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Who is Tim DeChristopher?  

 Tim DeChristopher, a political activist fighting on the forefront of climate issues in America, 

has an intriguing story. He was born into a family of activists, as his mother fought to shut down coal 

mining that required the removal of mountaintops. He studied Economics and, when he attended the 

Stegner Symposium at the University of Utah, the scientist Dr. Terry Root, from the International Panel 

on Climate Change, gave a presentation about the climate crisis facing America. Tim talked to Dr. Root 

after the presentation, curious if the horrors she discussed were really that bad. In response, she said “I 

am so sorry, but my generation failed yours.” Those words ended up becoming the foundation of Tim's 

worldview, which is understandable considering the power behind them.  

 During the time Time was taking his final exams at the University of Utah, he learned about an 

auction of public lands being orchestrated by the Bush administration via advocates for Utah's 

wilderness, two of which were Robert Redford and the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance (SUWA). 

The parcels of land being auctioned included those that were situated near Canyonlands National Park 

and other natural resources. When SUWA attempted to sue the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 

the lawsuit did not go through. After Tim's last exam, he took a train to another protest SUWA had 

organized outside of an auction. Unlike the other protesters, however, he realized that in order to have 

the most impact, he needed to be inside the auction, not outside of it. So he went into the auction and 

registered as a bidder, bidder 70, and went and sat in the throng of people waiting for the auction to 

begin. While he originally intended to make a speech, he chose to pursue a more drastic course of 

action.  



 Tim's decision to start bidding on the land parcels was made when he became aware of a 

woman, a friend of his, who weeped openly at the transfer of the lands from the public into the 

possession of energy giants. Her pain was the last straw for him, and he began to bid on the land 

parcels, originally intending to force the prices up. The strategy was effective in its own way because 

some of the parcels were being auctioned off with a starting price of $2 and ended up being sold at 

$240. But soon, Tim couldn't handle losing any more public lands, and he began bidding on every 

parcel, winning all of them. When the auctioneers recognized he was an outlier, they had him escorted 

out of the auction, and it was then that they learned he had neither the intention to pay for the land 

parcels he'd won nor the funds to do so. His actions forced the auction to shut down, and Ken Salazar, 

the Secretary of the Interior, reviewed the auction and dismissed it because he found evidence that the 

BLM had broken its own policies – including a statute that required they take the impact on the 

environment into consideration before auctioning off public lands.  

 The federal government convicted Tim of two charges – false representation and one count of 

violating the Federal Onshore Oil and Gas Leasing Reform Act. Tim spent two years in jail, but he has 

never felt apologetic or remorseful about his actions. He tours the country, giving speeches on the 

importance of social change, and frequently reminds Americans that all the social change that has ever 

occurred in this country has occurred because citizens were willing to risk their freedom by 

participating in nonviolent civil disobedience.  

Source: http://www.peacefuluprising.org/tim-dechristopher/tims-story  

What leadership style most appropriately describes Tim's leadership style?  

 I find it difficult to attribute a leadership style to Tim's actions because he didn't intend to 

become a leader, not at first. Rather, he saw a problem and he said, “I can do something about this,” 

and he acted. Personally, I'd propose an entirely new theory of leadership, especially after the 

conversations I've had with others about what they believe leaders do and why they are effective. 

Rather than look at the research on leadership theories – most of which has been put together by 

http://www.peacefuluprising.org/tim-dechristopher/tims-story


leaders, from what I can tell – I'd prefer to look at what the people who tend to follow view as 

leadership. And, out of what I've heard from them, leaders are the people who make decisions – the 

people who take action. As John said to me, “People don't care what kind of personality a leader has or 

the decisions that are made. Even if the decisions that are made are bad, leaders will still have 

followers. What it comes down to is this: if a person is able to look at a situation and make a decision 

that results in action, even if that action isn't the correct action, then that person is a leader and others 

will follow.”  

 Of course, I've paraphrased what John said to me, but I thought his point was a brilliant one. 

Because we all do that. We all have had managers/bosses that we've hated, but we followed them 

because they were leaders – they acted. So, personally, I'd propose a new theory of leadership: A person 

acquires leadership abilities when they are thrust into a situation that forces them to take action in order 

to solve a problem. Leaders solve problems, or, if the problem is too large to solve in a single step, 

leaders take the initial action with the intent of moving to the solution, and that gives rise to a 

movement of people willing to follow.  

 Personally, I believe that this can be seen in Tim DeChristopher's actions. He went into that 

auction intended only to protest – there were protesters there already. But an event occurred – the tears 

of his friend – that forced him into a decision to act. In that moment, he became a leader, with 

everything it means to lead thrust upon him.  

DeChristopher states, “We've always been told...that corporations have all the power, and we 

don't often get to be reminded that we are citizens of what was once the greatest democracy on 

the planet.” Do you feel like your voice as a citizen in today's America has any effect? Do you feel 

that activism produces tangible results? What do you think is the most effective way to bring 

about change?  

