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‘Stopping Oil follows the entanglement of racial capitalism, colonialism and 
Western modernity that situates resource extraction in Aotearoa New Zealand. 
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1
Security for Whom?

introducing the oil free campaign

Between 2008 and 2017 Aotearoa New Zealand’s offshore environment 
was opened up for further oil and gas exploration on the promise of 
economic growth and energy independence. The dominant narrative 
from the government and from industry was, at its core, that economic 
growth is essential, that oil was an untapped resource, and it would be 
irresponsible not to make use of it to generate capital and contribute to 
Aotearoa New Zealand’s economic development. During these nine years, 
the government sought to ‘secure’ this resource. It embarked on actions 
to provide certainty and therefore security for overseas investors by cul-
tivating ties with the fossil fuel industry. When protest sought to disrupt 
oil and gas exploration activities that had been secured, the government 
introduced legislation to curtail at-sea protest and offered only limited 
Māori and community engagement about commercial extraction activi-
ties in ocean spaces. The so-called Anadarko Amendment (discussed in 
Chapter 3) is perhaps most symbolic of this approach. The Amendment 
contravened international human rights law, and went against a long tra-
dition of protest at sea in Aotearoa New Zealand, by banning activists 
from coming within 500 m of an oil and gas vessel (Pender and Mac-
Millan 2013). The Minister for Energy and Resources at the time said 
the protesters shouldn’t be trying to ‘stop other people going about their 
lawful business’ (TVNZ 2013). 

But this period also saw a rise of Māori- and community-led activism 
against the extractive economy, and the formation and deepening of con-
nections between people and groups seeking to protect communities 
and environments. While the Anadarko Amendment sought to provide 
assurances and security to fossil fuel companies, activists changed the 
financial equation by disrupting exploration, blockading banks who 
refused to divest from oil and gas, and protesting annual fossil fuel con-
ferences. Activists sought to secure a future that was not dependent on 



2 . stopping oil

fossil fuels, and that both demanded and demonstrated a sense of respon-
sibility and care for the impacts of continuing business-as-usual. 

This book is the story of a climate justice campaign to stop deep sea 
oil exploration and drilling in Aotearoa New Zealand. It documents the 
push-pull of the Oil Free campaign and various tactics by the media, 
the government and the petroleum industry. It documents the ways in 
which the government and industry engaged in tactics to narrow down 
or close off the spaces of dissent and protest, as they tried to secure and 
develop the petroleum economy in the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 
of Aotearoa New Zealand. The book also highlights how climate activ-
ists navigated this closure to secure a different, more climate-just, vision 
of the future. We situate this story within ideas of environmental democ-
racy, where democracy is understood as the ability to engage in active 
and robust debate about issues and the ability to meaningfully dissent, 
be heard, and propose ideas for alternative futures that are more fair, just 
and sustainable. Therefore, the story we tell is not unique even though it 
is situated in the specific context of a small OECD country in the South 
Pacific. It speaks to patterns of environmental politics that are refracted 
elsewhere, at a moment in which it is hard to understand just why change 
is so difficult when the science is so clear. The purpose of this book is to 
highlight some of the practices, labour and tactics involved in maintain-
ing business-as-usual, and the work involved in shifting trajectories. 

In early 2018, a newly elected government enacted legislation that 
banned all new oil and gas exploration permits in Aotearoa’s EEZ with 
the exception of an area of active production off the west coast of the 
North Island in Taranaki. At the time, media debate was polemic, either 
decrying the lost revenue and the impact it would have on the economy, 
or arguing it didn’t go far enough because it did not apply to existing 
permits. At the beginning of 2021, the last existing exploration permit 
was surrendered. While we don’t suggest that these actions, or those of 
the current government in relation to climate change are anywhere near 
enough, we argue that the Oil Free campaign disrupted efforts made to 
secure the resource for investors in the ‘blue frontier’ of Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s EEZ.

