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About this study 

This study is based on data generated by SIGWatchõs global NGO tracking service. Currently we 
track over 2,000 active NGOs across the world campaigning on nearly 600 identified issues.  
 
We use a specially developed scoring system combining the number of significant NGO events 
(defined as the launch of new campaigns or tactics, direct actions, reports, or newsworthy claims), 
the number of NGOs involved, and the potential influence of those NGOs based on their 
geographical range of operation (ranging from local activist group to global coalition).  
 
This approach reveals not only where there is campaigning activity on an issue, but also the level 
of NGO pressure driving the issue - vital for prioritising issues management activity and 
calibrating responses. 
 
A note about our data 
Although we aim to collect data globally, because of the greater sophistication, resources and 
visibility of rich country NGOs, campaigns in North America and Europe are typically over-
represented in our databases compared to those from Latin America and Asia-Pacific. We are 
investing in new methods of tracking NGOs in developing countries to address this problem, but 
for this report, you should take this into account when using our data to compare levels of NGO 
activity between regions, as there are sometimes gaps in data which may make certain issues 
appear quieter than they are in reality. For the same reason, we have omitted Africa from this 
report for lack of sufficient data.  
 
Caution should also be applied when using the trend indicators (the arrows indicating whether 
issues are rising or falling). In cases where overall levels of activity are low, trends will have been 
calculated from a small base and could be unreliable. Note also that campaigning activity tends to 
fluctuate naturally as campaigns begin and end and as NGOs step up campaigning in response to 
events (eg. a major world conference). These changes do not necessarily suggest an underlying 
shift in priorities. For this reason we calculate annual trends by comparing consecutive six month 
periods.  
 
 
Robert Blood, Director 
SIGWatch 
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Summary analysis 

Cluster issues 1 

Environmental issues continue to dominate global NGO activity, partly because of the size and 
resources of environmental campaign groups, but also because of the rapid expansion of climate 
change campaigning over the last few years, which has mobilised hundreds of NGOs from outside 
the environmental community to take up environmental issues. As a result, during 2009 climate 
change attracted more than twice the level of NGO pressure given to human rights, and five times 
as much as animal rights received. In Europe, this skew was particularly marked as campaigners 
stepped up activities in the run-up to the climate talks in Copenhagen in December (see Chart 1). 
By comparison, in North America climate change campaigning remained high at the end of the 
year but had reached its peak over the summer as NGOs tried to increase public support for 
climate and energy legislation. 
 
We expect overt climate change campaigning to drop back considerably during the first half of 
2010 while NGOs regroup following the failure of Copenhagen. When campaigning does restart, 
we expect NGOs to pursue alternative strategies in the face of political and public reluctance in 
rich countries to make large-scale carbon cuts for their own sake. Most likely NGOs will increase 
pressure on industry, and multinationals in particular, to act unilaterally.  
 
One area where European activism appears to stand out from American activism is the focus on 
issues linked to corporate social responsibility (CSR). Consistently in recent months, European 
NGOs have collectively put three times as much effort into CSR-related issues as their U.S. and 
Canadian counterparts (see Chart 2). A similar emphasis is seen in campaigns affecting Asia-
Pacific. European NGOs have also shown more than average interest in product safety issues, 
while their North American counterparts have paid more attention to wildlife protection issues. In 
Latin America, climate change campaigning is on a relatively small scale compared to issues such 
as indigenous peoples and human rights. 
 
Chart 1: Climate change campaigning 2 

 

                                                 
1 A cluster issue is an issue that straddles more than one single issue or economic sectors. For example, climate change 
is a cluster issue linking all  issues concerned with greenhouse gas emissions. See Table 1 for a full list. 
2 In all charts, the Y axis indicates level of campaigning pressure, indicated by the number of recorded NGO events 
per month, weighted for the number and influence of the NGOs involved. All plots have been smoothed using a three 
month moving average. 
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Chart 2: CSR campaigning 

 
 
Cluster issues ranked by NGO campaigning activity over last 12 months 
NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500 for ease of comparison. Orange shading indicates three 
most active cluster issues in each region, salmon shading indicates the next three most active.  
 
