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amy GOODMAN
Special to Florida Weekly

OPINION

The climate marches on 

 “Unjust laws exist.” So wrote Henry 
David Thoreau in his 1849 essay, “On 
the Duty of Civil Disobedience.” The 
naturalist and pacifist asked, “Shall we 
be content to obey them, or shall we 
endeavor to amend them, and obey 
them until we have succeeded, or shall 
we transgress them at once?” His answer 
was simple: “I say, break the law.”

One hundred and sixty-four years 
later, on May 15, 2013, Ken Ward Jr. and 
Jay O’Hara did just that. They navigated 
a small lobster boat, named “The Henry 
David T.,” to a point off the Massachu-
setts coast near the enormous Bray-
ton Point Power Station, a coal-fired 
power plant built in 1963 that is the 
largest source of carbon emissions in 
the region. They dropped anchor and 
blocked access to the pier, preventing a 
cargo ship from unloading 40,000 tons 
of coal. They suspended banners from 
their boat reading “#CoalIsStupid” and 
“350,” a reference to the internation-
al climate action group 350.org. Three 
hundred fifty parts per million (ppm) is 
the concentration of carbon dioxide in 
the atmosphere that scientists feel is the 
maximum level that will allow the plan-
et to avoid catastrophic human-induced 
climate change. Ward and O’Hara suc-
ceeded in blocking the coal shipment. 
From the boat, they reported themselves 
to the local police and were later arrest-
ed by the U.S. Coast Guard.

O’Hara, a Quaker and a sailmaker on 
Cape Cod, explained, “We were charged 
with ... disturbing the peace, conspiracy 
to disturb the peace, negligent operation 
of a motor vessel and a failure to act to 
avoid a collision of a boat.” They faced 

years in prison. They decided to mount a 
“necessity defense,” admitting that they 
broke the law, but claiming that they did 
so only to prevent a much greater harm, 
i.e., the burning of coal that increases 
global warming. Last Monday, Sept. 8, 
they finally went to court. Bristol Coun-
ty District Attorney Sam Sutter offered 
them a deal. He dropped all criminal 
charges against them in exchange for a 
guilty plea to a civil offense and a fine. 
D.A. Sutter then went a step further — a 
few steps, actually, to the plaza in front 
of the courthouse, where he shocked the 
two defendants and close to 100 of their 
supporters with a short speech:

 “The decision (we) reached today... 
certainly took into consideration the 
cost to the taxpayers in Somerset, but 
was made with our concern for their 
children, the children of Bristol County 
and beyond, in mind. Climate change 
is one of the gravest crises our planet 
has ever faced. In my humble opinion, 
the political leadership on this issue 
has been gravely lacking... we were able 
to reach an agreement that symbolizes 
our commitment at the Bristol County 
District Attorney’s Office to take a lead-
ership role on this issue.”

Sutter’s incredible demonstration of 
political leadership is timely, indeed. 
This week, the World Meteorological 
Organization released its latest Green-
house Gas Bulletin, packed with dire 
statistics about the accelerating threat of 
climate change. “The amount of green-
house gases in the atmosphere reached 
a new record high in 2013,” the WMO 
reported, with current concentration of 
carbon dioxide at 396 ppm. The WMO 
also warned, ominously, “The current 
rate of ocean acidification appears 
unprecedented at least over the last 300 
million years.” Defendant Ken Ward, a 
former deputy director of Greenpeace 
USA, noting the urgency he feels for the 
climate, told me, “We should ... be taking 

emergency actions everywhere we can. 
And the very first emergency action is 
to stop burning coal.”

Henry David Thoreau is best known 
for his book “Walden,” in which he 
describes the year he spent living in a 
cabin he built on Walden Pond, near 
Concord, Mass. Thoreau opposed the 
1847 U.S. invasion of Mexico. He was 
a staunch opponent of slavery. To pro-
test these violent policies, he decided 
he would not pay taxes. When he was 
jailed for his protest, he was visited by 
his friend, the poet Ralph Waldo Emer-
son. It is said that when Emerson asked, 
“Henry, what are you doing in there,” 
Thoreau replied, “Waldo, what are you 
doing out there?” Thoreau’s essay on 
civil disobedience was one of the first 
modern articulations of the resistance 
tactic of nonviolent noncooperation. 
His words and actions have inspired 
millions, among them Gandhi and Mar-
tin Luther King Jr.

