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Dedication

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO THE FOUR THINGS I WOULD BE NOTHING WITHOUT:

soil

water

air

light
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Introduction

My journey into the climate movement has taught me and continues to teach me so much, not only about climate science and nature’s systems but also what it means to be human. What responsibility we hold as a keystone species, a species that has a disproportionate effect on other species within the ecosystem. We are coming out of an age where the dominant narrative has been that we are separate from nature and must journey to it, as though nature is something outside of ourselves. Yet nothing and no one exist in isolation. So, we have a responsibility to each other and the future of every species on this incredible rock called Earth. We cannot afford to be complacent.

My fascination with and love for the ocean is what first pulled me into the climate movement. When I saw the ocean, which felt like part of me, polluted with single-use plastics, I was determined to understand why this was happening and what I could do. Through working with Greenpeace, Rainforest Alliance, and Waste Watch, the local grassroots group I cofounded, I have had the privilege of meeting people with intersectional approaches and Indigenous knowledge, and those on the front lines of research, all working to tackle the climate crisis. I interviewed some of these people to share their direct experiences in this book. In addition to engaging with these global relationships and communities, I have also been implementing changes at home in order to deepen my relationship with the climate movement and to better understand the effects of my actions. It is these small, quiet actions in the intimacy of my home that have allowed me to slow down and listen, to deprogram social norms of being busy, consuming, productivity, growth, and instead focus on building relationships with the things, people, and parts of nature I want to protect, love, and seek joy in.

I think a lot of us have preconceived notions about what a climate activist should look or act like—that they should know all the statistics, make grand speeches, commit every moment of their life to the cause. But what the climate really needs is for each of us to show up just as we are. In fact, it was the moments in my journey when I became frustrated and disappointed in myself for not achieving change in this programmed perfect way that underlined for me the importance of writing this book. There is no perfect way to show up for the planet, each other, and yourself. Perfectionism—essentially ego—distracts us from the urgency with which we need to be addressing the climate crisis. I wrote this book to celebrate imperfect, in-process action.

The more people I have met in the movement, the wider the range of approaches I have seen. People bring their own skill sets, interests, and creativity to their application of change. My first approach was a love for the ocean and a fascination with waste and our relationship to consumption. Yet someone else’s approach could be a love for the potential of urban environments and cooking, which might manifest as being part of a rooftop community garden. The opportunity to take action within the climate crisis is limitlessness. We don’t have to choose one thing, and we don’t have to land on it right away. It is a continual inquiry.

I was drawn to the medium of a book as a means to collect and share my thoughts in a tangible way. The physical object itself—a book you can feel in your hands—is a reminder that we can hold and see change. The inspiration behind go gently was to show that we can adopt both hard and soft mind-sets, we can go forth with action but still foster a loving, gentle relationship to the planet, each other, and ourselves. I am so excited to be building a community between the pages of this book as we collectively grow through the actions we take.
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Go Learn

A Big-Picture Look at the Climate Movement




Before we dive into at-home practices that support a healthy planet for all creatures, it is essential that we take a look at the systems that govern our planet. This includes those designed by humans and those that preexist within Earth’s blueprint. We will explore how these systems interact, which of them are broken, which are thriving, and which we need to support so that we can mitigate climate breakdown. The ice caps are not going to melt—they already are. Sea levels are not going to rise—they already are. This is why we need to take a crisis approach to the climate. Fossil fuel companies are not going to put the planet before profit—we as compassionate earthlings need to do that. The time to join this movement and educate ourselves on how to best take action is now.

Many systems built long ago, like slavery and colonialism, have entrenched effects on people and the planet. However, just as those systems were once imagined by someone, we have the same opportunity to radically imagine new systems or remember ones that have been forgotten, systems that center people and the planet equally. The climate crisis is a big issue, but we can approach it with both global and local solutions. Lessons about the environment can often be disheartening, yet the more I have directed my gaze to the positive systems that exist on this planet—both natural and human-designed—the more inspired I become by our potential. As climate justice writer Mary Annaïse Heglar so beautifully puts it, “The thing about climate is that you can be overwhelmed by the complexity of the problem or fall in love with the creativity of solutions.”

My curiosity and inspiration to change my behavior at home was instigated by my developing knowledge of the climate crisis. Being exposed to these stories and statistics called me to ask, What can I do about it? What part can I play? We are each personally drawn to and affected by elements that we can work to defend on a micro and macro scale. My best advice is, don’t choose to focus on one element just because you think you should or because your friend is. Find something that personally speaks to you and sparks your curiosity and joy. We are much more likely to commit to an issue long term if we feel connected to and inspired by it. It might not be the first topic you pick, but that will lead you to the next, until you find the right fit.

CLIMATE CRISIS 101: KEY TOPICS AND TERMINOLOGY

Let’s take a deeper dive into the basics of climate change. We can hear lots of technical terms but never really know what they mean in relation to us and our actions. When I was a kid, “global warming” was the most popular term to describe our changing climate. Warming temperatures are the result of the greenhouse gas effect.

