

[image: images]




‘A practical and insightful guide to activism, for activists at all stages of their journey. The future is safe with Jean Hinchliffe as a leader.’


Carly Findlay OAM


‘Jean is the kind of leader that I want to work with ... It is no fluke that Jean is in the engine room of the movement and no accident that she’s inviting you to join her.’


Yael Stone


Want to take action and fight for what’s right, but don’t know where to start?


Lead the Way is the ultimate guide to activism and making systemic change, your way. Jean Hinchliffe is one of the key organisers of School Strikes 4 Climate, and in this book she shares her tools, stories and learnings from the movement with you.


From identifying your cause to finding allies, planning a march, nailing your messaging, public speaking and working with the media, to the importance of self-care when you’re on your activist journey, Lead the Way will guide you to start changing the world today.


Teenagers are leading the way towards a better future and you can too.


‘As individuals and as a movement we can start rehabilitating our society, and this planet – and Lead the Way will give you the passion, enthusiasm and knowledge to do so.’


Montaigne
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How to change the world from a teen activist and school striker


JEAN HINCHLIFFE
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INTRODUCTION


HEY! I’M JEAN, AND I’M A YOUTH ACTIVIST, WITH CLIMATE justice being my current primary focus. As you’ve made the decision to pick up this book, I assume you too have a strong desire to make the world a better place. And, honestly, that’s all you need to become completely and utterly absorbed into the world of change-making. This universe is, at points, chaotic and daunting, yet it’s always an invigorating and beautiful space where people from all walks of life band together to fight for what’s right. Becoming an activist has been one of the most rewarding aspects of my life, and I hope this guide helps you navigate that same journey. Before we jump in, I thought I’d share my ‘activist story’ – how I became so deeply involved in activism so quickly, and why it’s become such an important part of my life.


I’ve always been a pretty political and loud-mouthed kid. I became a passionate debater and public speaker at the ripe old age of eight, thanks to my Year Three teacher, Mr Dodds. There was something thrilling about getting up on stage and attempting to demolish the other team’s arguments – even on such typically exciting school-mandated topics as ‘Should the canteen be allowed to sell sugary foods?’ and ‘Should sport be mandatory?’ However, we also debated some more interesting motions, such as whether we should continue to celebrate Australia Day, or if gambling should be made illegal. These programs are in many ways what first allowed me to raise my voice, teaching me the value of speaking up.


Although my family is quite progressive, they’ve never been the sort to join local action groups or become heavily involved in campaigning. Because of this, the first rally I ever attended was the 2017 Women’s March in Sydney. I hadn’t actually realised it was happening that day, and discovered its existence when a friend invited me to come along with her family. When we rocked up to Hyde Park a few minutes after the rally had officially begun, I was completely gobsmacked at the crowds of people flooding through the grounds. About 5000 people were crammed into the area, a sea of pink pussyhats and hand-painted banners. I thought it was the most incredible thing I’d ever seen. We chanted as we marched through the city: cries of feminism, girl power and intersectionality. I’d never felt an energy like that before; it was entirely consuming, both electrifying and seemingly endless. I knew in that moment that I wanted the feeling to last long after the march.


Towards the end of that year, the marriage equality plebiscite was held. After months of tireless debate, the voluntary postal survey was called by the federal government. It asked a simple question: should the law be changed to allow same-sex couples to marry? But the public response was anything but simple. It put all LGBTQ+ people on the chopping block, threatening their identities and livelihoods while loud political and media voices likened same-sex marriage to bestiality, paedophilia and polygamy. The hatred and attacks against the community were awful, leading to measurable impacts on the wellbeing of many queer people. I was incredibly frustrated by the whole situation, but had no clue how to help. Then one night I saw a tweet from the YES campaign, recruiting volunteers for phone banking. I clicked through to the website and immediately signed up. One of my mother’s conditions for letting me go along to a meeting of random adults in an office building in the city at 7.30 pm was (quite reasonably) that I had to take a friend. I gave my mate Marley a call and, luckily for me, she was keen to help.