The People’s Climate March will hap-
pen in New York City on Sunday, Sept. 
21. Organizers expect it to be the largest 
march for the climate in history. The 
march’s slogan: “To Change Everything, 
We Need Everyone.” Sam Sutter says 
he’ll be there, as will the two activ-
ists he prosecuted. I asked the district 
attorney and the defendants if they 
would be marching together. They all 
smiled. Prosecutor Sutter said, “It’s cer-
tainly possible.” Jay O’Hara concurred, 
“Sounds like a plan.” ■

— Denis Moynihan contributed 
research to this column.

— Amy Goodman is the host of 
“Democracy Now!,” a daily internation-
al TV/radio news hour airing on more 
than 1,200 stations in North America. 
She is the co-author of “The Silenced 
Majority,” a New York Times best-
seller.

Calling on men to prevail against domestic violence

There is an old 
adage that “seeing is 
believing,” and for 
many Americans, the 
video of Ray Rice 
punching his then-
fiancé Janay Rice 
inside the elevator of 
an Atlantic City casi-
no and dragging her 
unconscious body 
through the doors delivered a sharp slap 
of reality — the kind of reality we face 
every day at The Shelter for Abused 
Women & Children.

The 49 seconds of elevator footage 
catapulted Mr. Rice’s two-game penalty 
to an indefinite suspension of his foot-
ball career; more importantly however, 
it spiraled the issue of domestic violence 
straight into our homes, our work places 
and our daily lives.

There is plenty of blame to go around 
as to the mishandling of this case. We 
can point fingers at the legal system, NFL 
leadership, Mr. Rice and oh, yes, there is 
abundant blame directed at the victim.

I would like to focus my comments on 
the bigger picture.

For too long domestic violence has 
been seen as a “woman’s issue,” giving 
men license to tune out and largely be 
erased from the conversation. Victim 

blaming is pervasive in our society, as 
evidenced in Ms. Rice’s highly publicized 
apology for “her role” in her own beat-
ing. Many ask why did she marry him? 
Why does she stay?

The real questions should be directed 
at the abuser — the source of the prob-
lem. As a society, we should be asking 
why does he beat his partner? Why does 
he abuse young children? Why does he 
rape? 

The answers to these 
questions and the solu-
tions to change patterns 
of abuse lie in the hands 
of men themselves. 

Silence, as too long 
demonstrated by the 
NFL, is a form of con-
sent.

We need to break the 
silence, and we need 
more men willing to 
step forward as allies in our efforts to 
end violence and abuse. 

In 2008, an all-male group of Shelter 
supporters did just that by establishing 
Gentle’men Against Domestic Violence. 
Inspired by The Shelter’s groundbreak-
ing Raising Gentle’men program, these 
role models provide funding and support 
to stop the generational cycle of abuse. 

Raising Gentle’men has been present-
ed to more than 2,000 young men in 
local middle and high schools, challeng-
ing their beliefs about men, women and 

their roles in society. Traditional stereo-
types of men as controlling, aggressive 
and gaining power through violence are 
replaced with truths that men can be 
gentle, compassionate and kind without 
risking their “manhood.”

The Shelter is proud of these highly 
recognized community leaders who have 
stepped forward to take ownership of 
this issue to positively impact the lives 
of our mothers, daughters, sisters and 

loved ones who are 
routinely impacted 
by gender violence.  

The Raising 
Gentle’men pro-
gram will have the 
longest running 
effect on reducing 
domestic violence 
in our community, 
says Jim Jessee, a 
founding member of 

Gentle’men Against Domestic Violence. 
Bringing this concept to men and boys 
who are most likely to be involved in an 
incident of domestic violence is attack-
ing the problem at the grassroots level, 
he adds.

We must continue to expand this pro-
gram.

If you are a gentle’man who wants to 
help prevent, protect and prevail over 
domestic violence in your community, 
call me at 775-3862. Change begins with 
you.  ■
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