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To the People and the Planet










Introduction



I couldn’t believe what I was seeing—or rather, what I wasn’t.


It was a freezing cold day in January 2020, and I was scrolling through my social media feeds. I’d just finished lunch with other climate activists, who like me were in Davos, Switzerland, to urge some of the three thousand business leaders, financiers, politicians, opinion formers, celebrities, and other globetrotters attending the annual World Economic Forum (WEF) to get serious about the climate crisis. We’d held a press conference that morning, before which I’d posed for cameras with four other activists, and I’d stepped away from the dining area to find out how the media was reporting our message.


Within a minute, I came upon a link to an article that featured one of the photos that had been taken of us. My heart nearly stopped. It was clearly the picture I’d been in, since you could make out the edge of my coat on the far left of the frame. But I was nowhere to be seen. I’d been cropped out.


I cycled rapidly through my feelings. I was frustrated, angry, and embarrassed. As I looked at the image, it became impossible to ignore that of the five women who’d posed for that photo, I was the only one who wasn’t from Europe and the only one who was Black. They hadn’t just cropped me out, I realized. They’d cropped out a whole continent.


At the press conference that morning in Davos, I’d been the only climate activist from Africa (there were a few others at the WEF itself), and not only had I been cut out of the Associated Press’s photo but out of the AP’s article that reported on our press conference too. “Does that mean I have no value as an activist or the people from Africa don’t have any value at all?” I asked in a ten-minute video I streamed live later that day. I was struck by the cruel irony of the exclusion of the only African from the photo. “We don’t deserve this,” I said. “Africa is the least emitter of carbons, but we are the most affected by the climate crisis.”


For a year, I’d organized climate strikes on the streets of Kampala, the capital and largest city in Uganda, in east-central Africa, where I live, to demand action on the climate emergency. I’d attended international climate conferences and been active online, and now I’d come to Davos to help more people wake up to the truth that global heating is not an abstraction or a theoretical event awaiting the planet in a few decades.


My message was, and is, straightforward: People in Uganda, in Africa, and across what’s called the Global South are losing their homes, their harvests, their incomes, even their lives, and any hopes of a livable future right now.


This situation is not only terrible, it’s also unjust. Although the African continent has just 15 percent of the world’s population, it is responsible for only between 2 and 3 percent of global energy-related carbon dioxide emissions.1 The average African’s greenhouse gas emissions are a fraction of those of people living in the US, Europe, China, the United Arab Emirates, Australia, or many other countries. An Oxfam study concluded that a person in the UK will have emitted more CO2 in the first two weeks of 2020 than someone in Uganda or six other African countries will in the whole year.2


Nonetheless, Africa will, according to the African Development Bank, bear almost half the costs of adapting to the consequences of climate change, and seven of the ten countries most susceptible to the harshest effects of the climate crisis are in Africa: South Sudan, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Chad, Sierra Leone, and the Central African Republic.


Those with fewest resources and who’ve contributed the least to the crisis are contending with the gravest consequences: more frequent and more serious flooding, longer droughts, periods of extreme heat, and rising sea levels. Increased food scarcity, forced migration, economic losses, and higher rates of death are also disproportionately affecting people of color, not only across Africa and the rest of the Global South, but in the Global North too.3


This is my world—a world where Earth’s temperature has already risen 1.2°C (2.16°F) above pre-industrial levels. A planet that’s 2°C hotter is a death sentence for countries like Uganda. Yet, as you read this, we’re on course for temperature rises that are much, much more than 2°C. That means many more millions of people will be displaced and extreme weather events will strain health and economic systems to the breaking point. At the same time, the world’s oceans are being depleted, biodiversity is collapsing, and species are going extinct at a rate greater than since the time of the dinosaurs.


My video response was seen by tens of thousands of people around the world, including many in Uganda, who shared my outrage and disappointment. Like me, they realized that, quite literally, something was very wrong with this picture. Being cropped out of that photo changed the course of my activism and my life. It reframed my thoughts about race, gender, equity, and climate justice; and it led to the words you’re now reading.


