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Journalist and author Vanessa Holburn spent two years campaigning for a ban on third-party pet sales in a bid to end the cruel practice of puppy farming. In 2018, she was invited to Downing Street to hear Michael Gove announce plans to change the law to support such a ban. The campaign is proof that ordinary people together can achieve extraordinary change.

Her current focus is ‘greening’ her small Berkshire village – advising business and community groups how to use and waste less and move towards becoming plastic-free, while sharing skills and resources.

Vanessa’s publishing experience stretches over 24 years and her work has appeared in magazines, newspapers and digital outlets. Her consumer press credits include Private Eye, the Mirror, the Sun, Vegan Living, Woman’s Own, Yours, Dogs Today, Ask the Doctor and the Independent on Sunday.


Praise for How to Be an Activist

‘I wish this book had been available when I started campaigning. It’s everything you need to know to get you through some of the most intense, and ultimately most rewarding, acts of your life’

Sarah Brisdion, campaigner for accessible toilets (Changing Places)

‘We all have an inner activist and, with world leaders largely refusing to properly engage on everything from climate change to mental health, there’s never been a more important time to harness her. This book allows you to learn from the experiences of trailblazing campaigners and make your own positive difference’

Natasha Devon MBE, activist and author of A Beginner’s Guide to Being Mental

‘Activism isn’t just a hobby, it’s a fun and exciting lifestyle’

Hugo Sugg, Campaign Director Hugo’s Earthquake

‘Despite the Brexit chaos, politicians made time for Lucy’s Law because it reminded them why they wanted to be MPs. Passionate individuals highlighted something that was broken they could fix. If you want a better future, please read this book and find your voice!’

Beverley Cuddy, Editor of Dogs Today and Publisher of Dogs Monthly

‘Practical, persuasive and personal, this is important reading for grassroots campaigners. It will be of interest to anyone impelled to take matters into their own hands, when the failures of those who are meant to act on our behalves in times of crisis fail us’

Mike Schwarz, civil liberties lawyer

‘There’s no time like the present to try and help make the world a kinder and safer place for all beings. This wonderful book will empower you to get up off your sofa and make that change’

Emily Lawrence, wildlife campaigner

‘How To Be An Activist is a fantastic book, bringing people from all walks of life into politics to ensure that citizens’ campaigns thrive’

Dr Lisa Cameron MP

‘Never before has activism been so accessible or aspirational, and Vanessa’s book makes a dream to make a difference a real possibility. This easy-to-read, simple-to-digest guide not only explains how to bring people together and make a difference, but, with case studies and takeaways, How to Be An Activist provides guidance for anyone who wants to be the difference this world needs right now’

Natalie Trice, PR Director and charity founder
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To all those that I stood alongside – and especially Marc Abraham for leading the #LucysLaw campaign
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‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.’

Margaret Mead

Grassroots campaigns are about bringing people together to make inspirational change happen; to engage like-minded individuals with your cause and create action that helps transform any perceived conceptions and enables the change to take place that brings about the objective of your campaign. That might sound like a huge mountain to climb – however, Vanessa Holburn has written the perfect step-by-step guide to help you reach the summit of your goals and achieve your aim.

It is a well-known saying that change starts with someone somewhere taking that first single step. Often it is into the unknown and the path ahead may be strewn with obstructions and cliff edges. It may feel like walking a tightrope at times, especially if the issue is sensitive or controversial. Vanessa’s book helps guide you and prepares the campaigner for all eventualities.

‘Walking the talk’ is paramount, and sustainable action requires planning, dedication, commitment, consistency and discipline. It’s important to define your goals and just how they can be achieved from the onset in order to be most effective and avoid wasting precious energy. It could be something as simple as a petition, for example, to help flag up support to ‘end live exports’ and deliver it to the decision-makers responsible for legislation. Be clear in your mind about what defines your success; your message needs to be clear and it needs to make a powerful impact to the right audience. It also needs to appeal to them in a way that makes them ready to engage with the campaign. Vanessa, with clear examples, shows how individuals have taken their own campaigns and grown them from the seeds of an idea to successful national movements.

Some public activism involves peaceful family marches while others may be loud, noisy, vocal protests and may not appeal to all of us. We all have a choice about how to use our voice, when to play our part or demur to participate and find another way to make our message heard.

There is no absolute successful campaign template today; social media enables us to create an effective movement that would have been beyond contemplation before its availability. The Internet provides us with abundant resources and enables us to interact with key stakeholders from almost the beginning of our campaigns. You will find opposition, you may even face ridicule, but remember – this is your dream, your campaign, and you want to change the world and make a positive difference.

