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			Introduction

			Should I let the kids go outside? 

			 We’re thinking of driving to Maine for a few days to get away from the smoke.

			What do I tell the kids?

			I’m so scared this is the future.

			The words came like waves crashing against the shore in a storm, one rolling in after another. It was late spring 2023, and smoke from wildfires in Canada blanketed the northeastern US, turning the sky eerie colors, sending us to check air quality reports before leaving the house. My phone, my moms chat group, my weekday morning walking group were filled with worries and questions. How do we do this? How do we parent at this moment in time? On a rapidly warming planet? On an Earth in crisis?

			By the time my daughter was born, I had been writing about food systems and the environment for nearly a decade. I’d spoken with countless worried farmers about soil erosion and what it means for their ability—and inability—to produce food. Chefs, baristas, and mixologists routinely shared their fears about how the changing climate could impact the ingredients they loved. And while I hadn’t yet witnessed the apocalyptic skies or experienced the smoke-filled air from increasingly intense wildfires in my corner of the eastern US, I’d listened to colleagues in California talk about the poor air quality that forced their kids inside and the panicked middle-of-the-night evacuations as flames came over the nearby hills. By the time I decided I wanted a child, I thought I knew the full breadth of the climate-crisis horrors a child could face.

			Of course, everything you think you know about the climate crisis changes the moment you’re looking at your child. As a friend of mine remarked recently, “It’s different when you have skin in the game.”

			In August 2021, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the scientific group that monitors and assesses the science of climate change, laid out five scenarios for the world our children and grandchildren will inherit, based in part on how humans respond (or don’t) to the current crises. 

			Scenario 1: The world reaches net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. In all likelihood, the planet warms by more than 1.5°C/2.7°F, but by 2100 the temperature falls back. We and our children still see the effects of the climate crisis, including an increased frequency and intensity of heat waves, storms, and other extreme weather.

			Scenario 2: The world is slower to reduce greenhouse gas emissions but eventually reaches net-zero emissions after 2050. The planet warms by an average of 1.8°C/3.2°F by 2100. In this scenario, sea levels rise 30–45 cm/12–17 in by the end of the century. I know that doesn’t sound like much. Still, it puts an additional ten million people worldwide at risk for coastal flooding, twice as many as the number of people exposed to extreme heat from scenario 1, and there is an increase in extreme weather events.

			Scenario 3: Every country fulfills its existing climate obligations. The world warms by an average of 2.7°C/4.9°F by 2100. The Arctic Ocean is ice-free in the summer, there is a significant drop in global food production, and there are more extreme weather events.

			Scenario 4: Global cooperation fails, and countries put their interests—primarily their economic interests—first. The world warms an average of 3.6°C/6.48°F, and sea levels rise 46–74 cm/ 18–29 in, devastating many coastal communities.

			Scenario 5: This is the worst of the worst. We do nothing to make climate change better, and we continue to make it worse. The Earth warms by 4.4°C/7.9°F, parts of the planet are wholly unlivable, and millions of people, animals, and plants die from the climate crisis.

			To be a parent at this moment, teetering on the edge of climate disaster, is to never live far from anxiety and grief, real fear, intense anger, and immense sorrow. And always lingering underneath my everyday actions—buying groceries, taking a morning walk, watching my child play outside—is this thought: How will I answer if she eventually asks me, “How could you have had me, knowing what you knew?”

			Like most parents, more than anything, I want my daughter to grow into a happy, kind, successful being, but how do I help her do that on a planet that is getting hotter? How do I talk to my child about it? How will I help her manage her own fears about our planet? How do I manage mine? How do I empower her? And what skills will she need to live in the future?

			When much of the world shut down in 2020, my daughter and I found ourselves back in my hometown in a house I had slowly been renovating for several years. Like many people, I spent much of the early days of the pandemic doomscrolling, baking, and thinking about how to keep my family healthy and physically and mentally safe.

			I also spent a lot of time staring at a big old dogwood tree in our front yard. Regal, crooked, beautiful, but weathered, the dogwood created a magical bubble over a corner of our yard and front porch. Its rambling branches extended so that when it bloomed in the warmer months, it was nearly impossible to see who was sitting in the porch swing or the sloping yard just beyond. It became a favorite spot to set out a blanket and while away an afternoon reading or playing. Whenever we passed the dogwood, my daughter, who was just learning to talk, started saying, “Bye, tree, bye, tree,” in that excited half shout, half ­whisper of toddlers, and happily saying, “Hi, tree,” while patting its trunk whenever we returned.

			In May 2020, when the news was unbearable, that old dogwood seemed to ground me to the world, offering a little reassurance. You’ve seen some things, haven’t you? I’d muse while pulling the weeds from the flower bed. And you’re still here. In a world turned upside down, the tree was solid earth; saying hello and goodbye to it on our morning walks became a ritual. Occasionally, my daughter threw in a hug.