Dressed in our sweaty school sports uniforms, we made our way into the YES campaign HQ. It was very nearly an average office space, but the rainbow flags covering every available wall ruined its chances of looking at all ordinary. As we took our seats, it became clear that we were the youngest people in the room by about twenty years. We slunk into our little corner, trying to act as if this were a totally normal situation and we didn’t feel wildly awkward. We were separated into small groups and went through a few icebreaker introductions, explaining how we had come to volunteer. It was interesting to see that the majority of people there didn’t actually identify as queer, but had still taken time out of their evenings to support a cause that didn’t directly impact them. Then we started our training. We were supplied with a script that worked as a flowchart to guide the conversation. The goal of the calls was that if the person was in support of marriage equality, we would get them to pledge to send in their vote as soon as they received the ballot. And, if they had already received the ballot, they would send it in immediately after we finished the call.


It was simple work, but I was unusually nervous. I guess cold-calling strangers to ask about their personal and political beliefs is just a little anxiety-inducing. But pretty quickly I managed to summon up the guts to start dialling. After navigating the robot voice system, we were placed in the ‘call queue’ and spent time listening to the on-hold music. Because this was a marriage-equality campaign, I was anticipating some classic queer hits. The music was most certainly classic, but not of that variety: we were confronted with a disconcertingly dramatic and gothic orchestral song that would jarringly cut out every time we were connected to a call. Most people who were picking up the phone automatically assumed I was an adult; I don’t think I’ve been referred to as ‘ma’am’ in any other situation. Happily, most callers were incredibly sweet and willing to talk. The worst interactions I had were with very gruff-sounding men telling me that they simply did not want to discuss this over the phone.


By the end of the evening I didn’t even need to look at the script anymore; I had recited it so many times it had become muscle memory. It was a surprisingly exhausting task and I couldn’t wait to get to bed. But it was also remarkably empowering and rewarding.
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EVEN THOUGH I WASN’T OLD ENOUGH TO VOTE OR OFFICIALLY CHANGE THE SITUATION, I FELT AS THOUGH I WAS MAKING A TANGIBLE DIFFERENCE.
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After that, I volunteered at the phone bank several times each week. A little later in the campaign, I put up my hand to deliver flyers and stick up posters in my neighbourhood. As, by then, I was a pretty involved volunteer, I was given about four times the usual amount of materials to hand out, so I called my friend Phoebe and together we spent our entire Saturday afternoon putting them up (after a rather slow start – Phoebe was knitting on the bus and missed her stop twice). It was a laborious process but, with great effort, we managed to tape up about 300 posters between us. Once they were all up, we stood outside Woolworths and handed out the leftover flyers. One encouraging aspect of this process was the volume of people who rejected our material because they had already sent in their ‘yes’ votes.


Over the next year, I spent time getting involved with a heap of different campaigns, although I never really took on a leadership position or totally dived into it. I worked mostly with the #StopAdani campaign and my local GetUp group. Then, in early October, I started to see enormous amounts of news coverage of a new United Nations report, which had given the world a deadline of twelve years to avert the worst impacts of the climate crisis. I felt as if a fire had been lit underneath me and more than anything I needed to act. I signed up to every environmental non-government organisation I could find and started researching ways in which I could get active. It was frustrating to see that almost every program and group seemed very adult-centric and didn’t really make space for young people – even though I wanted to do as much as I could, I couldn’t figure out how. A week or so later, at about midnight (on a school night!), my friend Louise sent me a link to the newly formed School Strike 4 Climate (SS4C) website. At that point, climate striking was a totally novel and revolutionary concept. Greta Thunberg had received a little attention and gained an online following but was nowhere near the household name she is today. Yet I knew from the moment I opened the website that I had to take part. I scrolled through to find the Sydney event details but the only strike listed was in Melbourne. As a passionate and frustrated sleep-deprived teenager, I decided to immediately send an email explaining how I would love to help out if an event was being organised in Sydney.


I woke up in the morning to a very enthusiastic response. I remember reading through the reply email and seeing the line, ‘We’d love to help you achieve this goal’. Crap. I hadn’t quite intended to put up my hand to make it all happen, let alone state that the strike was my goal. It felt like an awfully large responsibility placed on very underqualified shoulders. As I was grabbing breakfast before leaving for school, I briefly mentioned the concept to my mum.