Trend arrows indicate change in NGO activity, Aug 09-Jan10 compared to Feb09-Jul 09 
ҧ rising fast ҫ Falling 
ҩ Rising Ҩ falling fast 
φ Steady Blank no comparison data 

 
NGO activity in region: 

Cluster issue: 
World Europe North America Latin America Asia Pacific 

Pollution 500 φ 232 ҩ 175 φ 23 ҫ 70 ҫ 

Climate Change 497 φ 246 ҩ 182 ҫ 16 ҧ 53 ҫ 

Biodiversity 446 ҫ 186 φ 141 ҫ 37 Ҩ 82 ҫ 

Health 343 ҫ 157 φ 114 ҫ 21 Ҩ 51 Ҩ 

CSR 281 φ 145 φ 49 φ 22 φ 66 Ҩ 

Human Rights 191 ҫ 71 ҫ 29 ҫ 36 φ 55 Ҩ 

Product Safety 165 φ 83 ҩ 47 Ҩ 9 ҫ 26 ҫ 

Wildlife 151 ҫ 58 ҫ 61 ҫ 4 Ҩ 29 ҫ 

Animal Rights / Welfare 99 φ 53 φ 31 Ҩ 5 ҩ 9 Ҩ 

Water 77 ҫ 22 ҫ 34 ҩ 4 Ҩ 18 Ҩ 

Sustainability 76 φ 45 ҩ 13 Ҩ 5 Ҩ 13 Ҩ 

Consumerism 61 φ 34 ҩ 20 Ҩ 3 Ҩ 4 ҫ 

Indigenous peoples 58 ҫ 10 ҩ 8 ҫ 23 φ 17 Ҩ 

Children 43 ҩ 19 ҩ 11 φ 3 Ҩ 9 φ 

Waste 31 ҫ 16 ҫ 9 φ 1 ҧ 5 Ҩ 

Globalisation 26 φ 23 φ 2 Ҩ 0 
 

2 ҩ 

Intellectual Property Rights 22 ҩ 15 ҩ 4 ҫ 2 ҩ 1 ҩ 
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Single issues  

Globally, reducing carbon emissions through international and national agreements, notably 
Copenhagen, continued to be by far the most important issue for NGOs over the past 12 months. 
Indeed, NGO pressure on this one issue, itself only one of many climate change-related issues we 
track, was three times greater than any non-carbon issue (ag biotech crop cultivation), and almost 
double the next most active carbon issue (Canadian oil sands). Of the 20 most active issues 
globally, six were carbon-related, and nine were energy-related.  
 
Campaigning around Copenhagen/Kyoto-2 also rose significantly in the second half of 2009, and 
probably drew NGO resources away from other carbon issues, since campaigning on most of 
these fell over the same period. We expect these issues to come back strongly during 2010 as 
activists target carbon sources instead of governments.  
 
Away from climate change and energy, several issues including mining, old growth/rainforest 
logging, palm oil, supply chain standards in fashion, fisheries sustainability and chemicals 
regulation all saw significant levels of activist engagement globally. In the case of chemicals, 
fashion and palm oil, the second half of the year also saw a sharp rise in campaigning activity. It is 
too early to say if this was a blip or will be sustained through 2010. 
 
Regional variations 
Europe: Over the last 12 months European NGOs like their global counterparts focused the 
greatest share of their resources on climate and energy issues. However there were also significant 
differences in priorities: nuclear energy, sustainable fisheries, fair-trade, reducing automotive 
carbon emissions and tax havens were more important for European NGOs, but ag biotech crops 
and large dams were much less so.  
 
North America: The ten most active issues, and 24 of the top 40, were all energy-related, with oil 
sands, climate change, coal-fired power generation, mountaintop removal coal mining and 
offshore drilling leading the pack. The level of campaigning on oilsands exceeded that on the 
leading non-energy issue, ag biotech, by a factor of six. But campaigners were noticeably less 
engaged on large dams and the impact of climate change on developing countries (which was 
reflected in the strongly parochial perspective of the climate and energy debate in the U.S.A.).  
 