 I never heard that corporations had all the power until I started attending college, honestly, so 

I've never felt like I didn't have a voice. Part of that is because I stopped watching the news channels in 



high school, when I watched a documentary in my Economic and Political Science class that 

showcased the difference between the type of news shown in this country – all violence and negativity , 

producing a fear-based culture – and the type of news shown in Canada, where the newscasters focus 

more on the social issues pertaining to the area, and there's an even split between positive and negative 

news. If something bad occurs, it is discussed, but it is not highlighted in Canada the way such events 

are in America. There's a reason Canadians are known as the friendliest people in the world, and I know 

enough Canadians that I can say with a decent amount of confidence that they are, generally speaking, 

incredibly friendly and helpful people.   

 So, with that in mind, I've never felt I haven't had a voice, and I have been speaking my mind 

for years. Granted, I also started leading when I was very young, and I could argue that with an ENTJ 

personality type, I was born into leadership, but I take issue with the “born leadership” theory the same 

way I take issue with the “born writer” theory. For me, leading didn't start with what would be 

considered “true leadership” by most people. Rather, it started with my willingness and ability to help 

the people in my classes understand and complete the assignments we were given because my family, 

even though it was dysfunctional, taught me the value of providing others with the skills and insights I 

had that they didn't. I was told, from day one in my life, “You can do anything you set your mind to. 

Nothing is impossible.” And I have always lived my life that way.  

 That attitude shows in everything I do, too, because I have always understood that life isn't easy, 

that the only way to accomplish anything is to go out and do it, and I've struggled through the hardships 

in my life with the tenacity that I'll credit by Scottish ancestors for passing down to me. Should I 

choose to get all the documents together, I could legally change my last name to MacGregor, as I am 

part of that clan by blood. And, if you aren't familiar with any Scottish history, suffice it to say that the 

MacGregor clan is the only Scottish Highland clan that the English so feared that the King of England 

issued a Proscription that lasted 300 years, forcing the MacGregors to assume new names and blend 

into the homes of neighboring clans in order to escape a royal writ that issued orders for the complete 



extermination of the clan. And the reason the English king feared the MacGregors is a simple one: my 

ancestor, Alistair MacGregor, led a force of 300 foot soldiers against a British cavalry of 800 and won 

without losing more than a dozen men in the battle. The motto of the MacGregor clan, translated into 

English, is “Royal is my race,” and I have always lived my life in the umbrella of what it means to be 

noble. Not noble by the means of finances or by being born into a prestigious family, but noble by the 

means of taking fierce action to defend my life, my family, and the people who matter most.  

 As for activism producing tangible results – yes, 100% absolutely, I believe that it does. Every 

action creates a chain of reactive events, and I would argue that activism is the only way change 

happens. America itself came about through activism – activism that turned violent in the Revolution, 

perhaps, but activism nonetheless. Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, Susan B. Anthony – there are a few 

names I feel prove that social change happens in this country when people take action. And that is all 

activism is – action. Action with a purpose, perhaps, but it still boils down to that one word: action.  

Dennis Willis, a retired Bureau of Land Management (BLM) staff member states, “I have been in 

meetings with oil and gas companies that have come in and just flat said, 'We own the White 

House. You will do it our way.'” Have there been instances of environmental destruction and 

degradation in your community which have benefited corporations more than the public?  

 There is an issue right now, that I actually became aware of thanks to this assignment, regarding 

the Blue Ridge Parkway. The Parkway draws over 14 million visitors per year, but the funds for 

preservation of the land has been cut in half, despite the fact the Parkway generates over $300 million 

for the local economy. According to what I've read, only a third of the land around the Blue Ridge 

Parkway is protected, and something needs to be done to provide those same protections to the rest of 

the land there. The Parkway is a beautiful area, and I personally don't want to see industrial sites go up 

in that area. As I've been around people from Boone all my life, I have confidence in the public in this 

area. The town, in general, is incredibly innovative and proactive in pursuing environmental 

protections, and with as many activists live in this area, I think energy giants and other destructive 



corporations will have a hard fight on their hands if they try to come into this area without 

understanding the lines the community will not let them cross. I think, in that respect, that the Scottish 

and Irish ancestry that runs in the veins of most of the citizens of the rural South keep a lot of the 

serious environmental concerns, like fracking, off of our doorsteps. Mountain people are hard people, 

and, for me, I know if it ever comes down to a fight, the citizens of the southern states, at the very least 

(I don't know much about the history of the northern states), will not stand by and watch the country 

fall apart. All you have to do to see proof of that is open up a history book and read about the American 

Revolution and the Civil War – yes, the South went to war for stupid reasons and lost (which I'm 

thankful for), but there has never been any doubt, in my mind, about the willingness of the people in 

the South to fight for what they believe to be important. I mean, just look at this news release:  

http://www.environmentnorthcarolina.org/news/nce/more-50000-north-carolinians-tell-governor-

mccrory-ban-fracking. So, like I said, I have complete faith in the people of this state, and other states 

like it, to fight hard for what they believe. All change starts with action, and action on a small scale can 

quickly become global.  
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