In A Bigger Picture, I explain why that photo and that moment mattered, and why it’s crucial that the fight against climate change includes voices like mine. I describe how I first became a climate striker, and my eventual journey to the Alps and what has happened since. I show how what we must call the climate emergency is an immediate, even daily struggle for millions of people, including across Africa, and how the heating of Earth’s atmosphere is connected to everything: economics, society, politics, and many forms of inequality and injustice—racial, gender, and geographic.


Like many of the young climate activists I’ve organized with and been inspired by, I live in a profoundly interconnected world, with instant access to huge amounts of information (and disinformation) and more means of connecting to others than at any time in history. Those of us born at the end of the last century and in the early years of this one have grown up in the shadow of HIV/AIDS, terrorism, financial meltdowns, and huge technological change and disruption. We’ve witnessed greater concentrations of wealth and increased disparities of power. Many of us have experienced firsthand how our planet’s ecosystems are breaking down under climatic stresses unprecedented in human history.


Perhaps more than any other age group, we are questioning the premise of an economic, social, and political model that has led us to a precipice beyond which no economic or governance system will survive. These realities have shaped our recognition that we, and those that follow us, will bear the brunt of several centuries of burning fossil fuels and our calamitous failure to leave the remaining carbon in the ground.


A Bigger Picture also showcases the work and perspectives of a fresh wave of activists from a new generation. Many of them focus their vision on and from Africa, a continent that has been ignored, silenced, and exploited for too long. We believe that at the center of this effort must be a genuine commitment not only to environmental, racial, and climate justice, but to the empowerment of girls and women, who are facing the crisis most acutely and are at the forefront of efforts to combat it. Without tackling climate change, we won’t be able to achieve the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, or bring about a resilient and sustainable future. I also share the practical solutions that climate activists are applying to support communities in Uganda and other countries in Africa and around the world.


Finally, I offer ideas for how you can become active in addressing the climate emergency wherever you live, and how you can amplify the voices and acknowledge the presence of those who’ve too often been left out of the picture.


* * *


I wrote A Bigger Picture in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic and, like you, I am stunned and deeply saddened at the loss of so many people in so many countries to the virus. Across the world, families, communities, and nations are in shock and are mourning the livelihoods ruined, the families dislocated, the schooling interrupted or curtailed, and the businesses shuttered. We’re also shaken by other shameful effects of the pandemic: the lack of access to health care and vaccines for people of color; the upturn in the incidence of child marriage and domestic violence; and the delaying of urgent action on the climate emergency. Though these inequities existed before COVID-19, the virus has brought them to the fore and made many of them worse.


In these multiple tragedies, we can find stark warnings and lessons. First, scientists are telling us that zoonotic diseases like COVID-19 will become more common in the future as we encroach on habitats where wild animals live; continue to use, raise, and sell wildlife in close proximity to human communities; and confine billions of domesticated animals in factory farms. Climate change is likely to increase the frequency and deadliness of such diseases.


Second, throughout the pandemic, people around the world have paid special care to the elderly, who’ve proved more vulnerable to the virus. We’ve kept them safe by staying inside. But for decades, many people in these generations have made decisions that will leave their heirs vulnerable to the effects of global heating.


Third, the pandemic has disproportionately affected those with fewer resources; less access to health care and enough nutritious food; more cramped living conditions; work that makes social distancing difficult; and underlying health conditions that put them at greater risk from the virus. A majority of these are people of color. This, too, echoes the climate crisis.


Finally, while governments have been telling us to follow the science on the coronavirus, they have not been following the science on climate change. They aren’t moving nearly as fast or as comprehensively as scientists tell us we must to meet—or exceed—the commitments made under the 2015 Paris climate accord. The pandemic has reminded us that climate change is not in lockdown. It has demonstrated that we live in a deeply connected world and that we need one another to survive.


Even though the climate forecasts are terrifying, I still believe we can have hope. We have to. There isn’t any other option. The pandemic has shown that (some) leaders can listen to the science, and the international community can act together with a common purpose. And, no matter how disturbing the present and future may appear, we have neither the time nor the luxury to shut down emotionally, especially those of us who live in countries where the climate crisis is a daily reality.


