gas’ 
(NDFG), a loose network of activists who wanted to make clear the link be-
tween the gas industry and environmental, social and economic issues namely 
climate change, increasing energy price and fuel poverty.  Most of these activ-
ists met during the climate camps and were veterans of climate activism and 
direct action. Their strategy was to increase public attention on gas through 
actively challenging and resisting the states increasing focus on both the con-
ventional and unconventional gas industry. RTP being the main event they or-
ganise.  

NDFG organised their first RTP camp is 2013 bringing together over 
1000 anti fracking activists for a week long camp at an exploratory drilling site 
in Balcome, Sussex. According to the NDFG website the aim was to “bring 
together a wide range of groups and individuals from across environmental, 
economic and social justice networks to discuss ideas, strengthen links, and 
share skills in direct action and civil disobedience to take action against the 
Cuadrilla1 site”. The location of the camp was initially planned for a site adja-

                                                 
1 Cuadrilla is an oil and gas exploration company 
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cent to the West Burton power station but at the last minute a decision was 
made to relocate to the Balcome due to a call from local residents to support 
their on-going protest against a local fracking site. Similarly, this year RTP re-
sponded to a call from local Frack Free Lancashire groups requesting support 
for their local struggle.  

Mother and grandmothers have taken the lead in initiating and organising 
the local Frack free Lancashire campaign groups. These women have become 
the public face of the local struggle and although they are not all grandmothers 
(Nana’s) they collectively identify as such, extending this image through their 
dress. They all wear yellow and black anti fracking aprons, headscarves and 
curlers when engaged in their anti fracking campaigning. The Nana’s have be-
come increasingly frustrated with the lack of responsiveness from local coun-
cillors and the state to their opposition to fracking. Inspired by numerous oth-
er anti fracking protest sites across the country they decided to take direct 
action in an attempt to raise awareness amongst locals and raise the profile of 
their struggle. In a well-planned operation they woke before dawn to occupy a 
local farmers field that falls within an application submitted by Cuadrilla for a 
new fracking site. “We have tried legal routes, filled out planning permission 
objection letters, got over 14 000 signatures and now we feel we have a social 
license to do this” (interview with one of the Nana’s during the camp). All 
dresses in their Nan’s attire they wanted to send a clear message that although 
they were undertaking an illegal action they were harmless grandmothers offer-
ing tea, cake and “fracking truth” to passers by as one of their brightly col-
oured roadside signs communicated. 

None of these women had any prior history of activism, they got involved 
in the anti fracking movement when the first fracking took place in Lancashire 
in 2011 at the time largely out of fear of the potential local environment risks. 
Since then they have built a strong local network, closely linked primarily 
through social media to other local anti fracking groups. They described being 
inspired by the direct action that took place during the Balcombe RTP camp in 
2013 and hence turned to the No Dash for Gas network for support. No Dash 
for Gas was able to mobilise the numbers that were required to raise the pro-
file of their action through their national and global network of activists that 
included social, economic and environmental justice activists.  

This collaboration between the local Frack Free Lancashire groups and 
‘No Dash for Gas’ can be explained as a mutually beneficial one based on both 
parties providing resources that further their respective objectives. The re-
sources in this case being the critical mass of people, logistical support and re-
sulting broad media coverage from NDFG, while the struggle against fracking 
provides a ‘physical anchor’ for NDFG’s broad struggle against the current 
political and economic system that is behind the state’s ‘dash for gas’. In this 
light the NDFG activist could be seen to be acting as ‘political entrepreneurs’ 
(Wall 1999) consciously exploiting this opportunity for collaboration. Such an 
analysis is based on Resource Mobilisation Theory (McCarthy and Zald 1977) 
which emphasis the rational calculation of benefits of both parties as the 
means to explain how social movements emerge and develop. While RMT has 
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analytical currency in explaining this collaboration at the level of the network 
or group it is not sufficient in explaining the broad coalition if one reduces the 
unit of analysis to the level of the individuals that made up these groups. 
McCarthy and Zald (1977) themselves acknowledge that resource mobilisation 
theory is a partial theory and while it has some explanatory power in under-
standing the emerging broad based coalitions it is not sufficient in explain this 
case. I now turn to look more closely at the individuals who participated in 
RTP. Neither the local groups or the activists mobilised through NDFG are 
homogenous groups, instead a high level of social differentiation exists within 
both these groups. Analysing these differences more closely by focusing on the 
identities and subjective meanings attributed to their actions will lead to a more 
nuance understanding of the emerging coalitions. 

4.2 Anti fracking activists, ideologies and politics 

 
The identities of the over 600 participants at RTP defy easy categorisation 

due to their broad and varied characteristics. For theoretical purposes I build 
on the approach used by Saunders (2012) to analyse the climate camp activists 
by way of creating a typology of actors. Acknowledging that such a typology by 
no means represents the diversity of participants at RTP, I use it as an analyti-
cal tool to broadly categorise the most commonly held political and ideological 
positions of activists at RTP. I illustrate each of these ‘activist types’ by pre-
senting short vignette of individuals at RTP, illustrating the motivations, values 
and interests of participants as a means to illustrate the diversity amongst activ-
ists at RTP.  