WHAT IS THE GREENHOUSE GAS EFFECT?

This is when greenhouse gases, including carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide, rise up into Earth’s atmosphere, where they trap heat, similar to the glass roof of a greenhouse. This trapped heat is unable to escape into space, so it remains in the atmosphere, and the surplus heat disrupts the equilibrium of Earth’s environment. We humans have been emitting these gases at an ever-increasing rate by burning fossil fuels, burying and incinerating our trash, and engaging in degenerative agricultural and industrial systems. The more these gases are released, the more they get trapped in Earth’s atmosphere, and the more they heat up both our land and our oceans.
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Greenhouse gases rise into the atmosphere and trap heat from the sun. The atmosphere, depicted as a chain, locks in this heat, making it unable to escape.


The greenhouse gas effect is resulting in . . .


	Increased temperatures, making it harder to live and work. This will lead to more energy usage to cool our homes.

	Higher water temperatures and polar ice melting, both of which are driving rising sea levels, which will submerge land masses and contaminate our soil and aquifers with salt.

	Bad air quality, which affects human health.

	More frequent extreme weather events.

	A significant decrease in the amount of land habitable by humans. The World Economic Forum predicts that by 2070, this could affect 30 percent of the population, which would lead to mass migration as people seek asylum in cooler countries.

	A greater need for water to manage the changing temperatures, including drinking water and water for agriculture.



As we know, there is no “Planet B,” so to keep Planet A—Earth—habitable, we need to radically decrease our use of and dependence on fossil fuels, looking instead to renewable energy sources and practices that do not emit greenhouse gases. The good news is, there are so many positive solutions out there that we can get behind. But until humanity collectively puts pressure on world leaders to take action they will not put the planet before profit.
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The old versus the new. The destructive, pollution-creating fossil fuel industry juxtaposed against the clean and thriving renewable energy industry.


FOSSIL FUEL EXTRACTION, AND WHY IT MUST END!

Imagine the world is an overflowing bathtub, the water being fossil fuel products like plastics, gasoline, and coal. As we rush to bail out the bathtub with our buckets to manage the mess, we can’t forget to also turn the tap off, the tap being the extraction of more fossil fuels. It may sound radical, but our work to mitigate the climate crisis will never catch up if we keep extracting more fossil fuels. We must turn the tap off!

So what are fossil fuels? Natural gas, coal, and oil are made from decomposed plants and animals that have been underground for millions of years. We have been extracting these substances since the 1800s by drilling into our earth to remove liquid or gaseous fossil fuels like oil and natural gas and mining to extract solid fossil fuels like coal. These materials are then burned in fossil fuel power plants, which generate steam to drive turbines, which in turn generate electricity. Gas and oil are used to fuel vehicle engines. Plastics are also made from petrochemicals, which are the chemical products obtained from fossil fuels.

This burning of fossil fuels—as they are processed and used as energy sources—creates an astronomical amount of destructive greenhouse gases, which are absorbed by our oceans and atmosphere, warm up our planet, and continue to make the climate less hospitable to humans and many other species. As you can see, it is time to say bye-bye to fossil fuels and welcome our new BFF, renewable energy!


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Call your representatives and advocate for green industries and jobs. Vote and petition against any new fossil fuel extraction development.

	Use public transportation, cycle, walk, carpool, and minimize driving.

	See if your bank invests in fossil fuels. If so, think about switching to a bank or organization that transparently states that they do not invest in fossil fuel companies. I recently did this, and it was an easier process than I thought.

	Limit your use of single-use plastic as much as possible.





RENEWABLE ENERGY, TODAY’S AND TOMORROW’S BFF

To save yourself from spiraling into thoughts of doomsday, let’s take a moment to appreciate and celebrate renewable energy systems and how they can help save our future on this planet. While humans have had their fair share of bad press, one positive news story is our ingenuity in designing renewable energy systems that harness energy from nature’s greatest gifts: wind, sun, and water. Fossil fuels come from resources that are extracted, used up, and will eventually run out, but energy from the wind, sun, and water are considered “renewable” because the resource is not depleted when it is used. These renewable energy systems sound pretty amazing, but their implementation needs to be carried out in a just, accessible, and anticolonial way in order to address the climate crisis for all living creatures. Let’s look at the key types of renewable energy:

Solar Energy—Solar panels capture radiant energy from sunlight and convert it into heat, electricity, or hot water. Over the long term, solar can greatly reduce energy costs for the consumer. Many governments incentivize investment in solar energy by providing rebates and tax credits.

Wind Energy—Wind turbines, which look like giant fans, can be installed on land or at sea. Wind turns the blades of the turbine around a rotor, which spins a generator and creates electricity. Wind energy is an efficient use of land, has low operating costs, and creates jobs.