The stakes could not be higher: unless we take dramatic action now, whatever plans any of us have for the future—whether big or small—will fail. So, join me and some of the many young climate activists in Africa and around the world who are working right now to change that future. Let’s fight together for what is right and what is just.
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Finding My Cause


It’s a long way both metaphorically and literally to Switzerland from Kampala, Uganda. If you’d told me in the summer of 2018 that I’d be a climate activist and in Davos eighteen months later, I wouldn’t have known what you were talking about. Where is Davos? I would probably have asked, And what is a climate activist? So, the first thing you need to understand about me is that I’m as amazed by this journey as you may be.


I was twenty-two years old and approaching the end of my degree in Business Administration at Makerere University Business School (MUBS) in Kampala. MUBS was founded in 1997, and is a branch of Makerere University, the oldest, largest, and most well-regarded university in Uganda. I was starting to think about what to do once I graduated. The logical path would be for me to take a professional course at the Chartered Institute of Marketing, followed by a Master’s in Business Administration or even a Doctorate in Marketing. Each credential would give me an advantage in the job market, which is very competitive.


In Uganda, there’s a several-month gap between finishing your university course and the graduation ceremony. I had in mind contributing to society during that time by volunteering to help people in some way, but I wasn’t sure how or what I wanted to do.


As it turned out, the answer was right in front of me.


During the spring, summer, and autumn of 2018, local news and my social media feeds filled with stories about massive floods devastating whole swathes of East Africa—from Djibouti and Somalia to Burundi and Rwanda. It was heartbreaking to see images of houses washed away, read about hundreds of people dying, and learn of many more displaced and in need of shelter, food, and medicine. Thousands of hectares of crops were being destroyed. In Kenya, which borders Uganda to the east, thousands of goats, sheep, and cows were killed. I saw images of little children wading through water that had turned red-brown as it filled with topsoil from the surrounding hillsides. The United Nations described the flooding in Somalia, where half a million people were affected, as the worst the region had ever seen.1


My own country wasn’t spared. In May, Kalerwe and Bwaise, two informal settlements, flooded in Kampala, which is situated on the shores of Lake Victoria, Africa’s largest lake, about 46 miles/70 km north of the Equator. In October, three days of relentless, heavy rain caused massive landslides in the mountainous regions of Bukalasi and Buwali in Bududa District in the east of the country. Fifty-one people died and twelve thousand were displaced. Many roads and four bridges were swept away. Tragically, in Maludu village, a landslide buried a primary (elementary) school in mud, and many children lost their lives.2


Meanwhile, in the arid Karamoja region of the far northeast, on the border of northern Kenya and South Sudan, the rains failed for a second year running. All this led Uganda’s Ministry of Finance, Planning, and Economic Development to observe that 2018’s droughts, irregular rainfall, and calamitous floods had “significantly impacted agriculture, hydro-electricity production, water resources, human settlements, and infrastructure.” There would, the ministry added, be “long-term implications of persistent poverty and increased food insecurity.”3


Uganda has a mainly warm, tropical climate apart from the mountainous regions, which can be much cooler. Its two rainy seasons run from March to May and September to November. In addition to Lake Victoria, from which the Nile River flows north, Uganda is fortunate to have many bodies of water, such as Lake Kyoga, and Lakes Albert and Edward, which we share with the Democratic Republic of Congo. It has ten national parks and ten percent of its land is forested, although that percentage is declining.


I knew that some parts of my country were prone to flooding, and that decades of deforestation had made landslides more likely. But something was different about the extreme events marking 2018. They seemed to be happening more frequently, occurring all over the country, lasting longer, and displaying greater ferocity. The rainy and dry seasons also appeared to have shifted and become more intense, with heavier rains, longer droughts, and sudden swings between the two.


I’d been taught about global warming in a module in geography at secondary (high) school. But in that class, the only one to even address the subject, the teacher had suggested that climate change was a problem we’d have to deal with in the future, and that it affected other parts of the world and other people. Could it be, I asked myself, that climate change wasn’t in the future and elsewhere, but here and now: in Africa, in Uganda, in Kampala? Were these events I was learning about from the news while living at my parents’ home in the capital city—inundations, record temperatures, failing harvests, hungry children, disease outbreaks, desperate refugees—going to be regular occurrences, the new normal? And what would happen if they grew worse? How many more harvests would be lost? How many more people would be displaced? And how many more would die?