“I grew up here on the Fylde Coast, my children grew up here and no-one 
is listening – I need my grandchildren to now be able to grow up in a clean, 
safe environment. This is my obligation as a grandmother” (local activist). The 
‘local activist2’ had no prior experience with activism or environmentalism. She 
became aware of fracking in 2011 when she experienced the earthquake that 
she thought was an explosion. Finding out that an exploratory fracking site 
caused the quake spurred her into action.  

I just realised that something had to be done, for the sake of 
my family and my grandchildren. I felt like I had no choice but 
to become active in this movement….The shale gas industry 
and Cuadrilla in particular have not acted honestly in their deal-
ings with our community and are not to be trusted with the 
health and well-being of our children. We do not want them 
here and so are gathering to make sure we are heard and we are 
calling others to help us amplify this. As air and water do not 
recognize county boundaries, the defense is for everybody in 
the UK. (local activist) 

 

                                                 
2 I use a generic names for each activist type, however the individuals on which these 
are based gave permission for their identities and the information they provided to be 
included in this paper 
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As a retiree of 62 years she had the time to take on a very active role in 
this struggle and has been involved in local awareness raising campaigns 
around Blackpool for the passed 3 years. She described the morning she and 
other local activist squatting the field that became the site of RTP with excite-
ment. Being part of the anti fracking group amongst other women her age with 
a similar profile gave her the confidence to go beyond tradition campaigning 
and this process appeared to have brought a whole new level of excitement 
and enthusiasm to her retirement. 

Despite the local councillors being described as “corrupted by the oil and 
gas industry and no longer acting in the interests of the community”, she went 
on to relate how the main focus of her local anti fracking group has been on 
raising local awareness about the risks of fracking and getting the community 
to sign petitions and submit objections letters to planning permission to the 
local council. This inherent contradiction between a mistrust of the processes 
available to the public to have a voice yet still engaging these processes as a 
primary means of resistance was quite apparent in discussion with the ‘local ac-
tivist’. The RTP camp itself illustrated this contradiction; one the one hand the 
motivation to get involved in more radical means of resistance such as ‘occupy-
ing the field’ was fuelled by the lack of trust in the state processes for consulta-
tion yet throughout the camp the local activist were primary engaged in getting 
petition and rejection letters signed. “There are so many reasons to be here and 
doing this3, we have taken this situation for too long and enough is enough, we 
need to stop this now.” While these actions appeared contradictory the ‘local 
activist’ did not perceive them as such, they were simply utilising all available 
means at their disposal.  

The ‘new recruit’ although not new to protest action, had never had any in-
volvement with the anti fracking moment. Only 17 years old, he left school a 
year ago to start his own company that provides a ecological cleaning service to 
offices around Birmingham. He heard about RTP through a friend and this 
was his first encounter with the anti fracking movement.  “I went to RTP 
knowing no one and now I’m going heckling at all sorts of events, I was at the 
conservative conference on Sunday and to NATO conference a few weeks ago 
in Newport, showing them that I’m not going to let this government walk all 
over us. I made so many new friends at RTP”. The social dimension of RTP, 
and the social networks that it opened for the ‘new recruit’ appeared to be the 
highlight of the camps. His network of  ‘activist friends’ now spans the whole 
country, and during a skype interview some weeks after the camp he related 
how since RTP he has spends all his free time at protests and actions spanning 
politics, environment and social justice issues. The social dimension and net-
working that happened through RTP appeared to be the highlight for the ‘new 
recruit’ and to have played an important part in the formation of his emerging 
identity as an activist.  

While for the ‘local activist’ the struggle was largely to stop fracking, 
framed by concerns over local environmental and health risks which could 
largely be seen as NIMBYism, the ‘new recruit’ identified his struggle in broad-
er terms, focusing on what he termed “real democracy” and citizens rights. He 
saw the state as the key vehicle through which to affect change and saw the 

                                                 
3 Referring to squatting the field at RTP and setting up the illegal camp 
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need for direct action as one means amongst other for people to demand more 
democratic processes within state structures that are responsive to and repre-
sent citizens. 

He did not target the state per se but rather emphasises a growing mistrust 
in the political system questioning the state’s autonomy to effect change how-
ever he still saw the state as the primary vehicle to affect change. For him if 
was more a question of tactics and how best to get the attention and of the 
state and the means through which to forward ones claims. He frames his 
claims within a human rights discourse. 

I’m not going to write a letter to my MP, I’m going to get out 
onto the street and get my voice heard, that’s the only way they 
will listen to you. We need to tell them that this system is un-
fair, inequality cannot go on and we are taking a stand. We will 
not let this happen because it’s a fundamental human right that 
you should feel safe in your own home. People are worried 
about should they heat or eat, that is how bad it is in the UK 
(new recruit). 

