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Introduction

Within the Millennium Dome there is an area devoted to the theme of the environment. Within this area is a notice claiming that if every car in the country filled up with petrol at the same time, the pumps would run out in 20 minutes. In September 2000 it took a few days. The great petrol blockade of September 2000 will undoubtedly be seen as one of the great crises of the 1997 Labour government. Within a few days a few thousand lorry drivers, farmers and others had brought the country to a halt, and issued a major challenge to a government with a huge parliamentary majority. But how are we to analyse this protest sociologically? This paper is based largely upon newspaper reports and information from some web sites, as it was written in the heat of the moment. Nevertheless, this rather limited source of data does enable us to consider the implications of this protest for some important theoretical issues in the sociology of social movements. Furthermore, systematic consideration of the protest using these theoretical tools provides us with a more nuanced analysis of what happened than the ‘instant sociology’ that the country was treated to in the media. However, I am aware that what follows is superficial in parts and has some important theoretical and empirical gaps, so its argument and conclusions should be read as provisional and very much as ‘work in progress’.

On Tuesday 1st August, prior to the fuel blockade in September, a petrol station boycott organised by ‘Dump the pump’ was judged to have been relatively unsuccessful by some (The Guardian: 2/8/00). On Wednesday 30th August the French Fisherman’s blockade of channel ports began to be effective, and by Thursday 31st August the French government gave concessions to fishermen, and the blockade ended. However, French lorry drivers, farmers, taxi drivers and private ambulance drivers started to plan blockades of oil refineries and depots for similar concessions. By Friday 8th September: 80 per cent of French petrol stations closed by the blockade of oil refineries and depots, and on this date Welsh farmers started the blockade of Stanlow oil refinery on Merseyside. Reports started to appear of actual or planned blockades and similar protests in Germany, Belgium and Italy. The next day, Saturday 9th September, there were the first reports of panic buying of petrol, and of petrol stations served by Stanlow running out of supplies. On Sunday 10th September, after concessions from the French government, the blockades in that country were gradually lifted. During Monday and Tuesday 11th and 12 th September, the government seemed to be responding remarkably slowly, as the protest spread and tactics widened to include slow moving convoys of lorries on major roads and in Britain’s largest cities. Many petrol stations ran out of fuel, and food shops ran out of many basic necessities. Actual numbers of participants do not seem to have been that great. Estimates from the Independent 14/9/00 suggest protests at 14 oil refineries and depots, involving a total of only 700 protestors. The Guardian reported 23 refineries and depots affected the following day (The Guardian: 15/9/00). By the time the protests in Britain had subsided, fuel blockades or threats of blockades had been seen in France, Germany, The Netherlands, Belgium, Ireland, Spain, Sweden, Norway and Israel (The Guardian: 20/9/00). The protests in Britain were ended by the TGWU negotiating police escorts for its members who were employed as fuel delivery drivers, and by the promise from the government to ‘listen’ to the protesters’ grievances. Perhaps more significant in the ending of the protest was the possible loss of widespread public support if the protest had continued and resulted in more serious consequences.

In order to develop a conceptual framework within which to analyse these mobilisations, this paper draws upon earlier analyses of countermovements, and petit bourgeois political mobilisation. There were petit bourgeois social movements evident in Britain during the 1970s, also under a Labour government (Elliot, et. al. 1982). It is apparent that there are some distinctive features of petit bourgeois mobilisation in general, that are shared between the otherwise quite different protests of the 1970s and early 21st century. In the USA there is a strand of the social movement literature that is concerned with countermovements. These are mobilisations against insurgent social movements and the social changes that they achieve. Here I review some of the key theoretical contributions to the countermovements literature and assess their claims against the fuel protest events of September 2000. In the conclusion I include a few interim thoughts about the implications for theories of New Social Movements.

Theorising Bourgeois Social Movements: mobilisation in the 1970s

The National Federation of the Self-Employed (NFSE) was created in 1974 to represent petit bourgeois interests. The organisation had some success in mobilising the self-employed against the National Insurance system for the self-employed, the arrangements for the payment of VAT and the provisions of the Employment Protection Act (Elliot et. al., 1982: 75-6). Rather like the current mobilisation of the petit bourgeoisie, the grievances were economic, and they focused around taxation. However, such a comparison is only superficial. In its early years the NFSE engaged in tactics of direct protest such as demonstrations and non-cooperation with the tax authorities, but subsequently became incorporated into mainstream pressure group lobbying of ministers and civil servants. The NFSE arose out of the common everyday ‘class experiences’ of the British petit bourgeoisie, contacts with the tax system and state regulation of their economic activities. The organisation retained a strong local basis, reflecting the self-employed’s local orientation to markets and their limited resources. The petit bourgeoisie’s suspicion of bureaucracy and national politics, part of their common class experiences of the tax system and state regulation, lay behind the NFSE’s informal organisation, and its reluctance to set up a committee structure, and employ full time staff (Elliot et. al., 1982: 87-8).

The National Association for Freedom (NAFF) was also formed around this time, and Elliot et. al. consider it alongside the NFSE as another case type of bourgeois social movement organisation. Yet NAFF in retrospect could also be understood as a more straightforward countermovement against organised labour. It sought to directly challenge the rights obtained by organised labour, such as to organise a ‘closed shop’, and occasionally intervened directly in industrial disputes usually through legal advocacy on behalf of the ‘public good’ (Elliot et. al. 80-1). NAFF was always much closer to established politicians than the NFSE, and more centrally organised. Its council included six Tory MPs, two of whom became ministers, and individuals at the head of large corporations such as Taylor Woodrow, Hambros Bank and the Phoenix Assurance company, as well as retired military leaders. It went on to play a key role in generating policy ideas for the Thatcher governments. NAFF thus represented both in its membership and its lobbying tactics the established bourgeoisie, and their common class experiences in social networks of similar education, economic positions and military and political careers (Elliot et. al., 1982: 89).

Elliot et. al. explained the differences in organisational form and protest tactics of NFSE and NAFF in terms of their different class bases, and associated class experiences and cultures, and this approach has much to recommend it in contributing to an understanding of the recent petrol blockade. Consequently, in the analysis that follows I will be paying some attention to the petit bourgeois class basis of the petrol blockade, and the underlying common class experiences and cultures that framed the grievances, forms of organisation and tactics. However, such a class analysis only provides a partial understanding, as I believe that thinking of the petrol blockade as an anti-environmentalist countermovement has much to offer. As far as I am aware there have been no attempts to analyse petite bourgeois or right wing movements in Britain as ‘countermovements’ comparable to those in the US (Albrecht, 1973; Gerlach, 1999; Lo, 1982; Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996; Mottl, 1980; Zald and Useem, 1987). 

