



[image: Cover Image]







[image: image]


Daisy Jeffrey is a high school student and organiser in the school climate strikes, the most recent of which was one of the largest protests in Australian history, galvanising over 300,000 people to demand climate action. Daisy is also a fierce champion for gender equality. She lives in Sydney.
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It’s 6.30 am and there are already cameras in my face. As I storm through the house, anxiously throwing things into my backpack, I nervously laugh and answer questions on how I hope today’s September 20 Global Climate Strike is going to go and what action we need our parliamentarians to take.


I haven’t finished my speech.


I need to be in the Domain by 9.30 am for an interview with the Australian Financial Review, so the film crew, Mum, and I roll out of the house and onto the next bus. As I walk towards the back, followed by an enormous camera, I hear a middle-aged bloke mutter to the passenger next to him, ‘It’s one of those bloody climate strikers.’ Yeah, sorry, mate. It’s me, one of those bloody kids trying to get our politicians to listen to the science – real inconvenience. Still, I feel a sudden urge to sit down and try to reason with him. My stomach tightens as I think about how many more people might share his point of view (if you’re one of them and you’re reading this little book, hopefully I can change your mind!) and then it contorts as my mind drifts towards the realisation that, yep, I’ve forgotten brekky.


We hop off the bus at Martin Place in the Sydney CBD and head up towards Macquarie Street. The sun is out but a cool breeze ruffles my hair. I’m supposed to look strong and determined for the camera, but in hindsight I think I might’ve beared more resemblance to a trembling weasel. I flinch as the breeze grows into a fierce wind – could this affect how the speeches carry across the crowd? Or worse, will it affect our numbers?


I reach the traffic lights and turn left onto Macquarie Street. My stomach is now twisting itself into knots and then, as we turn right into the Domain, it drops.


The Domain is an open grass plain in the Botanic Gardens, fenced in by enormous trees and the NSW Parliament House. In the

far-left corner stands our excessively grand stage, adorned with an enormous banner that reads ‘School Strike 4 Climate’. My fellow strike organisers – Varsha, Jean, India, Luca, Ambrose – and I, along with a dozen incredible volunteers painted it on Sunday when the strike was still six days in the future … Now, we only have two and a half hours to go. I still find myself panicking that no one will show up. Australia is spectacular at shouting about its lack of regard for authority and yet we have a remarkably unhealthy deference to it.


As our team is shuttled from camera to camera, we don’t have time to figure out whether the journalists we’re talking to have positive or negative intentions. The aim is to pump out the same message to the media as many times as possible in the hope that consistency will help it catch on. Essentially: the government’s climate policy is beyond inadequate and it must change; and we have hope, but we need our state and federal governments to lead the change. Then there are our three demands:




	No new coal, oil, or gas, including the Adani Carmichael coal mine.


	One hundred per cent renewable energy generation and exports by 2030.


	Fund a just transition and job creation for all fossil fuel workers and communities.





That third one gets the most questions, but I’ll answer them later.


It’s 11.30 am and I can still see enormous patches of green grass where placards and people should be. We’ve spent two and a half months organising this strike on top of schoolwork, at least three two-hour calls each week and who knows how many mental breakdowns … And for what? If no one shows up, we’re back to square one.


But then the crowd starts pouring in, tens of thousands of kids brandishing colourful cardboard signs and bringing with them a palpable sense of optimism. Next come the uni students and I feel a sudden rush of affection for university politics that I’ll never feel again. Then come the parents and the grandparents. Looking fairly conspicuous in his yellow Knitting Nannas shirt (they’re pretty cool, Google them), I spot Bill Ryan, a 97-year-old World War II veteran who has spent his life fighting against social injustice.


It’s 11.50 am and I still haven’t finished the speech – ah, bugger it, I’ll wing it. I haul myself up on stage and, for the first time, I’m able to take in the enormity of the crowd. We did this. Not just our tiny band of organisers and everyone who helped put today together – but every single person who came out on the streets for climate justice. We are equally responsible for helping to fight for a better world.