the value of a story in aotearoa new zealand

In feedback on our research, we’re often asked to justify why interna-
tional readers ‘should care’ about the specific case study of Aotearoa New 
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Zealand. This sort of feedback goes to the heart of the colonial logics 
that continue to pervade academia. Case studies that are distant (spa-
tially, perhaps culturally) from the supposed heartlands of geography and 
theory are either just that – case studies rather than locations of theory 
production – or need to be justified in their otherness. We’re reluctant to 
engage in such justifications again in this space; theory comes from here 
and this is a dynamic, useful case study for climate justice in a multitude 
of ways. Aotearoa New Zealand melds together ongoing colonialism, 
rapid and deep neoliberal reform and experimentation, and a history of 
activism for Māori land rights, the anti-nuclear movement in Oceania, 
through to enormous turnouts for recent student climate strikes (for 
instance, 3.4 per cent of the whole population in March 2019). Like all 
case studies, this one is riven with contradictions, mundane bureaucratic 
moves with outsized impacts, and fascinating communities and people. 
In carrying out fieldwork over four years, we were able to talk to over 50 
people engaged in climate justice or Oil Free activism, engage in some 
ourselves, and speak with a few people who worked in the oil and gas 
industry. We also carried out an analysis of media reporting. Much of 
this research has been published elsewhere in academic journals, as well 
as a findings report. We have also drawn on this work in submissions in 
government processes, and in media articles. This book takes a different 
approach with the purpose of sharing the story as a whole, linking key 
ideas, and more explicitly situating the story of this campaign within a 
broader trajectory of climate justice. 

In thinking and writing about climate justice in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, it’s also necessary to more specifically locate ourselves. All three 
of us are Pākehā, white New Zealanders of European descent. Coloni-
alism is a dogged structure blocking the way to climate justice, and 
shaping knowledge production. It is a structure that we three benefit 
from, particularly working in research and tertiary institutions, and a 
structure that we try to challenge. This book draws together our research 
experience, and hopefully builds on the work of Māori communities 
and scholars who have forged the way in defining a decolonised climate 
justice for this place (Bargh 2019; Bargh and Tapsell 2021; Ruckstuhl et 
al. 2013; see also the work of Shaun Awatere, Emily Tuhi-Ao Bailey, Lyn 
Carter, Nadine Anne Hura, Merata Kawharu, Sandy Morrison, Naomi 
Simmonds, Huhana Smith, and Dayle Takitimu. This is not by any 
means an exhaustive list). 
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feminist geographies and climate justice

There is a huge range of ways to approach climate activism and its different 
components. Others have written about communication, different tactics 
and strategies in activism, the origins of climate justice language, Indige-
nous communities’ leadership, how it’s shaped policy, and the messiness 
of organising (Whyte 2017a; Matthews 2020; Oosterman 2018). In this 
book, we take a feminist political geography perspective. This means that 
we understand politics and activism to be happening at every scale, and 
that one isn’t more important than another. So, for example, in Chapter 3, 
we discuss some of the things happening in an international context that 
spurred on activism here, while also later discussing the way individuals 
feel anxieties about climate change, or build friendships with each other 
to enable them to sustain their activism (see Chapter 7). Feminist political 
geographies also question how issues are experienced by different people. 
For instance, in Chapter 5, we write about ideas of security. Feminist geo-
politics have pointed out that we need to ask who is being made secure. 
When it comes to climate change, this goes to the heart of demands for 
climate justice; carbon emissions and climate change impacts are very 
uneven. A recent report pointed out that the richest 10 per cent of people 
were responsible for 52 per cent of carbon emissions between 1990 and 
2015 (Oxfam 2020). But it is working-class people, those with insecure 
housing, those who can’t afford heating and cooling systems, or who live 
on marginal land exposed to hurricanes, for example, who will suffer the 
worst impacts of climate change. 

Feminist political geographers examine power. That is, they look at 
the effects of different kinds of power on the actions, decisions, atti-
tudes, perceptions and experiences of different groups and individuals, 
from those who seem powerful, to those who seem relatively powerless. 
This includes obvious power relations as well as those often invisible ones 
that are embedded in social norms and privilege in the everyday life of 
dominant groups in society. When power is examined, it becomes evident 
that climate change is not an apolitical issue that can be simply fixed with 
better technology, more modelling, or simple behavioural adjustments. 
As climate justice activists point out, there are huge vested interests in 
maintaining the economic and social systems that maintain such privi-
lege – namely capitalism and colonialism – that continue to drive climate 
change. 
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Yet in examining power, a feminist geography approach explores 
the points where inequality and unfairness can be challenged, alterna-
tives envisioned and enacted and better, more care-filled communities 
can be developed. While this book describes the challenges of climate 
justice activism – from unfair media portrayals of ‘dirty hippies’, to police 
violence and surveillance, to burnout – we also point out the things that 
sustained activism and made it enjoyable for many people. Even though 
in many ways the economic and social drivers of climate change persist, 
there are incredibly hopeful shifts in the mainstreaming of climate change 
awareness, even climate justice, and there have been real shifts in policy 
settings in the past decade to reflect this. 