Theorising Countermovements

One of the earliest and most systematic attempts to theorise countermovements can be found in the work of Mottl (1980). This presented in a rather formalistic fashion twenty two propositions on the characteristics and dynamics of counter movements based on a review of the theoretical and empirical literature on US social movements and counter movements. Mottl saw counter movements as:

‘… a particular kind of protest movement which is a response to the social change advocated by an initial movement.’ (Mottl, 1980: 620)

This approach was taken up and developed by Zald and Useem, who add that the relationship between the initial movement and the countermovement is dialectical, where movement and counter movement respond in turn to each others demands, tactics and successes:


A countermovement is the mobilization of sentiments initiated to some degree in opposition to a movement… Actors identifying with the countermovement orient themselves to the actions of the movement. That is they see themselves as either directly countering the movement or undoing its effects. (Zald and Useem, 1987: 249)


Our central argument is that movements of any visibility and impact create the conditions for the mobilisation of countermovements. By advocating change, by attacking established interests, by mobilising symbols and raising costs to others, they create grievances and provide opportunities for organisational entrepreneurs to define countermovement goals and issues. Movements may also have a “demonstration effect” for potential countermovements – showing that collective action can effect (or resist) change in particular aspects of society. (Zald and Useem, 247-8)

What is important in Zald and Useem’s definition is that the countermovement responds both directly to the initiating social movement, e.g. directly attacking it’s activists or disrupting it’s collective actions, and indirectly to the movement’s successes, e.g. the policy changes it has wrested from the state. In contrast Lo’s definition is self-consciously more restrictive than this, suggesting that: ‘… a countermovement may be defined as a movement mobilised against another social movement.’ (Lo, 1982: 118). This rules out of the frame of analysis the consideration of countermovements against the effects or the successes of insurgent social movements that have won concessions from the state or achieved widespread media interests and public approval. In a further broadening of the definition of a countermovement, Meyer and Staggenborg (1996) see the definitions of Mottl, Lo and Zald and Useem as too linear, and as only really applying to the early phase of interaction between a movement and countermovement. They wish to emphasise the often protracted nature of conflict between movements:


We think of countermovements as networks of individuals and organisations that share many of the objects of concern as the social movements they oppose. They make competing claims on the state on matters of policy and politics … and vie for attention from the mass media and the broader public… Often in contemporary politics, however, the struggle is prolonged, and then it makes sense to think of the initiating and responding movements as opposing movements. In this conception, opposing movements influence each other both directly and by altering the environment in which each side operates. The opposing movement is a critical component in the structure of political opportunity the other side faces. (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1632-3)

In the view being applied here, the definition of a countermovement is somewhere between Lo’s narrow conception of movement and countermovement ‘face-to-face’ as it were, and the broader conception of a countermovement as merely resisting social change. Here I want to use a definition of a countermovement that sees these mobilisations as opposed either directly to a social movement’s goals or its successes (however partial, modified and beyond the control of its intentions) as mediated by the state, the mass media or in the wider culture and social relations, but yet still ascribable to the initiating social movement. Consequently, my view of countermovements is closest to that of Zald and Useem and Meyer and Staggenborg. However, movement-countermovement interactions are, beyond the scope of this paper for the obvious reason that there has not yet been any sustained interaction between the fuel blockade protesters and environmentalists.

Often the literature suggests, or implies, that countermovements are right wing or reactionary in nature (see for example Meyer and Staggenborg’s discussion of Mottl). Analytically this is not necessary the case, although historically or empirically it frequently is the case. The examples given of countermovements are often reactionary mobilisations against the civil rights movement, feminism or environmentalism (Zald and Useem, 1987; Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996). However, there are examples of progressive or left wing countermovements. One such obvious instance in Britain would be the anti-nazi league. With this approach to countermovements, we have a rather different lens through which to examine bourgeois and petit bourgeois mobilisations. The National Association for Freedom might easily be better understood as bourgeois countermovement against organised labour and social democratic corporatism. This also allows us to clarify the differences between NAFF and the NFSE. The latter was possibly a more narrow petit bourgeois social movement, articulating the interests of the self-employed, and is not so easily interpreted as a countermovement.

Like Mottl, Zald and Useem see the countermovement developing tactics that respond to the organisation and tactics of the movement. Consequently, countermovements mobilise at signs of success by the initial social movement, but they fail to mobilise in the face of a crushing victory for the movement (Zald and Useem, 1987: 254). Like a social movement, countermovements need an appropriate ideology, and countermovements also face constraints and opportunities of predominant terms of public political debate, the structure of electoral systems etc. (Zald and Useem, 1987: 255-7)

Meyer and Staggenborg directly address this issue of the political opportunity structure that may face a potential countermovement, and the role that this might play in movement-countermovement dynamics. They identify three factors that encourage the emergence of countermovements: the signs of success on the part of the initiating social movement; a threat to the interests of a countermovement’s potential supporters by the initiating movement’s goals or successes; and the potential allies available to help mobilise a countermovement (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1635). They see enduring movement-countermovement interactions as most likely to occur in nation states with multiple sources of governmental authority, such as the USA with the split between Federal, State and city or county levels of authority. This enables movements and countermovements to make use of differing degrees of support and opposition from different levels of the state. If the movement or countermovement are defeated in one part of the state, they have an opportunity to switch attention to another. However, such a degree of separation of governmental authority does not exist in Britain, but may yet develop with the EU. Countermovements are also more likely to be sustained according to Meyer and Staggenborg, if the conflict is related to significant value conflicts within society (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1639). Consequently:


In some instances … a countermovement that originates as a defense of economic interests or narrowly defined concerns may take on greater significance as the issue becomes symbolic of a broader range of rights and cultural values. (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1640)

This is what apparently happened with fuel protest, where a wide range of aggrieved social constituents latched onto an otherwise narrowly framed but popular economic grievance. Other issues mentioned by protestors to journalists included: foreign truck drivers taking business from British truck drivers, weights in kilograms rather than pounds, the EU requiring straight cucumbers, Tony Blair’s dictatorial style, and the general decline of the country. (The Guardian: 13/9/00)

