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INTRODUCTION


The following pages contain the amazing stories of fifty inspiring people from all walks of life, from all over the world, who have many different kinds of jobs. They are doctors and protestors and politicians, scientists and ship captains and activists, journalists and actors and farmers, artists and singers and architects. These global citizens range from young to old—and some of them lived before you were even born. They all have one thing in common: they have devoted their lives to loving and protecting our shared home, the wondrous and beautiful planet earth. As you read about them and their work, you may find yourself feeling inspired to join the Earth Squad. Great! That’s why there are suggested actions on every page—real things you can do to make a difference right away. Protecting the earth takes all of us. Consider this your invitation!




Throughout the book, you’ll see some words in bold. These are important environmental terms—their definitions are in the Glossary here, in case you don’t already know what they mean!

















GRETA THUNBERG B. 2003


Climate & Environmental Activist


When she was sixteen, Greta Thunberg was named Time magazine’s 2019 Person of the Year. It’s a really big deal for anyone to be given this awesome acknowledgment, especially someone so young. Greta is the Swedish activist who decided to strike for the climate outside the Swedish Parliament instead of going to school one Friday in 2018. That day, she stood alone. But she came back every week, and slowly others joined her, and the Fridays for Future movement was born. Within a year, there were millions of people striking with Greta all over the world, and she began speaking regularly at international gatherings like the UN Climate Action Summit. Since then, Greta has met with the pope and spoken at the US Congress, the World Economic Forum, and the British Parliament. This is totally amazing for anyone, but especially a teenager!


Wherever she speaks, Greta’s message is consistent: She demands that people listen to climate scientists and immediately take the urgent action needed to reverse growth in greenhouse gas emissions and avoid catastrophic climate change. She also calls for climate justice and equity, which in part means having rich countries reduce their emissions faster than poorer ones, so citizens in poorer countries have a chance to improve their standard of living and access basic needs like roads, electricity, and even clean drinking water. Not everyone has these, which isn’t fair.


Although there are many youth activists and climate researchers with similar messages, Greta has struck a global nerve. Her work has earned her a very important Nobel Peace Prize nomination and France’s prestigious Prix Liberté. She has turned down some awards, including financial ones, because she says the climate movement doesn’t need more prizes. “What we need is for our rulers and politicians to listen to the research,” she says again and again. Politicians claim they are listening—to her. “When you are a leader and every week you have young people demonstrating with such a message, you cannot remain neutral,” French president Emmanuel Macron has told Time. US president Donald Trump regularly insults her on social media.


Greta was eight when she first learned about global warming. It horrified her how little was being done about something so serious. We’re nearing a point of no return because of how much carbon we release into the atmosphere. She couldn’t believe people were—and are—living as if we have endless resources, as if species weren’t going extinct daily. At eleven, Greta fell into a climate depression. She spoke little and ate less. Her parents took steps to reduce their own emissions, including giving up flying, which was how her mother, an opera singer, traveled to her performances. Today Greta travels by train, not airplane, and famously crossed the ocean to North America on a zero-emissions boat to bring global awareness to the carbon footprint of plane travel.


Activism has helped Greta’s depression. On September 20, 2019, an estimated 4 million people took part in a global climate strike, asking world leaders to act while there’s still time. It’s clear Greta’s Fridays for Future movement will continue to grow. The question remains whether her outrage, frustration, and proactive anger will result in meaningful change while there’s still a chance. We already have the solutions we need. Today’s leaders won’t always be in charge; soon Greta and her fellow student strikers will be voting age, but by then it might be too late. As Greta says, the science has been crystal clear for thirty years: the world is changing whether we like it or not, and our future depends on acting now.





GRETA HAS ASPERGER’S, a syndrome that’s on the autism spectrum. People with it often have a deep interest in specific topics. Greta describes Asperger’s as a “gift” because it helps her see the climate crisis in black and white and to think outside the box.


GRETA’S FIRST BOOK, No One Is Too Small to Make a Difference, is a great collection of speeches she has given across the globe.




ACT LIKE GRETA


Strike! Speak truth to power! “I think that if a few children can get headlines all over the world just by not going to school for a few weeks, imagine what we all could do together if we wanted to,” says Greta.
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WANGARI MAATHAI B. 1940—D. 2011


Nobel Peace Prize Winner & Mother of Trees


Planting a tree is a small and simple act. It’s also how Wangari Maathai started the Green Belt Movement in 1977 in Kenya, Africa. People in Kenya were cutting down forests to clear land and develop it for other uses. But a tree is part of a complicated and amazing system, and this deforestation was setting off a chain of reactions and causing food and water shortages. Wild animals also lost their natural habitat and food sources. To help fix these problems, Wangari asked women in the community to plant trees and take back their land. One tree soon became many. The movement took off and eventually resulted in more than 51 million trees planted! These trees not only helped the environment by rebuilding wild animals’ habitats, but they also benefitted the broader community they were a part of. Trees improve the soil for growing food. As the Green Belt Movement’s women fought for justice and repaired their land, they learned valuable skills and earned money for their families.