As we write this, there are deep uncertainties about what lies ahead. 
Covid has been used to justify sweeping aside environmental protections 
to enable economic development, while health restrictions on public 
gatherings have prevented a lot of political organising (see PMC Editor 
2020). For instance, in Canada the oil and gas industry was quick to 
argue for the relaxation of environmental protections and commitments 
to Indigenous rights because of the health and economic crisis (Indige-
nous Climate Action 2020). In West Virginia, a day after ‘shelter in place’ 
orders came into force, the governor signed into law an act that creates 
harsher penalties for anyone interfering with oil and gas infrastructure 
(Brown 2020). In July 2021, The Guardian reported on a recent analysis 
of how the US$17tn that has been put toward Covid-19 recovery stimulus 
packages has been spent. It found that only 10 per cent was dedicated to 
projects that would decrease global emissions or support conservation 
initiatives, putting into question any effort toward a ‘green recovery’ or 
reset (Harvey 2021). 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the early Covid response was praised for 
its success; borders were quickly closed, and the country went into a 
six-week lockdown through April and May 2020. There was a high 
degree of trust in the government and science communication about the 
virus that saw large public buy-in for the next twelve months. Covid was 
largely held at bay with only occasional outbreaks, mostly in Auckland 
through to late 2021 when more infectious strains emerged and strict 
containment measures no longer worked. During that initial phase until 
mid-2021, however, we also saw: the expansion of police powers, raising 
very real worries in Māori and Pasifika communities; extreme inequal-
ities exposed through the very locations where outbreaks occurred; the 
vaccine roll-out and vaccine mandates that have divided communities; 
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a focus on big infrastructure-led economic recovery, with seemingly 
little regard for climate change in the decision-making process and 
outcome; an economic recovery that is amplifying inequality, and at the 
time nationalism and border worship. What does this nationalism in a 
time of crisis mean as the climate changes? What are the implications 
of widening inequality on our response to climate change? Our research 
doesn’t directly answer these questions, but instead examines the nuances 
and subtle shifts of environmental campaigning and government and 
industry responses that changed the norms regulating the offshore envi-
ronment in Aotearoa New Zealand. In exploring these shifts, we hope to 
highlight the spaces where pressure might be applied to shift communi-
ties towards climate justice. 

the rest of the book

The story of the Oil Free campaign that we depict in this book is divided 
broadly into three parts. Chapters 2 and 3 set the scene. Aotearoa 
New Zealand, as a small island nation of 5 million people in the South 
Pacific, has a reputation as isolated and remote (maybe even sometimes 
backward), beautiful and ‘pristine’, punching above its weight in sports 
(especially in rugby and sometimes cricket), as a settler colony of Britain 
with a ‘good’ record compared to other states in terms of racial relations 
with Māori, and an economy largely based on tourism and agriculture 
(Bell 1996; Bond, Diprose and McGregor 2015; Byrnes 2006; Pawson 
1997). However, the reality is different on a number of fronts. Aotearoa 
New Zealand has significant environmental concerns, with appalling 
records for biodiversity loss since the 1800s, significant habitat loss as a 
result of invasive species (flora and fauna), nationwide issues with water 
quality, and an emissions profile in which almost half of the country’s 
gross greenhouse gas emissions are methane as a consequence of inten-
sified agriculture. In addition, statistics for Māori health, incarceration 
rates, socio-economic status, as well as ongoing processes of land dis-
possession, and a government-led process of redress for colonial harm 
demonstrate the ongoing colonial processes that continue to oppress 
many Māori communities (Bargh 2007; Baxter et al. 2006; McIntosh 
and Workman 2013; Poata-Smith 2013; Ruckstuhl et al. 2014). Many of 
these issues have been exacerbated since the 1980s when Aotearoa New 
Zealand aggressively adopted neoliberalism becoming one of the most 
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neoliberalised OECD countries. Our story starts here as the broader 
context in which the Oil Free campaign emerged.

In Chapter 2, we outline the tensions with Aotearoa New Zealand’s 
neoliberal experiment which began with massive restructuring across all 
sectors in the 1980s. At the same time, a process of recognition of Te 
Tiriti o Waitangi1 was also accelerating and taking shape after 150 years 
of struggle by Māori to demand that the government recognise what was 
promised in 1840. An English version of the Treaty was signed by the 
British Crown as a treaty of cession. But it was also translated into te reo 
(Māori language) and this version, signed by many Māori chiefs, had a 
very different meaning. This version guaranteed that Māori would retain 
their sovereignty over their lands (unceded), waters and taonga (treas-
ured objects, valuable things). The period in the 1980s sets the context 
for the consolidation and extension of neoliberal approaches to global 
investment that resulted in Aotearoa New Zealand opening up the EEZ to 
the global petrochemical industry as well as ongoing negotiations around 
Treaty rights. From the mid-2000s that ultimately led to the events from 
which the Oil Free campaign emerged. In Chapter 3, we turn to the 
various events that heightened an awareness of the government’s agenda 
for extraction at sea and how the campaign emerged and established itself 
into a network of grassroots groups across the country. 