Meyer and Staggenborg see the mass media as encouraging the mobilisation of countermovements as they seek out view that are opposed to claims of the initiating movement (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1642). They also see the support of established political and economic elites as crucial to the emergence of countermovements, so that if an elite’s interests are threatened by a countermovement then support will be withdrawn and the countermovement will decline (1643). So far the petrol protest does not seem to have that characteristic of many American countermovements, which are often mobilised by elected politicians in office (Mottl, 1980: 631). In this case the elected politicians seem to be on the periphery of the mobilisation, responding to it, even encouraging it, but certainly not taking a central role within it as suggested by Mottl. However, the emergence of direct action by a countermovement is shaped by a more subtle combination of factors than this simple elite sponsorship model suggests:


In general, we expect that direct action is most likely when institutional means of redress appear ineffective and when activists believe protest could produce change. Belief in the efficacy of direct action is likely to be strongest a the height of a protest cycle, when many groups are engaging in direct action and social change seems to be occurring as a result. At the same time, activists are likely to engage in direct action at times when there is a lack of progress through institutional means but elite support is strong enough to suggest protest might work. (Meyer and Staggenborg, 1996: 1650)

As a result countermovements often target elites that they perceive to be sympathetic or vulnerable. In the case of the petrol protest we can see evidence of the failure of institutionalised political means of representation. However, there is also evidence of some support from economic elites in the midst of the protest (from the oil companies), and as the protest progressed and ended, encouragement from the Conservative party leadership in the form of sympathetic comments and suggestions for tax concessions.

The meeting of farmers and hauliers at St Asaph livestock market in North Wales was where the decision was taken to attempt a blockade of the nearest oil refinery at Stanlow, inspired by the French actions that week. However, it was not just farmers and hauliers. The meeting was addressed by Conservative Party Welsh assembly member Peter Rogers, who had spoken at previous protests by Welsh farmers such as in Holyhead in November 1997. This rather weakly supports Mottl’s particular claim that:

‘Counter movement leaders are elites within existing institutions who strongly oppose change; they perceive their power as threatened by change or as augmented by their resistance to change’ Mottl 626

However, in general it is difficult to find firm evidence of either economic or political elites providing direct support to the movement, other than in the form of comments to the media, most strikingly in William Hague’s comment about the protesters being ‘Fine upstanding citizens’, and inaction by the oil companies allowing the protest to continue and be even more effective. There was some press and political speculation about the role of the oil companies in particular. For example, Lord Mackenzie, who was a senior police officer during the 1984-5 Miners’ strike, and now an advisor to Jack Straw was quoted in the press as follows:

“It does not add up to me. The people who are demonstrating, in a sense, I suppose, are supporters of the Conservative Party. There’s something not right about it. It’s not a normal demonstration and they should get their sleeves rolled up and start delivering the oil where it belongs, at the petrol stations. Roads are often not blocked – if they were, the police would not hesitate in arresting people. It seems to be the companies causing the difficulty, and there does seem some collusion with the protesters. Perhaps it’s because if the fuel duty was reduced they would sell more petrol.” (The Guardian: 13/9/00)

In addition, Ray Holloway of the Petrol Retailers Association was quoted as follows:

“It is reasonable to postulate that the oil companies have made a collective decision not to send out their tankers. We have to establish whether there is a real picket line and there is danger to the drivers, or if it is just protesters. And if there is no picket line, then you would be perfectly right to ask why not.” (The Guardian: 13/9/00)

Whilst the previous quote shows that clearly not all of the oil industry was sympathetic the protesters, the following does reveal the sympathy apparent in the key wholesale segment of the industry:

‘Peter Turner, the managing director of Rix petroleum in Hull whose depot was also sealed off, said: “We’re the wrong target but we sympathise with all the farmers and hauliers, some of whom are our customers and friends” (The Guardian: 12/9/00)

However, the relationship between the protestors and the oil companies was and is by no means simple, straightforward and easy to generalise about. For example, there appears to have been hostility towards both the government and large corporations, presumably the oil companies as well as supermarkets, among the protestors:

David Handley, the FFA chairman, said farmers felt they were being “Screwed” by the government and big business. (The Guardian on 8th September, 2000)

The oil companies’ passive support emerged after the onset of the protests, and there is no evidence that they helped to instigate it, however, their inaction could certainly be seen as sustaining and magnifying its effects. The blockade protests themselves appeared to come from ‘nowhere’, apparently spontaneously. However, there had been attempts earlier in the summer to mobilise some protests against the price of fuel, and the level of fuel duties. On 1st August 2000 attempts were made to organise a one day boycott of petrol stations, together with a blockade of Dover organised by the Hauliers and Farmers Alliance. However, this appears to have been largely unsuccessful, with petrol stations reportedly claiming that sales of fuel were normal, and only 12 vehicles turned up for the Dover blockade instead of the expected 300! (The Guardian, 2nd August 2000). The sense of surprise from the perspective of politicians might have been further enhanced by the fact that public opinion polls gave no indication of what was to come. Connections could also be made with the countryside march a few years previously. Although this was impressive in terms of the numbers mobilised, it is not yet apparent what the connections might be. In the light of the widespread public support for the fuel blockade, it is worth noting that the 1998 countryside march was widely seen in positive terms. Gallup reported that of 77 per cent of respondents who knew about the countryside march, 69 per cent were sympathetic and felt that the grievances expressed were justified (Gallup, 1998).

The interaction between movements and countermovements might be ‘closely coupled’, as in the case of a demonstration and a counter demonstration, or ‘loosely coupled’ (Zald and Useem, 1987: 257) in the sense that there is no immediately obvious arena or locale for the ‘face-to-face’ interaction of the movements. However, what the literature tends overlook, despite the empirical discussion of state decisions, is some analysis of the state and the media as institutionally and discursively ‘mediating’ the interaction between movement and countermovement. Zald and Useem for instance outline several models of how movements, counter movements and authorities interact, and one of these sees the movement and the countermovement interacting with the authorities, but not with each other directly. Frequently, it seems to be presumed that those movements and countermovements interacting directly with the authorities are seeking to be come the authorities themselves. Such an account would make sense of the civil rights movement and its white opponents, or the interactions between pro-choice and anti-abortion mobilisations in the USA. Here I want to add to their account by deploying the concept of mediation, and saying a little more about the nature of the ‘authorities, and the implications of the state’s institutional mediation of conflict between movement and countermovement, and the media’s discursive mediation.

