

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

 

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





Aditya Mukarji

Aged 16

India

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

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

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

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

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

*  *  *

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

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

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





Adrián Tóth

Aged 30

Belgium

In 2015, I was conducting field research on green turtles living on Pulau Redang island in Malaysia. These turtles had consumed plastic they had found in the oceans, mistaking it for jellyfish, which is one of the main sources of food for juveniles. That’s when I realised that our oceans are becoming a plastic soup. Now I live in Belgium – far away from the turtles – but I want to make sure we don’t pollute their homes.

The iconic Place du Luxembourg square in Brussels is situated in front of the European Parliament and is the place to be for many EU officials and bureaucrats wanting an after-work drink. Unfortunately, many of the beverages served outdoors come in single-use plastic cups. The result? Dozens of trash bags full of plastic waste with over 10,000 single-use plastic cups on Friday morning after each night of unsustainable fun. 

A group of friends and I started brainstorming an initiative that would tackle our shared frustration about the situation. What started as a Facebook page encouraging people to bring their own cups, has grown into a reusable cup deposit scheme called Plastic Free Plux, founded by myself and Elias De Keyser.

Since the introduction of reusable cups in the second half of July 2018, about 100 reusable goblets were rented out every Thursday night, saving about 450 single-use cups each time. For the Plux team, this was only the start. Since then we have been working on a permanent solution together with the bar owners, reusable cup pro-ducers and the different breweries supplying the bars. 

In February 2019, Café Luxembourg decided to make the leap and introduce the reusable cups inside their facilities. The initial testing phase was successful where the cups are rented out for a deposit of 1 euro. The reaction from the public was also very positive, which made three more bars switch to our system. We’re now working to convince the remaining bars to switch, and ultimately make this model work across the rest of the city. So far our campaign has saved over 100,000 single-use plastic cups from going to landfills or being incinerated.

 

If you have the right mindset, the rest will follow.

 

We can all act on the climate emergency by starting to educate ourselves on the scale and urgency of the problem, and following this by changing individual behaviour in our households, neighbourhoods, communities, cities, etc. I truly believe that the necessary sustainability shift and transition will come from grass-roots movements, and by giving the spotlight to projects and solutions that are contributing to climate change mitigation and adaptation. Once these are scaled up, the systemic transformation will happen naturally. 

I hope to look back in 2045 and be able to say that we’ve solved the climate crisis by acting swiftly and collectively, leaving no one behind. 

 

 

Plastic contributes to greenhouse gas emissions at every stage of its life cycle, from how it’s made to how it’s disposed of. By 2050, plastic will be responsible





About the book

The world adores heroes, but there are always more heroes than the few receiving attention. This book began as an essay making that point, published in September 2019 in Quartz, where I was a senior reporter covering climate change. Georgina Laycock, John Murray’s publisher, asked me to find a way to feature those other heroes.

The result is this book, which started with the goal of capturing the stories of as many young climate activists as possible from as many different countries, backgrounds and experiences as we could find. Working with Abigail Scruby, an assistant editor at John Murray, I put together a list of nearly two hundred activists from more than a hundred countries and wrote to them.

The Instagram generation did not disappoint. I received many more replies than expected and they came sooner than I thought they would. These heroes are all fighting for the same cause, but I hope the book shows that they have many different reasons for protesting against the injustices that climate change is unleashing on the world. The unity in differences is what gives the movement its strength and momentum.
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