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‘Addressing climate phenomena is the way to ensure justice for humanity. Mary Robinson, as UN Special Envoy on climate change and as UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, has been a global champion to bring justice for all. Her book inspires and guides us on what to do to protect humanity and our only world’ Ban Ki-moon

‘The most dramatic symptoms of our changing global climate—rising sea levels, extreme weather events, increasing desertification, and water scarcity—disproportionately affect vulnerable communities that are often far removed from the causes of human greenhouse gas emissions. Mary Robinson has been their champion for many years, and Climate Justice gives them a voice that we all should hear. Robinson makes a powerful and compelling case that the climate crisis is a crisis of humanity, requiring far more than mitigation and adaptation, but a renewed sense of shared destiny’ Richard Branson

‘This is a book about people: farmers and activists in Africa, Asia, and the Americas, people whose livelihood is ruined by climate change and climate injustice. Yet it is also a celebration of their fight back. I was moved by Mary Robinson’s account of amazing women leading the fight for their communities’ Mo Ibrahim

‘Sustainable development is at the heart of climate justice—protecting the planet, now and for generations to come. The stories in this book reveal the lived experience of people doing just that, adapting and strengthening their resilience in the face of climate change. They are courageous men and women whose lessons we all should heed’ Gro Harlem Brundtland

‘Mary Robinson brings the power of the voice of those heavily affected by climate change—particularly women—to the centre of the consciousness of decision-makers to propel collective action’ Graça Machel





 

To those whose stories of hope and resilience inspired this book.
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Prologue

MARRAKECH


On the night of November 11, 2016, in a guesthouse in the ancient medina of Marrakech, I was having difficulty sleeping. I had arrived that evening on a flight from Paris to attend the UN annual climate change talks. One year earlier, the signing of the Paris Agreement had marked a critical turning point towards a zero-carbon, more resilient world. Now, representatives from 195 nations, including the United States, were gathering in this Moroccan city to discuss ways to implement the agreement.

After a late-night dinner and debrief with my foundation team,1 I retired to my room, overlooking a small courtyard inset with a turquoise-green pool. There, I tossed and turned late into the night, unable to shake a feeling of apprehension. Days earlier, in an electoral result that had shocked me and the rest of the world, Donald Trump had become president-elect of the United States. By a strange coincidence, I had been declared president-elect of Ireland twenty-six years earlier to the day.

In the previous weeks leading up to Marrakech, as my small team and I worked long hours at our office in Dublin in preparation, I had kept a close eye on the electoral race playing out across America. As Election Day approached, I became increasingly anxious about the prospect of a Trump victory. I was deeply concerned by Trump’s anti–climate change rhetoric and his promise to pull the United States—the world’s most powerful nation and the biggest carbon polluter in history—out of the Paris Agreement, which had come into force just four days before the election. One of the greatest international achievements in multilateral diplomacy, the agreement was a shining example of how the world could come together to combat an existential global threat. How would Trump’s election affect the resolve of other countries in Marrakech? In my heart, I knew that the Paris Agreement was stronger than any one nation, yet I felt foreboding at the prospect of this new U.S. administration.

So much was at stake. For more than a decade, I had met those suffering the worst effects of climate change: drought-stricken farmers in Uganda, a president struggling to save his sinking South Pacific island nation, Honduran women pleading for water. They come from communities that are the least responsible for the pollution warming our planet, yet are the most affected. They are often overlooked in the abstract, jargon-filled policy discussions about how to address the problem. But their stories have made me realise that the fight against climate change is fundamentally about human rights and securing justice for those suffering from its impact—vulnerable countries and communities that are the least culpable for the problem. They must also be able to share the burdens and benefits of climate change fairly. I call it climate justice—putting people at the heart of the solution.

The next morning, I awoke in Marrakech resolute on a course of action: I would issue a statement urging the United States to stay the course and to withstand any efforts by a Trump White House to derail the Paris Agreement. Over breakfast, I discussed my plan with the director of my foundation, who voiced caution. Next, I called my husband, Nick, my mentor and great ally, who was at our home in county Mayo, Ireland. Nick listened to my proposal and then gently advised me not to make a speech or statement, suggesting that it would be counterproductive to take such a sharply critical tone. Still determined, I called my friend and close adviser Bride Rosney in Dublin. “I understand how you are feeling, Mary,” Bride told me. “You need to get this out of you, but you need to do it the right way. All you need is a journalist to ask you the right question.”

Later that morning, in a quiet corner away from the bustle of the climate talks, I spoke on camera with Laurie Goering from the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Fighting back emotion, I described how, as United Nations Envoy for El Niño and Climate Change, I had recently met women in the drought-stricken regions of Honduras who no longer had water. I had seen the pain on the faces of those women. And one of the women said to me, and I’ll never forget, “We have no water. How do you live without water?”

Laurie moved the mic nearer and I expressed my pent-up feelings: “It would be a tragedy for the United States and the people of the United States if the U.S. becomes a kind of rogue country, the only country in the world that is somehow not going to go ahead with the Paris Agreement. The moral obligation of the United States as a big emitter, and historically an emitter that built its whole economy on fossil fuels that are now damaging the world—it’s unconscionable the United States would walk away from it.”

I felt lighter as the interview drew to a close. It was a relief to speak my mind and to define the moral issue at stake. I remembered something the poet Seamus Heaney wrote to me on the day that I became the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: “Take hold of it boldly and duly.”

By week’s end, the ripple effects of the election had dissipated across the tented canopies of the climate talks, and my fears were diminished. Nation after nation—in union with civil society and business leaders—reaffirmed their commitments to the Paris Agreement. Behind closed doors the meeting buzzed with a renewed sense of urgency. Along the corridors of the climate talks, housed on the dusty outskirts of Marrakech, people moved with more energy. On the final day, forty-eight of the poorest countries made an extraordinary pledge: They would receive all their energy from renewable sources by 2050. Having some of the countries most vulnerable to climate change lead on delivering the goals of Paris was a powerful and humbling declaration. The message was clear: There was no turning back. The rest of the world would forge ahead with or without the United States.
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