Barclays AGM disrupted by activists amid calls for corporate accountability on Palestine and climate
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Protests and Corporate Accountability: A Closer Look at Barclays’ AGM Disruptions
The annual general meeting (AGM) of Barclays on Wednesday was marred by significant disruptions from a group of pro-Palestinian activists. As the UK government prepares to provide clarity on the legality of virtual AGMs, the meeting highlighted tensions related to corporate accountability and the role of financial institutions in global conflicts.
Approximately a dozen protesters managed to breach heavy security at the QEII Centre in Westminster, interrupting proceedings soon after they began. Waving Palestinian flags and chanting slogans like “shame on you . . . free, free Palestine”, participants accused Barclays of complicity in what they termed genocide. The protest was part of an ongoing campaign against the UK bank's financial ties to Israeli defence entities, igniting serious debate about the responsibilities of financial institutions in geopolitical conflicts.
Chairman Nigel Higgins' remarks were drowned out as security personnel ushered the protesters away. He expressed dissatisfaction with the disruptions, reflecting a growing concern among major corporations regarding shareholder meetings, which have increasingly become platforms for activist protests. Recent AGMs of other prominent banks, including HSBC, have also seen interruptions, signalling a trend that raises questions about shareholder engagement and company operations.
Interestingly, while many large corporations are contemplating the switch to entirely online AGMs to mitigate disruption and save costs, Barclays has opted against this. The UK government is working on clarifying the legal framework surrounding virtual meetings as part of forthcoming corporate governance legislation. Although online AGMs can enhance accessibility for remote shareholders, there are worries over transparency and accountability. Investor groups fear that a fully virtual format could further discourage meaningful dialogue with shareholders.
Barclays has faced mounting criticism since the resurgence of conflict in Gaza, particularly following the Hamas attacks in early October 2023. Activists claim that the bank plays a part in financing violence through its loans and investments in companies that manufacture weapons for the Israeli Defence Forces. Reports indicate that Barclays engages in trading shares for clients who may have interests in these firms but maintains that it does not directly invest its own capital in such entities.
This year has seen Barclays grappling not only with political scrutiny but also escalating environmental protests. Activists have criticized the bank for its substantial financing of fossil fuel companies. At the AGM, the atmosphere was tense as simultaneous demonstrations outside the venue included striking performances, such as figures dressed as the Grim Reaper among child-sized coffins, symbolising the human cost attributed to the actions of corporations like Barclays.
The juxtaposition of these protests reflects a broader societal demand for ethical corporate conducting and human rights accountability. As one protester eloquently stated, “Barclays’ board of directors have the choice to be on the right side of history, but they continually choose profit over people and planet.” 
As Barclays continues to navigate these turbulent waters, it must consider not just its financial strategies but the implications of its corporate ethos in a world increasingly galvanised by issues of social justice and environmental sustainability. The meeting on Wednesday serves as a stark reminder of the power wielded by activism in shaping corporate narratives and the necessity for financial institutions to engage meaningfully with the concerns of society. 
With increasing momentum for clarity in corporate governance, Barclays' decisions in response to these disruptions may significantly influence not only its future meetings but also the broader landscape of corporate accountability in the UK.
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