Mediating in this sense does not mean that state institutions and media discourses have the effect of reconciling the conflict between movement and countermovement, but that it is through state institutions (in this instance the tax system) that those mobilised in the countermovement feel the effects of the success of the movement. It is through the state that grievances for the participants in the countermovement are generated. Consequently, it is not necessarily the case that the movement itself directly provides a ‘target’ or source of grievance for countermovement. Perhaps the North American analysts of countermovements have been too influenced by the high profile instances of counter movements in the USA against the civil rights movement, feminism and environmentalism. Given the way in which countermovements in the USA have readily used extreme violence against insurgent movements this focus is entirely understandable. Furthermore, the mass media act as discursive mediators, selecting what and how to report the actions of movement and countermovement, consequently affecting how the movement and countermovement see each other, as well as how the wider public see the conflict.

As a result, the petrol protests have been directed at the government, rather than directly at the environmental movement. Nevertheless, it is still to be seen as a countermovement to environmentalism, as it was the success of the environmental movement that partly led to the state’s higher taxation of petrol and diesel. Given the complex set of interacting factors being current high petrol prices, taxation, the upturn in the international economy, OPEC, etc. it is easy to interpret the petrol protest as simply a petit bourgeois mobilisation, or even misleadingly as a peoples’ tax revolt. It is in part a petit bourgeois movement, but it is far from being a peoples’ tax revolt.

Globalisation and transnational countermovements

Mottl sees the origins of counter movements as possibly coming from many sources. In particular they are seen as being potentially more international as states become more integrated into the world economy and international institutions. However, this claim requires further unpacking. Global markets for key commodities, such as oil in this case are often beyond the influence of the citizens of many countries, although they may be influenced by agents in especially powerful positions, such as OPEC ministers and transnational oil companies. A further quite different set of features of the international sources for a counter movement involves the transnational character of both the environmental movement and this current counter movement.

The British blockade has been popularly seen as emulating the French blockades of channel ports in protest against high fuel prices (see for example The Guardian, 8th September, 2000 . The most recent of these prior to the petrol blockade started in late August 2000. However, this initial blockade apparently most centrally involved French fishermen, rather than lorry drivers, and farmers. A few days later French taxi drivers, private ambulance drivers and farmers also took similar action over fuel prices. Tactics were adapted so that roads rather than ports were blockaded by taxi drivers, for example, whilst French lorry drivers blockaded refineries and fuel depots, and farmers blockading the channel tunnel entrance a week later. (The Guardian, 31st August, 1st September, 2000 and 8th September, 2000). What is important here are the similar tactics – the blockade – and comparable immediate demands – a cut in fuel prices. Significantly, the French government granted concessions to the French fishermen in three days, and the French protests in the first week of September were very effective in a short space of time, leading to 80 per cent of French petrol stations short of fuel (The Guardian, 8th September, 2000). This may have provided the British protestors with the perception that they might succeed with similar tactics in a short period of time. For instance, at the beginning of the first blockade of the Stanlow refinery in Cheshire on 7th September, 2000 Paul Ashley of Farmers for Action UK, one of the groups involved in organising the British protests, was quoted as saying that:


We looked at the French and we thought enough is enough… We are just doing it the same as they [the French] are. We are heartened by the fact that their protests are having an effect. We have to make sure ours does too. (The Guardian, 8th September, 2000)

Derek Mead, who helped to start Farmers For Action, and who has a 1,600 acre farm in Somerset, was quoted as saying:

“I know quite a few French farmers. Their union is far more in touch with everyday problems than the NFU, which is useless. They have a very tight network. They did it in France, forcing their government to bring down prices, and Blair has to realise we will not give in. If they think they can sweep it under the carpet they’ve got another think coming.” (The Guardian, 12/9/00)

Theoretically what is interesting here is the transnational modularity of the tactics. They were rapidly diffused across national boundaries by the international mass media, and by the contacts and experiences offered by frequent and rapid international travel in the haulage and farming industries. However, different social groups with their own specific economic interests became involved, and the blockades spread within Britain and across Europe at least partly on the initiative of the participants themselves. The blockades were also adapted to different sites from ports to refineries and depots to major roads and city centres. Furthermore, the participants used the tools of their trade, the physical capital of an industrialised petit bourgeoisie – fishermen used boats, hauliers used lorries and farmers used tractors to construct the blockades. What we seem to have here are all the features of a distinctive repertoire of collective action (Tarrow, 1998: 29-42; Tilly, 1995).

At this juncture Guigni’s work on explaining the cross-national similarities between social movements in different national contexts can be usefully deployed. Rather like theorists of counter-movements have developed the analysis by extending concepts originally developed to examine social movements, then we can carry out a similar exercise building on Guigni’s work. He argues that globalisation of the economy, the creation of transnational political institutions and culture industries have created structural affinities between societies and help to diffuse social movements across national borders. Structurally speaking, societies have similar state structures, political ideologies, so that social movements in different countries may face similar political opportunity structures. Diffusion is aided by global mass media, as well as the greater opportunities for travel and communication, enabling the construction of transnational personal networks. What is especially important for diffusion is that people find out about successful movements elsewhere, and that such knowledge may increase the motivation to participate.

Surprisingly, perhaps, Guigni overlooks the process of globalisation as a source of common grievances. His model is focused largely upon political opportunities and diffusion facilitating mobilisation, tending to take for granted the grievances of social movements. Whilst he focuses upon comparing movements across countries in terms of goals, levels of mobilisation, forms of action, organisational structures, cultural frames and timing, he also overlooks the social bases of the movements, that are often related to the grievances that motivate participants in the first place.

Despite these general problems, many of his arguments can be applied to counter movements. Across Europe there have been since the mid 1990s governments committed to a weakly reformist left-environmentalist agenda, wherein increases in fuel taxes have enabled them to claim ‘green credentials’ whilst raising revenue for social programmes and reducing what had been perceived as unpopular direct personal taxation on income and property. This would constitute a common political opportunity structure across several European countries.

Central to the diffusion of social movements are the mass media, and the same can be said of counter movements, and that certainly seem to be the case with the petrol blockade. In Britain it followed almost instantly after similar protests in France that were widely reported in the British media, often in a negative nationalistic fashion, stereotyping the French protests as unreasonable and un-British. Similarly, the French government’s response was seen as weak and un-British in the media. The tactics and targets in particular were similar in both cases – key roads oil refineries and storage facilities in Britain and France, with the addition of Fishermen’s blockade of ports in France.

