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Abstract

Background: Engagement of young people is essential for achieving sustainable outcomes both locally and in the
global context. Democratic processes appear to be the most facilitative mechanism to hold governments to
account with governments becoming more receptive to pro-environmental policies when there is input from
citizens to do so. While there is concern about a general lack of participation in traditional forms of political
processes, particularly among young people, there are those who are carving a space for themselves as active
citizens within a system that is often times contradictory to their lives. In this context, this paper looks at the lived
experiences of a small sample of active young people in Kulhudhuffushi island of Maldives and Hamilton, New
Zealand to examine the contexts and conditions that lead to and sustain these forms of sustainable citizenship.

Results: In-depth interviews conducted with young people in both locations found similarities within both groups
in terms of motivating factors, knowledge and support networks, lifestyle practices, and conceptualisations of
citizenship. Early exposure to natural environments, role models and participation in actions and networks helped
to create active citizenship, while lack of conducive spaces and cultural attitudes impeded activism.

Conclusion: The results show that providing opportunities for early interactions with nature, and participation in
actions and activist networks is vital for fostering and sustaining active citizenship. Additionally local and national
groups and institutions need to facilitate spaces conducive for organising and alternative narratives, as well as
promoting a counter culture to the current carbon heavy system. The findings contribute to literature on listening
to youth voices in environmental and climate activism.

Plain English summary
As the environment movement has grown, a specific type
of citizenship practice characterised by environmentally
conscious lifestyles and activism has emerged. Research has
shown that governments are more receptive to the needs of
people when there is pressure from citizens to do so. Young
people of today will be inheriting the consequences of the
decisions that are being made in the present, and it is
important to include their voices in achieving the kind of

change that are beneficial to the current times as well as in
the future. This paper attempts to look at the lives and
experiences of young people who are part of activism and
green lifestyles in order to examine the factors and experi-
ences that promote and sustain such active young citizens.
The study focuses on Kulhudhuffushi island of Maldives
and Hamilton, New Zealand, and identifies common factors
and differences in motivations, sources of information,
support networks, lifestyle practices, and also barriers to
their activism. The findings showed that, while different
they existed in different contexts, there were common
factors such as time spent in nature from a young age and
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role models that motivated young people to become
active citizens. It also showed that limited spaces
for mobilising, cultural attitudes and systems that
discourage activism are barriers for active young cit-
izens. Opportunities for learning and organising as
well as mentoring is important to create the condi-
tions for active citizenship among young people and
such support systems needs be facilitated and made
more accessible.

Introduction
The United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment [1] emphasises a crucial role for young women
and men, hailing them as critical agents of change. En-
gaging young people in decision making on sustainable
development is key to achieving sustainable outcomes
both locally and in the global context, particularly as
they are the ones who face the consequences of current
actions or inaction on the threats caused by climate
change and environmental degradation [2]. The concept
of sustainable development emphasises the integration
of issues such as environmental conservation, equity and
well-being into development interventions, which have
traditionally been associated with economic develop-
ment and modernisation [3, 4]. The goal of sustainable
development becomes even more urgent in the face of
the threat of climate change, especially in the context of
neo-liberal capitalism.
There are considerable challenges in leading lifestyles

that promote and embody sustainability within a system
that is environmentally exploitative. Yet, it is noteworthy
that there are groups of young people who are managing
to carve a space for themselves as “sustainable citizens”
[5, 6]. It is important to look at the experiences and ac-
tions of such young people to understand the factors
and conditions that lead to and sustain behaviour con-
ducive to sustainable lives.
This paper looks at the specific lived experiences and

factors that shape young citizens committed to a sus-
tainable future in the face of climate change. It under-
takes a comprehensive analysis of literature and in depth
interviews conducted with a small sample of active and
engaged young people who are part of environmental
groups, environmentally leaning political organisations
or active in environmental causes, in two cross-national
locations - Kulhudhuffushi island in the Maldives and
Hamilton, New Zealand. The aim of this research was to
examine the conditions and experiences that motivate
young people and to determine the kind of cultural and
structural support required to foster and sustain the
kind of citizenry necessary for the current context. The
study also aims to contribute to literature on youth
voices in environmental and climate activism.

Theorisations of green citizenship
Citizenship denotes participation in civic or political
activities. The purpose of this participation differs in the
two major perspectives on citizenship that has prevailed
over the years. While liberal citizenship emphasises
maximising individual liberty [7, 8], republican citizen-
ship in contrast places emphasis on responsibility and
civic virtue [9, 10]. However, it is increasingly observed
that there are manifestations of different kinds of
citizenships concurrently existing within communities
that are complex and diverse [5]. This is also true within
the paradigm of green citizenship.
The initial focus of the practice of environmental citi-

zenship was on individual action such as responsible
consumption and waste minimisation. Recent theorisa-
tions have however called for a more holistic interpret-
ation [8, 10, 11]. For instance, Dobson [12] differentiates
between environmental citizenship, which is a more
individualistic manifestation of green citizenship, from
ecological citizenship. He defines ecological citizenship
as an ecological form of post-cosmopolitan citizenship
that deals in the currency of non-contractual responsi-
bility, and one that inhabits the private as well as the
public sphere, and one that is explicitly non-territorial
(p. 259). The impact of wider socio-economic structures
and power differentials is also acknowledged in such
theorisations [10] as well as the inequalities and injus-
tices from globalisation [13] and a “range of different
geographical spaces and ecological contexts located at a
range of distances from the state” [11] (p. 514). This
increases the scope and spheres in which green notions
of citizenship occurs.
Theorisations of sustainable citizenship go beyond in-