 
The ‘austerity activist’ was not entirely new to environmental activism. She 

worked in the music industry as an events organiser and during this time was 
part of a direct action group associated with 350.org engaged in raising aware-
ness through direct actions and campaigning around divestment and was a vol-
untary political lobbyist for Greenpeace. When she lost her flat in London she 
could not longer afford to live there and returned to East Yorkshire to move in 
with her mother. It was during this time that she received a leaflet through the 
door informing her about an anti fracking protest camp getting set up in the 
area at a newly licensed fracking sites. She has been involved full time in sup-
porting the Crawberry Hill protection camp since it was set up in June. She 
emphasised the important of having a broad and inclusive strategy when it 
comes to fighting against fracking, incorporating as many different tactics as 
possible in order to increase chances of success. She described such an inclu-
sive approach as building support for the green party, engaging local MP’s, 
working through the available legislated channels such community consulta-
tions and objections to planning applications and building awareness about the 
risks of fracking amongst the general public. She took a pragmatic approach 
and viewed a combination of both reformist and radical tactics as the most ef-
fective means of mobilising against fracking. Working within the state struc-
tures while using forms of direct action were both a means of affecting change 
and growing the movement. Although she is now a local resident since she re-
turned to live with her mother and similar to the ‘local activist’ stand to be di-
rectly affected by the local impacts of fracking, her resistance was framed in a 
very different way. As a young profession who could not afford to live in Lon-
don and pursue her career, her struggle against fracking was as much about a 
struggle against the economic and political system that underpinned it. She de-
scribed fracking as a “symptom of a dysfunctional system that is making skilled 
and educated people surplus to the needs of the capital”.  

The  ‘profession activist’, highly educated, has been involved in activism since 
she first encountered with the climate camp in Oxford in 2009. She described 
being quite put off at first by the “crusty hippies” which she found quite ex-
treme but later ended up getting actively involved in the climate movement 
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after attending some of their meetings and being really impressed by the people 
involved in the movement; “they were all really on it, organised and sorted, and 
I got involved because I really respected and admired a lot of the people in-
volved” She has been involved in direct action and activism ever since. In 2012 
she was one of a small group of activists that occupied West Burton and one 
of the founding activist of NDFG. She now works for 350.org and was actively 
involved in the organising for RTP. In line with the framing provided by 
NDFG, she framed fracking within a wide struggle for social, environmental 
and economic justice, advocating systemic change with a focus on lifestyle and 
cultural shifts. The camp was as much about demonstrating and promoting 
another way of life that involves more collaboration between people and in this 
striving for more autonomy from the state. “We need communities coming 
together, owning and controlling their own energy systems, in spaces which are 
increasingly autonomous”.  

The ‘lifestyle activist’ has taken on direct action as a full time occupation. He 
grew up on a council estate and described his youth as a difficult time where he 
felt marginalised and had a hard time fitting in. He got involved in criminal ac-
tivity and spent time in and out of prison during his youth. He gave up his 
small painting business after struggling to make ends meet and decided to be-
come a full time activist. “I felt disillusion with life and seeing my friends on 
Barton Moss (an anti fracking protection camp4 in Sussex) I started getting in 
touch with them and ‘liking’ statuses and just being a keyboard warrior, posting 
links and doing my own networking on Facebook and then I started going 
down there and become one of the boots on the ground”. He has been living 
in anti fracking protection camps across the country since 2013. “Most of the 
people like myself, we are just vagrants, we rely on other people for food and 
other basics. We couldn't carry on like this if people weren’t donating”. Local 
residents who are against fracking but not willing to get involved in direct ac-
tion show their support by providing foodstuff and other staples that sustain 
the camps. Referring to some of the other ‘lifestyle activists’ he stated “I feel 
like some of the protesters might just be there for the party and not really 
committed to the cause, just getting a free ride from the locals who support us 
with donations of food”. Becoming pat of the anti fracking movement appears 
to have provided a sense of meaning through being part of environmental 
movement but also provided a socially inclusive space with social provisioning 
from local communities that allowed for direct action to become a full time 
lifestyle. “I never really fitted in, I’ve always felt like I was a bit of a weirdo, 
trying to fit into groups and here I naturally fit it, everyone is beautiful and 
compassionate and they have good principles”. He had been exposed to anar-
chist philosophies while on the camp and now much of the anti state, anarchist 
ideology informed his political position.  

We are all obviously against politics, I didn’t buy into this at first 
but now I am of the opinion that we don’t actually need politics, 

                                                 
4 Protection camps as they are commonly referred to are semi permanent squatted 
camp alongside proposed or active fracking sites effectively preventing access onto 
the drilling site for the gas company, or where this has failed squatting alongside the 
site in an attempt to raise awareness about fracking to the local communities about the 
risks of fracking and monitoring potential environmental impacts. 
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we could run the country better ourselves that the politicians who 
are actually doing it. I think the whole capitalist system is unfair 
and the whole system of democracy is fake, I don’t believe this is a 
democracy. These are the things that I got into while I was at 
Crawberry Hill  protection camp. I realised this is right, I enjoy do-
ing this and I want to protect the land, I’ve always been a kind of 
mother nature kind of guy. I’m doing this for my children and for 
everyone’s children; this is like a religion for me. Ever though my 
life seems to be going downhill because of it, I feel right doing it.   