Using Guigni’s list of the comparative features of social movements and applying it to this counter movement we might suggest that the issues, themes and goals are fundamentally the same: a reduction of taxation on fuel used by petit bourgeois transport dependent businesses. The levels of mobilisation seem to be similar. A few thousand activists constitute the core of the counter movement, in that they participated in the blockades and pickets. The strategies, tactics and forms of action were similar involving the use of blockades of economically strategic sites. The question of organisational structures is more complex, and perhaps a definitive answer is not possible here. It does not seem that there was any diffusion of organisational structures for instance. In Britain established networks of counter-movement activists were mobilised, and new ones may have been created in the midst of the mobilisation. Similarly, the cultural frames, discourses and ideas of the counter movements are difficult to compare due to lack of data. Certainly, one distinctive feature of the British mobilisation was the nationalistic strand that was evident both verbally and visually, with union jacks on display on lorries that visually reminded me more of a National Front or British National Party demonstration. Finally his dimension of the timing of these counter mobilisations suggests that they are very much part of the same crisis of environmental policy and European wide transnational environmental counter mobilisation.

On Thursday 31st August the three blockade of channel ports by French fishermen ended after the French government gave concessions. The blockade was apparently organised by the fishermen’s section of the CFDT union. This was followed by direct by taxi drivers farmers and private ambulance drivers. The concessions from the French government were seen by the media as encouraging these later protests (The Guardian 1/9/00). However, the reporting of this was to emphasise the disruption to British businesses, and the views expressed by those types of people who were within a few days to emulate the French actions were not exactly ones of solidarity:

Bruce Kilpatrick a lorry driver was quoted as saying: “I’m hacked off. It’s a total disaster. They are complaining about the price of diesel but they should come here for a month and see what they think about our prices…” (The Guardian: 1/9/00)

Karl Jones, an ‘owner driver’ was quoted as follows: “This is the sort of thing that could ruin me. Every hour I spend here rather than on the road means that I’m an hour closer to bankruptcy. These fishermen talk about solidarity but don’t seem to have much regard for ordinary workers in this country.” (The Guardian: 1/9/00)

Even when the British blockade got underway, it was felt by some that the French did not have a genuine grievance compared to the British:

‘David Handley, the FFA chairman, said farmers felt they were being “screwed” by the government and big business. “It appears to us that you’ve got France complaining when they’ve got fuel prices probably 25p a litre lower than us”’. (The Guardian: 8/9/00)

However, this emulation of the French by these groups is not unprecedented, as earlier protests by Welsh farmers in 1997 had also involved using ‘French tactics’ by: ‘…tipping Irish beefburgers into Holyhead docks. (G 12/9/00). The current and previous blockades of supermarket distribution depots illustrate Mottl’s arguments about the development of tactics by American countermovements:

‘Counter movements can move from institutionally sanctioned strategies to non-violent direct action to violence if the particular movement goal is not attained’ (Mottl, 1980: 624)

We can clearly see this process of moving from lobbying to blockading on a large and sustained scale occurring in the case of petrol protest, and it also involved organisational innovation and fragmentation. Despite the insights provides by locating the counter movement in its European and global context, it would be too reductive to see it solely in such terms. There is much that is obviously specific to the British context.

Nationally Specific Sources of the counter movement: Common Petit Bourgeois Class Experiences

Albrecht, in one of the first analyses of environmental countermovements, argued that this particular type of countermovement tends to mobilise around class specific economic grievances. The common class experiences of the recruits to an environmental countermovement leads them to perceive the environment in instrumental or utilitarian terms:


His rural occupation is likely to be based upon the exploitation of nature – lumber, mining, fishing, or agriculture. His different life circumstances lead him to see the environment in economic terms rather than aesthetic ones. (Albrecht, 1973: 259)

Consequently, opposition to environmentalism is mostly likely to be class specific, that is, to come from large corporations, the petit bourgeoisie and their state allies. The goals or the successes of environmental movements will typically have uneven class effects. Treating the increased fuel duties and taxes as instance of the success of environmentalism, means that those who are most affected, are those for whom fuel is a major cost of production. Furthermore, when an environmental countermovement mobilises, its membership is most likely to be the traditional petit bourgeoisie or entrepreneurial middle class. Finally, the grievances expressed by an environmental countermovement will typically be economic. Although these will be at their core class specific, they may be articulated within a wider set of discourses, effectively acting as a condensation of a variety of petit bourgeois and nationalistic grievances. For example, Brynle Williams, one of the most widely interviewed and profiled leaders, was quoted as saying:

‘“We don’t like the idea of Irish drivers coming over here with their cheap diesel then working two or three days and bringing over their cheap meat, robbing us of a living,” adding that Irish drivers filled their tanks with fuel bought at half the level of British prices.’ (The Guardian: 12/9/00)

Mottl argues that whilst movements challenge groups more powerful or privileged than themselves, counter movements oppose challenges from below. Superficially, this might not seem to be the case with the petrol protestors who presented their own identities and framed their grievances in terms of their ‘subordinate position’ in society. However, on closer inspection it seems some of the protesters, often those central to its organisation were actually quite wealthy or were until recently wealthy petit bourgeois entrepreneurs. For example of a total of eleven ‘ringleaders’ profiled by The Guardian Unlimited website (17/9/00) and the Independent (14/9/00) six were farmers with holdings of up to 800 acres, and two owned haulage businesses. Others have moved between farming and haulage as businesses and some have failed in their enterprises in the past, often due to the BSE crisis. Gary Russell, organiser of the boycott the pumps campaign (full time it seems from the activities reported on their website), served 28 months in prison 15 years ago for embezzeling the money from the clients of the financial services company he ran at the time (Personal Announcement, 4/8/00, Boycott the Pumps website).

Underlying the alliance of farmers and truckers was a common petit bourgeois class experience of economic decline. Whilst this may not unambiguously support Mottl’s view that counter movements react against challenges from below, it does support the later proposition that countermovements are:

‘ …related to social divisions resulting from socio economic decline, threatening the position of those who mobilize’ (Mottl, 1980: 621).

As suggested earlier this counter movement in Britain has nationally distinctive organisational features. As Mottl suggests participants in counter movements are drawn into mobilisation through already existing organisational affiliations (622). As these are often national in their spatial range of organisation, it is not surprising that there are national differences, but this does not preclude the possible existence or future creation of trans-European informal networks of activists in this counter-movement. 

