Barclays faces intensified protests over fossil fuel funding and social justice links at 2025 AGM
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On 7th May 2025, Barclays Bank’s Annual General Meeting (AGM) at the QEII Conference Centre became a focal point for multifaceted protests aimed at challenging the bank’s investment policies and calling for a shift towards sustainability. Outside, activists engaged in prayerful demonstrations, reflecting a growing concern over the financial sector's role in exacerbating climate change. This effort was spearheaded by Christian Climate Action (CCA) groups who gathered not only in London but also in various cities across the UK, promoting messages of climate justice alongside their local vigils.
Barclays stands out as the largest funder of fossil fuels in Europe, a position that has drawn significant scrutiny. According to reports, the bank has invested over £75 billion into companies involved in extensive fossil fuel projects, leading many activists to label it a critical player in perpetuating environmental collapse. The protests were not merely local actions; they formed part of a larger narrative where financial institutions are increasingly held accountable for their climate impact. 
Vigil participants in places like Loughborough and Truro engaged in contemplative prayer while sharing flyers urging the public to consider more ethical banking options. In Bristol, a group of around 15 activists gathered outside a Barclays branch, advocating for an immediate withdrawal from fossil fuel investments. Their efforts included handing over a letter to the bank's manager, who indicated that it would be forwarded to corporate headquarters, underscoring a tangible attempt to dialogue with the institution over its practices.
Simultaneously, the AGM in London was disrupted by a group of pro-Palestinian activists who accused Barclays of having financial ties to Israeli defence companies. Their protests highlighted the growing intersectionality of activism within the climate movement, illustrating how social justice issues intertwine with calls for environmental responsibility. These disruptions are part of a broader trend, as other banks such as HSBC have also faced similar protests, prompting discussions around the merits of virtual AGMs to mitigate such dissent.
Barclays, while stating that it merely facilitates trading in arms shares for clients, has faced criticism for its claims of commitment to human rights—particularly in light of its substantial financing directed towards the oil and gas sectors. The recent resignation of Laura Barlow, the bank's sustainability chief, has led to questions regarding the seriousness of its climate commitments. Under her leadership, Barclays had pledged to mobilise $1 trillion for sustainable financing by 2030. However, many remain sceptical, especially after revelations that in 2022 alone, Barclays allocated a staggering $902 million to fracking companies.
The recent trend towards sustainability-linked loans (SLLs) has also drawn scrutiny. Major companies such as Shell have received billions through SLLs that promise environmental improvements without stringent accountability measures. This lack of rigour can lead to these financial instruments serving more as tools for greenwashing than for meaningful change. Activists fear that without more robust safeguards, banks like Barclays will continue to support industries that are major environmental polluters, undermining genuine efforts to combat climate change.
As global awareness grows regarding both climate change and social injustices, financial institutions are feeling the heat from increasingly organised activist groups. Barclays, forced into the spotlight, faces mounting pressures to shift its investment strategies. The contrasting narratives of activists calling for urgent change and corporate claims of responsibility illustrate the intensity of the climate emergency and the challenges faced by one of the UK's most influential banks in reconciling profit with sustainability.
The participation of diverse groups in demonstrations indicates a significant moment in activist strategies, where calls for environmental justice are intertwined with broader social movements. As protests continue to shape public discourse, only time will tell how financial policies within major banks will adapt to meet the urgent demands of climate and social justice advocates.
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