dividual actions and propose a challenge to the existing
socio-economic and political systems. This perspective
includes more actors, arenas and complex clusters of
relationships. Kurian et al. [5] propose moving beyond
dichotomies such as rights and responsibilities, public
and private, etc., in their conceptualisation of sustainable
citizenship. For example they argue that the focus on
either rights or responsibilities in classical theorisations
of citizenship is too simplistic and that both rights and
responsibilities are important in the context of sustain-
ability. They also mirror feminist critiques of the import-
ance of the private sphere, arguing that decisions made
in the private sphere around areas such as consumption,
transport and energy conservation have impacts on the
planet.
Micheletti and Stole [6] state that sustainable citizen-

ship has the potential to challenge and change the
underlying structural causes that have caused global
environmental destruction and social injustice while
Kurian et al. [5] calls for a commitment to deliberative
democratic politics that allow a clash of ideas leading to
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the emergence of a deliberated set of shared values (p.
437). This requires moving beyond traditional sites and
norms of citizenship and participating in actions both in
the private and public sphere that promotes sustainabil-
ity and social justice. An active citizenry is also essential
to push towards the kind of transformative change that
advocates for such principles.

Changing nature of youth citizenship
Currently there is a concern in the industrialised world
with what is being perceived as a “crisis in modern
democracy” with decreasing proportions of people
voting, declining memberships of political organisations,
and decreasing trust and confidence in politicians and
political systems [14] (p. 3–4). This decrease in civic cul-
ture is thought to be most present among youth, with
young people being less interested and knowledgeable
about political issues, less trusting of traditional forms of
public authority and less likely to engage in civic partici-
pation than adults [15].
Nonetheless, any lack of participation should not be

simply explained as apathy of citizens but should be under-
stood within the specific context in which it occurs. As
Dahlgren [16] states, “Democracy is being transformed as
its social, cultural, and political foundations evolve, and the
character of participation is a part of these large develop-
ments” (p. 29–30). There is evidence to suggest that
broader issues such as the voting system, political, eco-
nomic and environmental context of the country, as well as
socio-demographic factors such as age, gender, ethnicity
and socio-economic status are predictors of how citizenship
is understood and practiced by young people [15, 17].
Furthermore, rather than place the blame on youth as

choosing to be inactive members within the democratic
processes, some commentators state that it is actually
political elites who have excluded them and failed to
keep pace with the social and cultural changes within so-
cieties [14, 18]. For instance, youth voices remain under-
represented in literature on climate change [19–21].
While mechanisms for youth consultations such as
youth forums, focus groups, and web portals are being
introduced into governance processes to facilitate collab-
orative governance arrangements, existing approaches of
doing things still tend to remain [22], potentially under-
mining the objectives under which they were established.
In addition, innovations with regards to communication
with citizens are regarded as “add-ons” rather than
“must-haves” that is dependent on budgeting and leader-
ship of the institutions [23]. Mechanisms that are used
sometimes pay lip service rather than enable full partici-
pation and co-production of policy [24]. There is also
little recognition of young people as important stake-
holders in generating recommendations on climate
change mitigation [25].

Research has demonstrated that when young people
are given the opportunity to participate, they do engage
in community based issues and campaigns [26, 27] and
that young people require structures and mechanisms
that are appropriate for them [28]. The deterrent in
most cases is not the motivation to participate, but ra-
ther the accessibility or applicability of the mechanisms
used for participation. Hence, although the number of
young citizens engaging in traditional and hierarchical
forms of political and civic participation might be declin-
ing, that does not mean that their interest in politics is,
and it is more likely that they are involved in more non-
traditional processes such as grassroots social move-
ments and protest behaviour [29, 30]. The most recent
movement around climate action, lead by young people,
is a good example.
Dalton [30] argues that changes in patterns of participa-

tion in contemporary politics are due to changing norms
of citizenship. Bennett [31] describes a highly personalised
and individualistic form of citizenship that seem of the
liberal tradition, while at the same time being communi-
tarian with participation in non-governmental activities,
volunteering and social movements that promote the
greater good. New forms of civic engagement have also
emerged, particularly through the proliferation of online
media and internet-based movements [31–33]. In his
research into trends in social capital in Sweden, Bo Roth-
stein [34] also found increasing individualism among
young Swedes, with decreasing participation in traditional
hierarchical and organised forms of social activity. But he
contends that it was not egoistical individualism but rather
solidaristic individualism. In addition, recent years have
seen the act of resistance being contradictorily viewed as a
form of participation, particularly in the environmental
and anti-globalisation movements in that some scholars
view conflict, struggle and resistance as conducive to
greener outcomes and sustainability [10, 35]. Hence, a
multitude of factors such as the socio-economic and polit-
ical context, peers, technological developments, and even
every day interactions [36] play important roles in shaping
and sustaining the kind of citizenship that young people
demonstrates.

