



[image: cover]











AKSHAT RATHI is a London-based journalist for Bloomberg News. He has a PhD in organic chemistry from the University of Oxford, and a BTech in chemical engineering from the Institute of Chemical Technology in Mumbai.


 


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










[image: clip0001]


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2020 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Akshat Rathi 2020


 


The right of Akshat Rathi to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Cover image:  Jacket illustration © Naomi Wilkinson


 


 Speech on page 99 © Ashley Torres 2020


Speech on page 131 © Holly Gillibrand 2020


Letter on page 150 © Laura Lock 2020


Diary entries on page 213 © Zoe Buckley Lennox 2020


Speech on page 245 © Carlon Zackhras 2020


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


eBook ISBN  978-1-529-33596-5


 


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk










Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.










[image: NW_united_world_map ]











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










Asia










Continent: Asia


Population: 4.4 billion


Biggest climate challenges


Large coastal population – Sea levels could rise between one and three metres by 2100. To put this in perspective, two-thirds of Bangladesh is less than five metres above sea level. By 2050, one in seven Bangladeshis and more than 640 million people in South East Asia could be displaced.


More intense storms – Asia’s large coastal population is vulnerable to extreme weather events such as typhoons and cyclones, which are expected to intensify as a result of climate change.


Water scarcity – The west of Asia is one of the most water-stressed regions on the planet. Between 1998 and 2012, the eastern Mediterranean Levant faced the worst drought of the past 900 years. In a hotter world, the likelihood of droughts increases.


Glacier melt – Rising temperatures are melting glaciers, particularly in the Himalayas, which supplies water to the world’s biggest rivers such as the Yangtze, the Ganges and the Indus. More than a billion people rely on the Himalayas’ stores of fresh water for survival.
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Aditya Mukarji


Aged 16


India


In 2017, I saw a video of a sea turtle having a plastic straw painfully extracted from its nostril. It haunted me and I began to read anything I could on how this could be prevented. I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to help bring about measurable change and also spread awareness about the problem.


Recycling plastics should be the last option as it gives people a false sense of doing good while continuing to use more and more plastics. In any case, plastics cannot be recycled infinite times. Ultimately, they will end up in landfills or oceans, polluting our planet.


My campaign #RefuseIfYouCannotReuse is against the use of single-use plastics in everyday items like plastic straws, cutlery, crockery, water bottles and containers, as well as for packaging material like shrink-wrap for bananas and other fresh produce. I targeted the hospitality sector as it uses the largest number of single-use plastics items.


When I started, I focused on plastic straws because they are possibly the most redundant item ever created. Initially, businesses were reluctant to give up using plastic straws, because they feared customers would be unhappy. So I asked them to put up signs that showed the business’s commitment to the planet. Plastic straws would be offered if customers asked. Next I suggested they use eco-friendly straws, and I sourced suppliers who could provide them. So far, my efforts have replaced over 26 million plastic straws and millions of other single-use plastic items.


I was particularly surprised by the amount of research material and knowledge I got from my father, who has worked for global companies like DuPont and Shell. It makes me believe that the industry knows the problems they have caused, but they do not have the will to change. It is up to us as consumers to use the power of refusal to educate ourselves and others.


*  *  *


As a teenager my main job is being a student just in case the planet survives and I need a career. But I am living with the climate crisis. Bad farming practices have caused the water table to drop to dangerous levels. The burning of rice stubble in northern India has polluted the air and is causing irreparable damage to citizens, including my family.


As one of the world’s most populous countries, India will be one of the most adversely affected by climate change. The country seems ill-equipped to handle the effects. We are still struggling with issues of poverty alleviation. That’s why limiting people’s aspirations through government regulation is a political minefield. I would like to improve the quality of life of those at the bottom of the economic pyramid and close the gap between the desperately poor and the disgustingly rich. To do that, India will have to look at development along with the environment and not at the cost of the environment. It calls for a level of statesmanship that seems to be missing.