The very process of engaging in the direct action movement against frack-
ing seems to have not only provided an affinity group with other activist from 
socially marginalised background, but also through this engagement in the 
movement he had transformed his political and ideological position and taken 
on a politics strongly rooted in anarchist ideologies. 

The ‘lifestyle activist’ framed his resistance in opposition to distinct class in-
terests by framing the state as aligned to capital classes exploiting classes of 
labour through the process of fracking. For him the struggle is against the state 
and the exploitation and inequality that result from the capitalist system. 

The state will continue to protect its economic and power 
structure and the hierarchical structure that exists whereby su-
perior people can not get rich unless inferior people work like 
dogs to give them money, so the state is going to do exactly 
what the rich want, it's a regime that has gone back hundreds of 
years, I don’t envisage any way of the state helping us but it 
would be nice, it’s Mary Poppins kind of stuff, that if an MP 
popped up that was actually there for the good of mankind. 
Imagine that, but I can’t see it myself. I don’t see the state do-
ing anything other than probably bumping me off before I get 
too heard by people…I don’t trust politics, they don't represent 
the people, I have no faith in any of them, even the green party 
is not radical for me.   

The “lifestyle activist” goes on to define the alternative to the current politi-
cal and economic system in radically different terms  

It's that love of money that is killing us all off. We all need to 
get away from money, if I had my way we would work hard 
towards bankruptcy and break this economic system and be-
come self sufficient. We need to forget about relying on the 
state and others to supply our needs. It’s an idealistic view 

These short profiles illustrate the diversity amongst actors at RTP. While 
the ‘local activist’ tended towards reformist approaches of working through state 
structures as a means to affect change the very act of occupying the field and 
engaging with the other activists illustrates an increasing openness towards 
more radical tactics largely out of frustration with the lack of progress made 
through ‘invited’ spaces provided by the state. The ‘new recruit’, ‘austerity activist’ 
and ‘profession activist’ were all open to diverse approach to tackling fracking ac-
knowledging diverse tactic both through state structures and beyond. The main 
focus was on mobilizing people into action. The ‘lifestyle activist’ appeared to be 
the most radical, taking a clear stance against the state and more broadly 
against the capitalist system however at the same time acknowledged mass ac-
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tion or what he called ‘people power” as the most effective means to affect 
change. 

Apart from the ‘local activist’ all the other activists perceived the main con-
tention not just about fracking but rather about deeper structural features of 
the current political and economic system however activists highlighted differ-
ent aspects. The  ‘new recruit’ highlighted the erosion of democracy and lack of 
representation and appeared to be making claims for more access to the state 
structures.  The ‘austerity activist’ and ‘lifestyle activist’ on the other hand directly 
experiencing the effects of increased austerity and social differentiation that 
had especially affected opportunities for the ‘lifestyle activist’. They framed their 
opposition largely based on inequality and social justice. An interesting contra-
diction was apparent in the case of the  ‘lifestyle activist’ who was at once ideo-
logically opposed to the system that had marginalized him but the opportunity 
for direct action emerged in the form of the protection camps had also provid-
ed a livelihood opportunity for him. 

 Distinctly different from the other activist, the ‘profession activist’s’, central 
claims shift to the personal sphere, highlighting lifestyle changes intimately 
connected to cultural values. This shift in focus of contention from the public 
to the personal sphere of everyday life is one of the distinguishing features of 
NSM. Habermas called this “the colonization of the life world by the system” 
whereby the state and economy are increasingly shaping and controlling the 
personal and cultural realm leading to “cultural impoverishment” and a loss of 
personal freedoms (1981: 36). For NSM scholars the central contention of so-
cial movement is therefore a struggle to take back control over the personal 
and cultural realm through increased autonomy and citizen participation in 
shaping the ‘life world’. The ‘profession activists’ ideological orientation was 
reflected in RTP camp structure that attempted to create a non-hierarchical, 
participatory, inclusive, autonomous space. What is significant is the shift in 
focus away from claims on the state for increased representation and political 
power towards the personal sphere, emphasizing lifestyle changes and shifts in 
social relations towards increased autonomy and social solidarity. 

4.3 Negotiating spaces within RTP 

“I’ve never fitted in anywhere, I’ve always been a bit of a weirdo but I come to these 
kind of places and I just feel at home” (Lifestyle activist) 

Turning to the processes and activities that took place during the week 
long camp I analyse how representation of the different actors was negotiated, 
by looking at how different interests were expressed and alliances, conflict and 
exchange negotiated. The camp was structured around a number of workshops 
that spanned a broad range of topics from energy politics and climate science, 
to practical session on implementing alternative sustainable practises and tech-
nical and legal skills for direct action. Besides the ‘formal’ workshop spaces the 
camp itself was designed to be an experience of an autonomous community, 
based on non-hierarchical, participatory and sustainable practises, replete with 
solar and wind powered energy, compost toilets, vegan kitchens, consensus 
based decision making.  

