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The fight against gas: repression and state-violence

Noëlie Audi-Dor (Rete Gastvist)

My name is Noëlie, I started the Gastivists Collective with a few comrades a couple
years ago. The Gastivists Collective aims to linkup and support the growing movement
of people and organisations that resist gas. 
This gas movement is rooted in the resistance against all fossil fuels, from coal to oil
and shale gas.  It is also rooted in a fight for social justice, with many local groups
having been involved in other social struggles. 

While I am not an expert on repression, I have a good overview of how people are
resisting the push for gas extraction and gas infrastructure, mainly in Europe but also
around the world.

Across our movement, police repression and state violence are commonly accepted as
a crucial  barrier to our success.  Unfortunately,  we only expect to see this  barrier
increase in the future years. We are not yet organising collectively to manage and
counter this barrier, which is why I was so happy to come to this workshop and learn
from all of you. 

To prepare for this workshop, I reached out to groups around the world resisting gas,
and I bring to you the reality that activists face on the ground.

A saddening yet unsurprising fact is that across the world, the state protects
fossil  fuel  companies  over  people.  This  is  seen  again  and  again  at  varying
degrees, in progressive democracies like the Netherlands to repressive dictatorships
like Azerbaijan. The state uses police repression, security measures and state violence
as tools to protect the profit of fossil gas companies.  This profit is prioritized by
the state over the safety, livelihoods and mental health of their people.

I will share with you the violence and threats that activists and local people must go
through if they decide to resist. But I would also like to take the time to talk about
other forms of state-violence, that are sometimes less visible at a first glance. When
physical violence is less acceptable, the state has developed what I consider to be
institutional violence to limit, repress and divide the people fighting fossil fuels. This
institutional violence is imposed through economic, legal and bureaucratic barriers. 

While  these  institutional  barriers  are  never  as  horrific  as  the  physical  violence,
imprisonment  and  murders  that  is  experienced  in  some  countries,  I  think  it  is
important  to  also  expose  institutional  repression  so  that  we  are  able  to  better
recognize it  and organise ourselves to combat it.  There are multiple  faces to the
barriers the state creates to hold us back and we must not be blind to them. 

Let me first start with police repression. It has now become commonly expected
that  police  will  protect  private  infrastructure  and  extraction  sites  from  peaceful
protestors. 



Outside of Europe and North America, the police is not only protecting corporations
over local people, but often the profit of western fossil companies over the social and
health of local communities.

From Alegria  to  the  Netherlands  (to  name  just  a  couple),  police  isnearly  always
present at peaceful demonstrations and announced actions against gas. This is done
in close coordination and partnership with fossil  fuel  companies and they will  not
hesitate to use tear gas, batons and physical violence to keep protestors away from
private infrastructure to avoid any profit loss. Police will also widely use intimidation
methods and checks, by filming activists, tracking their identity, taking their pictures
and verbally threatening them.

This  physical  violence  can  escalate  and  sometimes  ends  tragically.  Protestors  are
regularly harmed and can end up in hospital. 

While these consequences are horrific, they should not be mistaken with the active
murder of environmental  defenders.  Beyond police monitoring and repression,
the criminalization,  intimidation and murder of  environmental  activities  is
indeed a harsh reality that we cannot ignore.

In the UK, only last week three activists were condemned to prison for peacefully
protesting against fracked gas extraction. They had climbed on trucks entering the
gas extraction site and spent three days peacefully sitting on them to block them from
moving. The local community had come to support them, providing the protestors
with food and warm clothes.The judge condemned these three protestors to over 12
months in jail. They are the first people to be jailed in the UK for taking action against
fracking, and the first in the UK to be imprisoned for environmental direct action in
over 80 years. 

In Mexico, indigenous activists are fighting back the imposition of a gas pipeline from
Canadian and Italian companies TransCanada and Bonatti. The survival of their entire
communities  is  at  risk,  as  the  pipeline  would  destroy  their  water  resources  and
without water, their community cannot survive. The companies are closely supported
by the Mexican government and threats towards local  activists  are common, with
regular shootings in the air front of their houses. Indigenous activists in Mexico are
regularly murdered with impunity and opacity after their death. 
The most prominent activists resisting the pipeline know that they most likely will be
silenced and murdered themselves. They have taken the most humble decision to
fight anyway to try and save their community. As the activists told me, if they kill
your hope to stop the gas pipeline, then they have already won.

In Azerbaijan, the current dictatorship is infamous for its strong repression of civil
society.  The  construction  of  a  mega  gas  pipeline  from  Azerbaijan  to  Italy,  the
Southern Gas corridor, has been used as a political tool by president Aliyev to ensure
western governments turn a blind eye on human right abuses in the country. Since
2013, political and human right activists, including ones speaking out against the gas
pipeline, have been regularly detained and imprisoned. 

In Mozambique, local communities will be displaced and lose their livelihoods because
of the construction of a gas LNG terminal. National NGOs initiated contact and work
with  the  affected  communities  but  were  rapidly  unable  to  campaign.  The  local
communities had been threatened not to talk with NGOs, who had to stop their visits
to the impacted villages in order to respect their safety. 

https://act.350.org/go/61898?t=7&utm_medium=email&utm_source=actionkit&akid=52875.3176080.2-qOGF


In some countries,  such as Russia  or  Turkey, it  is  too dangerous for  us to be in
contact with local activists who resist gas. We have little to no links with them and
respect their safety and refrain from reaching out to them even if they are key players
in the gas world.