‘Jeez,’ she said, ‘can’t they get any adults to do it?’


I arrived at school that morning and began to tell my friends about this new project I had signed up for, not entirely believing what I was saying. As I explained the concept of the strike, I made sure to throw in bucket-loads of ‘maybes’ and ‘potentiallys’ in an effort not to promise something I was unsure would even happen. Most people seemed interested, though I don’t think anyone viewed the idea with the same level of excitement I did. Whether or not I possessed the skills to pull it off, I knew deep inside that the strike could have the power to really change things.


That evening, I started brainstorming locations for the strike, and plotting how exactly I could get Millie Bobby Brown to shout us out on Instagram. I made a brief document as I continued planning, which included the fantastic line: ‘Overall message should be “stop shitting on our futures”.’


Thankfully, it was in no way a solo effort. Word of the strike began to spread, and over the next few weeks our group grew from a couple of students and adult supporters into a proper team with heaps of volunteers. Everyone put in hours of work, sending letters to politicians, booking speaker systems and organising ‘crafternoons’. It was an insane process. No one had official roles or responsibilities; rather, we all just put up our hands for anything we had the capacity to do.


A couple of weeks before the strike, I had my first ever TV interview, with The Feed on SBS. I received the call at school and leapt at the opportunity to get the word out. The offices were slick and professional: I tried to soak up everything around me, to fully comprehend all the excitement. I was led into a little room for hair and makeup before entering the studio space. It was exactly like those news tables you see on TV, although I’d never noticed just how big they are. The hosts were in a different studio to me and, as all the cameras were remotely operated, after my mic was put on I was the only person in the room. It was enormously intimidating, but I ended up enjoying myself immensely. The hosts were cracking jokes throughout, while at the same time discussing the movement with a clear tone of sincerity. As I sat there, it struck me how strange the entire situation was. I was essentially a random kid, and by some stroke of luck had found myself dazed by studio lights in front of a massive camera, talking about a project which I had been involved in for less than a fortnight. It was then I realised that I wasn’t spending time creating some random intangible thing; I was part of something that was undeniably present. Being in that situation made everything feel significantly more real.


After an exhausting month, the day of the first strike arrived. Now, I’ve got to say, I was terrified. Part of organising large-scale events is not knowing what the turnout will be. I remember thinking to myself: If we do well, about 500 kids will show up; if we totally crush it, then maybe there will be a thousand.


Over an hour before the strike was due to start, I arrived at Martin Place with a swarm of students from my school. I was surprised to see that people were already showing up; small clumps of colour scattered through the space as students hovered in groups of school friends. We hadn’t completely considered the logistics of where we wanted to be in the space, leading to us setting up half our speaker system in one spot before frantically carrying it back down again after realising that a fountain feature at the other end had a flat elevated area that functioned perfectly as a stage. About fifteen minutes before the strike was set to start, I was being interviewed just off the side of the stage. I was facing away from the crowd but could still see everyone coming in. It was incredible: a constant and seemingly endless stream of people. When I turned around again at the end of the interview, I was stunned. The whole area was filled to the brim, and there were still ten minutes to go. More and more people came crowding in. I vividly remember what appeared to be an entire year group from a private girls’ school all arriving at once, each student decked out in a bright blue dress and holding a handpainted sign.


Speaking in front of all these people was the most terrifying and exhilarating moment of my life. I felt tears begin to well as I looked across the crowd. It was chaos – a sea of thousands of different uniforms and posters and cheers. I tentatively approached the microphone, gripping the cool metal in my sweaty palms. I took a deep breath, and somehow managed to quash my nerves enough to begin talking. It took me a moment to adjust to speaking through the microphone; I initially stumbled over words as I heard the unfamiliar echo of my voice, though I quickly found my rhythm and my confidence grew. I knew as I wrote my speech that I wanted one message to ring clearest of all:
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THAT YOUNG PEOPLE WERE SICK AND TIRED OF OUR FUTURES BEING DESTROYED.
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And we were going to fight as hard as we could to force those in charge to take immediate climate action.


