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inclusivity statement

The Students' Union at UWE welcomes all
abilities/ disabilities, ages, religions, ethnicities,

genders and sexual orientations into our spaces. 



Content Warning

This masterclass covers topics such as racism,
colonialism and slavery, which may be

distressing. Please take some time out or leave
the session if you wish.



Decolonising and Decarbonising at UWE

This session will cover:

How decolonising and decarbonising

are interdependent; one cannot happen

without the other

How you can go about these projects

as a student rep and responsible

citizen



What are we talking about?

What is decolonising?

What is decarbonising?



What are we talking about?

Decolonising involves identifying colonial

systems, structures and relationships, and

working to challenge those systems

Decarbonising is the process of stopping or

reducing carbon gases, especially carbon

dioxide, being released into the atmosphere as

the result of a process.



How does carbon dioxide heat the planet?

(Source: British Geological Survey)

https://www.bgs.ac.uk/discovering-geology/climate-change/how-does-the-greenhouse-effect-work/


Carbon and climate change

Fossil fuels – coal, oil and gas – are by far the largest contributor to

global climate change, accounting for around 68 per cent of global

greenhouse gas emissions and nearly 90 per cent of all carbon

dioxide emissions.  (United Nations, no date)

Climate change is not a linear process: it can rapidly accelerate

because of self-reinforcing dynamics such as permafrost melting.

Global temperature is measured against ‘pre-industrial levels.’ We

are currently at 1 degree; a 1.5 degree rise would lead to

catastrophic and potentially irreversible sea level rises, extreme

weather, species extinction, and the collapse of food systems.

https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/causes-effects-climate-change


How have carbon emissions grown over time?

(Source: van Vuuren et al., 2025)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-025-08928-w


The invention of the Watts steam engine in

1776 is often marked as the beginning of

industrial capitalism by enabling mass

production, consumption and global trade.

In 2025, fossil fuels supplied around 80%

of the world’s energy (ClientEarth, 2025)

The global economy is still reliant on fossil

fuel production: when fossil fuel trade is

affected by wars in Ukraine or Iran, the

cost of everything goes up.

Carbon makes the world go round

Map of the oil trade, 2016 (Source: World Atlas

of Global Issues).

https://www.clientearth.org/latest/news/fossil-fuels-and-climate-change-the-facts/
https://espace-mondial-atlas.sciencespo.fr/en/topic-resources/map-5C27-EN-oil-trade-2016.html
https://espace-mondial-atlas.sciencespo.fr/en/topic-resources/map-5C27-EN-oil-trade-2016.html


Yes, we know carbon
emissions are bad.
Where does
decolonisation fit in?



John Gast’s ‘American Progress’ (1872)



European colonialism

Starting in the 15  century and rapidly accelerating during the

industrial revolution, European armies seized the Global South

through ‘settler’ or ‘exploitation’ colonies.

th

The British Empire alone commanded ⅓ of the world.

A racist economy based on the extraction of resources and

people for profit, and a racist ideology based on the notion that

white people are superior to the global majority and have the

right to govern the rest of the world.



The Watts steam engine was funded directly

from proceeds from slavery (Williams 1944).

The ‘Triangular Trade’ system was built on

steam-powered ships transporting over 12

million slaves from Africa.

European industrialisation and the expansion

of fossil fuels was only possible because of

the abhorrent treatment of slaves and the

racist notion that people of colour don’t

matter.

Carbon and slavery

The Triangular Trade system

(Source: Wikipedia)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triangular_trade


Society of Merchant Venturers effectively controlled

Bristol’s economy for 250 years, earning money from

shipbuilding and plantation products such as sugar

and tobacco (Merchant Venturers).

A quarter of a million slaves were transported on

Bristol slave voyages. When slavery was abolished,

MV plantation owners were compensated an

equivalent of £149m (Bristol Live).

UWE was originally founded as a ‘Navigation School’

for the Merchant Venturers in 1595 (UWE).

Bristol, UWE and slavery

An art installation next to the

former statue of Merchant

Venturer Edward Colston

https://www.merchantventurers.com/about-us/history/transatlantic-slave-trade/
https://www.bristol247.com/news-and-features/news/report-reveals-merchant-venturers-connections-slave-trafficking/
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/about/our-history#a120b4699-9b47-4eec-91bb-21ad6e32bf42


Carbon and the colonial world economy

The triangular trade system in the Atlantic

and the broader colonial economy of

extraction had clear roles for colonisers and

colonies.

Slavery and horrific labour practices meant

that colonies would cheaply produce raw

materials such as crude oil, fabrics and ores,

while colonisers would produce more

profitable manufactured products to sell to

each other, such as cars, radios and refined

oil (Wallerstein, 2004).

