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CHAPTER ONE


Rallying against Pollution


Have you ever really disagreed with something? It might have been something your parents, teachers, or friends said or did, or perhaps just something you heard about on the news. It might be something that happened at your school or in your city. Whatever it was, you do not like it and you want to stand up, speak out, and protest.


History is full of stories of people who have done just that. They found out about something that felt or seemed wrong or dangerous, so they protested. They objected. They complained. Some marched or rallied, while others picketed or boycotted. Sometimes they did it alone, sometimes in a small group, and sometimes in a massive crowd. Because those people could not stay quiet, the world is likely a much better and safer place.


Margaret Mead, one of the most famous anthropologists in the world, once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.” Whether one person stands up alone or thousands march together, protest is how history—and important changes—are made.







GRETA THUNBERG
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Greta Thunberg, 2019








Swedish environmental activist Greta Thunberg began learning about climate change in 2011 at eight years old. In August 2018, Greta, instead of going to school, began protesting outside the Swedish Parliament in Stockholm with a sign that read “School Strike for Climate.” Thunberg, along with other students, then started a school strike climate movement to protest every Friday called “Fridays for Future.” In March 2019, two worldwide protests were held in over 100 different countries with over one million students in attendance. After becoming the international poster child for climate change, Greta has appeared before protesters, politicians, world leaders, and the United Kingdom parliament and European parliament to speak about the dangers of global warming and the need for more green initiatives worldwide. In addition to her speeches and protests, Greta has also published various books and articles, been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize, and was named TIME magazine’s Person of the Year in 2019.1






Giving Earth a Chance
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Gaylord Nelson speaks to a crowd in Denver on the first Earth Day, 1970.








Gaylord Nelson dedicated his life to two things: politics and the outdoors. As a senator from Wisconsin, he helped create a national hiking trails system. He also played a key role in passing important environmental laws. Even more important, he created one of the biggest environmental protests in the world—and it continues today.


Nelson had watched people demonstrate against the Vietnam War, and he was impressed. He wanted to find a way for people to speak up for the environment, but nonviolently. He, along with several others, organized the country’s first Earth Day, calling it a “national teach-in on the environment.” He chose April 22 as the day because it was between most college students’ spring break and before their final exams.
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Earth Day button








In the fall of 1969, Nelson announced his plans for Earth Day. He invited everyone in the entire country to get involved. Here was a chance to make a difference. “The wire services carried the story from coast to coast,” he recalled. “The response was electric. It took off like gangbusters. Telegrams, letters, and telephone inquiries poured in from all across the country. The American people finally had a forum to express its concern about what was happening to the land, rivers, lakes, and air—and they did so with spectacular exuberance.”2


Earth Day 1970 was a huge success. More than 20 million Americans came out and protested a range of threats to the environment, from oil spills, pesticides, and toxic chemical dumps to wildlife extinction. They protested with signs in streets and lectures in auditoriums. Thousands of college and university students participated. Rallies were held in Philadelphia, Chicago, Los Angeles, and many other large cities. In New York City, a part of Fifth Avenue was shut down to traﬃc so that people could listen to celebrity speakers, such as Paul Newman and Ali MacGraw. In Washington, D.C., Congress recessed so that members could go out and talk to people about environmental issues. The day’s slogan was “Give Earth a Chance!”
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Senator Edmund Muskie speaks to the crowds in Philadelphia.
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Protesters gather at Independence Mall in Philadelphia on the eve of Earth Day 1970.








1970’s Earth Day celebration raised the public’s awareness of many problems facing the environment, but it did more than that. By the end of the year, the country had created the Environmental Protection Agency. Its job was to regulate environmental health hazards and the use of natural resources. The government also developed the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Endangered Species Act.3


Earth Day 1970 was such a successful protest, it became a yearly celebration. In 1990, the event went global. More than 200 million people in 141 countries took part. It inspired countless recycling programs. By 2000, hundreds of millions of people, as well as thousands of environmental groups in 184 countries, participated in Earth Day. This time they focused on ways to find clean energy for the planet. They held rallies, sponsored conferences, and hosted outdoor community projects. Groups began cleaning up parks and teaching about the environment in schools.
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