Latin America: Issues of most concern for Latin NGOs are nearly all related to primary resource 
extraction ðthe social and environmental impact of oil drilling and mining, large dams, 
aquaculture, soy and cattle farming in rainforests, plantation forestry, and paper and pulp 
processing. But child obesity, GMOs in food, regulation of financial institutions and pesticides also 
appeared to receive above average attention, although these figures should be treated with 
caution as the statistical bases are small.  
 
Asia Pacific: Campaigning in Asia Pacific had similar priorities to Latin Americaõs, with most 
concern arising over the impact of primary resource extraction on rainforest (palm oil in 
particular), coastal environments and indigenous communities. However since the region also 
includes first world economies with large Western-oriented NGO sectors, some typically first 
world concerns ð GMOs in food, pesticides and whaling for example ð appeared to receive a 
significant level of attention although we know it was concentrated in only a few countries.   
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Most active issues: Global  

Top 40 issues out of 591 tracked by SIGWatch 
 
In this table, NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500. Trend is calculated by comparing last six 
monthsõ activity to the previous six monthsõ activity. 
 

World 
Rank Name 

NGO 
activity Trend 

1 National/international carbon emissions reduction 500 ҩ 

2 Oilsands and oilshale 314 ҫ 

3 Coal burning and climate change 202 φ 

4 Ag biotech crops 150 Ҩ 

5 Nuclear energy - safety 147 Ҩ 

6 Hydro / large dams 141 Ҩ 

7 Mining - environmental impact 131 φ 

8 Climate change impact on impoverished nations 128 Ҩ 

9 Investment in carbon industries 127 φ 

10 Old growth / rainforest logging 123 Ҩ 

11 Wildlife and habitat protection 114 ҩ 

12 Fashion - supply chain standards 113 ҩ 

13 Fisheries and sustainability 112 Ҩ 

14 Mining - social impact 104 φ 

15 Palm oil and rainforests 103 ҩ 

16 Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 95 ҧ 

17 Oil and gas drilling offshore 84 Ҩ 

18 Access to medicine (IP, cost, neglected diseases) 81 ҩ 

19 Fairtrade 76 ҩ 

19 Biotech - regulation 76 ҧ 

21 Automotive carbon emissions and fuel efficiency 74 ҧ 

22 Investment in oil sands 73 Ҩ 

23 Carbon trading, cap and trade 70 ҧ 

24 Aquaculture - impact on coastal communities 67 Ҩ 

25 Biofuels - environment impact 67 ҩ 

26 Oil and gas pipelines 63 ҫ 

27 GMOs in food 62 ҫ 

28 Cattle ranching displacing rainforest 62 Ҩ 

29 Coal burning and air pollution 61 ҫ 

30 Corporate efforts to reduce GHG emissions 60 ҩ 

31 CAFOs / factory farms - environment impacts 59 ҩ 

32 Soy and rainforests 57 ҫ 

33 Illegal logging 56 Ҩ 

34 Mining impact on indigenous people 56 ҧ 

35 Investment and CSR 55 ҫ 

36 Resource extraction - social and environmental impact 55 Ҩ 

37 Arctic - protection from exploitation 54 Ҩ 

38 Mountaintop removal mining MTR 53 ҩ 

39 Road building impact 53 ҫ 

40 Investment in large dams 53 ҩ 
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Most active issues: Europe  

Top 40 issues out of 591 tracked by SIGWatch 
 
In this table, NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500. Trend is calculated by comparing last six 
monthsõ activity to the previous six monthsõ activity. 
 

Europe 
Rank 

World 
Rank Name 

NGO 
activity Trend 

1 1 National/international carbon emissions reduction 500 ҩ 

2 5 Nuclear energy - safety 263 ҫ 

3 3 Coal burning and climate change 235 φ 

4 2 Oilsands and oilshale 192 φ 

5 13 Fisheries and sustainability 172 Ҩ 

6 19 Fairtrade 167 ҩ 

7 9 Investment in carbon industries 166 ҩ 

8 4 Ag biotech crops 152 φ 

9 12 Fashion - supply chain standards 145 ҩ 

10 21 Automotive carbon emissions and fuel efficiency 144 ҧ 

11 8 Climate change impact on impoverished nations 138 Ҩ 

12 16 Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 125 ҧ 

13 10 Old growth / rainforest logging 118 Ҩ 

14 11 Wildlife and habitat protection 115 ҧ 

15 18 Access to medicine (IP, cost, neglected diseases) 114 ҧ 

16 19 Biotech - regulation 104 ҧ 

17 25 Biofuels - environment impact 102 ҧ 

18 44 !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ to climate change 97 ҧ 