			As the days passed, I started thinking a lot about resilience: the resilience of that 100-plus-year-old tree, the resilience of my local town, of myself, of my child. Resilience is a buzzword that gets thrown around a lot these days, but what is it? What does it look like to be resilient? Why are some people more resilient than others? Can parents help their kids develop resilience? Should they?

			Resilience is the ability to engage with a challenge and adapt well to it. The biggest challenge facing children alive today (and the children who come after them in the next ten to thirty years) is the climate crisis. Unlike the Covid-19 pandemic, which took the world by surprise, the climate crisis is something we know is coming—it’s already here. So how can parents raise climate-resilient kids? How can we help them adapt well to the climate crisis?

			I’ve been an environmentalist for as long as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories are of running up and down the beach outside my childhood home on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. My dad would take me on evening walks, flashlight in hand, to try to spot the crabs scurrying along the sand; my mom would wake me up early to watch the sun rolling over the horizon and help me spot the dolphins playing in the surf; my brother and sister and I spent countless hours jumping in the waves. Idyllic, yes, but I was also aware from a young age of the precariousness of it all.

			Storms are scary on the Outer Banks. We’d sit on the covered deck when summer lightning storms rolled in, the stilted house swaying in the wind. When I was a baby, my parents and I once got stranded on a flooded road. A generous passerby stopped to rescue us. That road later became a bridge, and almost every time we went over the bridge or the forecast called for a big storm, we would recount the story of the flooded road. I can recall listening to my parents talk and worry about the beach outside our home becoming smaller and smaller. And as much as I loved watching the dolphins and the other wildlife, especially the pelicans, which I still find mesmerizing, I also witnessed how human-made pollution was killing them.

			The entire stretch of barrier islands where I fell in love with the natural world is now at risk. The beaches my parents worried about years ago are shrinking by more than 14 feet a year in some places. The people who live in the towns that dot the shore are weighing their willingness to pay more in taxes and other fees to save the land. It’s a fight many know they will eventually lose. The sad reality is that my daughter will not know the Outer Banks like I did. Much of her childhood and adulthood will be different from mine. The climate crisis divides us in this way. The knowledge and experience I have from my childhood feel insufficient. It’s why I have sought new knowledge and skills that can help me help her.

			For years I’ve been having conversations with everyone from oyster farmers working to restore clean waters to psychologists pushing for changes in how medicine addresses climate anxiety. These conversations have been about their work, but also about their kids. About how they parent. How they talk to their children about the climate crisis. The skills they think their children will need. The actions they are taking and how they confront their own climate grief.

			Before my daughter was born, I got into the habit of weighing my choices against their effect on the environment. Some, like putting solar panels on my house or purchasing an electric car, were easy enough for me to do; others, like divesting the heat source for my house of fossil fuels, or not flying, I find nearly impossible. Others, like composting, I do routinely, then fall out of the habit and struggle to get back into them. But once I had a child, I started questioning more: not only if I was doing enough, but how to raise my child to carry an awareness of and care for the environment that, as an adult, I feel I am learning all the time.

			Parents are in an impossible place. Amid the catastrophic headlines, it can be hard to feel hope. We know the climate crisis is an “us problem,” not a “me problem.” But while many argue that systemic change is what we need to focus on, I don’t believe systemic change and individual action are mutually exclusive. Small actions have the potential to drive systemic change. And empowering our kids to know that they can have an impact as individuals lays the groundwork for raising kids who grow up to feel comfortable taking on the more systemic issues as activists or as professionals or simply as voters. There are things we can do to prepare our kids for all the possible climate-change scenarios while helping them develop the skills they’ll need to thrive in whatever the world looks like in the future.

			I can’t claim this book will provide all the answers, but I believe it offers parts of the solutions to many of the issues facing parents as we raise our children in the climate crisis. 

			I’ve organized the book into four parts. In Part 1, I explore the big, hard feelings that can color how and when we talk to our kids about the climate crisis. That includes climate anxiety and grief—both ours and theirs. My goal is to help those of us who feel overwhelmed with feelings like fear or anger or despair get to a place of empowerment and hope.

			Today’s generation of children and the ones who come after them will have to manage the climate crisis as they grow up. Part 2 looks at how helping children find joy in the natural world can be an antidote to climate grief—and a way to foster a sense of responsibility for protecting the environment.

			In Part 3, you’ll find tactical advice about taking real steps to live a more ecologically sound and healthy life and about how to build resilience in the face of so much uncertainty. Part 4 looks at how individual actions can help to create lasting systemic change.

			I believe that we can mitigate the worst of the climate crisis, that we can adapt well to what we cannot change, and that in the process we can create a better, fairer, more sustainable world.

			Our kids’ lives and their world will be different, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be beautiful.


	



OEBPS/image/9781523528974_Cover.jpg
PARENTING
INA
CLIMAJE

GHISIS

BRIDGET SHIRVELL






OEBPS/image/title.jpg
PARENTING
INA
CLIMATE
CRISIS

A HANDBOOK FOR TURNING
FEAR INTO ACTION

BRIDGET SHIRVELL

WORKMAN PUBLISHING
NEW YORK