Wave Energy—Devices like buoys and float systems are anchored out at sea. As waves and the movement of water move these devices up and down, the machinery transforms kinetic energy into electricity. The potential of wave energy has not yet been fully explored because it’s more complicated than wind energy or solar energy; the machinery is expensive to install and maintain, and there are potential threats to marine life.

Hydropower—I feel it’s important to mention hydropower, as it is the most commonly used renewable energy but not the best—it’s the BFF we need to unfriend. Hydropower systems—including the thirty-eight thousand dams around the world—can require more energy to run than they are able to produce, and some rely on fossil fuels to pump water. They also significantly disrupt water ecosystems and waterways, which negatively affects the animals that live in those waterways.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Look for and support companies that run on renewable energies.

	If you own a business, or work at a business where you can influence the people in charge, think about shifting to renewable energy sources.

	Investigate installing solar panels for your home if that is an option for you.

	Consider joining a community solar program. These programs allow renters or homeowners who can’t install their own solar panels to connect their electricity account with nearby solar farms and receive credit on their utility bill. Availability varies depending on your city and utility provider. I recently linked my account with a company like this.






DR. DAVID SANTILLO

Senior scientist with the Greenpeace Research Laboratories, based at the University of Exeter in the UK
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What is the correlation between human activity and climate change?

Over the last decade, it’s become almost impossible for anyone to deny that there is this thing called climate change and that humans play an overwhelming part in it. All of the scientific data out there point to the same facts: that climate change is real, that we can measure the changes physically in the environment, that we can see ice melting, see climates and weather patterns changing, and we know that that is driven mainly by carbon dioxide, and that a lot of that increase in carbon dioxide is coming directly from human activities. I think now anyone who chooses to deny that climate change is an issue, and that it’s an issue for us now, is really choosing to ignore all of the evidence that’s out there. If there’s any doubt, then it’s a willful decision not to accept it.

What is one piece of actionable advice you would give?

We’ve got to get into a position where we’re not just thinking, “I’ll do my bit, and I hope everyone else does the same.” Yes, we can, but the people who can make the biggest difference of all are governments and big corporations. We need to also act by taking the arguments and the messages back to them and saying, “You need to do more; you need to set things up so that we can make the right choices.” Put pressure on your elected officials, put pressure on the retailers that you buy from. People can make themselves heard and make themselves difficult and not feel bad about doing that, because that’s the only way, in the end, that change is really driven through at some of these levels.

What instills hope in you?

The fact that we’ve got all of this science together with all the work that the IPCC [Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change] and others are doing, the fact that we’ve got young people who are engaged, we’ve got schools that are interested in teaching this as part of the curriculum. We’ve got so many more scientists now coming through university who are working in this field, whether that’s ocean science or climate modeling or pollution monitoring. There is just a much, much greater groundswell of understanding of the fact that everything we do has an impact.



WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE, BUT NOT A DROP TO DRINK

I remember reading a headline years ago that was something like “When Water Will Be More Expensive Than Oil.” The article completely changed my perspective on water. I was aware that our day-to-day lives depended on water, but I underestimated just how much we have been taking from a resource we viewed as limitless and not seeing how our treatment of water would make it a scarce commodity. As I delved deeper, I discovered how inextricably linked water scarcity and the climate crisis are.

Climate-related events can affect water supply as follows:


	Natural disasters like typhoons and tsunamis can destroy water systems and contaminate the water supply.

	Rising sea levels can compromise freshwater supplies by making them salty.

	Extreme weather events can affect water cycle patterns and make them less predictable. This limits people’s access to water, making many people vulnerable.

	Soil erosion and the inability of land to retain water and grow plants (also known as "desertification") force people to migrate from affected areas. According to the European Commission’s World Atlas of Desertification, more than 75 percent of Earth’s land area is already degraded and more than 90 percent could become degraded by 2050.

	Aquifers are threatened. The International Groundwater Resources Assessment Centre explains that the “increased variability in precipitation and more extreme weather events caused by climate change can lead to longer periods of droughts and floods, which directly affects availability and dependency on groundwater.”

	Rising temperatures cause more water to evaporate from the land and oceans, which over time builds a higher level of atmospheric water vapor and leads to more intense rainfall in the future. Some of this rainwater can be polluted with chemicals from agricultural pesticides.

	Oil drilling, fracking, and fossil fuel pipelines break up wildlife habitats and contaminate water supplies.



Some of the human actions that create these changes include:


	Greenhouse gas emissions

	Deforestation

	Agriculture

	Urbanization

	Population growth

	Pipeline construction



If we continue at the rate we are extracting and burning fossil fuels, engaging in degenerative farming practices, and treating our beautiful planet as a limitless resource, we will all become water vulnerable. The only water we will have left will be salinized, contaminated, or extremely expensive. This will exacerbate the water apartheid (disadvantaged access to water) that already exists in America and around the globe.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Respect and conserve water.