At that time, I knew next to nothing about the world’s response to climate change. I had no idea that in Paris in 2015, 197 countries had set a goal to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 2100 so that the overall warming of the planet’s atmosphere would be kept “well below” 2°C (3.6°F) above the levels it had been before the Industrial Revolution. In Paris, countries had also agreed to try to meet a more ambitious target to avoid the worst of the disruption researchers forecast: an increase in the global temperature of no more than 1.5°C (2.7°F).


But, I was to learn, in spite of the 2015 commitments, emissions hadn’t declined and the Earth’s temperature has already risen to 1.2°C (2.16°F) above pre-industrial levels. In fact, I found out, those commitments were nowhere near as sweeping as research by the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) had demonstrated were essential. I read that not only were scientists telling us we had only a decade to decarbonize our economies before a temperature rise of 1.5°C or much higher was locked in, but the World Meteorological Association calculated there was a 20 percent chance that the global temperature would increase by 1.5°C as soon as 2024.4 What was even more shocking was that the planet was on course for potentially a 3°C (5.4°F) temperature increase by 2050 and 7°C (12.6°F) by 2100—a civilization-ending scenario.5


I was stunned. Worry. Sadness. Fear. Anger. Bewilderment. Frustration. Disgust. These are some of the emotions expressed by scientists about the climate crisis on the Is This How You Feel? website.6 As I watched the videos, listened to the podcasts, and read the blogs, social media posts, and newspaper articles, these emotions and more arose in me too.


And I had so many questions! Why wasn’t climate change being more widely taught in our schools and universities? Why weren’t we listening to the scientists? Why wasn’t our Government acting? Why wasn’t the international community working together more? What were all our leaders doing ? Were we fooling ourselves in not taking this issue seriously?


December and January are some of the hottest months of the year in Uganda, and the Christmas and New Year period of 2018 was especially so. Some nights it remained so hot even after the sun went down that it was hard to sleep in my room in the attic. I decided to ask my Uncle Charles, who follows current events and reads a lot, whether he remembered it ever being quite as warm. “No,” he replied. “Two or three decades ago, January was relatively temperate and wet.” That meant it was perfect for harvesting maize (corn), cassava, beans, and sweet potatoes, all of which are grown during the rains of the previous months. “It’s climate change, and yet no one is talking about it,” he added.


Uncle Charles shook his head. “The farmers in our country have all been affected,” he said. They may never have heard of the concept of global warming, he told me, but they could sense that something was wrong: “Farmers have seen the weather change, and they have to deal with the consequences.” Then he said something that really captured my attention: “We need to do something about it, for the sake of the environment and for young people.”


As I listened to Uncle Charles, my alarm and anger intensified. I began to see how accurate the term climate crisis actually was. In my research online, I discovered one person who recognized that it was just that: Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg, who’d started the Fridays For Future (FFF) movement. A few months before, Greta had begun to skip school each Friday and had instead stood outside the Swedish Parliament holding a sign, SKOLSTREJK FÖR KLIMATET (“School strike for climate”), to protest her country’s (and the world’s) failure to adequately address the warming of Earth’s atmosphere.


I was impressed that here was someone much younger than I was who was bearing witness and taking to the streets. The more I researched, the more I discovered that other young people around the world, some not yet teenagers, were joining Greta in school strikes for the climate. With my Uncle Charles’ words echoing in my head, I felt the pull to strike too. I began to feel like I had to become a climate activist. But I wasn’t clear on what I’d actually do or how.


Several obstacles prevented me from acting. First, even though most people think of me as a friendly person, I’m actually quite shy and happy to spend time alone. I also don’t like to draw attention to myself. How could I step out in this way as an “activist”? Who was I going to strike with? Should I hold a placard and stand at the corner nearest to my home, or was I going to be like Greta and strike in front of a government office or even the Ugandan Parliament, which I’d never even visited? Where to strike, it seemed, would be the hardest decision for me.


