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He tells stories of people and their ideas tackling the biggest problem facing humanity: climate change. 
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Introduction

On Monday, 20 August 2018, fifteen-year-old Greta Thunberg sat down outside the Swedish parliament with only an armful of flyers and a wooden sign that read Skolstrejk för Klimatet (School Strike for Climate). She posted some photos on social media, but few paid attention.

The next day she sat down in the same place and went on strike again. A few people joined her this time. She continued to strike for twenty-one days until the Swedish general election, with more and more people protesting alongside her. Greta’s story spread on social media, inspiring other young people across the world to take a stand against climate change.

On Friday, 15 March 2019, a global school strike was called. Seven months after Greta’s lone protest, more than 1.4 million people took part, in 2,000 cities and towns in 128 countries, from Argentina and Australia to the UK and the US. The message to world leaders was loud and clear: act now on climate change before it’s too late.

And they’re right to demand urgent action. In October 2018, the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) published a landmark report which concluded that, without radical action by 2030, there is little chance of avoiding the catastrophic impacts of climate change. To get there, the world will need to take unprecedented action to cut carbon emissions quickly.

We’ve known about global warming since the 1860s, when it was discovered that greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide can warm the planet. Science tells us now that a hotter planet makes life worse for most living organisms: from unbearable heatwaves to flash floods and more intense hurricanes to mega droughts.

In the 1910s, reports warned that the burning of fossil fuels such as oil, coal and gas increases the concentration of these gases in our atmosphere, thus identifying human activity as a contributor to global warming. But the convenience of fossil fuels proved too tempting to abandon. Easy access to unlimited energy brought riches to Western countries, and provided plenty of excuses to push away worries about a distant future.

By 1987, there was little doubt that humanity’s addiction to fossil fuels would lead to horrific and far-reaching consequences. Scientists predicted that rising sea levels would eat up entire islands and vast coastal regions. Extreme weather events would force hundreds of millions of people to migrate, creating a refugee crisis of epic proportions. And, in an evil twist of fate, those who would suffer the worst impacts would be people in poor countries that have contributed least to the greenhouse gas problem.

In the past three decades, the urgency of addressing the problem has grown but the actions taken have been nowhere close to proportionate. The first COP – the annual United Nations climate conference – happened in 1995, creating a framework for countries around the world to work together to create programmes that would cut emissions. But it wasn’t until 2015, at the twenty-first meeting of COP in Paris, that all the countries in the world finally agreed on a goal to keep the rise of global average temperatures ‘well below’ 2 °C and pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5 °C.

Although the Paris climate agreement has begun to bring disparate groups together under one umbrella of climate action, the world continues to hit new annual records on carbon emissions. And with every passing year the world eats up its finite carbon budget – the amount of CO2 emissions that can still be emitted before we blow past the targets set in 2015.

Today’s young generation will inherit this planet and they know they are going to suffer the worst consequences of climate change, if real action is not taken now.

Greta Thunberg has become the face of the youth climate protests. She leads with steely determination and speaks with supreme clarity. She deserves all the praise that has come her way and more that will surely come. But she’s also the first person to shun it and let others know that she isn’t the leader of the youth climate movement.

Speaking at the 2019 UN climate summit in Madrid, she called for the media to turn their attention to the other young people fighting the climate crisis across the world: ‘We are privileged and our stories have been told many times, over and over again. And it is not our stories that need to be told and listened to.’

Greta’s story is one of many. This book is about those many. In the pages that follow, you’ll read about sixty young people, in forty-one countries, who are fighting to save our planet on every continent.

There’s Cricket Guest from Canada, protesting against the building of oil pipelines through indigenous land; Aditya Mukarji in India, who is changing how businesses operate one plastic straw at a time; Vivianne Roc in Haiti, working to ensure women’s voices can be heard in the climate fight; Shannon Lisa, a chemical detective in the US who recognises that extreme events linked to climate change could cause highly toxic chemicals to leak into the environment; Carlon Zackhras in the Marshall Islands, trying to raise the alarm about losing his home to rising sea levels; Lesein Mutunkei, a high-school student in Kenya who plants a tree whenever he scores a goal playing football and is convincing hundreds to join in, and many more who are proving that no one is too small to make a difference.

These young people don’t just bring new energy to the climate fight; they bring new perspectives, fresh tactics and unwavering resolution. They don’t just understand that everything in the world is connected; they also know how to bridge the divides that have been forming. They know that tackling climate change requires cutting emissions, but that getting there will require facing up to and rooting out deeper injustices perpetuated in societies.

The youth climate movement has sprung up from the grass roots, brought millions into the fold and changed the global conversation. Even as the world faces a different global threat in the Covid-19 pandemic, seeing these young people continue protests online, rebuffing attacks and accusations while remaining firmly grounded in science and humility, is proof that the movement is likely to endure.

Climate change will affect everyone around the world for decades to come, and that’s why it needs a sustained, global movement to fight it. Greta’s strike began as a one-person protest – it was people telling her story that encouraged many others to join the fight. The stories that follow will surely inspire many more.

 

Akshat Rathi

April 2020
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