19 54 Investment in arms industry 96 Ҩ 

19 54 Biocides 96 ҧ 

21 30 Corporate efforts to reduce GHG emissions 95 ҩ 

22 22 Investment in oil sands 94 Ҩ 

23 33 Illegal logging 93 Ҩ 

24 39 Road building impact 92 Ҩ 

25 57 Nanotech - regulation 91   

26 28 Cattle ranching displacing rainforest 89 Ҩ 

27 43 Nuclear energy - economics 89 φ 

28 23 Carbon trading, cap and trade 87 ҧ 

28 49 Socially responsible investing (SRI) 87 Ҩ 

30 46 Waste incineration pollution 86 Ҩ 

31 47 Tuna - sustainable fisheries 82 ҩ 

32 32 Soy and rainforests 79 φ 

33 31 CAFOs / factory farms - environment impacts 79 ҩ 

33 48 Animal testing and medical research 79 ҫ 

33 69 Tax havens 79 φ 

36 6 Hydro / large dams 71 Ҩ 

36 17 Oil and gas drilling offshore 71 Ҩ 

36 53 Electronics - supply chain standards 71 ҫ 

39 35 Investment and CSR 66 ҩ 

40 60 Agriculture's impact on biodiversity 66 ҧ 
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Most active issues: North America  

Top 40 issues out of 591 tracked by SIGWatch 
 
In this table, NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500. Trend is calculated by comparing last six 
monthsõ activity to the previous six monthsõ activity. 
 

NorAm 
Rank 

World 
Rank 

Name 
NGO 

activity Trend 

1 2 Oilsands and oilshale 500 ҫ 

2 1 National/international carbon emissions reduction 405 ҩ 

3 3 Coal burning and climate change 123 ҫ 

4 38 Mountaintop removal mining MTR 118 ҩ 

5 17 Oil and gas drilling offshore 100 Ҩ 

6 9 Investment in carbon industries 95 φ 

7 37 Arctic - protection from exploitation 95 Ҩ 

8 41 Oil and gas drilling on land 90 Ҩ 

9 29 Coal burning and air pollution 88 ҫ 

10 26 Oil and gas pipelines 84 Ҩ 

11 4 Ag biotech crops 78 Ҩ 

12 10 Old growth / rainforest logging 71 φ 

13 11 Wildlife and habitat protection 68 φ 

13 22 Investment in oil sands 68 ҫ 

15 16 Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 67 ҩ 

16 7 Mining - environmental impact 65 ҩ 

17 51 Oil and gas drilling - impact on wildlife 63 φ 

18 65 Coal mining - environment impact 61 ҫ 

19 23 Carbon trading, cap and trade 58 ҧ 

20 19 Biotech - regulation 53 φ 

21 31 CAFOs / factory farms - environment impacts 49 φ 

22 36 Resource extraction - social & environmental impact 45 ҫ 

23 49 Paper consumption and forests 39 ҧ 

24 6 Hydro / large dams 39 Ҩ 

25 77 Oil and gas drilling - carbon emissions 38 ҧ 

26 25 Biofuels - environment impact 36 Ҩ 

27 8 Climate change impact on impoverished nations 36 Ҩ 

28 51 Carbon taxes 35 Ҩ 

28 57 Climate change - impact on wildlife 35 Ҩ 

28 27 GMOs in food 35 Ҩ 

31 45 Oil and gas drilling - impact on indigenous people 31 ҩ 

32 12 Fashion - supply chain standards 31 ҧ 

33 13 Fisheries and sustainability 30 Ҩ 

34 18 Access to medicine (IP, cost, neglected diseases) 30 ҫ 

35 57 GMOs in animal feed 29 Ҩ 

36 30 Corporate efforts to reduce GHG emissions 28 ҧ 

37 42 Forest conservation for climate protection REDD 28 ҧ 

38 73 Logging - impact on wildlife habitat 26 ҫ 

39 71 Gas flaring 25 Ҩ 

39 34 Mining impact on indigenous people 25 φ 
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Most active issues: Latin America  

Top 40 issues out of 591 tracked by SIGWatch 
 
In this table, NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500. Trend is calculated by comparing last six 
monthsõ activity to the previous six monthsõ activity. 
 