I cannot do anything about these issues, apart from joining climate protests to draw our government’s attention to this problem. Unless we all join hands and push governments to regulate and consumers to change their use patterns, we are going to see a bleak future.










Htet Myet Min Tun


Aged 18


Myanmar


In May 2008, Myanmar was hit by Cyclone Nargis, which was the worst disaster the country has ever faced. Thousands of people lost their lives and millions became homeless. At the time, I was about six. I remember witnessing the cyclone with my family from the small window of my house: the wind uprooting trees and tearing rooftops apart. Although there were only a few casualties in the city of Yangon, where I live, compared to other delta regions, in the aftermath of the cyclone we witnessed scenes no one had ever imagined.


Even today I can hear the sound of the wind in my ears when I think about that tragedy. When I was older, we learned about climate change in the general science class; about its causes and its effects, deforestation, greenhouse gases and global warming. Connecting this knowledge to what I had seen of Cyclone Nargis, I started to realise that we have to take action to combat climate change before it is too late.


I am campaigning for more public awareness of climate change. I believe that if you know the type of disease, it is much easier to find the cure. In Myanmar, where people still have to fight for fundamental rights such as political rights, education and health care, there isn’t much awareness of climate change and its consequences. I believe the public should be aware of two important things: climate change is now violating human rights; and everyone has a responsibility to protect the environment as a global citizen.


There are many challenges to being a youth activist, but the biggest is that we do not have many resources: money, information or networks. We are in need of more platforms, both locally and internationally, where youth activists can widen their networks and share problems, solutions, information and experiences.


*  *  *


In the future, I want to become a policymaker. For a developing country like Myanmar, the risks of climate change are high. There have already been predictions that climate change is likely to cause the flooding of coastal cities, the mass migration of millions of people across borders and scarcity of food and water resources. If these predictions come true, it will not be an easy task for our government, which lacks a strong economy, financial resources and advanced technology, to handle it. There are also risks that these vulnerable situations could easily escalate into civil unrest, which would in turn disrupt regional stability and security.


The sector most affected by climate change in Myanmar is the agricultural sector, on which the country’s economy is heavily reliant. The monsoon season is becoming less predictable and the number of extreme weather events is increasing – cyclones, unusually heavy rainfalls and droughts are damaging both the quality and quantity of crops being produced.


These unprecedented extreme weather events are also affecting the well-being of many people in Myanmar; for instance, droughts cause shortages of water supply in many regions in summer, and floods and landslides in the rainy season displace thousands of people every year.


Although Myanmar is not a big contributor to causing climate change, it is one of the countries that are most vulnerable to its effects. Coastal cities, including Yangon, the commercial centre of Myanmar, are under threat because of sea level rise. The country’s huge delta region will suffer too, because seawater will contaminate groundwater, destroy farmlands and erode land in many towns and villages.


There are three things I want to urge the leaders of my country to do. First, give climate change the importance it deserves. Collaborate with experts, scientists and activists to combat it. There are some things we the public can do individually, but for the rest we need government support, no matter how hard we try. Second, balance economic development with environmental protection. While Myanmar is opening its doors to the world and accelerating industrialisation, it is important not to do it at the cost of harming the environment. Our future generations deserve to drink fresh water, breathe fresh air and enjoy the beauty of nature. Third, formulate concrete strategies and emergency measures in order to prepare ourselves to face the potential threats of climate change. We lost thousands of lives when Cyclone Nargis hit. We cannot afford such a disaster again.


I urge every person, every organisation and every nation not to take advantage, including political advantage, of climate change. Climate change should not divide people, parties and nations. Instead, it should unite people of different professions and expertise, no matter where you are from, what you believe or what political party you support. I believe, with the collaborative effort of different nations, people and organisations, we can overcome the challenge of climate change and achieve the greatest success humankind has ever accomplished.