After every line I spoke, the crowd would respond with a deafening cheer. I remember this sounding loudest of all as I cried that this was just our first action, just our first step to achieving this dream. Although I didn’t realise it at the time, if I watch footage of myself from that day I notice how every time I finish a line I hold a serious activist-y face for a second, before breaking into the hugest smile you can imagine. I’m sure I’ve never smiled so much in my life. I just couldn’t believe that so many people would come together for something I’d helped make possible, that we’d sparked a movement so much bigger than ourselves. The whole event carried an electricity that is difficult to describe: it’s as if we had bottled up all the anger and frustration from years of never being listened to and released it into the square, transforming it into a place of hope and undeniable power. Despite being a movement that was so new and fresh, we pulled together young people in a way that no one had thought possible.


A total of 5000 students turned out that day – a number that continues to amaze me. The event was a beautiful collection of speakers and musicians, from my co-host, Manjot Kaur, who spoke with such ferocity and passion, to a group of Pacific Climate Warriors, who finished with a chant of ‘We’re not drowning, we are fighting!’, to Lucie Atkin-Bolton, an eleven-year-old primary school student, who delivered a clear-cutting about our need for climate action, and the ARIA-award-winning artist Montaigne, who is incredibly outspoken about the climate crisis, to name a few.


It was strange to walk past Martin Place later that day. Although it looked the same as always – dotted with business people on their lunch breaks and a stream of commuters entering and exiting the train station – it felt as though something was missing.


The two years or so since that first strike have been a whirlwind. We’ve staged another two major strikes, both on globally shared dates – 15 March and 20 September 2019. March was the first event to which we extended the invitation to adults so they could attend in solidarity. As always, I was terrified that no one would show up; however, our turnout increased tenfold, to 150,000 nationally. We held our first ever general strike on 20 September, as part of the global climate strike. We worked with churches, unions, community groups, businesses and many more to pull together Australia’s largest ever climate mobilisation. Over 1.3 per cent of the population joined us that day, the event galvanising around 350,000 people in over 100 locations. Despite the COVID-19 crisis throwing a major wrench in our plans, we’ve still found ways to continue taking action. On 15 May 2020, we staged our first digital action as a movement. It involved a four-hour nationally broadcast livestream, packed full of panel conversations, musical performances, speeches, and interactive elements. Though it was pulled together at the last minute and unlike anything we had tried in the past, about 50,000 people tuned in to the livestream. I was in shock; against all odds we had still found a way to make our voices heard. Later, on 25 September, we staged a day of action against the federal government’s proposed gas-led recovery. We directly collaborated with unions and First-Nations groups, to amplify voices of those most impacted by the issue. Anyone was able to stage an action under the SS4C banner (provided they did so in a COVID-safe manner), resulting in a diverse range of online and in-person protests, including digital rallies, massive fabric letters spelling ‘FUND OUR FUTURE’ laid in a park in Brisbane, and a bright-yellow barge sailing in front of the Sydney Opera House, to name a few. Over 600 actions were organised for the day, making for the biggest ever national protest against gas.


Since our inception, we’ve grown so much as a movement, both internally and in numbers, becoming a close-knit family of young people fighting for what we see as most important. It’s sometimes difficult to believe now that we began with just a few schoolkids who felt a spark of inspiration and a need to take action.
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SOMETHING I’M REALLY PASSIONATE ABOUT IS THE POWER OF COMMITTING AND SIMPLY SAYING YES.
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I spend a lot of time having conversations with other kids my age about activism and the issues that matter most to us, which consistently end with this wonderful sense of empowerment and awe at the sheer level of intelligence and ideas coming from teens. But, apart from posting on social media or attending protests and rallies, very few seem to actually act on these passions. As young people, we’re often told that we’re too inexperienced to make a difference, or that we’re apathetic and ignorant and our voices shouldn’t be listened to. Hearing this all the time makes a lot of us feel scared to take a role in activism; it seems as if those positions are reserved for people who are older, smarter and already wealthy in experience. It can be difficult to break away from these preconceived notions, but you mustn’t let close-minded views limit what you’re capable of.