I have a sudden flashback to a meeting we had with the cops in the lead-up to the strike where we assured the lovely nervous

guy running the Domain that we could only possibly hit 40,000 strikers. As I look around me, I feel a little guilty because we have at least doubled that – oops.


‘Pumped Up Kicks’ (if you’ve been living under a rock, it’s a jam from 2010) blasts through the speakers and Jean and I start dancing … in front of 80,000 people. We’re terrible dancers, but we have an 80,000-strong crowd to help us. There is so much more to do today, but it doesn’t seem so difficult anymore.


We can see swathes of passionate everyday Australians moving in unison, their voices blending in dissonant harmony. Waves of joy, anger and optimism crash over us as we belt out our demands. We scream, ‘Each of these demands can be achieved. The only thing we lack is the political will!’ We are exhausted, but our future depends on this and we can’t afford to screw it up.


I have a composition assignment due at school today. Needless to say, I haven’t handed it in. Briefly my mind drifts towards my looming HSC year and I suddenly feel indescribably angry. I’d like to be focusing on getting a good ATAR, but instead our parliament’s gobsmacking inability to address climate change for what it is – a crisis – means that I and thousands of young people around Australia, have had to take on the challenge ourselves.


As I write this in December 2019, my friends are evacuating their homes while fires ravage towns and bush up and down the Australian east coast. They’re scared because the fires have already claimed lives and ripped through over a million hectares of land, destroying native vegetation and wildlife. For some of them, the place they grew up in might not be there when they return. My city, Sydney, is suffocating under a thick blanket of yellow smoke and sometimes we wake up to a thin blanket of ash on the roofs of our cars.


How much more wildlife and how many more people will have to suffer before our state and federal governments finally take action?


*


In 2010, I was in Year 2 and sitting on the carpet of my friends’ bedroom. We were saving the world. Niamh, Aoife and I had recently discovered the global waste crisis and, following clear selfless logic, we had concluded that eating chocolates and then collecting the foil wrappers was the best solution; a noble sacrifice. At home, I set up a Google blog, The Environmentals, on the chunky family PC. I also spent hours drafting a revolutionary design for a washing machine that relied on the circular rotation of magnets instead of electricity (for the record, I still think it’s a cool idea).


I’d seen the then Shadow Minister for Communications, Malcolm Turnbull, on the news. I had no idea what his role was in politics (keep in mind, I was seven), but I knew he was one of the people meant to be helping run the country. I decided that he was the right person to share our idea with, so I wrote him a letter. I couldn’t believe it took two seven-year-olds and an eight-year-old to solve the world’s waste problem. The dream of becoming Young Australians of the Year dangled on the horizon.


Alas, it was not to be. A couple of weeks passed before I received a reply. Malcolm gently explained that there was a lot more to the problem than I was aware of and that, while he loved our enthusiasm, he couldn’t use our idea. Although the dismissal hurt, my little wide eyes zoomed in on the encouragement. Seven-year-old me was stoked and ready to keep changing the world, although sadly chocolate-wrapper towers were now out of the question.


*


I grew up with the term ‘global warming’, which eventually morphed into ‘climate change’, a suspiciously less urgent term than its predecessor. Being a white middle-class city kid, I rarely witnessed the real-life impact this change was already having on rural, regional and Indigenous Australians. It wasn’t until 2016, when I was in Year 8, that I saw a video of twelve-year-old Severn Suzuki, the daughter of Canadian environmental activist Dr David Suzuki, standing up at a global conference in 1992 and telling our leaders that something needed to be done about climate change. I couldn’t believe how old the footage was. Writing this book, I realised that Severn could deliver the same speech today because it seems almost nothing has changed except for the amount of suffering our inaction is starting to inflict on communities around the globe.
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