The workshops were facilitated by representatives from professional envi-
ronmental NGO’s such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, social move-
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ment organisations such as the World Development Movement  and grassroots 
activist collectives namely London Roots collective and Seeds for change. This 
diversity of actors is illustrative of Diani (1992) conceptualisation of social 
movements as ‘social networks’. He describes social movements as ‘a network 
of informal interactions, between a plurality of individuals, groups or associa-
tions, engaged in a political or cultural conflict, on the basis of a shared collec-
tive identity” (1992:13). Conceptualising the anti fracking movement as an in-
formal network of multiple actors and organisations draws attention to the 
diversity of interests represented by these different actors but raises the ques-
tion of how different interests are negotiated within the camp?  

Most of the organisations, networks and ‘professional activists’ that partic-
ipated in RTP framed fracking within a broader context of social, economic 
and environmental justice, highlighting the political-economic system that un-
derpins it as being the real target of their struggle. While the themes addressed 
during workshops were diverse they all had in common their opposition to 
fracking. I briefly explore some of the workshops and practices that took place 
during the camp and then analyse how social relations were negotiated within 
this context. 

In the UK an estimated 5 million households are experiencing fuel poverty 
(Association for the conservation of energy 2014). This is largely attributed to 
increased austerity measures and rising energy prices on the back of a three 
fold profit increase for the ‘big six’ energy companies over the passed three 
years (Ofgem 2014). Fuel Poverty Action (FPA), is a campaign group that facil-
itated workshops at RTP who directly challenge the state narrative of fracking 
bringing energy security and growth. They made a clear link between fracking 
and deepening poverty and inequality. Their claims went beyond merely object-
ing to fracking by put forward a vision for an alternative energy system, articu-
lated in an 8-point Energy Bill of Rights, demanding decentralised and com-
munity owned energy supplies which are affordable and not harmful to the 
environmental. “We plan to build a movement strong enough to bring energy 
under democratic, public control, where people can make sure it is both af-
fordable and sustainable for all of us and future generations” (Fuel Poverty Ac-
tion 2014).  

The labour movement connected to the anti fracking movement by way of 
challenging the current state narrative that fracking stand to generate 74 000 
jobs both directly and indirectly from the fracking (DECC 2013). Promoting 
instead the development of renewable energy systems on the ground not only 
that it is green but also carries the potential for job creation, clearly making the 
link between renewables and employment potential through the 1 Million Cli-
mate Jobs campaign. In addition to the potential for job creation through an 
alternative energy system, Boycott Workfare ran a workshop raising awareness 
about their campaign to stop forced unpaid work in exchange for receiving 
benefits. Fossil fuel workers realities in the UK as well as communities affected 
by fossil fuel extraction which export to the UK brought the workers rights 
and justice agenda into the anti fracking movement by the World development 
movement, London mining Network and Coal Action network.  

Corporate capture of the state by oil and gas industry was put forward by 
two watchdog organisations, Corporate Watch and Spin Watch which illustrat-
ed the close ties between senior state officials and fracking companies illustrat-
ing the increasing undermining of democratic space within the UK and broad-
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er threat to democracy was highlighted through a workshop on the Transatlan-
tic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) and what this could mean for 
fracking more broadly across Europe.  

These workshops amongst others (see appendix 2) positioned poverty, 
precarious work and infringements on democracy as direct effects of the cur-
rent social and political system within which fracking is framed. Many work-
shop went beyond making the links between fracking and broader justice issues 
and challenging the narratives put forward by the state regarding the potential 
for fracking by actively engaged with alternatives. Sessions on establishing 
housing cooperatives and setting up community owned and managed renewa-
ble energy system focused on presenting alternatives that would facilitate great-
er autonomy for communities as a means to challenge the current system. 
Practises within the camp attempted to ensure the camp itself was an example 
of how a community could function through direct participatory functioned 
such as consensus based decision making while the camp itself was intended to 
be a space where participants got to experience living in a community run on 
renewable energy, organised through non hierarchical principles and function-
ing through active collaboration of participants in all the daily activities.  

Some of the key characteristics of NSM such as new sites of struggle and 
new organisational forms were identified in the practises within RTP and con-
tent presented during workshops. These signalled a shift in focus towards cul-
ture, values and personal lifestyle practises. While the struggle was at once 
against fracking and the political-economic system behind it, the strategy that 
came across at RTP was not oriented towards accessing more political power 
or the conquest over the state apparatus but rather towards more autonomy 
from the system in order to create a very different social system. The desired 
alternative system was reiterated in different ways in various workshops but the 
common thread was claims for more autonomy both over the material struc-
tures of production such as community based energy generation systems and 
also over social relations. Direct participation through consensus based deci-
sion-making and non-hierarchical collaborative ways of working were means 
practises in an attempt to demonstrate how an alternative way of relating and 
organising could look in practise.  