When I first became involved in SS4C, I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. I was suddenly thrown into a new world of hour-long online meetings, formal emailing, police negotiating and strategy planning. I was constantly scrambling to figure everything out; it felt as though every passing minute brought a new challenge I had to face. It was all so different, and a lot of time it was pretty overwhelming. And, while I wouldn’t have admitted it at the time, I’m now happy to state that I was incredibly underqualified for the role. (In fact, almost all of us were!) I’ve had to reach out for help time and time again, I’ve had to reach out for help time and time again, have felt utterly confused and lost sometimes, and asked countless questions along the way. I’ve evolved so much as an activist and person, and I’m now so proud of what I have accomplished.


As I look back on the whole experience, I can pinpoint the moments when I first decided to become involved: when I was introduced to activism through volunteering with the YES campaign; when I decided to continue working with other groups; and when I dived in headfirst and joined SS4C. These were the times when I simply committed, putting up my hand for something that was way out my comfort zone. If I had let the doubt others had in me, or even my own fears, get in the way, I would have totally missed out on this life-changing experience.


I would never have met all the profoundly passionate and kind people I work with every day, never have gained the experience that continues to make me feel confident in my own abilities.


Most importantly, I would’ve prevented myself from making a real difference.


If you feel passion about something and an urge to fight for what’s right, I can’t encourage you enough to take a leap of faith. You might be afraid that you’re too small to change anything, or that you’ll be put in a situation way out of your comfort zone and not be able to cope. It’s okay to be scared – it’s a natural reaction – but it’s vital you don’t stop your journey there.
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AT THE END OF THE DAY, IF YOU DON’T TAKE ACTION, THEN WHO WILL?
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It took me a long time to feel comfortable using the word ‘activist’. It seems like such an official term, and if I picked it up too early or used it too comfortably I felt I’d be seen as a fraud. The truth of it is, however, that anyone who gets involved in campaigning for political or social change is an activist. It’s quite odd because – unlike becoming a lawyer, for example – there’s no quantifiable point at which you become an activist. You don’t train for the job and pass a variety of exams until someone chooses to hire you; you make the choice one day and just continue with it. It isn’t a term you need to shy away from; it’s something to embrace with open arms. This is an awesome space to be involved in, and you deserve to recognise yourself for the work you do.


This book is an amalgamation of practical advice and personal stories from my time as an organiser. It’s a collection of everything I’ve learnt over the past few years. Remember, when you’re reading, that there really is no right or wrong way to make change; everyone goes on this journey at their own pace. As you become part of this amazing community, I hope you find yourself coming back to this guide and gaining insights from it, and taking comfort in knowing that you are not alone – and that together, we can change the world.
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An urge to fight for what’s right


When you look at the magnitude of the issues we face today, it’s hard to find the motivation to go out and try to change things: it can seem as though the problems out there are so deeply ingrained that it’s simply impossible to make a difference. That feeling of hopelessness is one of the major reasons so many people don’t allow themselves to try to create change.


But letting yourself hide under the covers is doing nobody any favours. The world can be a strange and scary place, and it’s everyone’s duty to brighten it up, even just a little. Though you might feel insignificant, the biggest changes always come from the accumulation of tiny actions. Don’t allow yourself to stay silent; only through taking a stand can you realise how much power you hold. Every person who makes the choice to dive into the deep end is part of the solution to transforming how our world works.
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IT CAN OFTEN SEEM AS IF THE WORLD IS RIDDLED WITH injustice. It’s impossible to watch the news or open Instagram without being bombarded with information about the many deeply unfair situations taking place today. It’s a lot to comprehend: much more than the average person can take in. As you’re flooded with all this information, it’s hard not to become numb to everything – a symptom of the complete overwhelm at the world we’re all faced with.


Like many others, I’ve spent a great deal of time trying to understand exactly how we landed in the variety of messes we’re in today. For quite a while, I assumed that all the problems must be completely separate in causation; that such omnipresent prejudice and hatred was all some sick coincidence. It was a baffling thing to consider: that somehow society institutionally continued to see those who were ‘other’ as different and lesser, and that that group encompassed so many people. Because all these issues were about such different things, I was sure that while they were united by hatred and a disregard for others, the hatred was all somehow separate. That although, say, racism and sexism both stem from a belief that white people or cisgender men are inherently superior, they still inhabit entirely separate spaces. So I was sure that they needed to be fought as separate issues, and that somehow we’d have to find ways to individually work through each one from the ground up.
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