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For the young.


INTRODUCTION

It’s Friday morning on 15 March 2019 in Hong Kong. My daughters’ school chatroom has been buzzing since dawn: dozens of colourful cartoons have appeared, with slogans sent out by #FridaysForFuture sites. Today is the day of the great global student strike organized by Greta Thunberg, the sixteen-year-old activist and, because of this work, a candidate for the 2019 Nobel Peace Prize. Hong Kong has woken up to a resounding response from its students. Parents and grandparents are also getting ready to take the metro to Central Station, the meeting point for the demonstration.

‘Mama, what does “climate change” mean?’ eight-year-old Agata asks me. All children ask questions – it’s their job, they have to understand how things work in the world. And now this diminutive Swedish girl, with her long braids and stern expression, has directed the attention of adults and her peers alike to issues crucial to the future of the planet, and the heads of the youngest children have been filled with questions. Global warming, the greenhouse effect, fossil fuels – what do they all mean? What are biodiversity and sustainable development? Who is studying the changes that are taking place here on Earth? Which sources are reliable? What action can I take?

The children at the junior and high schools have been informing themselves in the days leading up to the first demonstration, searching online, reading scientific articles and questioning their teachers. They have roped in parents who have had to study just as hard to produce easy-to-understand summaries for distribution in class. It has been tricky to pick a path through the fragmented information available from media sources and the concentrated data couched in specialist terms supplied by the experts, but they have managed it: youngsters and parents have been coming together in informative chat groups and posting summaries, analyses and answers. As they march and sing their way to Government House, the seat of the governor of their city, on 15 March, the majority of the students are better informed than the adults watching them from the streets and windows.

Just as in hundreds of other cities around the world that day, the children carried placards as reminders that we must act soon because, to put it simply: There is no Planet B. One placard in particular caught my attention: My name is Greta. It was carried by a girl with a black fringe and a steady gaze, another rather serious-looking individual, just like her Swedish peer. And it wasn’t just her, it was every student at the demonstration, everyone who had studied what scientists have said for decades, who had got the message and decided to take to the streets because there was no more time: They were all Greta.

But this is not just the same old message, picked up by social media. It is not born of solidarity or of proximity but of a desire to create a new global identity. A fearless girl has awakened the conscience of an entire generation and made it concrete and visible: hundreds of thousands of young people sharing the universal principles of science, of respect, of the balance of the Earth.

This book sets out the basic ideas required to understand climate change, explained in a scientific and accessible way and drawn from the most authoritative sources. It is for young people and for all of us, parents and grandparents, who now find ourselves having to answer the direct and urgent questions our young people are asking about the health of our world.






‘WARMING OF THE CLIMATE SYSTEM IS UNEQUIVOCAL, AND SINCE THE 1950s, MANY OF THE OBSERVED CHANGES ARE UNPRECEDENTED OVER DECADES TO MILLENNIA.’








‘ANTHROPOGENIC DRIVERS [Ö] ARE EXTREMELY LIKELY TO HAVE BEEN THE DOMINANT CAUSE OF THE OBSERVED WARMING SINCE THE MID-20th CENTURY.’



FIFTH ASSESSMENT REPORT (AR5) OF THE INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE (IPCC), THE LEADING INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR CLIMATE CHANGE ANALYSIS



THE WHOLE WORLD AGREES: TEMPERATURES ARE RISING
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	The sets of lines depict the temperature anomalies detected between 1880 and 2018 and recorded by NASA, NOAA, the Japan Meteorological Agency, the Berkeley Earth research group and the Met Ofče Hadley Centre (UK). All theňdings show rapid warming, and every single one suggests that the most recent decade has been the hottest.

Source: Earth Observatory, NASA
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SWAP FEAR FOR ACTION TO SAVE THE FUTURE
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Stockholm, Sweden. It is shortly after breakfast on 20 August 2018, and Greta is tying her laces and getting ready to leave the house, just like millions of other youngsters. Greta’s daily routine is, however, about to change today. She is not going to school and her world (and ours too) will never be the same.

Greta Thunberg was born on 3 January 2003. Her mother, Malena, is an opera singer (who represented Sweden at the 2009 Eurovision Song Contest), a celebrity and a writer, while her father, Svante, is an actor. The Thunberg family tree boasts another famous Svante – Svante Arrhenius, who won the Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 1903 as the first scientist to examine the links between increasing emissions of carbon dioxide and the rising temperature of the Earth. Studies of global warming, begun in the 1960s, were based on his calculations in physics and chemistry. Entertainment, culture, science – Greta’s background seems to promise a great future without a care in the world. But then something in this story throws a spanner in the works.

Greta was a curious child. When she turned eight, she began to wonder why her mum and dad were strict about switching off the lights, not wasting water when brushing your teeth and never throwing food away. She decided to find out more and started reading books and becoming informed. She discovered climate change and its consequences for the health of the planet. She was worried – she probably wanted to think about something else, but she had her own particular way of looking at things and she just couldn’t let it go: ‘If burning fossil fuels was so bad that it threatened our very existence, how could we just continue like before?’ 

The scientific bent that runs in the family and the support of her parents helped Greta learn as much as possible. Things started badly – Greta read everything she could find and the information clogged up in her mind like autumn leaves in a drain. She became depressed at the age of eleven, stopped eating and lost 10 kg in two months. She stopped speaking. Her parents took her to doctors who diagnosed Asperger’s syndrome and selective mutism. Asperger’s is a mild form of autism that does not interfere with learning or language, but instead often shows itself in single-minded dedication to the study of individual subjects and a lack of social inhibition in furthering one’s own ideas. Selective mutism, on the other hand, is an inability to speak about things or with people if they do not trig-ger a deep connection. The only moments when Greta’s eyes lit up and her words flowed were when she shared her concerns about the future of the planet: ‘what are we doing to save ourselves, to save our children, my grandchildren?’ Understanding that this was the key to helping her, her parents asked her to explain it to them first and then tell it to others. They listened. Her mother stopped taking planes to opera houses abroad where she was due to sing, her father drove an electric car and they no longer ate meat. The more Greta realized that she was able to make a difference, the stronger and more powerful she felt.
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