Research context
Two locations from two seemingly different countries,
Maldives and New Zealand, that nevertheless face simi-
lar risks and challenges with regards to climate change
was the focus of this research. Both countries are island
states, and dependent on industries that are highly sensi-
tive to environmental resources and changes in climate.
In addition, both countries are relatively small in terms
of population, and while being relatively small gross
emitters of greenhouse gases, their futures depend to an
extent on the actions of larger countries. They, however,
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are dealing with these threats within very different
socio-political and economic contexts: Maldives as an
emerging democracy with nascent democratic processes,
a volatile political climate and a developing economy,
while New Zealand is an established democracy with
changing norms of political participation and activism,
and a wealthy economy. In this regard, a multiple-case
study approach was chosen to use the same logic as
multiple experiments whereby findings from multiple
cases are assessed to see whether they support any
broader pattern or conclusion [37].
Nevertheless, both countries have a role to play domes-

tically and internationally not only to maintain their repu-
tation as ‘green’ countries but to demonstrate the much
needed leadership on climate change. For this reason
there needs to be a citizenry that is aware and active in
advocating for strong action and putting pressure on their
respective governments to implement such policies.

Kulhudhuffushi, Maldives
The importance of citizen activism for sustainable devel-
opment is particularly relevant to a vulnerable nation
like the Maldives, a small island nation in the Indian
Ocean. The island of Kulhudhuffushi is the capital island
of Haa Dhaalu atoll in the North of Maldives, with a
population of 8440 [38]. The island is famous for boat
building and producing coir rope, and is also a trading
hub for the agricultural produce in the region due to a
produce market that is held every Saturday. In terms of
facilities and infrastructure, it is one of the more urban
islands in the North of the country, with a regional hos-
pital, a harbour and secondary educational institutions.
The interviews for the research took place during a

period of upcoming Presidential elections in a tumultu-
ous political context. The country embarked on demo-
cratic reforms from the early 2000s that resulted in the
first ever multi-party democratic elections in 2008. The
subsequent years increased the space for expression and
political activism. However, the country faced major
challenges in adjusting to the newly established demo-
cratic processes leading up to an unexpected transfer of
power in 2012 and subsequent political polarisation and
turmoil. The spaces for democratic participation and
expression was shrunk with a decrease in trust in public
institutions and concerns over high levels of corruption
[39]. In addition, there was growing concern among envi-
ronmentalists and development practitioners about large
scale projects started by the then incumbent government
that involved destruction of reefs and natural ecosystems.
This was particularly relevant for Kulhudhuffushi.
The island of Kulhuduffushi gets its name from a man-

grove in the island. In the lead up to the Presidential
elections of 2018 the Government made the decision to
destroy a part of the mangrove to build a domestic

airport in the island [40]. There was opposition to the
project by environmentalists inside and outside the is-
land, leading to a national protest movement against the
destruction of the mangrove. However, the project went
ahead despite the protests and the airport was opened in
September 2018 close to the election date [41]. As it
happened, the ruling party lost the election.
A group of young people led the activism against the

mangrove destruction within Kulhudhuffushi and inter-
views were conducted with some of these youth while
the airport was being built but before the Presidential
elections.

Hamilton, New Zealand
New Zealand has been mirroring the kind of changes in
political participation that has been seen globally, with
political party membership declining and political activism
shifting from political parties towards more organised
pressure or issue based groups [42]. The 2017 general
election, however, saw the dislodging of the conservative
National-led government that had been in government
since 2008 and the election of a coalition government with
centre left parties that ran on a platform of social demo-
cratic and environmentalist policies.
Hamilton is the fourth most populous city in New

Zealand located in the central North Island. It has an
estimated population of 160,000 within the Hamilton
City Council area and around the half of its residents are
under 30 years [43]. Environmental risk factors facing
the wider Waikato region including threats to biodiver-
sity and high carbon emissions are also issues facing
Hamilton. Even though the last Parliamentary elections
in 2017 demonstrated a decrease in popularity of the
strongly neo-liberal National government, the two elector-
ates of Hamilton voted in two National MPs to Parliament.
While Hamilton is not considered a hub for political

and environmental activism compared to the larger cities
such as Wellington and Auckland, there is a community
of young people who are trying to live sustainable lives
and who advocate for environmental action. At the same
time, schoolchildren from Hamilton began to participate
in the School Strikes for Climate movement that began
in 2019, which was a positive change in terms of build-
ing a culture of participation and activism. The present
research, however, only focused on participants over the
age of 18 in order to get a more broad based and longer
term view of experiences and support systems that facili-
tated their active citizenship.
Unlike participants from Kulhudhuffushi, participants

from Hamilton did not come from one group of young
people who had all been part of one local movement.
They were from different groups, as well as participants
who were individuals that were passionate about issues
related to environmentalism and climate change.
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Methods
Semi- structured interviews were conducted with young
people aged between 18 and 30 years. Participants were
recruited through contacting environmental and political
organisations, university clubs, and subsequently from
snowball sampling.
Interviews in Kulhudhuffushi were conducted in mid

2018 in the lead up to the Presidential elections that
year. As a result of facing pressure and threats due to
their activism against the destruction of the island’s
mangrove some of the young people within the activist
group from the island were reluctant to talk to an
outsider. Hence, fewer interviews were conducted in
Kulhudhuffushi than planned. Fieldwork in Hamilton
was conducted in early to mid 2019. Table 1 shows the
demographic information of the participants.