Organisational Forms and Countermovement Networks

Countermovements face specific problems of mobilising resources, as political and economic elites may support their goals, but not support illegal action, or are unable for legal reasons to provide resources. According to Zald and Useem this is one set of reasons why countermovements often have an informal decentralised structure:


These difficulties, however, are not necessarily insuperable. One strategy used by countermovements is to maintain a decentralised structure. This allows established groups within the movement to provide the necessary resources to the movement, and yet allow it to disassociate itself from actions taken by groups it has helped bring into existence. (Zald and Useem, 255)

Is this the case with the fuel blockade? Perhaps it had a decentralised structure due to the suddenness of the mobilisation. It is not yet clear whether the decentralised structure will continue, or indeed if the decentralised structure has been the object of sustained strategic reflexivity and calculation by those in the movement. Furthermore, it is unlikely on the presently available evidence that this was a directly elite sponsored and resourced mobilisation. Elite support was more likely to be expressed by the way of carefully framed comments in the media or by way of inaction, as was the case with the oil companies.

Apart from Zald and Useem’s brief comment, the countermovement literature considered so far has concentrated on issues of social base, ideology, grievances, the dynamics of interaction with opponents and political opportunities. What is largely missing is any sustained and detailed consideration of the organisational forms of countermovements. Gerlach, however, has addressed this issue and he suggests that countermovements often have a similar organisational form to opposing social movements, that is, they are typically segmentary, polycentric and reticulate (Gerlach, 1999). This is the familiar model from Gerlach and Hine’s (1970) earlier study of social movements of the 1960s. Now Gerlach is claiming that countermovements are also segmentary - there are several organisations; polycentric - there is no universally recognised leadership that directs the movement; and reticulate – the various parts form a non-hierarchical network. Further he adds that leadership is situational. Leaders arise in the heat of the moment to deal with particular events in the life of a movement, or merely to be someone for the media to get a quote from. This situational form of leadership makes the movement difficult to handle by the authorities:


There is no one person or group able to make decisions that are binding upon all or even most of the participants in a movement. This makes negotiation and settlement difficult, if not impossible. Temporary leaders of a specific protest action may be able to reach agreement on concessions that will end the action, but they have no power to prevent anyone from returning at another time. (Gerlach, 1999: 89)

The reticulate character of countermovements is facilitated according to Gerlach by precisely the same mechanisms that facilitate the networking of insurgent social movements: personal contacts, new information and communications technologies, the internet, and travel (Gerlach, 1999: 90-1). This, segmentary, polycentric and reticulate form of organisation of countermovements develops and is sustained for a number of reasons according to Gerlach. These include: the avoidance of effective suppression by the authorities, enabling the movement to recruit from several social groups, allowing a division of labour with respect to different tactics or sites of collective action, enabling knowledge about successes and failures to flow around the network (Gerlach, 1999: 93-5).

This kind of ‘organisation’ was evident in the groups that had emerged earlier in the year, and that were critical in the mobilisation of the fuel blockades. A key ‘organisation’ or network behind the protests was Farmers For Action (FFA) launched early in 2000, apparently due to frustration over the inability to influence government policy of the established representative organisations of farmer’s interests – The National Farmers’ Union and the Country Landowners’ Association. The FFA claimed 5,500 supporters in September 2000, and prior to the blockade of oil refineries and depots had organised short term local protests outside supermarket distribution depots and dairies over the falling prices paid to farmers for their produce. (G, 12/9/00). Tom Houghton one of the ‘leadership’ of the FFA was quoted as saying:

“We do not have a designated leader because that’s the best way to operate. We started in a small way, but now this has snowballed to an extent where you don’t know what will happen next. You take things day by day. Everyone now seems to be joining in” (The Guardian: 12/9/00).

For the lorry drivers there was the apparent inability of the Road Hauliers Association to obtain any significant concessions from the government on fuel duties and taxes. A related organisation - Boycott the Pumps - was created in 2000, and claims 3.5 million participating in its boycott of BP! They organised the petrol boycott of 1st August that was seen to fail, but seems to have been peripheral to the September fuel protest, although supportive of it.

The protestors on the gates of the oil refineries were put in the position of deciding who should get fuel. With a hundred or so at each site taking decision on whether or not fuel should be supplied to hospitals, public transport. There were further reports of the use of mobile phones in particular to spread news of the protests. The reports of this kind of control being exercised by the protesters supports an interpretation of the organisational form of the protest in terms of Gerlach’s segmentary, polycentric, reticulate model.

In contrast, this kind of evidence on the origins and organisational form of the fuel blockade does not support Zald and Useem’s view of the reasons for informal decentralised structures as due to the role of elites in sponsoring countermovements. In addition, nor does it support the following argument from Mottl about the organisational affiliations of countermovements:

‘Like social movements, countermovements put into effect extant organisational affiliations and draw from these to create new protest organisations. But “anti” movements are more likely to form from coalitions of pre-existent organisations with ties to major institutions.’ Mottl 625

The activists and organisations involved in the fuel blockade did not have ties to major institutions, they were not directly organised and resourced by established politicians, political parties or corporations. However, we must conclude that in the instance of the fuel protest, key organisers and activists were already active in organisations and protest networks, and were receiving encouragement from mainstream politicians, the established mass media and the multi-national oil companies. Overall, we need to re-think to some degree the current models of countermovement organisation that are based on North American experiences.

Collective identity and grievance framing

Countermovements like insurgent social movements also have shared senses of opposition and a shared ideology. Countermovements against environmentalism share a sense of opposition to the state, a feature noted earlier by Albrecht (1973), and also a characteristic of more general petit bourgeois movements in Britain during the 1970s (Elliot et. al., 1982). Mottl also suggests that there is a systematic class strategy for many counter movements where the ‘… participants attempt to prevent “proletarianisation”.’ (Mottl, 626). Grievances in countermovements are often framed in very simplistic terms in order to maximise support, in this case it was simple to cut taxes and duties of fuel. This is also precisely a feature of counter movements that Mottl identified:

‘A definitive feature of counter movements is the use of a single idea as an ideological lever for the mobilisation of disparate constituents to preserve the status quo’ p. 622.