Cartoon representing the colonisation of
Africa (Source: The Guardian)

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2012/oct/22/resource-extraction-colonialism-legacy-poor-countries


To ensure colonies only produced cheap products,

colonisers deliberately deindustrialised colonies, which

led to millions of deaths through man-made famines

(Davis, 2000). At the same time, the cheap oil from

colonies financed the emergence of massive Western oil

conglomerates. 

For example, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (which later

became BP) was established in 1908 to facilitate oil

extraction from present-day Iran. Oil extraction remained

high even during the avoidable 1917-19 Persian famine

which killed up to 10 million people, which was 50% of

the population (Edalati and Imani, 2024).

Carbon and the colonial world economy

Photograph of the Persian Famine
(Source: Pat Walsh)

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/01436597.2023.2221183?needAccess=true
https://drpatwalsh.com/2016/05/07/who-remembers-the-persians/


(Colonial Trading Routes Map (Source: The British Empire Website)

https://www.britishempire.co.uk/article/worldtradingroutesmap.htm#google_vignette


Colonialism involved the extermination not just

of people, but of their ways of understanding

nature and each other.

Colonialism imposed a sharp ‘nature vs society’

binary on cultures which viewed humanity and

nature as interdependent (Moore, 2016).

White masculine virtues: the good, civilised

man is ‘industrious’ and encouraged to

dominate ‘Mother’ nature (Mies, 1986).

Carbon and the colonial ‘civilising mission’

‘La mission civilisatrice’, a

1911 cartoon in French

magazine Le Petit Journal



Hasn’t colonialism
finished now?



As many countries achieved formal independence from

colonial rule starting in the 1940s, former colonisers

started new global institutions such as the UN, the World

Bank (WB), and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The rich countries which amassed their wealth through

colonial exploitation then embarked on a project of the

‘development’ of former colonies to improve living

standards across the world.

However, many former colonies came to realise that

‘development’ became a new method to exploit them,

known as ‘Neocolonialism’ (Nkrumah, 1966)

Colonialism and Neocolonialism

The founding UN Summit in 1945



Under the WB and IMF, many former colonies could

only access the loans and international aid they needed

to function if they agreed to keep labour prices low and

allow Western companies to buy their oil and other

resources cheaply.

When these projects inevitably failed to ‘develop’ former

colonies, they were forced to take on even more debt to

extreme levels.

Many commentators point out that although colonialism

has formally ended, the system of exploitation continues

because of enforced unequal trade (see further reading)

Neocolonial ‘development’

Illustration of Africa’s

financial flows (Source: Debt

Justice 2017)

https://debtjustice.org.uk/press-release/africa-subsidises-rest-world-40-billion-one-year-according-new-research
https://debtjustice.org.uk/press-release/africa-subsidises-rest-world-40-billion-one-year-according-new-research


The people who are least responsible for climate change

are the people who are most impacted. 

Research points out that the Global North is responsible

for 92% of global carbon emissions (Eos, 2020).

Meanwhile, Global South countries are

disproportionately vulnerable to the effects of climate

change such as rising sea levels, drought, hurricanes,

and desertification (Fair Planet, 2024)

Many point out that the racist hierarchy of ‘who matters’

is necessary for the suffering of former colonies to be

allowed to continue (Yarde, 2022)

Unequal causes and effects of climate change

Extreme damage during Hurricane

Melissa in Jamaica, a country which

has remained poor since colonial times

and cannot afford to adapt to climate

change (BBC, 2025)

https://eos.org/articles/global-north-is-responsible-for-92-of-excess-emissions
https://www.fairplanet.org/story/how-climate-colonialism-affects-the-global-south/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/jan/13/inaction-global-warming-racism-climate-breakdown-people-of-colour#:~:text=The%20countries%20that%20make%20up,pollution%20is%20at%20dangerous%20levels.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c5yl09v025lo


(Source: Global Justice Now, 2022)

https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/GJN-Reparations-and-climate-justice-2022-WEB.pdf


The increasing recognition of these issues has led to the

emergence of ‘Climate Justice’, the concept that

inequality and climate change are intertwined and must

be tackled together.

The Climate Justice Movement, including many Global

South countries, indigenous groups and activist

movements in the Global North, is becoming more vocal

in their calls for climate justice.

Common demands include debt cancellation and ‘climate

reparations’ where former colonies pay for the green

transition and for genuine, sustainable development.

The Climate Justice Movement

Protests in Nairobi, Kenya to

demand climate action

(Global Citizen, 2019)

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/climate-groups-cop26-delay-vaccine-inequity/


Can we do anything
about it at UWE?