Don’t worry about your campaign not being perfect – just do it. It will evolve organically, and opportunities will happen. Achieving something imperfectly is better than aiming for perfection and achieving nothing at all. Authenticity is special and people will connect with this. Heart will tell the story that needs to be told – go for it and seize the day!

Keep burn-out at bay by being kind to yourself with a short switch-off now and then with time completely away from campaigning and relaxing with family and friends. As often as you can, surround yourself with supportive people and ignore negative critics who don’t support your campaign. Save your valuable energy for those who can contribute towards achieving your goal and make the campaign a success.

There comes a time for the talking to stop – this book is all about people taking action. So get up, get going, blaze a trail and make change happen – it’s time for people power!


Introduction

What is your passion?

Have you ever felt so unhappy and frustrated about something, you wanted to change it? The amount of unnecessary packaging used on fruit and veg in supermarkets; the gender pay gap; or the low-welfare farming of puppies for profit, for example? Well, you and me both. And my desire to stop the practice of selling ‘throwaway’ pets in third-party retail environments opened my eyes to a whole new way to turn my passion into action. And I want to share the lessons I’ve learned along the way with you.

In 2018, activism in the UK by ordinary citizens led to one of the biggest examples of peaceful civil disobedience in decades, as thousands of people gathered on five London bridges to protest climate breakdown and species extinction. That July, campaigners raised almost £18,000 to pay for a comic inflatable blimp to show their dissatisfaction with a visit to the UK by US President Donald Trump. The capital also played host to massive marches by those demanding a second referendum on Brexit and gender equality.

By 2019, the public’s taste for activism grew. In February, more than sixty towns and cities around the country saw school pupils walk out to attend protests that called on the Government to declare a climate emergency and take active steps to tackle the problem. An estimated 15,000 people took part.

Just a month later, after Theresa May’s Brexit deal was rejected time and time again in Parliament – even by her own MPs – it was reported that over one million people joined an anti-Brexit march in London. At the same time, a petition on the Parliament website asking for Article 50 to be revoked garnered more than six million signatures and crashed the site due to the unprecedented take-up.

By April 2019, the capital saw a wave of protests organised by Extinction Rebellion, who occupied four sites across London, blocked roads, disrupted train travel and protested at Heathrow Airport. More than a thousand activists were arrested following the campaign but the media reported that the public widely supported the protests1.

In February 2019, YouGov released a poll that showed 82 per cent of Britons thought that ‘politics is broken’. It seems our nation had woken up – and everyday people have become disenchanted with democracy and want to make a change. Perhaps you are one of them?

But turning your discontent into a practical and successful campaign that makes a difference is no easy feat. You’ll need clear objectives, armfuls of information and a dedicated and cooperative team. Which is where this book comes in – it’s a practical guide that explains how to identify what you want to achieve and how to go about doing it. Read on if you want to make a difference through activism!

What do you want to change?

The first question you need to ask yourself is: why have you chosen this book? What is the change you want to make? Perhaps an issue has affected someone you love – a friend or a family member? Or your focus may be far wider than that – a problem that touches the whole of society that you want to help solve? This book will help you identify what you want to achieve and how to plan for success. It offers a step-by-step guide for accessing the necessary information and support, organising a campaign and getting your message out there. Along the way, you’ll gain insights from some other great campaigners and activists who have been exactly where you are today.

A happy side-effect

Be warned: activism is rewarding – and it is rather addictive! I’ve made new friends, gained an understanding of how local and national government works and stepped away from being politically apathetic. While writing this book, I have realised just how much I’ve learned and developed over the last few years of campaigning. For many, activism is cathartic and helps achieve what the experts call ‘post-traumatic growth’, the idea that there can be positive psychological effects and a new sense of personal strength following stressful or traumatic events – ‘what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger’. This is particularly true for those who have suffered personally or watched someone they love suffer. Often, the tougher the circumstances, the more inner strength is uncovered. Activism can push you to your limits, help you find new skills and abilities and force you to acquire knowledge.

What will success look like?

An often-overlooked aspect of activism is the setting of milestones and goals, so you know exactly what you have achieved. Believe me, it’s essential for morale that you see your time and energy expenditure as worthwhile. This guide will help you to outline an end point for your campaign, too, as well as celebrate all the small wins in between. It will encourage you to silence that inner critic and to recognise when it’s time to put away the placard and toast your success.

So, let’s get active ...



___________

1 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/apr/24/support-for-extinctionrebellion-soars-in-wake-of-easter-protests
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