	Trace the source of your food and try to eliminate links to agriculture that degenerates landscapes and/or uses chemical pesticides.

	Protest against pipelines and any new oil-drilling sites.

	Support those who have experienced natural disasters or water apartheid through donations or amplification of their communities and the connection to the climate crisis.

	If you are able, collect rainwater and use it for watering your plants or for washing things.

	Use nontoxic detergents and cleaning products, as the ingredients can make their way into the ocean and pollute the water.

	If you need to dispose of a product that is deemed hazardous, such as paint or drain cleaner, check to see if your area has a Household Hazardous Waste special collection day or drop-off.

	Research whether your city’s drinking water infrastructure is equally available to everyone in the community.






JOANNA SUSTENTO

Climate justice activist
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What does “climate justice” mean to you, and how has your own experience as a survivor of Typhoon Haiyan and losing your family informed the advocacy work you do?

Before Typhoon Haiyan, I didn’t really care much about what was happening in the environment. I was aware of the problems, but I didn’t have a deeper understanding of how the system is broken. After the disaster, I realized that climate change is a human rights issue. I really believe that what our community can put forth in the climate justice conversation is the human face of the climate crisis. When we talk about the climate crisis, it’s very focused on climate science. Not a lot of people can relate to that, but when you talk about losing families, losing livelihood, when you talk about years of hard work disappearing in the span of two hours, a lot of people can take that to heart and can really empathize with that.

What is one piece of actionable advice you would give?

It’s important that at an early age young people realize what they can contribute to their community. They should always speak up and create that safe and brave space for their fellow youth so that they can be heard. You don’t need to be a celebrity. You don’t need to be a politician. You don’t need to be someone influential or rich to be able to create that impact in your community.

What instills hope in you?

Whenever I’m having a bad day or am grieving from what I’ve been through, I remind myself that the universe led me here. I keep reminding myself of my why, and my why is I just couldn’t stop pursuing this advocacy because I’ve already experienced the worst. I know how it feels to lose everything, and I don’t want other people to go through what I’ve gone through. I promised myself that at the end of this second life I was given, I would make sure my community wins.



AIR QUALITY: JUST BECAUSE THE SKY IS BLUE DOESN’T MEAN IT’S CLEAN

When I have shared on social media information about policies like AB-345 in California (which disallows any fracking site from being built or existing within 2,500 feet of houses, schools, or parks), I have received many responses from people who grew up by such sites and are now suffering from health issues. Often the most polluted areas of a town or city are those where low-income and marginalized communities live. High levels of pollution can be due to proximity to freeways, fracking sites, and industrial manufacturing facilities.

Even though the health studies are there, fossil fuel companies are still knowingly placing facilities like these near marginalized local communities and will continue to profit at their expense.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Call your representatives to voice your concern for air quality and ask what air pollution policies they support.

	Understand your town and city and how air quality is possibly worse in some areas than others. Notice what that reflects about the area’s demographics or what facilities operate in that area.

	Limit vehicle use where possible and take public transportation, cycle, or walk instead.

	Advocate for the end of fossil fuel extraction and other polluting industries.






KEVIN J. PATEL

Founder and executive director of OneUpAction and climate advocate
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Can you tell us a bit about the Los Angeles community you grew up in and why Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), low-income, and marginalized communities are disproportionately affected by climate change?

I grew up in South Central Los Angeles, which is a sacrifice zone, meaning we don’t have the resources or the funding to fight against corporations, industries, and people in power coming in and putting our communities at risk. Black and Brown communities are literally having to go outside and breathe chemicals and harmful toxins as well as be hit with the air and smoke pollution, heat waves, and all of these other factors that, among other things, give our community members underlying health issues. In sixth grade, I was affected by heart palpitations, irregular heartbeat, because of the air pollution that ravages Los Angeles. The reason BIPOC communities are directly impacted by the climate crisis is because we lack the power to stop corporations like the fossil fuel industry from coming into our backyards. You will never see an oil well in an affluent community because, guess what? They have the money, they have the resources, and that’s where the politicians usually live.

What is one piece of actionable advice you would give?

A lot of us tend to forget community when we’re doing activism; working with our communities, literally seeing what our communities need, the issues that our communities are facing. Any mutual aid that is happening within our communities, like supporting and raising funds for those issues, can really make a huge impact. You can then take it a step further by calling your elected officials and start talking about, “Hey, these are the issues that we’re facing. You need to start implementing these solutions.” Or even coming up with solutions and pitching them yourself. Calling your elected officials, coming up with your own solutions, working with your community, and mutual aid with organizations that are doing amazing work on the ground is where I would begin.

What instills hope in you?

All of the young people who are working intergenerationally and intersectionally, that instills hope in me. We’re beginning to understand that we’re not the leaders of tomorrow; we’re the leaders, activists, and solutionists of today. We’re really bringing the change that we want to see into reality. We’re not waiting around for people to do it; we’re doing it now.