While we know and worry about the criminalization and physical repression towards
activists,  we should not forget that the complicity of the state with the fossil  fuel
industry also appears in other ways. The state uses a number of institutional weapons
to limit our resistance, from economic tools to endless bureaucracy. 

First, the state and fossil companies use economic tools to weaken and divide
the resistance. They either use financial incentives to pressure people into accepting
gas infrastructure, or burden the resistance with financial costs. 

In Catalonia, they showed up at people’s houses with cash in hand to force them to
sign  the  authorization  for  a  gas  pipeline  to  pass  through  their  land.  Without
explanations or real consent, the companies were able to make their way by using
financial pressure. 

In Indonesia, local people are still waiting for the compensation of a mega mud slide
that was caused by a gas extraction accident in 2006. 15 villages were swept away by
the  Sidorajo  mud  flow,  with  hundreds  of  people  left  displaced  and  having  lost
everything. While many are still fighting the company, Lapindo, for this compensation,
and the government for their rights, Lapindo recently won government contracts to
start new gas drilling projects in the surrounding areas. 

In the Netherlands, the extraction of gas by Shell and Exxon has caused over 100,000
homes  to  be  damaged  by  earthquakes.  The  companies  are  refusing  to  pay
compensation  to  the  local  communities  to  repair  their  homes.  This  has led to an
epidemic of mental health issues in the region, as people feel unsafe in their houses,
which have lost all their value. They are stuck in an unsafe home without the finances
to be able to repair them or move to a new place. 
In some villages, the companies might offer full compensation to some people while
ignore or pay only half  the compensation to the other villagers. This has been an
effective strategy to divide the local resistance and break communities. 

In the USA, local residents were shocked to find out that they will bear the costs on
their  gas bill  for the security measures taken to surveil  their  very own resistance
against gas drilling. This is thought to be a strategy to create a resentment against
activists and divisions within a community. 

We are increasingly seeing citizens told that they will be the ones bearing the financial
burden of gas infrastructure cancellation. In Spain with the Castor gas project and in
Egypt  with  a  recent  ISDS  case,  citizens  are  demanded  to  financially  contribute
through their gas bills or their taxes for gas projects that were unsuccessful. 

Theses economic incentives and barriers are used as a weapon by the state and the
fossil  companies to divide and pressure our movements. They allow companies to
avoid being held accountable for their mistakes and put the huge economic burden on
local people instead. 

Nowadays, where inequality and austerity measures are constantly imposed people,
while corporations and elites rise above the rules, economic tools are used as a violent
weapon  by  the  state  and  fossil  companies  to  advance  their  agenda  and  limit
resistance. 



Secondly, the state uses legal tools as a weapon to weaken the resistance.
This can of course directly lead to the criminalization of activists, but also serves to
prevent activists from taking effective action in the first place. 

In Sweden, the construction area of an LNG terminal has now been included in a
protected zone so that the legal consequences of protesting against it are considerably
higher, with a risk of imprisonment. This sudden legal change comes after a growing
mobilisation against the terminal.

In the UK, fracking company Cuadrilla was able to secure a new type of injunction.
While injunction is usually directly to a specific person, the gas company was given an
“injunction against all campaigners”. In practice, this means that anyone the fracking
company did  not want  around their  extraction  site  and surrounded area could be
facing jail time or fines. 

In Italy, people resisting the TAP pipeline have been facing a number of legal tools
against  their  resistance: from the military  lock-down of  the area to the ability  to
prevent  activists  to  enter  the  entire  region  for  up  to  three  years.  These
disproportionate measures are used to show the legal strength that can and is used
against the resistance. 

While  the  violence  is  not  physical,  these  legal  tools  oppress  people’s  freedom to
protest, to decide for their communities and to protect their local environment. It is a
show of power from the state and fossil fuel companies towards people, crushing their
democratic possibilities and rights to have a say.  

Some people have started using the term “fossil  authoritarianism” to describe how
local  communities  are  being  imposed these  fossil  project  at  a  national  level.  The
decision and resistance of local communities, even if they are officially supported by
the local councils and mayors, are disregarded by national and regional institutions for
the progression of fossil projects. 

A final tool used by the state to limit opposition is bureaucracy. The state puts
in place a long string of bureaucratic and painfully complicated procedures to be able
to complain or demand rights. 

While this gives people the illusion that they are listen to, that someone is in the
process of  dealing with their  concern, they are being constrained for  months and
years without ever talking to someone that has the power to change their situation. 
We have seen this in the Netherlands where local people affected by gas drilling have
spent years trying to complain and follow official procedures without ever being able
to move forward. 
We have seen this in the UK, where local protestors are regularly changed the date of
their trial. If the trial is expected to last for a number of months, this of course obliges
them to  reorganize  their  lives  and  the  surrounding  support  multiple  times,  badly
affecting their lives and mental health.  

This tool allows the state to limit the resistance by keeping people under their control.
While it is not a visible weapon, it sweeps into our movement, takes our capacity and
drains our energy. 

To conclude, the repression experienced in the anti-gas movement is sadly wide and
diverse. 



It is important that we recognize all the facets that state violence and oppression take
to  limit  our  movements  so  that  we  learn  how  to  handle  them  and  resist  them
together. 

It is also essential that we do not shy away from talking about the harsher repression
that is experienced in less democratic countries and that we hold western companies
and governments accountable for their actions elsewhere. It is where repression is the
greatest that resistance is often also the most humble and powerful. 

As an activists in Algeria said after police highly repressed a demonstration against
gas,  all  these  police  demonstrate  how much the  state  fears  the  power  of  people
coming together and resisting. So let’s keep fighting and organizing together to resist
and win.