However, the status quo that is being preserved here is multifarious. Most immediately it is the petit bourgeois economy of farming and road transport, or at least those remaining elements of it that remain petit bourgeois in their pattern of ownership and control. Yes in this case what was presented was a simple claim against the government a reduction in fuel taxes, which is the type of claim that Mottl sees as characteristic of a counter movement’s goals:

‘Countermovement goals are particularistic. They focus on a single grievance. Politicians attempt to increase their power by taking dramatic, clear, one-issue stands.’ Mottl 627

This is very much the kind of response from the Conservatives with their instant argument for a reduction in fuel duties. Whilst many attempted to portray the movement as multi-faceted – encompassing everything from support for Fox hunting to the plight of the lorry owning classes – we should keep in focus the particularistic character of the goals of this counter movement that apparently united quite diverse social groups. For example one of the ‘leaders’, Clive Swan, was quoted as saying that: “This protest started with farmers and hauliers. We have now got to the stage where we have got taxi drivers and people representing all types of business and members of the public as well. It proves everybody is hurting for the same reason.” (The Guardian: 13/9/00). This particularistic character of the movement’s goals could make it easy for the government to appease its demands.

Lo (1982: 113) points out that one implication of resource mobilisation theory is that movements can create a grievance as much as express a pre-existing one. That is certainly the case here, where given the threats to class position and class self-identity, the few thousand participants clearly did have a grievance to express. However, what is striking is the way that through the effects of the protest, and the media reporting of it, it became a generalised public grievance that not only were fuel taxes too high, but that the government was not listening. This is also supported by opinion poll data. The Gallup Political Index for July 2000 found that peoples’ main concern was the National Health Service, with 31 per cent citing it as the main problem facing the country. The cost of living, prices and inflation was given in answers by 3 per cent, no environmental issue featured in the answers, but 1 per cent felt that traffic congestion was the most urgent problem facing the country at the time (source: Gallup Political and Economic Index, July 2000).
 By mid September an ICM poll reported in the Guardian revealed that 76 per cent felt that petrol prices should fall, but only 20 per cent felt that petrol prices should remain high for environmental reasons, whilst 71 per cent felt that the government was not a listening government (The Guardian, 19th September, 2000). The widespread public sense of grievance about petrol prices was socially constructed by the movement and the media. This reinforces the significance of the point about countermovements presenting simplified frames of their grievances, such as the following:

‘A spokesman for the drivers Mark Williams said: “the key argument is to get the fuel prices back down in line with other European countries. Just now it is massively out of order. We can’t accept the crippling fuel prices any longer.”’ (The Guardian: 12/9/00).

This simplified framing of the grievance appeared to resonate very well with the wider public, as opinion polls seemed to indicate at the time, and newspapers were able to find motorists offering support through relevant quotes:

‘David Kelly , a computer programmer… “I agree with the action, because the price of petrol is ridiculous and something has to be done. The government should consider cutting tax on fuel, but they don’t seem to listen to other people”. (The Guardian: 12/9/00)

However, support was not to be unequivocal nor long lasting. Ken Stevens a ‘motorist’ caught up in the Park Lane lorry convoy protest of 13th September was quoted by ‘The Independent’ on 14/9/00 as follows: “You queue for hours to get petrol so you can move and then you spend hours crawling along. No wonder people are going crazy. My patience with the protesters is wearing very thin indeed. I think I’m going to stay at home now until it is over”.

Finally, what was prove to be crucial in bringing the blockade to an end was the response of the state, and its allies, oddly in the trade unions.

Disjointed Government: State Responses

As countermovements are in part responses to the success of a social movement, the role of the state and mainstream political leaders in relation to the counter movement can become quite complex. Mottl emphasises the ‘dual power’ that often emerges when social movements achieve some success, and the destabilising effect that this can have on the state and mainstream political leaders. I do not perceive any evidence for the development of ‘dual power’ in the long run in this case, but the protests certainly had a destabilising effect. Furthermore, we did observe the government effectively forming an alliance with leaders of some environmental groups such as Greenpeace and FoE, for the purposes of an ideological response to the counter movement in the media. However, this was secondary to the government’s main response through the media that was one of emphasising the need to follow ‘normal’ political rules and budgetary processes. In public statements the impact of the blockade on the NHS eventually became the predominant response rather than one emphasising the environmental rationale behind the increases in petrol taxation. Central was also the role of trade union leaders in negotiating between various participants to enable the drivers they represent to begin deliveries of fuel under police protection.

Yet what is perhaps most striking to the sociologist of social movements is the utter failure of the forces of law and order to engage in some effective and efficient repression of the petrol protest. Police powers, strategies, tactics and technologies are now quite complex and sophisticated for dealing with protest and strikes. One only has to consider the responses of the police to direct action of peace protestors (Roseneil, 1995), environmentalists (Doherty, 1999: 80-81), and strikers since the 1970s (Fine and Millar, 1985) to see that there was something exceptional here. However, much of this must be speculative at this stage. Were senior police officers simply refusing to use their powers to uphold the law? Or was the lack of repression merely part of a government ‘wait and see’ strategy? The following quote from Manchester police typifies one view from the police:

“Although we currently have a protest in Trafford Park there is currently no fuel blockade or picket. Suppliers and fuel contractors are free to move fuel if they choose to do so; however the situation is that tanker drivers are making the decision not to move supplies after discussions with protesters.” (The Guardian: 12/9/00)

Trade union leaders were amongst the most vociferous public critics of the protestors. To me they were more vocal and effective than either the government or the environmental movement. For example, John Edmonds, the general secretary of the GMB union quoted as saying: “It is ironic that Britain is now being brought to a standstill by a blockade and picketing co-ordinated by small business – the very people who were supporters of Lady Thatcher.” (G, 12/9/00). Both the tanker drivers’ union – the TGWU, and the oil companies claimed that there were fears for the safety of drivers. The TGWU claimed that there had been verbal and physical abuse of drivers, and other kinds of intimidation from protestors. The oil companies also claimed that they could not take legal action against the protesters. The police have powers under the 1980 Road Traffic Act and the 1986 Public Order Act. Central government was apparently restricted in its ability to persuade the police to take action as local police forces are ‘operationally independent’. Nationally the police presented a quite complex case for why they could not take action against the protestors ranging from the irrelevance of legislation against trade union pickets, to the need to police by consent:


Policing by consent is what it is all about in Britain. It would be appalling to go back to the way things were during the miners’ strike. We don’t want to get involved with that again. The government introduced laws to deliberately take on the miners in an industrial dispute and even then it took nine months to defeat them. This is not an industrial dispute in the same way. It is dispute involving an industry but there are different parties involved so those powers cannot be used. The government and the police have to respect the fact that these protests seem to have widespread public support. (Kevin Morris, president-elect of the Police Superintendents’ Association, quoted in The Guardian: 13/9/00)

Initially, the government response seemed remarkably slow, and public statements emphasised the need to follow the rules of responsible government. For example from Blair the first major public statement included the following:


Legitimate protest is one thing. Trying to bring the country to a halt is quite another. Were we to yield to that pressure it would run counter to every democratic principle this country believes in, and what is more, if the government was to decide its policy on taxes in response to such behaviour, the credibility of economic policy vital to any country wold be severely damaged. I will simply not allow that to happen. (The Guardian: 13/9/00)

The following day when this argument did not work and attempts to persuade the oil companies to resume deliveries had failed, Blair dramatised the effect of the blockade as follows:


“There is a real danger now for the NHS and other essential services. Lives are at risk.” (Independent, 14/9/00)

This proved to be a more persuasive argument with the public and the protesters. There is perhaps nothing more sacred in British political discourse than the NHS. In highlighting the threat to the NHS together with some evidence this through the media, the government finally began get grip on how the situation was being perceived. However, what remains most striking is the failure to defend the fuel taxes and duties in terms of the environmental reasons for their original imposition. The environmental reasons for increasing fuel prices has been all but totally lost in recent years. For example, in an April 1998 poll Gallup asked if people felt that the 4p a litre increase in petrol prices in that year’s budget had been done to protect the environment or raise revenue. The results showed that 79 per cent felt that it had been done mainly to raise revenue, and only 12 per cent felt that it had been done mainly to protect the environment. This reflects the significance of my earlier argument about the way in which the state ‘mediates’ between movements and countermovements. Behind the rise in fuel taxes was both the need to raise money for government expenditure, but the political convenience of fuel taxes was that they were a simple concession to the environmental movement.

Conclusions

What are the theoretical implications of the fuel blockade? There are certainly strong echoes of the petit bourgeois mobilisations in Britain during the 1970s, especially the direct action against taxes during the early years of the NFSE. This should tell us something about some of the enduring structural features of protest by the entrepreneurial middle class. They are typically anti-statist and anti-tax mobilisations. However, we cannot ignore the fact that high fuel taxes are an achievement of environmentalism. They are not simply a preferred mode of taxation by the current government, they have been lobbied for over a long period by the environmental movement. By opposing these taxes in particular, and not other possible sources of strain on small businesses, the fuel blockade is perhaps better seen as a countermovement to environmentalism. It is attacking the effects of environmentalism as mediated by the state. What are the lessons for the analysis of countermovements?

The British fuel blockades were part of a wider European transnational mobilisation, or wave of protest. This had a distinctive repertoire of contention, the diffusion of which is implicated in broader processes of globalisation. However, unlike the suggestions of North American theories of countermovements, elite sponsorship has been weak and indirect, and political and economic elites did not play a role in instigating and resourcing the movement in the way that is often found in the USA. Grievances were, however, narrowly defined in economic terms, shaped by petit bourgeois fears of impending proletarianisation to use Mottl’s terminology, but still appealing to a wider sympathetic media and public. Consequently, US theories of countermovements bear a parochialism shaped by their reliance on evidence solely from the USA. Those theories are limited in their generalisability by the effect of the Federal character of the US state on political opportunities, and what seems to be a distinctive American repertoire of elite of sponsorship of sometimes violent countermovements.

A counter movement such as this contains many organisational and tactical features that are apparently characteristic of those kinds of protests addressed in New Social Movement theory. However, unlike North American approaches to social movements, the more ‘European’ New Social Movement theory seems to totally lack any account of countermovements. This absence is a major analytical and conceptual gap in current theories of New Social Movements. This also raises important ethical, normative and political issues for New Social Movement theories. This strand of theorising has implicit ethical, normative and political assumptions, that are not always explicitly articulated or critically interrogated. Ethically the forms of organisation, tactics and goals of the movements analysed by NSM theory are sometimes treated morally superior to other movements, principally the workers movement (I think this is most obvious in Touraine’s work). Normatively, the forms of organisation, tactics and goals outlined in the NSM model are presented by some as what social movements should be like, as opposed to formal rules, elected leaderships, committee structures, etc. These ‘new’ forms of social movement organisation are seen as normatively preferable to unions, parties, pressure groups, etc., which are seen as being incapable of ‘delivering the goods’. What are the implications of a movement that shares the forms of organisation, tactics, and perhaps even some goals (anti-statism?) of contemporary putative New Social Movements? There is a strong unambiguous pro-capitalist aspect to the fuel blockades, it is obviously anti-environmentalist, and has worrying nationalistic strands. The question to pose to NSM theory is: what is ethically and normatively superior about the informally organised direct action of NSMs as compared to the informally organised direct action of the fuel blockade?

The outcomes of the petrol protest have so far been both short term and long term. In the short run, the blockade was called off partly due to the threat to essential services such as the NHS. The protesters were clearly highly sensitive to public opinion, which is contradictory and fickle on this issue. In that sense Blair’s shift of emphasis in his public condemnations of the protest from the defence of ‘routine government’ to highlighting the threat the protesters posed to that most cherished of British institutions the NHS and patients’ lives was the turning point. Less obvious, but still in the background was the increasing mobilisation of state resources, especially the use of the military to try to ensure essential deliveries of fuel. If the blockade had continued for a few more days with few people then able to get to work losing pay as a result, people dying in hospitals, and soldiers delivering fuel, then the police could have cleared the blockades and arrested the protesters with widespread public support.

It seems that the counter movement so far has been partially successful. It has gained the ear of a government that has reputedly presented itself as a listening government. Consequently, as Mottl suggested, success by a countermovement involves the consolidation of activists within established institutions. We can see this happening with the dialogue between the government and ‘representatives’ of the movement. This perhaps gives us a crucial insight into one of the key ‘causes’ of this movement: the exclusion from influence over central government of a key social category traditionally represented by the Conservatives.

In the longer run there have been plans laid to deal with future similar protests. The protesters relinquished their blockades with public support for their cause still largely intact. However, they left the government with a 60 day ultimatum to meet their demands or face further protests.
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� The question asked monthly by Gallup is: ‘What would you say is the most urgent problem facing the country at the present time?’. The responses are unprompted.