NATURE’S SYSTEMS AND HOW THEIR HEALTH AFFECTS OUR HEALTH

We are deeply interwoven with all the varying ecosystems that make up our planet. Their health is our health.

OCEAN HEALTH IS OUR HEALTH

I have a deep love for the ocean; I am humbled by its beauty and force. Ocean health is the topic that brought me into the climate movement, and just like the ocean, this topic is complex, dark, and mysterious. So much happens at sea that we don’t see—from the unimaginable beauty of the deep-sea floor (a lot of which has never been seen by the human eye) to the heartbreaking slave trade that is happening on some fishing boats. On the research trips I took with Greenpeace in the Gulf of Mexico, the Biscayne Bay in Miami, and on the river Wye, we trawled for microplastics and found them in every single sample we collected. This made the abstract personal. It confirmed to me that our actions and the health of the planet are inextricably linked.

We often talk about our atmosphere being irreversibly damaged by greenhouse gas emissions, but we talk less about the fact that our oceans are also absorbing these emissions and warming temperatures. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a staggering 93.4 percent of global warming is absorbed by the ocean as opposed to 2.4 percent by the atmosphere. This rise in temperature changes the chemistry of the oceans and disrupts marine ecosystems that provide people with food and the oxygen we breathe. At least 50 to 80 percent of the air we breathe has been produced by plants in our oceans, according to the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), and these same plants sequester carbon dioxide, too. The ocean is both Earth’s thermostat and its windows. Without its ability to regulate our climate and feed us with oxygen and nutrients, we would be lost. An unhealthy ocean means unhealthy humans.

The key issues facing our oceans are:

Climate change


	The ocean absorbs greenhouse gas emissions, which increase its temperature, disrupting marine life.

	Ocean acidification is happening as the ocean’s pH is dropping to the point where life within it is struggling to stay alive.

	Coral reefs are dying due to these changing temperatures, destroying habitats for marine life and degrading the health and biodiversity of the ocean.



Plastic pollution


	Single-use plastics—a mix of consumer products and fishing nets—have ended up in almost every corner of our oceans. Plastic never fully decomposes—it only gets smaller. Plastic harms the marine life that keeps our oceans healthy and thriving.

	Plastic doesn’t just get ingested by marine life. As we are all connected, it works its way into human bodies, too, mainly through our food and water. A report by Australia’s University of Newcastle suggests that people across the globe consume approximately 5 grams of plastic per week, equivalent to the amount that makes up a credit card.

	The global exportation of waste and recycling to other countries puts stress on their already strained waste management infrastructure. People are forced to live close to open dumps or incineration sites, a threat to their safety and health.



Toxic pollutants


	Agriculture uses chemical fertilizers that run off the land into rivers and then out into the ocean. This creates dead zones, often at the mouths of large rivers, and can destroy entire habitats.

	Toxins and harmful chemicals are flushed through our waterways. Much of this pollution cannot be cleaned out at water treatment plants before heading out to the ocean.

	Waste that ends up in our oceans can leach chemicals into the water and into plants, animals, and human bodies.



Fishing industry


	Commercial fishing is depopulating our oceans and practicing highly destructive methods, like bottom trawling, that destroy entire ocean ecosystems.

	Overfishing threatens food security for hundreds of millions of people.

	Fishing subsidies are estimated at $35 billion a year, of which $20 billion is directly spent on fishing industries that contribute to overfishing, creating economic incentives for the fishing industry to keep exploiting fish populations.



Offshore drilling


	The infrastructure required for drilling disrupts marine ecosystems.

	Oil spills can be deadly to animals and humans.

	The poor air quality and pollution drilling creates can also harm nearby coastal communities.

	Emissions from offshore drilling contribute to climate change, and the resulting excess heat is then absorbed by the ocean.



Human rights


	As fish populations have been depleted, fishing companies pay their employees less than a living wage, and some workers are forced into unpaid labor, like slaves.

	Fishing vessels illegally come into off-limits waters and take fish stock from local communities, who are then forced to hunt inland, altering the balance of the food sources they have relied upon for generations and disturbing the local wildlife. This can also expose humans to animal-borne viruses and other diseases.

	Rising sea levels will displace millions of people.



There’s a lot of good happening out at sea, however. As I direct my gaze to the ocean’s ability to regenerate and look for guidance from marine scientists and innovators, I am inspired and hopeful for our future. If we turn the tide and radically lower our output of greenhouse gas emissions, overfishing, and general human disruption to our oceans, they could bounce back and become nourished and thriving landscapes once again. Scientists have said that we need to protect at least 30 percent of our oceans to avoid the worst effects of climate change. The Global Ocean Treaty proposed by the United Nations would provide this type of protection and chance for ocean regeneration by creating a more resilient network of Marine Protected Areas.
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Trawling for microplastics with Greenpeace in the Biscayne Bay in Miami and the river Wye in England. Examining data samples of microplastics aboard the Arctic Sunrise.



ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Work alongside conservation organizations and your local and state government to support the creation of ocean treaties and sanctuaries.

	Vote for candidates who support good ocean policies.

	Understand the link between the fossil fuel and petrochemical industries’ greed and the plastic epidemic affecting ecosystems and people’s daily lives. It did not happen by accident. I highly recommend watching the documentary The Story of Plastic and the PBS Frontline episode “Plastic Wars” (season 38, episode 15).

	Support the United Nations proposal to end fishing subsidies by writing letters to your local and state government to stress the importance of this issue. Right now, North America and most of Europe do not support this proposal. You can amplify this message by supporting the open letter from the World Trade Organization to stop funding overfishing.

	Conserve water. Advocate for cities to allow less runoff and wastewater to flow directly into the ocean.

	Reduce the pollutants you use in household products, choose nontoxic chemicals, and dispose of chemicals correctly.

	Call on your favorite brands to create less single-use plastic waste and transition to refill systems. The pressure to change should not be entirely on us as customers.

	What we put in our trash and recycling bins never truly goes “away.” Work to reduce your waste output and learn more about what can and can’t be recycled. (More here.)

	Eat less fish and more plants. It is challenging to accurately trace if the fish you buy was caught sustainably using nondestructive fishing methods.





SOIL HEALTH: SOIL IS ALIVE, JUST LIKE US!

The health of soil is my second greatest love and avenue of curiosity after the health of our oceans. Soil’s vital role in our existence and survival is very similar to that of the ocean: they both sustain life by feeding us and allowing us to breathe, they regulate our climate, and they are an incredible solution for the drawdown of the carbon dioxide already in our atmosphere. There are also genuine solutions we can participate in to help these two environments regenerate, but we need to act now.

Since the Industrial Revolution and the conversion of natural ecosystems into land for agriculture, the levels of carbon in our soil have been depleted. But not all agriculture is destructive. If more farms adopt regenerative farming practices that combine Indigenous knowledge, sustainable management, and modern research, farmland can be transformed into an environment that promotes biodiversity and rebuilds the health of the soil.
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On the left is dry soil completely devoid of plant life. Without plants photosynthesizing, the carbon dioxide stored in the soil escapes into the atmosphere. On the right is healthy soil with lots of plant life. Through photosynthesis, the plants sequester carbon dioxide and store it in the soil.



ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Volunteer at a local community garden to learn more about building healthy soil.

	Create your own garden, whether a single pot or an acre.

	Shop at a farmers’ market to be connected to local land and the farmers working it.

	Look up local organizations that focus on soil health and regeneration and see how you can get involved. Ask whether these organizations work to strengthen BIPOC land ownership and community.

	Watch Kiss the Ground on Netflix, a documentary on regenerative farming.





FOREST HEALTH: THE LUNGS OF OUR LAND

Deforestation refers to the loss of trees, whether human-driven or natural. Forests cover about 30 percent of the world’s land mass, but sadly, they are being destroyed at an alarming rate. Trees are not just beautiful and awe-inspiring to look at; we and so many other species need them. One of the most incredible things trees can do is absorb the carbon dioxide we exhale and the greenhouse gases we create. Trees then create oxygen as a byproduct of photosynthesis. They also provide richly diverse ecosystems and habitats. According to National Geographic, 250 million people living in forests and savannas depend on them for nourishment and income, and 80 percent of Earth’s land animals and plants live in forests.

The main industries and human actions that cause deforestation are:


	Agriculture, particularly soybean farms, palm oil plantations, and cattle ranching

	Unsustainable forest management

	Illegal and legal logging for tree-based products such as paper and lumber

	Urbanization, as cities expand

	Mining and drilling of metals, minerals, and fossil fuels



The effects of deforestation include:


	Loss of biodiverse ecosystems

	Changes in weather patterns that connect to the overall climate of the planet

	Wildfires

	The destruction of the temperature-regulating powers of the forest, which affects global water cycles and water supply

	More carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, as fewer trees are available to absorb and sequester it (even the process of cutting down a tree adds carbon dioxide to the air)

	Loss of millions of people’s livelihoods and homes



This all sounds alarming, and it is, but as I witnessed on a trip to the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala, there are genuine solutions, such as sustainable forest management, that can not only protect forests but also foster community leadership and local economies. The people I met at the reserve had a deep respect and relationship to their land—the work they do as a community is an investment in the survival and happiness of future generations. I think we can learn a lot from how they make decisions with community and family in mind, the rain forest being a member of that family, too.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Support and amplify Indigenous voices from forest communities who have the knowledge and skills to manage forest biodiversity correctly.

	Consider volunteering at or donating to a forest conservation organization.

	Look for products certified by the Forest Stewardship Council and Rainforest Alliance, that certify products they consider sustainable to forests and the forest communities.