Wangari was a trailblazer all her life. In the small rural village where she grew up, her parents were farmers and chose to send her to school. This was unusual for girls at that time in Kenya. Even then, when it was nearly unheard of for a girl, she wanted to be a scientist. She was a good student and won a scholarship to go to college in the United States, where she also earned a graduate degree in biological sciences. Back home in Kenya in 1971, she became the first woman in East Africa to earn a doctorate degree! A few years later, she became a professor and the first woman to chair a department at the University of Nairobi.


Over the years, Wangari has won many awards and international praise for her innovation and dedication to saving the planet. She was even given the nickname “Mama Miti”—mother of trees. Still, her work was often a struggle. Because she spoke out about political issues, she was arrested—and even beaten—more than once. But when the Kenyan government changed, she was able to join its Parliament in 2002. She was also named the assistant minister of environment and natural resources. In 2009, the UN secretary-general appointed her a UN messenger of peace, focusing on the environment and climate change.


Wangari was the first African woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, a really important award given to people who do something extraordinary for the good of all humankind. She won it in 2004 for “sustainable development, democracy, and peace.”


Unfortunately, Mama Miti lost her life to ovarian cancer in 2011. She was only seventy-one and surely had so much more to share with the world. Her beautiful legacy lives on with her children, grandchildren, and the untold numbers of trees around the world that she helped plant or protect, all of which are doing their part to this day to fight the climate crisis by cleaning the air, enriching the soil, and building community.


WANGARI WROTE FOUR books: The Green Belt Movement, Unbowed: A Memoir, The Challenge for Africa, and Replenishing the Earth. She is also the subject of many books and even a documentary film, Taking Root: The Vision of Wangari Maathai.


PEOPLE STILL REPEAT so many of Wangari’s inspirational quotes today, especially on social media. Here’s one: “We all share one planet and are one humanity; there is no escaping this reality.”




ACT LIKE MAMA MITI


Put your hands in the dirt and plant trees. The simple act of planting a seed plus many likeminded people can make a revolution—fighting environmental harm and poverty.
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ERIN BROCKOVICH B. 1960


Consumer Advocate & Legal Clerk


When Erin Brockovich was a kid in Lawrence, Kansas, her parents believed she could do anything—as long as she focused her energy. When she grew up, she did just that.


As a single mother of three young kids and in need of a job, Erin became a legal researcher for a lawyer named Edward Masry. Working at his law firm, she discovered that California’s largest energy supplier, Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), was polluting the water in a desert town called Hinkley. They had a compressor station there, which is basically a large facility that helps move natural gas from one location to another. PG&E lied to the people who lived in Hinkley, saying their water was safe when it actually contained harmful chemicals from the compressor station. Starting in the 1950s, the company poisoned residents of Hinkley and made them sick, kids included. For many decades, PG&E offered to buy their houses from them and to pay for them to go see doctors that the company hired. Those doctors also lied, telling the people that their illnesses were not related to the “safe” water.


In fact, the water was contaminated by a chemical called hexavalent chromium. PG&E was using this chemical to prevent rust in equipment called cooling towers, then dumping it in wastewater ponds. These ponds are always supposed to be lined to prevent whatever is in them from seeping out and getting into the groundwater. But PG&E’s ponds didn’t have liners.


Erin isn’t a lawyer, and she had no training in how to do investigative work. But she cared deeply about these sick families. So she focused her energy and went door to door in Hinkley, gaining people’s trust, talking to them about their illnesses (which included many kinds of cancer), and gathering evidence to build a legal case against PG&E. She obtained records of the local water and took samples from wells. She interviewed experts about hexavalent chromium to learn what it can do to people’s health.


There were many ups and downs along the way, and getting this case together took time. But Erin’s persistence and dedication paid off. In 1996, PG&E settled the lawsuit for a whopping $333 million! The company had to pay more than six hundred people who lived in Hinkley for poisoning their water. This settlement was the largest award in this kind of lawsuit—called a direct-action lawsuit—in US history, and it sent a message to all large companies that they should not poison people or lie as they conduct business—ever.


And yet many companies continue to contaminate the environment with chemicals and lie about it, even though it makes people sick, and even though they can get caught. That’s why Erin is still busy exposing the truth about groundwater contamination and other environmental health concerns to this day!





THE PG&E COVER-UP was made into a blockbuster movie called Erin Brockovich. The actress Julia Roberts played Erin and won a 2001 Academy Award for her performance.


THE POPULATION OF Hinkley today is very small. Over time, PG&E bought most of the homes there and demolished them. Cleaning up all of the hexavalent chromium is slow work. By one estimate, only 80 percent of the cleanup of contamination that started back in the 1950s will be complete by 2032. Hinkley is still polluted, and the people who live there remain in danger.