Framework of analysis
Dahlgren [32] writes about “civic cultures” (p. 103) that
operate at the everyday level of citizens and play an im-
portant part in how people develop into citizens, which
are derived from social relations and institutions. He
views them as cultural resources that citizens can draw
from to exercise citizenship. Dahlgren also presents a
framework for analysing civic cultures, namely the
dimensions of knowledge, values, trust, spaces, practices
and identities, that interact together to produce the civic
culture in a given community. Conducive elements such
as these allow citizens a civic identity, helping them par-
ticipate in democratic processes to further their cause of
sustainability.
In the same vein, Horton [44] conducted ethnographic

research into the everyday lives of green activists in
Lancaster, England to explore environmental citizenship.
He found that green activists demonstrate environmental

citizenship voluntarily, and that activism is not learnt
through formal teaching but “steadily embodied through
participation in green networks, spaces, material assem-
blages, and times” (p. 144). Horton concludes that envir-
onmental citizenship found in Lancaster emerges through
practice rather than pedagogy, and the culture from which
the specific behaviours emerge needs to be promoted.
There are overlaps and interconnections between the

dimensions of the two frameworks. For the purposes of
the present research, I draw from these two frameworks
and formulated the interview questions around the
elements of knowledge, networks, spaces, practices and
identity. I used these elements as codes during data
analysis to generate the common and different factors
and themes that arose from the conversations with the
participants. From these themes, I examined the practice
of sustainable citizenship of young people in Kulhudhufushi,
Maldives and Hamilton, New Zealand, through their a) mo-
tivations, b) sources of knowledge, c) networks, d) spaces, e)
practices, and then the resulting f) identity.
The following sections will contain the findings from

the two locations, illustrated with quotes from the inter-
views. The participants are referred to with an alpha-
numeric code that identifies their location, gender and a
random numeric number. For instance Kf3 is a participant
from Kulhudhuffushi who is female.

Fostering sustainable citizenship
Motivations
The most significant factor that cultivated a love for the
environment was early exposure to natural environ-
ments. This was a common factor among participants
across both locations.
Many participants reported to have spent a lot of their

childhood outside in the natural environment. Partici-
pants from Kulhudhuffushi reported that growing up
most of their time after school or with friends was spent
in natural spaces. They also reported an inexplicable
affinity to nature at a young age that made them upset
when they see nature harmed in anyway or rubbish
thrown around. As Kf8 stated “I will get emotional at
people cutting down trees”.
Additionally, the proximity to natural spaces and the

ocean while living in the island enabled them to experi-
ence changes first hand. As a result, participants re-
ported concern at observing the changes in the island
such as erosion of beach areas and disappearing of green
spaces as a motivation for fighting to protect the natural
environment of the island. Some participants expressed
sadness and frustration about natural spaces that they
closely associate with their childhood disappearing and
being replaced by housing or other physical buildings.
Similarly, all of the Hamilton participants spoke about

spending a lot of time in natural environments at a

Table 1 Participants’ demographic summary

Kulhudhuffushi Hamilton

Age

18–24 6 5

25–30 2 5

Race/Ethinicity

Maldivian 8

Māoria 2

Pākehab 6

S. Asian 1

African 1

Occupation

Student 5 6

Employed (full time) 3 4
aIndigenous New Zealander
bNew Zealander of European descent
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young age that made them develop an affinity for nature.
In fact, the single most significant motivating factor for
the participants of Hamilton that made them develop a
love and concern for the environment was early expos-
ure to nature.
Role models were a strong motivating factor for most

of the participants as well. Kulhudhuffushi participants
were particularly motivated by a national climate change
activist who was originally from the island and who was
also a mentor for a lot of the participants interviewed.
They were also inspired by the activism of environmen-
tal and sustainable development activists and organisa-
tions from the capital, Male’.
For a lot of Hamilton participants, knowing about or

meeting young people who were trailblazers in politics
or in areas of sustainability prompted them to follow in
their paths. This included young activists such as New
Zealand’s Green Party MP Chloe Swarbrick and activists
and bloggers outside of New Zealand. As Hf7 stated “I
came across a blogger who could fit all of her waste
from like 2-3 years in a small jar. And it was just quite
confronting and made me realise that I had not been
thinking about how my waste impacted the natural en-
vironment that I love so much. It woke me up to the fact
that I could be doing a lot more than I was”.
Peers were a significant motivator for the Kulhudhuf-

fushi interviewees. The majority of the participants
started their environmental activism in school. After
leaving school one of the participants started an environ-
mental NGO and a lot the participants, who were also a
part of her circle of friends, joined the NGO. As Km2
said, “I joined the NGO to support my friend, once I
joined I realised this is something that cannot be left
undone”.
Another influence mentioned less frequently by

Kulhudhuffushi participants was family members, specif-
ically grandparents. Kf1 stated “I spent most time in my
childhood with my grandmother, and she loved the en-
vironment”. This could be due to the culture of living
with extended families in the island, where grandparents
looked after children while the parents worked or were
occupied in other domestic activities. However, family
members were not found to be a significant motivating
factor for becoming environmentally or politically con-
scious for Hamilton participants. In fact, while some
participants credited their exposure to nature at an early
age to their parents and family, a lot of the participants
reported that their family members were quite different
to them in views about politics and the environment.