To succeed, we need four things: knowledge, wisdom, perseverance and determination. In solving climate change, we have the knowledge and wisdom; we already have the technical solutions. What the climate challenge needs now is perseverance and determination.










Tatyana Sin


Aged 26


Uzbekistan


From a young age I realised what a huge impact human activity can have on nature. I come from a region close to the Aral Sea. Well, it’s close to what is left of it. I face the consequences of this tragedy every day: contaminated water, soil and air, and the deterioration of people’s health.


My mom is a director of a local non-governmental organisation called KRASS that is devoted to helping local people and farmers to get by and live in our contaminated environment. She is my inspiration. The mission of her organisation is to contribute to the improvement of rural livelihoods and poverty alleviation as well as increasing long-term food security and environmental sustainability in rural Uzbekistan. If I hadn’t witnessed her hard work and especially the positive outcomes that her actions bring, I would not have chosen this path. It is hard to stay indifferent when it comes to helping people.


Following her example, from my early college years, I’ve tried to work for environmental organisations. As an intern at UNESCO’s Tashkent office, I developed a clear idea of how the consequences of natural disasters and climate change can be tackled. But I decided that rather than coping with the devastating consequences of human actions, I’d like to prevent them. Later, during my MBA, I worked on developing corporate social responsibility strategies for Uzbek companies. My aim is to improve the sustainability of the agricultural sector.


The main problem related to climate change that Uzbekistan is facing is the melting of glaciers, which is the only source of fresh water for the country. The economy of Uzbekistan is centred on the agricultural sector. This means that we are highly dependent on the water supply, the main source of which are the glaciers of the Tian Shan mountain range. If we don’t cut emissions to stem global warming, the livelihoods of those working in agriculture will be threatened and the local community could lose its only source of fresh water. The constantly increasing temperature and water shortages will drastically worsen already poor living conditions.


*  *  *


The young generation is the future of this planet. That is why it is important to raise climate literacy among young people and motivate them to take action. Educational institutions must make young people aware of environmental problems and teach them not only how to adapt to climate change, but also how to avert it. Let’s follow Italy’s example and make learning about climate change and environmental problems compulsory at every level of education.


Climate change is the unfortunate reality of the modern world, but it is young people who can change it. More and more young leaders are taking action to raise awareness and prevent the human activities that cause climate change. It is the responsibility of governments to give young people a chance to speak up at local, national and global levels about environmental issues.


 


 


The Aral Sea was once the fourth largest inland lake in the world. But high water demands, particularly from the cotton industry, has led to a water reduction of 90 per cent. This has exposed large parts of the seabed, and led to huge salt storms that have been linked to an increase in respiratory diseases in those living nearby.










What would you say to people who are worried about the climate crisis?


Being concerned or worried about the climate crisis is significant in itself. Change begins because of people who care. Make changes, no matter how small. Do what you can, and even better, push yourself to do things that you think you can’t do.


Akari Tomita, 16, Japan/USA
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I know how scary it is. I know how it feels like there’s nothing more you can do. But we still have time to make amends. I urge you to use your voice and contact your local politicians, make the message of the severity of the climate crisis known in your locality, and strike with us.


Th eresa Rose Sebastian, 16, India/Ireland
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It is natural to be worried. Climate change is an existential threat. Become a member of a group or organisation that advocates for action on climate change because having conversations on the ways to reduce the impacts of climate change can help reduce some of the stress.


Nasreen Sayed, 27, Afghanistan/USA
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Iman Dorri


Aged 28


Iran


Protesting is one way to show dissatisfaction with the current situation, but I firmly believe that it is not the best measure to combat climate change. Even if we tell people that the world is in peril, some of them just think about their own short-term interests and do not want to accept the situation. So if we are going to allocate time to protesting against climate change, we should then allocate twice that amount of time to finding solutions that are both practical and can satisfy the majority.


That is why the primary focus of my activity is universities, urging them to be one of the pioneers in climate action and encouraging collaboration between students and faculty members.
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