Latin Am 
Rank 

World 
Rank 

Name 
NGO 

activity Trend 

1 7 Mining - environmental impact 500 φ 

2 6 Hydro / large dams 491 ҫ 

3 14 Mining - social impact 473 φ 

4 8 Climate change impact on impoverished nations 446   

5 24 Aquaculture - impact on coastal communities 440 Ҩ 

6 45 Oil and gas drilling - impact on indigenous people 407 φ 

7 32 Soy and rainforests 277 Ҩ 

8 4 Ag biotech crops 223 Ҩ 

9 28 Cattle ranching displacing rainforest 220 Ҩ 

10 63 Plantation forestry(eg. Eucalyptus) 214 ҩ 

11 18 Access to medicine (IP, cost, neglected diseases) 184 ҩ 

12 34 Mining impact on indigenous people 178 ҧ 

13 10 Old growth / rainforest logging 166 Ҩ 

14 70 Child obesity 151 Ҩ 

15 42 Forest conservation for climate protection REDD 117 ҩ 

16 49 Paper consumption and forests 114 Ҩ 

16 27 GMOs in food 114 Ҩ 

18 1 National/international carbon emissions reduction 105 Ҩ 

18 40 Investment in large dams 105 φ 

20 75 Regulation of financial institutions 99 Ҩ 

20 78 Biochar as carbon sequestrator 99 φ 

22 36 Resource extraction - social and environmental impact 78 Ҩ 

23 67 Pesticides impact on the environment 75 Ҩ 

24 3 Coal burning and climate change 72 ҧ 

25 41 Oil and gas drilling on land 69 Ҩ 

26 29 Coal burning and air pollution 60 ҧ 

27 44 !ƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ to climate change 48   

28 12 Fashion - supply chain standards 42 φ 

28 13 Fisheries and sustainability 42 φ 

28 57 GMOs in animal feed 42 Ҩ 

28 63 Water footprint, efficiency 42 Ҩ 

32 19 Biotech - regulation 36 ҩ 

33 65 Coal mining - environment impact 30   

33 25 Biofuels - environment impact 30 Ҩ 

33 66 Chemical waste and pesticide cleanup 30 φ 

33 35 Investment and CSR 30   

37 48 Animal testing and medical research 27   

38 16 Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 21 Ҩ 

38 73 Logging - impact on wildlife habitat 21 Ҩ 

38 68 Govt investment in renewable energy 21 Ҩ 
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Most active issues: Asia Pacific  

Top 40 issues out of 591 tracked by SIGWatch 
 
In this table, NGO activity figures has been normalised to maximum 500. Trend is calculated by comparing last six 
monthsõ activity to the previous six monthsõ activity. 
 