Another barrier I faced might be hard for some of you to understand. My society in Uganda, and others like it, has very strict set rules about what’s appropriate for a young woman—rules that don’t apply to men and boys. At the girls’ boarding school I attended, we were taught to be demure and respectful of authority. A young woman standing by herself on the street with a sign is unusual and she may well be harassed, verbally bullied, or worse. She’d also likely be accused of being “desperate for a man”—an insult often hurled at single young women doing something unexpected—or even suspected of being a prostitute. If our parents or siblings heard we were protesting on the street, there’s a good chance they’d be embarrassed or angry: “What were you thinking?!” they’d ask accusingly.


Yet another problem I faced was that it’s hard to hold a public demonstration in Uganda. Permits for marches can be difficult to obtain administratively and the police can break up a large gathering of people and you can be arrested. I’ve seen it myself. Despite what the statutes may say, from what I’ve seen we don’t really have free speech, and the authorities routinely ban rallies or protests that they deem “too political.”


My contemporaries at Makerere University’s main campus, across town from where I was studying at MUBS, frequently went on strike, especially over rises in tuition fees. Many of these protests had been broken up by the police using their batons and tear gas, which spread throughout the campus and even penetrated student housing. Students had been beaten and arrested. Sometimes the police even fired live bullets to try to disperse the crowd.


When the police in Uganda arrest you, they often take away all your possessions, including your phone. What if my climate strike led to my arrest? If the police confiscated my phone, who would even discover I’d been detained? Who would I tell? Who would bail me out of jail? How would my family react?


These thoughts and fears preoccupied me as the new year of 2019 began. Outwardly, you wouldn’t have thought anything had changed. I kept working, as I had since I was twelve years old when I’d help out during the school holidays, in my family’s battery supply shop. In most ways I was what you could call an ordinary college student. I occasionally went to parties, where I loved to dance and talk with friends. In the evenings, I enjoyed telenovelas from Latin America dubbed into English on Telemundo, watched Ugandan talent shows and beauty pageants, and often listened to the music of One Direction, Ed Sheeran, Taylor Swift, and Ugandan rapper Fik Fameica. I was also looking forward to my graduation, which was coming up later in January. It had been an intense three years at university, because I was studying full-time and was now part-time manager at the shop, handling finances and writing receipts.


Even though I’m the eldest of five children and close to my mom and dad, I’ve never been the kind of person who confides in her parents. While at MUBS, I lived in my parents’ house in the southeastern part of Kampala. Yes, I would have liked to have had the experience of living in a university hostel, as several of my friends did, but since MUBS was close to home, my parents decided it wasn’t worth the expense. Although I didn’t have as much privacy as some university students who live in a hostel, because my room was in the attic, I could plan the strike without anyone knowing what I had in mind.


I mainly kept my thoughts about striking to myself because I didn’t want my parents to try to dissuade me from holding a public climate strike. It’s not that they wouldn’t have understood my wish to speak out. As we were growing up, my parents had encouraged me and my two sisters and two brothers to do what we thought was right, and not just what was popular. They had always made clear that if my siblings and I wanted to undertake a project, and it was for a positive cause and made us happy, then we should do it to the best of our abilities and see where it would lead. It was more the reaction from my female classmates that I worried about: “You’re going against everything we were taught!” I imagined my school friends saying, if they found out I’d be standing on the street with a sign.


And yet . . . I couldn’t stop replaying in my mind the different student strikers I saw on social media. Many of them were young women or girls. Alexandria Villaseñor, an American, was only fourteen years old and had founded Earth Uprising, a youth climate network. Lilly Platt had started a campaign to encourage people to clean up plastic waste in the Netherlands in 2015, when she was only seven. And, of course, there was Greta. If they had the confidence to go out in public and call for climate action, I told myself, surely I, a soon-to-be university graduate in a country where the consequences of the climate crisis were right before my eyes, could join them. If I didn’t, would I ever forgive myself?


By early January, I’d spent many hours weighing up whether I should begin climate activism or not. I’d wasted precious time, scared about what might happen and worried about what other people—my friends, my family, anyone—would think or say about me. I knew I’d delayed too long already. It was time for me to leave that place of fear and face the world.