These workshops that tackled the political economy of fracking and put 
forward radical lifestyle alternatives were attended by ‘professional activists’ 
‘new recruits’ and ‘austerity activists’ and were facilitated largely by ‘profession-
al activists’. There was a noticeable absence of ‘lifestyle activist’ and ‘local activ-
ist’ participating in the workshops. The ‘local activists’ set up a self contained 
camp physically separated from the all the other activists and by and large did 
not integrate much with the other activists or participate in the daily activities 
of the camp. It appeared as just their presence at the camp fulfilled their objec-
tive that was to raise awareness in the area around fracking.  

This apparent physical segregation and divergent activities during the 
camp between the ‘local activists’ and those mobilised through NDFG mirrors 
deeper ideological and political differences. The engagement of individuals 
within the camp further demonstrated these differences. Despite these differ-
ences there was no apparent tension between groups within the camp or ob-
servable effort made to push any one agenda or approach over another. The 
success of local environmental struggles have been cited as hinging on the abil-
ity of grass roots campaigns to simultaneously defend and transcend local is-
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sues by continuously linking the local with the global by scaling up and down 
of the campaign objectives (Usher 2013: 813). In this case the local group 
achieved this scaling up of their campaign not through their own doing but 
rather by building a coalition with other who were able to do so. The shared 
objection to fracking was the glue that bound all activists together, so strongly 
rooted in their respective opposition to fracking the broader frames that moti-
vated activists positions and the tactics and mean to achieve these were not 
contested. 

4.4 From ideology into action 

“RTP is a site of resistance which provides an inspiring and empowering space for a 
large number of people to take mass action” (Reclaim the Power 2014)  

The facilitation of direct action was a key objective of RTP. This was 
achieved through the popular education spaces within the camp that focused 
on up skilling people in direct action skills, legal workshops preparing activist 
for encounters with the police and the legal repercussions. These sessions 
formed a major part of the days leading up to the final day that was dedicated 
to direct action. Although opposition to fracking was framed differently by dif-
ferent groups of activists, there was consensus that people need to take action 
to affect change. Before unpacking the multiple forms of direct action I briefly 
assess the growing frustrations that focused on lack of progress by environ-
mental organisations and lack of trust in the political system as a means to 
frame the emergence of direct action in this context.  

A general critique of institutionalised environmental groups for not 
achieving sufficient tangible progress on environmental issues has been cited as 
one of the key factors in the emergence of third wave radical environmental 
movements. (Saunders 2012, Wall 2014). This was a common sentiment shared 
by activists at RTP.  The ‘new recruit’ commented, “Institutionalised environ-
mental groups are all about money, you need to pay to be a member, they are 
all about money and it does not end up going into real actions”. The ‘lifestyle 
activist’ also perceived them in a negative light as lacking legitimacy.  

They are more into signing petitions and rallying MP’s and they 
are very heavily into the green party, they just say lets vote for 
the green party and they will save you. They are not friends of 
the earth; they are friends of their friends. They are actually 
very conservative; they see us as too radical for this day and 
age. They don’t do anything for us. If you delve deeper you 
find that most of the people running environmental organisa-
tions have family and stuff that are shareholders with all the 
corporate businesses we are against.  

Organised environmental movements were seen by the “professional ac-
tivist’ as not being completely redundant but having a role to place in terms of 
providing resources which according to RMT are a vital part in ensuring the 
success of a movement (McCarthy and Zald 1977). “They [environmental or-
ganisations] are good at providing legal support and media though their re-
sources, while they are not good at mobilising……The green movement did 
provide some donations to RTP which was very useful” 
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This lack of ability to mobilise, perceived elitism and conservative ap-
proach of environmental groups was not the only reason cited for the emer-
gence of direct action in the anti fracking movement. Frustration with the per-
ceived lack of ability to influence political processors through standard means 
such as petitions, opposition to planning permission and engaging in other par-
ticipatory platforms facilitated by the state were perceived to be ineffective if 
not combined with a mass movement taking action. The ‘local activists’ on the 
other hand have been working closely with environmental organisation in 
building their local movement. Friends of the Earth facilitated workshops dur-
ing RTP on how to object to fracking through local council consultation pro-
cesses. This was the only workshop ‘local activists’ attended and there was a no-
ticeable absence of any other activist at this workshop. 

Political process theorists have argued that the more ‘open’ the political 
structure the more chance the social movement has of success.  With openness 
being largely defined by the perceived ability to access and influence politics 
(Tarrow 1998). Despite the ineffectiveness and lack of impact to date of the 
consultation processors employed by the state as a means to access and influ-
ence politics around fracking, the local activists primarily relied on these pro-
cessors. Most of the other activists did not perceive the invited spaces provid-
ed by the state as a means to access or influence politics, largely because of a 
deeper mistrust of the political system itself and the logic that underpins it.  

Direct action has come about because of how slow the gov-
ernment is, people are fed up, we just want to see thing hap-
pening, we don't have time to wait around for the government 
that’s why we need to take it into our hands. Civil disobedient 
and action is especially important in time of austerity like this. 
The government has lost touch with what the people want 
that’s why we need to take things into our hands (new Recruit). 