Knowledge
Internet sources were the most accessed source of infor-
mation for the young activists of both Kulhudhuffushi
and Hamilton. Majority of them used social media and

obtained information from people and organisations
they followed. As Kf8 stated, “I follow active people on
social media and read from the links they post”.
For Hamilton participants who were members of

NGOs or political parties their respective organisations
were important sources of knowledge. These members
attended meetings of the organisations, followed other
members on social media and participated in Facebook
and other chat groups hosted by their organisations.
Participants from both of the locations obtained infor-
mation particularly relevant to their respective countries
from activists and environmentalists from the capital.
Participants who were university students, accessed

academic journals to get more information on their
areas of interest. Academic articles was reported by most
of the participants who were students from both of the
locations as the most trusted source of information.
Accessing information from personal blogs were

common among the participants who were advocates of
sustainable lifestyles. As Hf7 stated “I did read a lot of
people’s personal blogs which potentially may not be as
scientific but had kind of a human element to it because
it was about how people can change behaviour and how
people have gone on the same journey”. Hf9 reported
that “There’s aren’t a lot of NZ blogs on such topics
because the movement has kind of started”.
One significant source for information relevant to

political activism for Kulhudhuffushi participants were
the youth programmes on leadership and participation
that was conducted by NGOs in Male’ during the years
Maldives was undergoing democratic reforms after its
first multi-party Presidential elections in 2008. This used
to be an annual programme open to the participants
from the whole country, but at the time of this research
the annual programme had been discontinued. There
were however some ad hoc programmes for youth that
was still being held either in Male’ or at regional locations
by Male’ based NGOs and UN organisations, which many
of the participants of the research had participated. The
participants reported that these programmes had helped
them immensely and supported them to go ahead and carry
out projects that they developed with the technical assist-
ance they received. In addition, the participants reported
that it enabled them to find out how government processes
work and how to advocate for issues accordingly.
Additionally, Kulhudhuffushi participants reported

that they gained a lot of knowledge during their activism
against the destruction of the mangrove. After the issue
grew into a national movement there were a lot of envi-
ronmentalists and technical people, as well as political
activists, who visited the island in support, and many of
the participants were involved in showing them around
the mangrove and the island. The participants reported
that they learnt a lot about the special characteristics of

Jaufar Sustainable Earth             (2021) 4:1 Page 6 of 12



mangroves, its relationship to climate change and disas-
ter mitigation, as well as political activism in the process
of being part of the movement.
Nevertheless, accessing sources of knowledge was one

area where the Kulhudhuffushi participants found challen-
ging. Some participants were enrolled in undergraduate
programmes and had access to academic and specialist
sources of information. However, most of the participants,
particularly those residing full time on the island, relied
on activists and groups in Male’, and technical people who
visit for ad hoc workshops held in the island for informa-
tion that were relevant to their location.

Networks
The group of environmental activists in Kulhudhuffushi
had a close-knit network among themselves. Those who
left the island for education or employment also kept in
contact with those who remained in the island.
However, for most of those who remained in the

island there was limited connections and support
networks with the wider national organisations and
almost no connections with international organisations.
Km4 reported that he worked alone in advocating for
the causes he was concerned about, that included talking
to people and posting messages on social media. Kf3 did
report making connections with other activists she met
when she participated in workshops in other islands.
Those from the island residing in Male’, however, were
part of wider national networks in environmental and
political activism. Participants who were doing their
undergraduate studies in the capital had access to more
academic and technical networks and established envir-
onmental groups in the capital. Some had participated in
international conferences on climate change.
In contrast to the participants of Kulhudhuffushi who

were all part of a group of individuals who had mobilised
for a cause together, the participants from Hamilton were
from different environmental and political organisations
and also individuals who had no connection to a particular
group. As a result they were not part of the same network
and participants had varying levels of connection with
other people and networks within and outside Hamilton.
The participants who were part of organisations had

more networks than those who were not. Participants
who were members of an NGO, for instance, had oppor-
tunities to be part of the wider network of that NGO na-
tionally, participate at events outside of Hamilton, and
through these events, make connections with people
who were active and leaders in their fields.
On the other hand, participants who were not part of

any groups did not have as many connections with
people and organisations in their area, especially outside
of Hamilton. Active groups and individuals within
Hamilton were also quite limited and a lot of the

communication and networking happened for events
and actions that were national in scope. Nevertheless,
there was still a group of people in Hamilton that coor-
dinated and organised advocacy events.

There’s definitely like a little bit of network in
Hamilton. Different kinds of similar groups who
work together like allied groups on things (Hf1)

However, some participants observed that since the
group of people participating in those events was so
small, there would normally be the same people who
always attended such events.
When it came to social networks most of the Kulhudhuf-

fushi participants reported that their close circle of friends
were like-minded people as well. For some of the participants
their friendship circle changed as a result of ideological
differences.