* * *


On Saturday, January 5, 2019, I told my brothers, who were home from boarding school, Paul Christian (then aged 14) and Trevor (aged 10), my two cousins who were visiting, Nathan (aged 11) and Varak (aged 9), and a third cousin, Isabella, who is my age and lives with my family in Kampala, that I wanted us to strike.7


“What are we going to strike for?” Isabella asked.


“For the climate,” I replied.


Nathan asked why, and I tried to explain, for their sakes and my own. “We’re going to demand climate action,” I told them. “We want the politicians and business community to do something.” I wasn’t sure I was convincing them. I added, “We’re doing it on behalf of the people who are suffering because of climate disasters.” Then I looked at my four young relatives, their faces expectant and Isabella’s skeptical. “And I want to have my very first strike with you.”


I could see they were getting excited. As the oldest child in my family, I was used to giving my siblings some direction. This came in handy now. “So, we have to make our placards,” I told the four young ones. What kids wouldn’t enjoy that? Isabella and I could join in and supervise.


Earlier that day, I’d bought markers so we could write in big, bold letters. Luckily, one of my sisters is a very good artist, and she owned a large book of art paper, which she said we could use. We settled down to make the signs we’d carry.


“What shall we write?” Varak, the nine-year-old, asked.


I wanted us to express something positive, and to ensure that my younger family members held placards they themselves would understand. We decided to pick slogans we thought wouldn’t be too threatening, and so wrote several, in English. TREES ARE IMPORTANT FOR US; NATURE IS LIFE; WHEN YOU PLANT A TREE, YOU PLANT A FOREST; THANKS FOR THE GLOBAL WARMING (that was our sarcastic one); and CLIMATE STRIKE NOW. We also drew some trees next to the letters.


As we scribbled away in the living room, my mom grew curious and poked her head around the doorway. “Mwe mukolakyi? Kulwakyi muwandika ebigambo ku mpapula?” she asked in Luganda, my mother tongue: What are you doing? Why are you writing on all these pieces of paper?


I decided to be straightforward. “We’re going on a climate strike,” I replied.


“What is that ?” she asked. This was completely new to her, as it was to all of us.


“We’re fighting for the protection of the environment. We need these signs,” I said. “We want to make sure the Government does something about climate change.”


Mom paused as she considered what I’d told her. “That’s a good thing,” she said. “But aren’t you worried, going to the streets?”


“I’ve been scared this whole time,” I responded. “But I’ve decided we need to do this.”


I could see she was still anxious. “Since this is a peaceful strike, and I’m with the kids,” I added, “I don’t think you need to worry.”


My mother nodded. I wasn’t sure she was convinced, but she just said, “OK.”


The next morning, the six of us got up early and left home at about seven o’clock, slipping out of the door so as not to wake up my parents. The day was sunny but with a cold bite in the air, so we all wore sweaters.


Kampala, like many cities in Africa, has parts that are very modern, with paved roads, sidewalks, and tall buildings; and some areas that are green with trees and where the red soil is visible. Many areas are packed with traffic, with lots of noise from honking horns. I’d picked four places where we’d stand with our signs for thirty minutes each (I’d even set my phone alarm so we’d know when to leave). I’d chosen them strategically: they were in crowded markets at intersections with lots of traffic, where our messages could be seen by as many people as possible. Here, taxicabs, matatus (public minibuses seating up to fourteen passengers), and boda bodas (motorcycle taxis) compete for road space with cyclists and pedestrians. Each of the sites, in the neighborhoods of Kitintale and Bugolobi, wasn’t far from our house, and they formed a kind of circle, allowing us to be close to home after we reached the last location.


As we walked to our first destination at Kitintale Market, we held our placards in the air, like a mini climate march. My brother Paul Christian took pictures of us so I could post images from the strike later on social media. Many people stared as we made our way along the sidewalk, clearly wondering what we were doing. At one point, a woman stopped in front of us and told us we should go to a site nearby where they were cutting down trees to make way for a school. “They need to understand they cannot do this,” she said. “You can still have a school and let the trees remain standing.” I said that I agreed, and made a mental note to follow up and find out more. (When I later visited the school, the head teacher wasn’t there. I wrote a letter, asking to speak with the students and teachers about climate change, but never received a response. I did notice that the trees had been cut near the school, which was on my route to and from MUBS.)