Here clearly articulated is the sense that many activists shared of frustra-
tion with the growing divide between the state and citizens and the mistrust of 
the political system and see direct action as a means to articulate this frustra-
tion. As the profession activist stated:  

People have lost faith in politicians, hence RTP target the 
companies involved and the strategy of the day of action as to 
target all aspects of the business. We need to think about new 
and innovative ways of making our position known (professional 
activist). 

Hence, their struggle is not to gain more access to the political system in 
order to gain power to influence but rather to bypass the state completely and 
focus on direct action as a means to grow a counter power from below to chal-
lenge hegemonic power and in this way affect change. While PPT can be seen 
to partially explain the mobilisation of the local activist, for the other activist 
their actions are not based on the rational calculations of the ability to access 
and influence politics but rather out of a frustration with the apparently open-
ness of the political system which is not perceived to provide any real political 
power. 

On the final day of the camp 13 different actions took place. The primary 
target of actions was the oil and gas and related industries. Six of the actions 
targeted the industry, focusing on the key gas industry players- IGas, Cuardrilla 
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and Rathlin Energy but also the related industries such as the waist haulage 
transport company- Total Environmental Technology, Cuadrilla’s public rela-
tions company and HSBC bank that is a key financier of the fracking industry. 
These actions involved activist preventing access and occupation of key sites 
such as the headquarters of these companies and active fracking sites. The 
strategy behind these actions was to disrupt work activities effectively costing 
the companies money while using key messaging to raise awareness the of 
health and environmental risks of fracking. Three actions primarily focused on 
raising public awareness around fracking through less confrontational means. 
An art installation of hundreds of paper crafted radium atoms scattered in the 
public park illustrating the risks of radioactive waste that could result from 
fracking. A banner drop from a bridge over the Manchester canal stating: 884 
000 gallons of radioactive fracking waist has been dumped here! A creative 
awareness raising action took the form of a group of activist dressed up as 
“Fraxtons” insurance sales persons, claiming to be the only insurance company 
that will provide insurance to homes in fracking areas, raising awareness 
amongst passers by about the economic risks of falling house prices and rising 
insurance in fracking areas. One action targeted the financing of Swansea Uni-
versity by the oil and gas industry for the establishment of a fracking research 
institute by blocking entry onto the construction site on the campus.  

While the majority of actions targeted the industry itself the state was a 
target too. A group of activists blockaded the entrance to the Department of 
Environment, Food and Rural affairs (DEFRA) in protest of the infringement 
of the publics right to freedom of information highlighted by the recent release 
of a report on the impacts of fracking on local communities of which two 
thirds had been redacted. “DEFRA what do you have to hide” read the banner 
dropped from the building. Another action brought attention to corruption of 
local councillors in Lancashire who are believed to have vested interests in the 
fracking industry.  

In most cases the tactic was to undertake actions that were daring and im-
aginative, in most cases involving illegal activities in an attempt to get maxi-
mum attention. “Direct action is important for raising something up or main-
taining it on the top of the political agenda and getting media coverage is part 
of keeping it up through political actions” (professional activist). This tactic was 
surprisingly met with a very different reaction from the state than was expected 
by the activists who were relying largely on getting arrested as part of the strat-
egy. At least half the actions undertaken involved criminal offenses however 
despite heavy police presence at most of the actions there were no arrests 
made. This illustrated a very different stance taken by the state compared to 
previous mass coordinated days of action on the part of the environmental 
movement. During a similar day of action facilitated through RTP in 2013 over 
100 activists were arrested. There was general consensus amongst the activists 
at RTP that this was a further illustration of how the state is working to un-
dermine their struggle by actively keeping it as low profile as possible even at 
the risk of not upholding the law by taking action in the face of criminal activi-
ty. 

All these actions focus on raising awareness about the direct and localised 
risks of fracking in line with the narrative of the local activists campaign- house 
prices, health and noise, water and air pollution. The more radical anti system 
stance articulated by most of the activists at the camp found an anchor here for 
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their larger critiques of the economic and political system. These actions illus-
trated the convergence of global and local and radical and reformist agendas 
though actions that had resonance for the local activists in raising awareness 
about local concerns about fracking and thus building their local struggle while 
also being symbolic acts of resistance and defiance for a broader struggle for 
justice. 

 



 31 

Chapter 5 Conclusion 

The expansion of fracking into the UK has provided an opportunity for 
broad-based coalitions to form between actors with very different political, 
ideological and class positions. Local anti fracking groups opposed primarily to 
the process of fracking have formed alliances with activists whose struggle is 
framed by diverse interests and motivations, against political and economic 
system that supports fracking. Building on observation made during the RTP 
camp, local groups are opposing fracking in their local communities motivated 
largely by NIMBY attitudes, focusing in the potential local environmental, so-
cial and health risks, targeted their claims at the state to effect change. What I 
have termed ‘profession activist’ are mobilising against deeper structural fea-
tures of the neoliberal economic system, the target of their claims are at once 
levelled towards the neoliberal logic being forwarded by the state but simulta-
neously focused on individual lifestyle and social change as a means to counter 
hegemonic power. Fracking at once provided a grounded target for the profes-
sion activist to mobilise against in order to forward their broader agenda of 
social, economic and environmental justice. The local activists intent on grow-
ing the movement to garner more attention for their cause saw the opportunity 
in this coalition with the ‘professional activists’ as a means to achieve this. The 
collation between these two groups of actors can be interpreted as a rational 
and calculated choice based on the potential benefits of the coalition for each 
respective struggle. 