AsiaPac 
Rank 

World 
Rank 

Name 
NGO 

activity Trend 

1 1 National/international carbon emissions reduction 500 φ 

2 15 Palm oil and rainforests 395 ҧ 

3 6 Hydro / large dams 350 Ҩ 

4 7 Mining - environmental impact 245 Ҩ 

5 3 Coal burning and climate change 211 ҩ 

6 14 Mining - social impact 205 Ҩ 

7 4 Ag biotech crops 190 Ҩ 

8 11 Wildlife and habitat protection 184 φ 

9 12 Fashion - supply chain standards 181 φ 

10 24 Aquaculture - impact on coastal communities 178 Ҩ 

11 10 Old growth / rainforest logging 156 ҫ 

12 27 GMOs in food 136 φ 

13 34 Mining impact on indigenous people 131 ҩ 

14 8 Climate change impact on impoverished nations 123 Ҩ 

15 40 Investment in large dams 114 ҧ 

15 56 Whaling 114 Ҩ 

17 36 Resource extraction - social and environmental impact 112 Ҩ 

18 35 Investment and CSR 108 Ҩ 

19 13 Fisheries and sustainability 104 φ 

20 5 Nuclear energy - safety 103 Ҩ 

21 63 Plantation forestry(eg. Eucalyptus) 101 ҧ 

22 67 Pesticides impact on the environment 97 Ҩ 

23 29 Coal burning and air pollution 73 Ҩ 

24 42 Forest conservation for climate protection REDD 70 Ҩ 

24 73 Logging - impact on wildlife habitat 70 Ҩ 

26 49 Paper consumption and forests 69 ҧ 

26 61 Tourist development impact 69 Ҩ 

28 62 Investment in controversial countries 62 ҩ 

29 26 Oil and gas pipelines 59 ҧ 

30 33 Illegal logging 57 Ҩ 

30 57 Climate change - impact on wildlife 57 ҧ 

32 49 Socially responsible investing (SRI) 56 Ҩ 

33 66 Chemical waste and pesticide cleanup 55   

34 53 Electronics - supply chain standards 52 Ҩ 

34 9 Investment in carbon industries 52 Ҩ 

36 47 Tuna - sustainable fisheries 48 ҧ 

37 63 Water footprint, efficiency 46 Ҩ 

38 16 Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 42 Ҩ 

39 17 Oil and gas drilling offshore 41 ҩ 

40 70 Child obesity 32 Ҩ 
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Fastest rising  very active global issues  

¶ Nanotech - regulation 

¶ Biocides 

¶ Industry influence over regulatory process 

¶ Gas - fracking 

¶ Oil and gas drilling - carbon emissions 

¶ Ethical and sustainable consumption 

¶ Agriculture contribution to climate change 

¶ Burma 

¶ Endosulfan 

¶ Carbon trading, cap and trade 

¶ Biotech - regulation 

¶ Agriculture's impact on biodiversity 

¶ Mining impact on indigenous people 

¶ Regulation of chemicals, pesticides, etc 

¶ Automotive carbon emissions and fuel efficiency 

Fastest rising moderately active global issues  

¶ Pharma research ethics 

¶ IP rights and digital media, electronics 

¶ Pesticides - impact on wildlife 

¶ Transparent pricing of goods and services 

¶ Biomass 

¶ Pharma marketing direct to patients 

¶ Wind energy - health impacts 

¶ Rubber plantations and human rights 

¶ Marine wildlife conservation 

¶ Large-scale piping of water 

¶ Fur retailing 

¶ Ag biotech and chemical use 

¶ GMO contamination of food eg. GM pollen 

¶ Chemicals in electronics 

¶ Earth jurisprudence 

New or recently reactivated  issues  

¶ Ethical purchasing of medical supplies and equipment 

¶ Financial institutions and greenwashing 

¶ Environmental impact of geothermal projects 

¶ Commercial bees (environmental impact) 

¶ Concentration in global audit sector 
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About SIGWatch 

SIGWatch is a 12 year old consultancy based in Freiburg, Germany with a network of researchers 
scattered across the world. We specialise in tracking and understanding NGOs to help business 
manage NGO risk through intelligence, which includes our well-known SIGWatch NGO 
newsfeed, insight - analysis of NGO intentions and influence to help manage issues and predict 
emerging problems, based on our proprietary online analytical tools at www.sigwatch.com and 
impact - understanding NGO psychology, motivation and engagement to predict how NGOs 
campaign and to help ensure productive engagement. 
 
We know an incredible amount of NGOs, both as individual groups and how they develop and 
prosecute their campaigns. Because we watch thousands of NGOs campaigning across hundreds 
of  issues, we are very good at spotting trends, such as new tactics and strategies, and picking up 
on emerging coalitions and òissues bounceó (when issues migrate between countries and 
continents). 
 
 
 
If you have a research requirement or just a question about NGOs, please contact Robert Blood, the principal 
of SIGWatch, on robert.blood@sigwatch.com or call him on +49 761 707 5938. 
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