My social circle is environmentally conscious. I have
lost friends because I have to argue about these
things. They can be politically on different sides but
we agree on environmental issues (Km2)

However the social networks of Hamilton participants
varied in terms of ideology with most of the participants
reporting that people in their friend circles were not ac-
tive politically, had different political views and did not
necessarily lead sustainable lifestyles. Hm4 reported that
“I still have friends I get along with quite well but we
don’t agree on certain things. But we’re adults and
there’s one belief that I have like 99.5% of people if they
ask them what they really, really care about its exactly
the same things as I do. They just have different ideas of
how to get there”.
Nevertheless, some participants from both locations

did report that some people in their social networks
were influenced by their lifestyle to change their behav-
iour. For instance Hf7 reported “My close social circle is
not necessarily into the same environmental stuff but I
had noticed that over the years I’ve seen them make
small changes. That’s super encouraging for me because
it means that I’ve done a good job in making the whole
zero waste movement relatable and achievable”.

Spaces
Horton [44] highlights the importance of spaces for
communication and participation for the expression of
alternative ideologies. However, in the case of Kulhud-
huffushi there was an absence of such spaces. Partici-
pants reported that a lot of the meetings and idea
generating happened in living rooms of people’s houses.
There were spaces in some educational institutions that
the participants could access for organising events but
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this was due to personal contacts within these two insti-
tutions and not from an established institutional policy
granting access to use their spaces for such purposes.
There were no spaces such as a particular café in the

island, as found in Horton’s study, that was a known
place to hang out for young people with similar ideolo-
gies. In fact, most participants reported that they did not
frequent cafés or restaurants at all due to financial con-
straints. However, many of the participants spoke of
meeting in open natural spaces like the beach for orga-
nising events as well as for social gatherings within the
group.
During the time the interviews took place the country

overall was facing severe government-imposed restric-
tions to freedom of expression and spaces for assembly.
While the participants were not aligned with any polit-
ical party, their protest against the destruction of the
mangrove was perceived as being critical of the then
government’s airport project. As a result, the partici-
pants reported harassment by the supporters of the gov-
ernment in public, as well as threats on social media. As
a result some of the participants had stopped being pub-
licly involved in activism, and had stopped social media
activism as well under the advice of their family mem-
bers. However, shortly after the interviews took place
the government was voted out at the Presidential elec-
tions of 2017, and was replaced by a government that
was perceived to be more democratic in terms of allow-
ing the space for expression and activism.
As with Kulhudhuffushi participants, Hamilton partici-

pants did not identify any specific spaces in Hamilton
that were frequented by or considered as a hangout for
people with similar ideologies and lifestyles. Go Eco, the
environment centre in Hamilton, was mentioned by
most of the participants, as an organisation that either
collaborated with them or hosted an event organised by
them. However, there were some participants who had
not had any interactions with the centre and also those
who did not consider that many events and spaces in
Hamilton were particularly attractive to young people.

I love what Go Eco do, but I often don’t feel
inspired to be involved in their stuff. I don’t know
whether that’s just a generational thing or … ” (Hf1)

It was interesting to note that while a lot of the
Hamilton participants were university students, they did
not find their university to be a site that promoted activ-
ism or facilitated organising by young people. Even par-
ticipants who were part of organisations reported that
the spaces where they end up doing a lot of the organis-
ing were the homes of members. Hm4 states that “We
find there are spaces but there’s almost always a cost
involved”.

Some participants talked about informal gatherings
organised by specific groups they were a part of where
they got the opportunity to interact with like-minded
people and be a safe space to express their views.

We do things like green drinks. So we go to a pub
or a bar or a café or whatever once a month and
you can just talk about things you have in common,
meet new people or talk about issues that you want
more information on and learn what other people’s
perspectives are. I guess the thing is like its people
coming together and creating the space rather than
like a building where you go (Hf3)

A substantial amount of interaction, organising and
communicating happened on virtual spaces to overcome
the lack of physical spaces. This included Facebook
groups, Facebook messenger, Twitter, chat applications,
and the Slack app for specific campaigns. Chat groups
were also the medium though which more senior mem-
bers of organisations that participants were a part of and
those that reside in Male’ in the case of Kulhudhuffushi
or other cities in the case of Hamilton guided and men-
tored the participants in carrying out activities or pro-
vided information and advice.

Practices
Participants of both the locations demonstrated a
spectrum of practices involving active and engaged citi-
zenship within both their private lives and in the public
sphere.
They lead environmentally conscious lifestyles such as

becoming vegetarian or vegan, choosing to walk over the
use of motorised vehicles, avoiding single use plastic,
purchasing less and being responsible consumers. Some
participants facilitated sustainable practices for others as
well. As Kf3 reported “I bring metal straws in bulk from
eBay and distribute to those who want to commit to not
using plastic straws”.
In addition to leading sustainable lifestyles, partici-

pants were active in campaigns and participated in activ-
ities in their political and environmental organisations.
Those who were not part of a formal group, and even
some participants who were, engaged in political and ad-
vocacy activities in their individual capacities as well,
particularly the participants from Hamilton. This in-
cluded a wide ramge of activities such as writing blogs
on sustainable living, volunteering, doing research or
running for Mayor and City Council.
Some of the participants from Kulhudhuffushi were