On Sundays in Uganda, stalls in open-air markets sell fruits, vegetables, grains, and meat to shoppers, as well as cooked food for these customers, the stallholders themselves, and hungry passersby. Kitintale was no exception. More than a hundred vendors were setting up while customers were forming lines for the cooked food. As we stood holding our placards, my heart started to beat faster. How might people react?


Mostly, they just carried on with their Sunday morning routines. Merchants arranged their bananas and peppers; a few shoppers looked in our direction and paused to read our signs. Nobody said anything directly to us, and no one yelled or cursed or tried to chase us away either. Still, I was so anxious I couldn’t even feel my legs. Honestly, I wanted to leave as soon as possible. My cousin Varak told me later that she was also mortified, at least at the start. “Tubadde awo naye mbade njagala etakka limile!” she said. I wanted the ground to swallow me up!


Because it was our first one, that stop was the scariest and most stressful. But we stuck it out. I reminded myself that our messages had to be brought to the public regardless of how uncomfortable it was. In fact, when the alarm on my phone rang, announcing it was time to head to our next strike location, I was less worried about continuing the strike than I thought I’d be.


Bugolobi Stage was about a four-minute ride by matatu along busy Port Bell Road. It’s called a “stage” because it’s a depot and transit hub, so like a “staging” point for journeys. It’s always bustling, with little stores selling refreshments and electronics, Internet access and money transfer services, phone-charging and clothes. A lot of people were here too. And while we received some curious glances, again nobody said anything. I could feel the strike getting easier. After another half an hour, we walked to the Village Mall, our third strike spot.


The Village Mall, also in Bugolobi, is an upscale, enclosed shopping area, where prices for everything from a cup of coffee to a piece of clothing are three times more expensive than they are elsewhere. By standing here we’d be seen not only by wealthier Ugandans, but also by white expatriates out for a meal or shopping. That was important. These people needed to see that climate activists are not only in Europe or the United States, but in Uganda as well. I’d also chosen the Mall because of the Shell petrol (gas) station next door. I’d seen other climate activists targeting the oil industry. This location would allow us to draw drivers’ attention to their complicity. We stood in front of the entrance and waved our placards, so that people in private vehicles, walkers, cyclists, bus-riders, and matatu passengers would see us as they passed by.


Our final destination was in Nakawa, in front of Capital Shoppers, a large supermarket across the road from my soon-to-be alma mater, Makerere University Business School. I tried not to think about the possibility that some of my classmates might see me standing there with my placard, and wonder what on Earth I was doing.


While Kampala is a big city, with 1.65 million people, it can sometimes feel like a small town, because so many Ugandans move there to look for work. So, the likelihood of seeing an alum from MUBS or my old school was fairly high. I tried not to think about that! Instead, I concentrated on the pedestrians and people in their cars and taxis. By now, our group of strikers was all getting pretty hungry and tired. When the alarm went off for the fourth time, we bundled up our placards and took a matatu home.


My mother was waiting for us, along with a full breakfast. She asked us how the strike had gone and what kinds of reactions we’d received. I mentioned the woman who’d spoken about the school and the trees being felled. To my surprise, Mom replied that she’d heard about that too, and suggested we might visit there sometime and strike to try to save the trees. I think she was proud of us. Now, every time she catches a news item on television about floods, droughts, or wildfires, she calls me to come and watch it.


“What have you been doing?” my father asked when he saw we’d all returned. He hadn’t known about the strike plan, and was genuinely intrigued by what had made the six of us get up and leave the house so early.


“We’ve been on a climate strike,” I answered.


He looked at us in confusion, but not anger. Although my father had no idea what a climate strike was, I knew he could see the value in raising awareness of environmental issues that affected people’s lives. For several years, he’d been involved in tree-planting projects with the Rotary Club, of which he was a leading member.


To my surprise, my dad said, “That’s good.” Then he urged us all to sit down and eat.


My sisters Joan (then aged 17) and Clare (19) were more inquisitive. “How did people look at you?” asked Joan. “Was it easy? Was it hard?”