	Avoid products with ingredients from the soy and palm oil industries, which are responsible for deforestation. World Wildlife Fund has a palm oil scorecard resource for consumer brands.

	If you eat meat, find out where and how it was raised. The cattle industry has deforested large areas to raise cattle. Poor grazing practices degrade the soil, destroying root systems and robbing the earth of its carbon supplies.






MAGDALENA LÓPEZ

Coordinator of non-timber products in Uaxactún, a cooperative in the Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala




[image: image]

Why is the concessions model such a great example of sustainable forest management?

We are an example for the world because this model is a conservation model. We are taking advantage of these resources without falling into ambitious extractive activities—we can use them all the time and we can still conserve them. Without these community concessions, it’s almost certain that this rain forest would have disappeared already. We also understand that without them, we would not have been able to survive, because we depend on the forest. We have learned to live in the forest and be part of the forest, but also the forest has learned to live with us.

What piece of actionable advice would you give?

I would ask that people don’t get tired and continue fighting to conserve the forest. We have to work to protect the very little forest that we still have so we can leave it as a legacy for our children. We are teaching them the importance of conserving this forest. That’s why everything has been working so far. Both men and women are committed to that. That’s why this also makes us want to improve everything day by day.

What instills hope in you?

What instills hope in me is my family, my children, my community, my people who keep on going, who work for the benefit of all, for the well
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Touring Miramar Landfill and EDCO’s Materials Recovery Facility in San Diego.
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HUMAN SYSTEMS: THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UGLY

We have designed many systems that were intended to serve human civilization, but in a lot of cases, their lasting negative effects on both the planet and all living species far outweigh their benefits. Many of these systems we love for their convenience, like waste management, but how long will this solution feel convenient when we could end up literally burying ourselves in waste?

WASTE RECOVERY SYSTEMS: WE THROW OUR STUFF “AWAY” BUT WHERE TO?

When I first started to question why trash, mainly single-use plastics, was littering our beaches and oceans, my curiosity led me to the waste management system. I have always been drawn to things out of sight and somewhat mysterious (this is why I love the ocean). Weirdly, our waste and where it goes is a little like that: a mystery unless we ask questions. I think it is our responsibility to know what happens to our waste, as we are each likely to throw something in the trash or recycling every day. For so long, I had no idea what truly happened with all this stuff. According to the EPA, Americans produce 258 million tons of waste each year. So where does it all go?

The answer is both simple and complicated. Let’s visualize what happens to our trash once we “throw it away.”

[image: image]


WASTE MANAGEMENT ILLUSTRATION KEY:

① A maximum of three separate trash receptacles are collected curbside. Recycling (depicted first and color coded in blue) is taken to a Materials Recovery Facility (MRF), where a combination of machines and people sort it into different materials. These materials are then bought by recyclers from across the globe. If the material is not recyclable or doesn’t have a resale value, it is sent to landfill.

② Next is our household waste (color coded in yellow), which goes to a landfill, where it is either buried in a dug-out hole or piled up into a hill of trash.

③ Lastly is yard waste (color coded in green). This usually goes to a compost area within a landfill or a site-specific composting facility. The resulting compost is used in agriculture or sometimes made available to the public.



What’s a little more complicated is the fact that waste management and recovery is very different across the globe, and some of the waste and recycling created in places like the United States is shipped to other countries. According to the World Bank, 90 percent of all waste is openly dumped and burned in low-income countries, and their poor and vulnerable communities are disproportionately affected. The waste can also run off the land and into waterways that head out to the ocean. This is called nonpoint source (NPS) pollution and is one of the main ways trash and plastics end up in our oceans. These open waste dumps can quite literally bury homes and people when the infrastructure can’t hold them, and they have even been known to explode due to the buildup of hazardous and toxic waste.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Consume less and waste less.

	Fix and mend broken items rather than throwing them away.

	Know the materials your household items and packaging are made from and the environmental implications of those materials.

	Compost organic waste, and advocate for curbside compost programs.

	Put pressure on your local government to make sure waste facilities are not located close to residential communities.

	Encourage your state to implement more deposit schemes for recycling, where the public can return recyclable items and get money in exchange. Or better still, develop and create jobs for people to do this. A lot of unhoused or unemployed people use these deposit systems, but an actual job could provide security.





WASTEWATER SYSTEMS: DON’T FLUSH THAT!

Again, this is a system most of us don’t really know much about. We conveniently flush and don’t think twice. But so much happens after that liquid waste leaves our homes! The water (and anything in it) from our toilets, sinks, dishwashers, washing machines, and showers goes to a water treatment plant before being sent back into our waterways and oceans. I toured the Hyperion Water Reclamation Plant, which sits right on the Pacific in Los Angeles and receives 275 million gallons of wastewater on a dry-weather day. Hyperion has some pretty innovative methods (including big oval combustors that convert the methane gas from our poo into power for the plant!), but sadly, not all toxins can be treated to make this water totally clean and drinkable again. It was eye-opening to see all the things people put down their drains! In order to preserve this precious resource, we need to remember that without water, life as we know it would not exist, and it is our job to help keep our waterways clean and healthy.