also continuously engaged in monitoring the effects
from the mangrove destruction, and communicating
them on various social media platforms. This informa-
tion was used by national activists to lobby and hold
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relevant government agencies to account. Participants
also participated in broader national environmental and
other areas of activism, or volunteered for social causes.
Some participants reported feeling compelled to act re-
sponsibly due to their reputation as environmental activ-
ists. As Kf8 stated “I have to be more careful, I have to
show by example”.
However, participants in both of the locations reported

that they faced challenges in engaging in sustainable life-
styles and advocating for environmental protection.
They report the sense of always going against the grain.
As Kmf states “I refuse plastic bags from shops. They
used to look strangely at me but now they know I don’t
take it”. Hamilton participants talked about challenges
they faced in getting other people involved and active in
Hamilton, one of the main issues being the attitudes and
beliefs of other people.

Public will is one thing. Public not being on board,
and there’s still climate change deniers! (Hf2)

People don’t really care or think there’s nothing we
can do. There’s lots of people who think that (Hf1)

This was mirrored by Kulhudhuffushi participants as
well, as Km2 stated “I feel very troubled by the fact that
people are not concerned about these issues. They will
say I don’t care. What they don’t realise is that at some
point, what they say they don’t care about will eventually
affect them”.
Participants also talked about the practical difficulties

of living more sustainably in a system that is based on
increasing consumption. Hf3 stated that “One thing I’ve
noticed is how hard it is to live differently in our society
because everything is mass produced and just simplified
for the majority and if you want to live any differently
it’s so hard”. Some of the participants at times found go-
ing against the grain in terms of their practices quite
challenging.

I’m afraid that some of the appeal I have (in my job)
is that I am quite “normal”. I would like to make
further changes but I would also like to be
employed and progress in society” (Hm4)

It can sometimes feel a little bit lonely (Hf7)

Some of the participants referred to the conservative
nature of Hamilton when compared to other areas in
terms of both political affiliation and culture as not be-
ing very conducive for political and environmental ac-
tion. But one participant stated that perhaps the more
political minded individuals move out to places like
Wellington which is considered to be more politically

active, and hence the perception people have of places
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Identity
When participants talked about their conception of what
it meant to them to be citizens two main common
themes arose from the descriptions.
The first theme was a sense of responsibility. All of the

participants across the two locations reported feeling a
sense of responsibility for being mindful of other peo-
ple’s rights as well as protecting the rights of the envir-
onment. For most of the participants, the responsibility
to contribute to the society was as important as the
rights that comes with citizenship. For Māori partici-
pants from Hamilton their sense of responsibility comes
within a Māori worldview. As Hm4 states “It’s the same
kind of belief we have in my iwi,1 the idea that we’re
only here for a small period of time and we need to en-
sure that over that period of time we are not damaging
it so much that people who come after us can’t use it
anymore”.
The second common theme that came through was

being engaged politically and to have their voice in pol-
icy and decision making. For instance, Kf3 emphasised
that “You can really call yourself a citizen if your voice is
heard in the place you live. You have to talk about pol-
icies, your rights. Just voting is not enough”.
The major difference between participants from both

locations was the connection to place. Kulhudhuffushi
participants had a strong connection to place and when
they talked about the concept of citizenship there was
an emphasis on responsibility towards the place they
were from.
In contrast, the theme of connection to the local com-

munity or place did not come through from Hamilton
participants. This may be because a significant number
of participants were from other areas of Waikato region
or outside who had moved to Hamilton for education or
employment. Most participants had a more generalised
perception of at the level in which their responsibility
lies. As Hm4 stated: “Waikato is not my iwi, but when
they talk about long term sustainability projects or long
term goals for people here or New Zealand as a whole it
still connects with me”.

Discussion
This research explored the conditions and factors that
enabled young people to be engaged citizens committed
to a sustainable future. It focused on two outwardly dif-
ferent communities in two countries and examined the
experiences of active young individuals. It is interesting

1Māori tribe or extended kinship group associated with a distinct
territory

Jaufar Sustainable Earth             (2021) 4:1 Page 9 of 12



to highlight from the findings that while there were con-
text and location specific factors identified that caused
the young people to lead active and sustainable lifestyles,
there seem to be commonalities to their experiences as
well.
Early exposure to natural environments seems to be a

common factor among both the groups, and instrumen-
tal in fostering a love for the natural environment. This
is facilitated by either living in close proximity to nature
or having family members who spent time outside in
natural environments. Family members did not need to
imbibe sustainable principles but provide opportunities
for their children to be exposed to as much nature as
possible. Facilitating an emotional connection to nature
and living being through such exposure appears to be a
crucial starting point towards environmental activism.
Role models and access to networks that were politic-

ally and environmentally active was an important factor
in motivating young people to be sustainable citizens, as
well as their primary sources of information and support
in their activism. However, social networks were not
found to be a significant factor in sustaining their sus-
tainable practices and activism in both locations as most
of the participants had people of varying ideologies
within their social circles. Participants were a source of
behaviour change of the people in their social circles
than vice versa.
There was a lack of spaces in both locations for the