Fracking has also provided the opportunity for actors mobilised by their 
class position and largely fuelled by material struggles to highlight their claims 
for social and economic justice. In the context of increased austerity measures 
and lack of economic opportunities, high energy prices and lack of job oppor-
tunities, ‘austerity activists’ are finding expression for their contention through 
the anti fracking movement. They target fracking as an expression of the states 
alignment with global capital that further specific class interests and stands to 
perpetuate and deepen their vulnerability. In addition fracking has seen the 
emergence of ‘lifestyle activist’ who have joined the anti fracking coalition at once 
as a means to express their frustrations with an economic and political system 
that has marginalised them but simultaneously fracking has provided a liveli-
hood opportunity through direct action in the form of semi permanent protec-
tion camps which they can occupy and in turn receive social provisioning from 
local communities. Resistance to fracking is proving to be a strongly unifying 
phenomenon with actors mobilising against fracking for multiple reasons that 
include material and non-material, local and global concerns.  

RTP was successfully able to bring these diverse actors together facilitating 
the formation and strengthening of this broad based coalition against fracking. 
This was achieved in part by NDFG framing this struggle as one for social 
economic and environmental justice. ‘Justice’ as a master frame has wide reso-
nance that can include multiple different agendas and allows for flexible inter-
pretations of the problem and cause. For the majority of activists fracking is 
merely a vehicle to express broader struggles against the dominant political and 
economic system, climate change, material struggles perpetuated by austerity, 
encroachment of the state into the private sphere of everyday life and resulting 
lack of autonomy. While these struggles were not evident amongst local activist 
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for the most part the diverse struggles were not perceived to be mutually ex-
clusive and ultimately joining forces against the process of fracking provided a 
physical anchor for multiple struggles. Although tactics differed regarding how 
best to affect change, the common thread between all activists was that people 
needed to be at the heart of this movement. The bigger the movement the 
stronger the counter power and the more chance of success was the logic that 
formed the foundation for the coalition. Based on this logic RTP was an inclu-
sive space, distinctly less radical than previous direct action movements that 
fall within the radical wave of environmentalism, in order to attract broad spec-
trum of actors and initiate new actors into direct action. 
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Appendix A  

Guiding questions for Semi structured interviews  

 

Identity 

1. Can you tell me a little about who you are 
2. Can you tell me a little about how you got involved in the struggle 

against fracking 

RTP 

3. How did you come to attend RTP? 
4. What do you see as the main function of RTP? 
5. What do you think was the most successful part of RTP and why? 

Fracking 

6. What do you see as the main problems with fracking? 
7. Who or what do you see as the main target in the struggle against 

fracking? 

Affecting change 

8. Who do you think is the most important agent/actor that can affect 
change in this case? 

9. What do you see as the best means to affect change? 

Broader context 

10. What do you see as possible solutions to our future energy needs? 
11. What kind of social and political change do you think are required? 
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Appendix B  

Workshops conducted at RTP 

 

Education/ Workshops Networking and 
movement building 

Demonstrate alterna-
tive sustainable prac-
tises 

Direct Action 

Introduction to extreme ener-
gy  

(Corporate Watch) 

Energy workers struggles Consensus based decision 
making (Seed of Change) 

Creative Action 

(BP or not BP) 

Climate Science  Fracking and energy bills  

(Fuel Poverty Action) 

How to build a compost 
loo 

(RTP) 

Building a culture of Re-
sistance  

(Deep Green Resistance) 

Divestment  

(350.org) 

Frack Free Families How to set up a renewable 
energy co-op 

Dealing with the legal sys-
tem  

Introduction to Anarchist or-
ganising 

Grow Heathrow How to set up a housing 
co-op (Radical Roots) 

Group dynamics in Action  

(London Roots collective) 

Objecting planning permis-
sion 

(Friends of the earth) 

International Solidarity  

(activists from Australia, 
US, Netherlands and Ro-
mania) 

Safer spaces training 

(Seeds for Change) 

Know your Rights and 
Legal Observe training 
(Green and Black Cross) 

Radioactive aspects of frack-
ing 

Occupy London  Building for the Paris cli-
mate summit 2015 

Researching the fracking in-
dustry and their ties to gov-
ernment  

(Spinwatch) 

Rapid response online or-
ganizing  

(38 degrees) 

  

Stop corporate power grab: 
TTIP  

(World Development Move-
ment) 

Reclaiming Unions  

(1 million climate jobs) 

  

Positive policy alternative to 
fracking 

Sabotaging hunts and the 
badger cull  

(Hunt Sabs) 

  

Where does energy come 
from and standing in solidarity 
with affected communities  

(World Development Move-
ment & London Mining Net-
work 

Unemployment 101 (Boy-
cott Workfare) 

  


