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UConn UNCHAIN coalit ion 
with Stop Cop City

by Hallie LeTendre
STAFF WRITER
SHE/HER/HERS
hallie.letendre@uconn.edu

On Tuesday evening, the 
University of Connecticut’s 
UNCHAIN club sponsored a 
panel discussion around the 
Stop Cop City movement and 
the struggle for abolition. 

The Stop Cop City move-
ment highlights inequities 
against Black people in At-
lanta in regards to mass polic-
ing and development, the Stop 
Cop City website explains.  

“On one side are the pow-
erful political and economic 
elites who want to bulldoze 
hundreds of acres of beautiful 
natural space and replace it 

The Climate Necessity Defense: How activists are 
using civil disobedience to fight climate change

Pictured is a petroleum pipeline located in Alaska. Petroleum is 
a leading cause in climate change. Activists who fight for the en -
vironment are able to use the climate necessity defense in court 
to justify their actions. PHOTO COURTESY OF AUTHOR

In 2008, Tim DeChristopher reg-
istered to bid on oil and gas leases at 
the Utah Bureau of Land Manage-
ment office and won 14 leases worth 
$1.7 million but had no intention to 
pay for them. He claimed he did so 
to combat government violations of 
laws and regulations that worsened 
climate change. He was indicted 
and faced charges, but he argued 
that his actions were necessary and 
legally justified due to urgent envi-
ronmental concerns. The govern-
ment, in turn, filed a motion to bar 
DeChristopher from using a neces-
sity defense, claiming he had legal 
alternatives to his actions. Despite 
his arguments, DeChristopher was 
sentenced to two years in prison. 

DeChristopher lost the battle, 
but his case marked an opening 
salvo as the first recorded case of 
the use of the necessity defense 
in climate change litigation. 

The necessity defense is a legal 
defense used in certain situations 
where a person’s actions that 
would normally be considered 
unlawful are justified because 
they were necessary to prevent 
greater harm or evil. For example, 
if a person breaks into a building 
to rescue someone who is in immi-
nent danger, they may be able to 
use the necessity defense to argue 
that their actions were justified. 

As climate change threatens 
our planet, the climate necessity 
defense is gaining traction among 
environmental activists and at-
torneys practicing climate justice. 
This defense argues that acts of civ-
il disobedience, such as blocking 
pipelines or occupying coal mines, 

are justified when done to prevent 
or mitigate the catastrophic effects 
of climate change. The climate ne-
cessity defense asserts that in the 
face of an urgent and imminent 
threat to the environment and hu-
man health, the defendants had no 
choice but to take direct action. 

“The climate necessity defense 
serves as a tool for activists to de-
fend themselves in court while also 
educating the legal system and the 
public about the urgent threat of 
climate change,” Ted Hamilton, the 
cofounder and attorney of Climate 
Defense Project, said. “It highlights 
the need for radical political action 
as existing laws and government 
efforts may be insufficient to ad-
dress the catastrophic consequenc-
es of global warming.”  

While the climate necessity 
defense is an important legal 
tool for activists, it has faced ob-
stacles in its implementation. 

“In DeChristopher’s case, the 
court refused to permit a defen-
dant who committed indirect civil 
disobedience to use the defense 
when there were other legal al-
ternatives. This refusal heavily 
burdens the defendant to consider 
every legal alternative available… 
it is extremely difficult to make the 
necessity defense argument when 
other individuals successfully at-
tack the potential harm through 
legal mechanisms,” according to 
Joseph Rausch, previous Editor-
in-Chief of the Columbia Journal 
of Environmental Law, in his 
article “The Necessity Defense 
and Climate Change: A Climate 
Change Litigant’s Guide”.  

According to the Climate Disobe-
dience Center, the necessity defense 
rules vary by state and court, so it’s 
important to consult a lawyer for 
specific jurisdictions and require -
ments. The general process involves 

an arrest, a not-guilty plea, offering 
necessity defense to the judge, pre-
senting a defense to the jury and fi-
nally, conviction or acquittal. After 
arrest, activists typically plead not 
guilty and offer the necessity de-
fense during pre-trial hearings. The 
judge will decide whether to allow 
the defense to proceed, considering 
arguments from both sides. If al-
lowed, activists can present their 
defense during the trial, includ -
ing evidence on climate change 
and moral justifications for their 
actions. Finally, the jury or judge 
deliberates and delivers a verdict 
of conviction or acquittal based on 
the necessity defense argument. 

Advocates argue that, when 
used judiciously, civil disobedience 
can be a powerful tool for social 
change, and the climate neces-

sity defense provides a legal frame-
work for activists to make their 
case in court. 

However, the climate necessity 
defense is not without controversy. 
Critics argue that it promotes law-
lessness and undermines the rule 
of law. Some view it as a loophole 
for activists to justify illegal actions. 

“The climate necessity defense 
often faces resistance from courts, 
with judges rejecting its use before 
trial. There is skepticism within 
the legal establishment about the 
effectiveness of civil disobedi-
ence and doubts about the need 
for individuals and movements 
to take action to address the cli-
mate crisis,” Hamilton said. 
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with a massive police 
militarization com -
pound,” political sci -
ence Ph.D. Candidate 
at UConn Benjamin 
Stumpf said. “And 
on the other side is a 
diverse and beloved 
community of activ -
ists, locals, outsiders, 
community organiz -
ers, elders, children, 
workers and many 
others who have come 
together to defend this 
valued natural space 
from destruction and 
to stop the tide of po-
lice militarization.”  

Although the move -
ment focuses on is-
sues in Atlanta, sup-
porters have spread 
concerns throughout 
the nation, including 
in Connecticut. 

In August the group 
began gaining atten-
tion with a book table 
about the movement 
in Connecticut, Evan 
Fraze, 350CT and Stop 
Cop City CT Activist 

explained. A few months later 
there was a film screening. And 
eventually things like vigils for 
victims and coalition meetings 
throughout the state began. 

“Myself and some other 
people wanted to bring atten-
tion to Connecticut about the 
Stop Cop City movement that 
originates in the metro Atlan -
ta area,” Fraze said. 

UNCHAIN is a socialist group 
and club at UConn that seeks to 
educate and promote ideas they 
support, the UConn UNCHAIN 
Instagram explained.  

“UNCHAIN is an inspiring 
and active group of under-
graduates who share a vision 
for a more just, equitable, 
peaceful and ecologically sus-
tainable world,” Stumpf said. 

The group’s parallel beliefs 
with the Stop Cop City move-
ment made them an ideal 
partner for Tuesday’s event.  

“UConn UNCHAIN had 
been participating in the 
statewide coalition so it was 
pretty natural to do an event 
with them,” Fraze said. 

Fraze stated that the event 

UConn UNCHAIN club hosted an event to discuss the Stop Cop City move -
ment on Tuesday, April 25. The movement aims to stop construction at 
the Atlanta Public Safety Training Center.
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Congratulations to

at UConn was a success. 
“It was a great turnout. 

There were a lot of graduate 
and undergraduate students 
there. I thought the discus-
sion was very good and that 
people were excited to be 
there,” Fraze said. 

For those who were not 
able to attend the event, there 
is action that can be taken, 
Stumpf explained.  

“Students at UConn should 
start by educating themselves 
and their peers on the rela-
tionship between the climate 
crisis, racism, colonialism and 
policing, as well as the spe-
cifics of the fight against Cop 
City and in defense of the Wee-
launee Forest,” Stumpf said. 

Panelists from the Stop Cop CIty movement discuss and further edu -
cate UConn students on topics such as ending police militarizarion. 
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