ACTIONABLE STEPS


	Only flush something down the toilet if it has passed through you. That means no tampons, nail clippings, contact lenses, or paper products other than toilet paper.

	Wash your synthetic clothes using products that capture the microplastics they shed to stop them from entering our oceans. (More on this here.)

	Use nontoxic and ecofriendly detergents and soaps.

	Read your labels. If you think a household product could be hazardous, it probably is. Check with your local municipality to see when your hazardous waste pick-up is or if you have to take it to a local drop-off site.





FOOD SUPPLY CHAIN: A SYSTEM WE ARE DEEPLY WOVEN INTO

The food supply chain describes how food from a farm, sea, or river ends up on our table and the systems it travels through to get there. This can include production, processing, distribution, consumption, and disposal. Our food system is governed by supply and demand, so as demand fluctuates, the whole system can be impacted.

There are many things to consider when weighing our food choices. Every choice we make as consumers affects the farmers growing the food, the environment in which the food is grown, the communities surrounding those farms, and the transportation companies moving the goods. And these are all significantly affected by our changing climate. We each choose the foods we eat for various reasons, including our access to food, our values, our beliefs, our taste buds. I think it is important that we understand and take responsibility in knowing how far that food has traveled to get to us and the impact




	It would lower carbon emissions due to less long-distance transportation.

	Less packaging is needed when a farmer sells directly to a customer.

	Growing your own food can liberate you from having to pay for it.

	It creates community empowerment and better relationships within the community.

	It results in greater education on what our food is and where it comes from and respect for those who work in agriculture.

	Farmers can earn a better living.
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	Grow some of your own food, even if it’s one herb plant in a pot.

	Sign up for a local community supported agriculture (CSA) share, and shop for produce at a local farmers’ market. This helps support local agriculture and reduces transport emissions.

	Choose to shop at individually owned grocery stores rather than larger chains like the Walmarts and Whole Foods of the world.

	Support BIPOC farmers and food establishments to diversify the food system and invest in the community.

	Support local legislation to give communities a more just access to food. For example, due to local grassroots activism, food stamps can now be used in farmers’ markets in Los Angeles.

	If you’re shopping online for food, try to do one large order rather than multiple smaller orders.

	Cook more meals from scratch with whole ingredients instead of relying on premade packaged and processed foods.

	If you are ordering takeout from nearby, walk to the restaurant and pick it up yourself.

	Follow a diet of moderation and balance out your food groups.
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	Creating safe and healthy environments for all communities, regardless of race, income, sex, or ethnicity.

	Dismantling all systems of oppression—all systems overlap and therefore impact vulnerable communities.

	Recognizing the Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities that have been bearing the brunt of the climate crisis and centering them in the climate justice movement.

	Acknowledging that every community is different and has different needs; each needs to be respected and action designed with those needs in mind.







	Support and encourage representation in organizations, governments, and corporations.

	Work to center BIPOC voices in the movement and on boardroom tables and government cabinets.

	Amplify and listen to BIPOC climate activists and communities, both local and international, who are already experiencing the damaging effects of the climate crisis.

	Notice where you may have experienced privilege in climate-related issues, such as access to education on the subject, clean water, quality food, and green spaces.

	Look to organizations such as Intersectional Environmentalist as a place for resources, education, and community.

	Encourage businesses, governments, and committees to adopt assessments like the Racial Equity Impact Assessment (REIA), a systematic examination of how different racial and ethnic groups will likely be affected by a proposed action. (More at raceforward.org.)
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	Educate yourself on the issue and recognize that this is happening. Avoid shifting blame from government to government, as this could perpetuate xenophobic and outdated colonial power relations. This can distract us from what really matters: helping vulnerable people.

	Call your representatives and encourage them to support policies that protect migrant rights and stop polluting industries from creating the conditions and environments that are forcing people to flee in the first place.

	Volunteer with local nonprofits helping people settle into their new country of asylum.

	Donate to organizations like Choose Love. Every year my gifts to friends and family over the holidays are from Choose Love. Gifts range from $7 to $120, and you can choose specific things to be given directly, such as warm blankets or mental health care.
















	Find out which Indigenous nation’s land you are on. Native-land.ca is a great resource for this; you can search your address and explore the interactive map.

	Tell the true stories of Indigenous erasure, and advocate for its depiction in history books.

	Center Indigenous voices in the climate movement and across all related industries such as agriculture, forest management, and policy.

	Take responsibility to be a steward of the planet, and be involved in its care and upkeep.

	Show up in person to experience knowledge and wisdom rather than limit yourself to the internet, media, and books.

	Support representation of Indigenous peoples in government, organizations, and committees.

	Learn more about the Landback movement, and consider options you think you could make reparations for, such as returning land.
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