articulation of alternative ideologies and interactions
between like-minded groups. This is a reflection of the
fact that the cultures surrounding sustainable citizenship
did not represent the majority in their respective
locations, and while the young people manage to carve
out a space for themselves, they still operate within their
personal spaces or collective private spaces. For instance
in Hamilton people held their own green gatherings and
created temporary spaces themselves.
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that while

an early exposure helped young people develop a sense
of responsibility towards nature, it was their actual
participation in various aspects of activism that led to
sustainable citizenship. For participants in Kulhudhuffushi,
this involved participation in youth leadership programmes
that was tailored in a way to mentor participants in execut-
ing a campaign or project for a cause, or joining the envir-
onmental NGO, which some of the participants did initially
to support their friends. These opportunities eventually led
them to be strong activists in the campaign against the
destruction of the mangroves. For the participants in
Hamilton it was getting an opportunity to participate in a
campaign, or joining a political party or an NGO and be-
coming a part of the wider network within it. While a love
of nature lead to an environmentally conscious lifestyle, be-
ing a part of a group or a cause and being connected to its

broader networks enabled political and environmental
activism.
Participants in both locations were joined together in

the sense of responsibility they felt towards the protec-
tion of the natural environment. This was the main
theme in their articulations of their civic identity. The
affinity to the environment developed at a younger age
and then the knowledge and experience gained from
their influencers and networks brought about a sense of
responsibility, which formed the basis of their practice of
citizenship. Participants of Kulhudhuffushi also had a
strong sense of connection to place in their responsibil-
ity to protect natural resources. For Māori participants,
the connection to place went beyond their immediate
community and was influenced by the concept of guard-
ianship within the Māori worldview. This is significant
as this is a key theme among indigenous activists across
the world who are at the forefront of environmental and
climate activism.
The experiences and practices of the participants of

this study mirror the theorisations of sustainable citizen-
ship in that they move beyond the individual and are
grounded in the notion of responsibility towards com-
munities and nature [8, 10], and is practiced within both
the public and private spheres [5]. They are also cogni-
sant of and influenced by the wider socio-economic and
political structures [10, 17] and everyday interactions
with their surroundings, networks and peers [36]. The
focus of their citizenship for most, except for some
Kulhudhuffushi participants, was also not territorial [11]
and existed at various levels.
The young people in this research demonstrated the

broadened scope of youth citizenship beyond traditional
forms of citizenship. As Bennett [31] suggests it is highly
individualised in parts where participants practice sus-
tainable and ethical lifestyles in their personal lives and
also conducts individualised activism over the internet
and social media while at the same time espousing com-
munitarian principles of social justice and responsibility
towards other people and natural environments. The
proliferation of social media and internet has facilitated
activism while dispersed over a large geographical area
but having national and even global connection. This
was helpful to sustain activism and maintain networks
within a context like Hamilton where there was no
prominent culture of activism. It also facilitated the
activism of Kulhudhuffushi participants when space for
expression and political activism was shrinking.
This speaks to the challenges facing active citizenship

in both mature and fledgling democracies. While
Kulhudhuffushi participants faced shrinking freedoms
for expression during their activism, Hamilton partici-
pants were impeded by a culture within their location that
did not encourage or support sustainable citizenship. So
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while personal experiences, access to networks, and par-
ticipation in activism itself, help to motivate and foster ac-
tive citizenship, the wider socio-cultural and political
factors are also critical in creating the conditions in which
it can be sustained in the longer term.
As mentioned previously, the fieldwork in the

Maldives was conducted during a politically volatile
period with decreasing space for civic activism. The sub-
sequent change in government to one that is perceived
to be more democratic would have implications on the
experiences and practices of the Maldivian participants
that needs to be followed up for further analysis. While
the small sample of the study was a limitation in terms
of representativeness, effort was made to make the sam-
ple as diverse as possible, particularly within the context
of Hamilton. Additionally, the Hamilton chapter of the
School Strike for Climate movement that began func-
tioning from 2019, and whose members were not part of
the study, is an interesting development that requires to
be explored for further insights into sustainable citizen-
ship within the Hamilton context.

Conclusion
In both Kulhudhuffushi and Hamilton, civic cultures
[32] were found that impeded active citizenry in general.
However, young people still managed to carve out a way
to either raise their voices for a more sustainable future
or live in a manner that safeguarded the environment.
This was made possible through their experiences within
nature and knowledge gained through interactions with
role models and peers, demonstrating that opportunities
and activities to engage young people in causes and ac-
tions are more effective means to cultivate and support
sustainable citizens than pedagogy [44].
This poses interesting questions in a rapidly urbanising

world on how we can ensure that children grow up with
access to nature and green spaces to foster an affinity for
nature from a young age. In addition, civic education
programmes need to be tailored in a way that is action-
based and guides and mentors young people to design
and implement activities for causes that concern them.
Support networks need to be strengthened for young
people in non-urban centres to allow them to access
knowledge and skills that is not available to them locally.
And finally, local and national groups and institutions
should play a significant role in providing spaces condu-
cive for organising and expressing alternative ideologies as
well as promoting counter cultures to the dominant car-
bon heavy system to bring the fringe to the mainstream.
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