Clare added quietly: “I think you were brave.”


I was a little stunned that my sisters were interested. They hadn’t expressed much interest in joining the strike when I’d confided in them the day before. They hadn’t given a specific reason why they didn’t want to come. Perhaps it was because it would be on a Sunday, and they wanted to sleep in, or like most people they didn’t really understand what a climate strike was. Or maybe they didn’t want to be seen by some of their friends or be in a photo that would be posted to social media.


As for me, I was elated: partly because demonstrating was new to me; partly because we young people had expressed ourselves and had tried to inform Kampalans about something that was affecting people in Uganda. I was also pleased for myself. I’d exposed myself to ridicule, but I hadn’t let that stop me. I hadn’t let my own worries overwhelm me, nor had I been put off by whether someone I knew might see me and judge me harshly. And I hadn’t been so afraid of strangers criticizing me that I’d walked away from the strike.


Later that day, as I’d planned, I posted a few photos and videos taken by my brother Paul Christian to my 500 or so followers on social media. When I checked my phone again, I was happy to discover that some friends had liked my posts, and a few had even added supportive comments. Before I went to bed, I took another look at my phone. When I’d posted, I’d added hashtags, linking our climate strike to #FridaysFor-Future. To my amazement, I saw that Greta Thunberg had retweeted the photos I’d uploaded, and suddenly my post had more than one thousand likes. My past posts had never received more than ten! How had this happened?


The next morning, I saw even more likes, and they were coming from people all over the world. Almost immediately, I began to plan my next strike for the following Friday. I’d started something. And I knew I couldn’t stop.
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Striking Out


As the days of the week ticked by, I became increasingly nervous, and also determined to see my first Fridays For Future strike through. This time, I was likely to be alone. My brothers had returned to boarding school, my cousins Nathan and Varak had headed home, and Isabella would be at her classes. I asked some of my friends to join me in the strike, but they didn’t buy the idea. Like my sisters, they didn’t understand what I’d be doing, or they weren’t ready to let anyone take a photo of them holding a placard that could be shared on their WhatsApp friend groups—what we call the “walk of shame.”


When Friday morning came, I ate breakfast, put on my jeans, and headed to my family’s shop. I explained to my coworkers, who’d already seen the photos I’d posted from the first strike, that I would be striking again that morning. I asked them to cover for me if my father showed up, as he did once in a while, telling him I had an errand that required me to be out of the office.


I decided to revisit two of the locations from the first strike. I walked to Bugolobi Stage with my placard at my side. The Stage was full of people, and this time there could be no mistaking who was being stared at.


It’s funny how your mind projects your fears onto others or replays the judgments you’ve picked up from society. Every time a car or taxi passed, I’d wonder whether a passenger recognized me or if they were thinking to themselves, Instead of applying for a job, she’s standing on the corner. Or they’d be muttering under their breath, Why isn’t she helping people in poverty? or Why isn’t she protesting for those who don’t have enough food? Or they’d be angry and asking themselves why I was wasting my time and theirs. I took every weird or quizzical glance, every wrinkling of the nose or narrowing of the eyes or frowning forehead, as a direct criticism of what I was doing.


I spent half an hour at Bugolobi Stage before I moved on to the Village Mall. To my relief, I was joined by my friend Elton John Sekandi. (Yes, he was named after a famous musician; and so, in a way, am I. In the mid-1990s my dad was a fan of the songs of American singer Vanessa Williams, and that’s partly how I got my name!) Elton had told me he’d try to come if he could get out of work. Elton was from Masaka, about three and a half hours west of Kampala, also on the shores of Lake Victoria. I knew him because he’d been living in Kampala and had been working in some of my family’s shops, including the one where I helped out.


Elton’s presence made the second half of the strike a little easier, although the general indifference we encountered was disheartening. Because no one yelled at us or asked us a question or engaged with us at all really, it was hard to gauge how effective we were being. Was the message on my placard—a combination of the slogans we’d had in the first strike—confusing? Did people think the climate issue wasn’t worth protesting about or drawing attention to? I had to keep reminding myself that only a few months before, I also hadn’t recognized the gravity of the crisis.
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