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QUESTIONS WITH A

GREENPEACE
ACTIVIST
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Tavis Ford, main picture, was part of a group of Greenpeace protesters
who chained themselves to heavy machinery during a Sept. 15 protest at
Shell’s Muskeg River oilsands mine. He was arrested during a later protest.
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A

s news broke that 23
Greenpeace protesters
had breached Suncor security — some of them chaining
themselves to conveyor belts —
on the morning of Sept. 30,
Tavis Ford was making a
getaway in an inflatable raft.
It was his second Greenpeace
protest in as many weeks. On
Sept. 15, at Shell’s Muskeg River
oilsands mine, Ford was locked
to a pickup truck as part of a
barricade. The ordeal lasted 32
hours before the protest ended
without any arrests being made.
The outcome of Ford’s second
protest was much di�erent. After beginning the morning of his
38th birthday with a run through
the boreal forest carrying 35
kilograms of gear, Ford canoed

down the Athabasca River to
unfurl a floating banner, reading:
“Dying for climate leadership.”
Mission accomplished, Ford’s
group continued downstream,
paddling for about three hours,
before pulling ashore to
re-inflate one of their rafts.
That’s when people started to
get arrested, Ford says. His boat
managed to continue downstream — but not for long.
“We paddled on for a couple
more hours,” Ford says. “And
they arrested us basically in the
middle of the Athabasca River.”
Ford, a Calgary IT consultant
who doesn’t have a criminal record, and 20 other Greenpeace
protesters were charged with
mischief over $5,000 — which
carries a maximum penalty of
10 years in jail. They are due to
appear in court Nov. 4.
Intrigued by what compels
people to chain themselves to
heavy machinery, we sat down
with Ford to gain insight into
the workings of an activist.
How did you become
involved in activism?
My grandfather was an activist
with Greenpeace. It (activism)
skipped a few years and I came
back into it after reading Michael
Moore’s book Stupid White Men
(about four years ago).
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Why do you choose activism rather than other
avenues, such as politics?
I choose all avenues. I dabble
in everything a bit. I definitely
believe in the value of all approaches. I do engage politically and in the advocacy and
outreach level, but these times
call for some direct action and
civil disobedience on a larger
scale. The public — and to a
larger degree, our business and
political leaders — have failed
to respond to a need for change.
Greenpeace was criticized for using so many
international activists in
their recent protests. Why
did they do that?
The target of these campaigns
isn’t Suncor or Shell or any of
those players. The target is climate change, which is a global
issue . . . and we want people
around the world to understand
what the tarsands are about.
We wanted to put pressure on
France’s Total to get out; same
with Norway’s Statoil.
In response to Stelmach saying the protesters were tourists
trying to tell us how to develop
our resources, Stelmach is all
right with international companies coming here and telling us
what to do, but not with citizens
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from those same countries.
If you’re convicted,
you’ll have a criminal
record. Will it have been
worth it for you?
Yeah. Absolutely.
Some people have criticized Greenpeace for disrupting business and the livelihoods of many Albertans.
How do you respond to that?
As far as the actions are concerned, a lot of employees were
actually given the day o� with
pay . . . and our campaign is not
to put people out of a job, but to
get our government and business leaders to act to create jobs
that have a future.
Do you think the
Greenpeace protests
made any real impact?
Enough of an impact that
Stelmach got upset. Yes, absolutely. We’ve had coverage
around the world for these
actions. The pressure on the
tarsands as the world’s most destructive project has ratcheted
up, as it should. Canada’s profile
as a laggard in climate talks as
a result of its tarsands industry
has been highlighted.
Do you think organizations such as Greenpeace
lose credibility by breaking
the law?
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Civil disobedience is a
cornerstone of our democracy.
People from Gandhi to Martin
Luther King to Steve Biko to
Nelson Mandela have used
civil disobedience and breaking the law to achieve profound
change.
Do you think there’s any
risk in antagonizing the
general public?
There’s certainly a risk of
antagonizing the public, but the
aim is not to do so. It’s to make
sure that we don’t leave a legacy
of environmental destruction
and dead-end jobs and instead
create a truly sustainable future
of green jobs and sustainable
energy.
Has your activism
compromised your
personal life?
Yes, it has. It has put constraints on my day job and my
devotion and dedication to my
work. But it is profoundly rewarding a hundred times over.
Do you consider
yourself a radical?
I’m far from radical. The idea
of being good stewards of our
environment and looking after
one another first is not radical.
It’s a part of all of us.
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