The second part of the book (Chapters 4–6) turns to the processes 
by which the campaign was undermined or as we term it, depoliticised, 
demonstrating the power of the petrochemical industry, investors, the 
media and sympathetic governments in securing their own interests. 
These chapters explore the various efforts to control, tame and delegit-
imise the message and various actions of the Oil Free activists. Again, 
situated within broader tendencies common within neoliberalised devel-
oped economies, the three chapters explore different tactics. In Chapter 
4, we start with detailing the ways in which the media represented various 
actions that the different Oil Free groups engaged in, highlighting how 
the media consistently oriented readers and understandings of the issue 
toward a pragmatic realism on extraction, downplaying any environ-
mental risk and promoting notions of economic gains. In addition, the 
media effectively delegitimised activists by emphasising sound bites 
from leading popular politicians and the oil and gas lobby. In turn, the 
chapter also outlines some activists’ response to these delegitimisations 
by exploring how they framed their campaigns, drawing on eco-national 
identities prevalent in Aotearoa New Zealand and thereby downplaying 
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their commitment to climate justice and drawing on ‘average New Zea-
landers’ to front actions. 

Chapter 5 focuses on how different values were secured through the 
campaign, and the tactics and work that go into such securitisation by 
the oil and gas industry through promoting notions of corporate social 
responsibility and also enacting various surveillance practices. Through 
these tactics, the industry seeks to manage public perceptions and by 
trying to control the activities of the various Oil Free groups around the 
country. The chapter then explores the impact some of these practices 
had on individual activists. 

The final chapter in this part of the book hones in on the third way in 
which attempts were made to depoliticise the Oil Free campaign. Chapter 
6 turns to policing, situating the experiences of the activists we spoke to 
and their interactions with police in the context of policing in Western 
countries generally and in Aotearoa New Zealand more specifically. The 
chapter picks up on the ways in which racist social norms are reinforced 
through policing tactics, and how these interact with the historical tra-
jectory of policing in the place where it occurs. It then turns to some 
specific examples our participants referred to, discussing violent encoun-
ters, experiences of dehumanisation and the police role in mediating 
whose rights to engage in lawful activities count most: protestors’ right 
to non-violent action or the oil and gas industry in their exploration and 
drilling. 

Representations of early actions in the media, as well as surveillance 
and policing, demonstrate the push-pull of activism, and also the par-
ticular moment in which the campaign was active. Even now at the time 
of writing, the media is significantly more sympathetic to climate justice 
arguments, perhaps influenced domestic activism and by international 
campaigns such as School Strike 4 Climate (as it’s known in Aotearoa, 
more often called Fridays for Future elsewhere) and the actions of groups 
like Extinction Rebellion (XR). In addition, there is an indication of a 
slight shift in policing tactics in some places, where arrests and violence 
have been substituted for a more negotiated response, or arrests are 
followed by discharge with no conviction (Matthews 2021). This high-
lights the dynamic nature of any activist movement, and that it is also 
always situated in the local context, even though many characteristics are 
more generally translatable to experiences elsewhere. 

The final part of the book comprises two chapters that turn to more 
hopeful encounters. Through thinking about hope, care and responsi-
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bility we focus on how activists engage in a care ethic that provides them 
both with the ability to collectively navigate the various tactics of dele-
gitimisation and violence that is meted out to them in their work for a 
better world, while also highlighting how this ethic translates to a sense of 
responsibility that is assumed for climate injustices more generally. Here, 
we argue that the kind of care and responsibility articulated and practised 
by the climate justice activists in our study provide a counterpoint to the 
tactics of silencing and depoliticisation that are discussed in the preceding 
chapters. The ethic of care and responsibility that the activists we spoke 
to enact, subverts the ways in which neoliberalised practices more gener-
ally erode collective care and responsibility for humans and non-humans 
both in the local vicinity but also further afield, to the national and global 
levels. We pick up on this overall argument in the concluding chapter, 
drawing back to the wider context of climate justice, responsibility and 
action for change in the current neoliberalised global context.