The science shows that currently, there is still time to

transition to a green economy that avoids dangerous

‘tipping points’ (Natural History Museum 2025)

While climate change is already threatening billions of

people across the world, by the same logic, any reduction

in carbon emissions will also save the livelihoods of

billions.

Although Universities have historically provided research

and technology for unsustainable industries, they are

increasingly looking to contribute to solutions to climate

change and global inequality - but sometimes they need

encouraging by students.

Yes!

Solar panels at UWE

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2025/october/we-are-reaching-earths-climate-tipping-points-and-more-are-on-the-way.html


Engage with the SU!
The SU has a range of means through which you can

shape policy and inform what issues we lobby the

University on:

Join the Green Team, the SU’s sustainability group.

Student Ideas: Come up with an idea and make SU policy!

Elections: We’ve just had our elections and our Presidents

handover will be in the Summer. Let our current and future

Presidents know what you think about these issues. We

will also have a new Sustainability Officer, Ashley.



Sustainability Governance at UWE
UWE has a Sustainability Governance structure to ensure

that sustainability is embedded across the university,

however there are always competing imperatives and

things the university could be better on.

Have a look at UWE’s Sustainability Executive Committee.

The SU President always attends these and one VP.

Some relevant policies are the Climate Action and

Sustainability Strategy, Environmental Sustainability

Policy, Ethical Investment Policy, Ethical Careers

Framework, and the Handbook of Research Ethics.

https://www.uwe.ac.uk/about/values-vision-strategy/sustainability/strategy-leadership-and-plans
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/climate_action_and_sustainability_strategy_2020-2030.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/climate_action_and_sustainability_strategy_2020-2030.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/environmental-sustainability-policy.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/environmental-sustainability-policy.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/ethical-investment-policy.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/careers-and-enterprise-ethical-careers-framework.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/careers-and-enterprise-ethical-careers-framework.pdf
https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/research/uwe-bristol-handbook-of-research-ethics.pdf


Decolonising the Curriculum
More and more courses at UWE are making efforts to

Decolonise their Curricula. If your course hasn’t done

this yet, talk to your rep/cohort about it to ask your

Programme Leader to do this!

This is for every course, not just social sciences.

There is always an opportunity to explore your

discipline’s connection to colonialism and how your

discipline can be part of solutions to pressing global

problems.

Reach out to the Library Team for assistance through

their online form

Architecture’s ‘Inclusive Global Compendium’



Embedding climate problem-solving into your course
Speak to your cohort/student rep and then raise this with your Programme Leader. Some

questions to think about:

What resources do your course use and are they sustainable?

How has your course encouraged good environmental practice?

Does your course give you the skills to access sustainable job opportunities within

the relevant sector?

If the School has any partnerships with external companies, do those companies

have good social and environmental records?



Sustainability Prizes
It is becoming more and more common for

University Schools and courses to have their

own extra-curricula ‘sustainability prizes’,

whereby students are invited to come up with a

solution to a problem related to climate justice.

Think about whether this should be course-

based or School-based, whatever works for you.

Speak to your cohort/rep about this and raise it

with your Programme Leader.



SDG Mapping
Some courses have began mapping

their courses according to the

‘Sustainable Development Goals’,

the UN’s goals to tackle the world’s

environmental, economic and social

problems.

Find out from your Programme

Leader if your course has done this

yet, and if not, ask them to do it!



Outside UWE
Engage with the Democratic process: vote in

national and local elections, contact your elected

representatives.

Join an activist group about Climate Justice: Global

Justice  Now, Debt Justice, Green New Deal Rising

or Tipping Point.

Keep up to date about Climate Justice news, which

is often poorly represented in mainstream outlets.

Try OpenDemocracy or the New Internationalist.

Green New Deal Rising

action outside Westminster,

2023

https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/
https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/
https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/
https://www.globaljustice.org.uk/
https://debtjustice.org.uk/
https://www.gndrising.org/
https://tippingpointuk.org/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/
https://newint.org/


Some useful negotiating tips for reps
Gather feedback from your course about sustainability so you have

some good evidence. They are much more likely to listen if you have

more than one voice behind you.

Remind them that prospective students are increasingly researching

universities’ sustainability credentials and it may help student

recruitment.

Remind them of UWE’s Sustainability Strategy which commits them

to “equip successive generations of students with the knowledge and

commitment to address the ongoing challenges of sustainability”

Being better than other universities alone is not good enough, there

is always more work to do.

https://www.uwe.ac.uk/-/media/uwe/documents/about/sustainability/climate_action_and_sustainability_strategy_2020-2030.pdf


Thanks for attending this
masterclass!

The Students ’  Union at UWE
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