ACT LIKE ERIN


Be a voice for people who can’t speak up for themselves. Make a difference in your own backyard. Organize your community to expose injustice. Tell the truth. Fight for your neighbors’ health as if it were your own.
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XIUHTEZCATL MARTINEZ B. 2000


Climate Activist & Hip-Hop Artist


Young people play an important role in social change movements. Xiuhtezcatl (pronounced Shoe-Tez-Caht) Martinez has been an environmental leader his whole life, protesting all over the United States and abroad since age six! At nine, he joined a movement to ban pesticides in parks in his hometown of Boulder, Colorado. By eleven, he was fighting fracking, an environmentally destructive way of removing natural gas from underground rock, as youth director of Earth Guardians, an organization his mother founded before he was born. At thirteen, he won a community service award from President Obama. By fourteen, he was speaking at the United Nations. He’s an inspiration and proof that anyone can have a real impact, even if you aren’t yet old enough to vote.


Xiuhtezcatl uses many different strategies to spread awareness and pressure politicians about the climate crisis. In 2015, he joined twenty other youth activists and sued the US government for failing to protect the atmosphere for future generations. This landmark lawsuit didn’t stop President Obama from appointing him to his youth council!


Xiuhtezcatl is of Indigenous Mexican descent on his father’s side; his people are the Mashika, Aztecs originally from Mexico City. His heritage has influenced him—he says protecting the earth and lifting up his generation is his spiritual duty. Kids today have inherited a future of drought, hurricanes, storms, wildfires, and tornadoes. Right now communities are already suffering, animals are going extinct, and island nations are disappearing because of a rise in sea level brought on by the climate crisis. Xiuhtezcatl’s response is to educate people about the climate. He makes a point of referring to our current situation as a crisis, not just change or warming. And he shares solutions—the current technologies that can help us move away from destructive fossil fuels.


Xiuhtezcatl wishes the media would pay attention to all of the activists focusing today on the climate crisis, including young people, and especially Black, Brown, and Indigenous people. The activists who receive the most attention in newspapers and on television tend to be white, and they’re usually men. This doesn’t mean that, say, Al Gore (see here) or even Greta Thunberg aren’t doing critically important work. They are! But there are others, too, who deserve recognition for their roles in the climate movement. Xiuhtezcatl wants to connect other Indigenous and Latinx youth to this movement, especially because the climate crisis affects people of color the most. He knows that his is the last generation with a fighting chance to keep greenhouse gas emissions in the atmosphere at a safe level and to hold off the worst effects of climate disaster. Xiuhtezcatl believes strongly that the climate is the most important issue of our time and that every single one of us has a role to play in fighting for it. Join him!





XIUHTEZCATL IS ALSO a hip-hop artist who works with his siblings. One of their records, Generation RYSE, has songs with titles such as “Speak for the Trees,” “Return to Nature,” and “Children’s Rights.”


WHEN XIUHTEZCATL SPOKE at the United Nations, he addressed world leaders in three languages: English, Spanish, and Nahuatl, his ancestors’ native language.




ACT LIKE XIUHTEZCATL


You’re never too young to protest and make noise. Find your passion, gather your friends and family, and start fighting the climate crisis and for climate justice. Start small with something local and work your way up.
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BILL McKIBBEN B. 1960


Author, Educator & Environmentalist


Journalists tell other people’s stories. They’re not really supposed to be a part of these stories themselves. But at some point in his work as both a writer and one of America’s most important environmentalists, Bill McKibben became a key part of the story of the fight against the climate crisis, which has been a good thing for all inhabitants of the earth—and our future!


Bill grew up in the suburbs of Boston. After college, he worked as a journalist in New York City, then left the city and moved to the woods. There, he hiked, biked, swam, and generally enjoyed the natural world. He wrote about this in The End of Nature, the first of his many books. Published in 1989, The End of Nature is now a classic, as it was the first book to really alert people who aren’t scientists to the fact that our planet was (and still is) warming. It has been translated into more than twenty languages. In the book, he urges people to take action against global warming by getting governments to pass environmental laws and to join international environmental agreements. He also calls on people to use renewable energy, like solar, instead of polluting fossil fuels.


It’s now many years since Bill wrote The End of Nature, and the majority of people all over the world still go about their lives as if things are normal—when in fact we’re in the middle of a crisis that threatens our survival. In 2008, to wake people up and spur them to take climate action, Bill founded 350.org with some friends. As an environmental organization, 350.org’s main focus is inspiring a huge global movement to match the hugeness of the climate crisis: 350.org has organized over 20,000 rallies all around the world! If you’ve been to a climate march or action day with your school or family, chances are 350.org was involved.


Bill the writer became the great organizer of a social movement. His idea of using large-scale, nonviolent civil disobedience to create change has a long history. Women who fought for the right to vote (known as suffragists) and well-known political activists like Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. all led successful movements that allowed, as Bill has put it, the small and many to stand up to the mighty and few. This kind of mass protest really works! After Americans gathered in mass protest for the first Earth Day in 1970, they got real change in the form of laws that have protected us all: the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Endangered Species Act. Bill believes people hitting the streets all over the world today will result in similar change for the climate crisis. UN climate chief Christiana Figueres (see here) has said that Bill’s organizing is so influential, it helped get the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement signed.


One big difference between the climate crisis and past political issues like the right to vote is timing. With climate, we have a deadline to reduce emissions before it’s too late. Can we make real change fast enough? Bill is betting on a climate movement powerful enough to go against the fossil fuel industry. Making it happen will take every single person doing their part, including you.
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