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‘Our task is to make trouble, to stir up potent response to devastating
events, as well as to settle troubled waters and rebuild quiet places.’ —
Donna J. Haraway, Staying with the Trouble
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Preface
Let’s be honest, climate change is a really off-putting subject. I’ve been
working on it continuously for five years now and it still makes me recoil in
horror. So if you hesitated to pick up this book, I completely understand.
To begin with there’s the word ‘climate’. The problem isn’t so much its
technical meaning: ‘the average weather over a period of at least thirty years’.
The term was thought up to enable people to make general claims about the
weather in a particular place. The Netherlands, for instance, has a more
moderate, cooler climate than India. For most people and for most of our
recent history the climate has been a given, about as exciting as the slow flow
of glaciers or the composition of the air we breathe. Background. Fodder for
experts.
But we all know that the word ‘climate’ currently has completely different
connotations. Threat. Danger. In recent years the experts have been telling
us in ever starker language that the climate is changing drastically due to
human intervention. Not in one place, not in the Netherlands or India, but
everywhere at once. They’re telling us that the earth is warming up, that
rising sea levels are threatening coastal cities, that heatwaves are more often
unbearably hot, that the global food supply is under pressure. They’re telling
us that continuing on our current path will almost certainly lead to
worldwide catastrophes – and is already doing so.
On my computer I have a folder where I collect news and studies about
the changing climate. It’s an expanding invitation to despair. Every month
another article comes along to make me think, it’s even worse than I thought!
Just as I’m getting over the shock of one extensive study stating that this
century hundreds of millions of people will suffer water shortages due to
melting ice in the Himalayas,(1) the next blow hits home: in the coming
centuries it could get so hot that part of the cloud cover disappears,(2)
resulting in further heat from the sun reaching the earth, in turn leading to
an uninhabitably hot earth.(3)
No one knows if it will come to that. It’s also possible that temperatures
will rise slower than currently expected and that we’ll adapt better than
seems possible in our wildest dreams. But we have no guarantee whatsoever
of those outcomes, and there’s no alternative earth.
The truth of the matter is, we’re in unbelievably deep shit. Mankind has
never experienced the warmer climate we’re heading for. Local droughts,
local flooding, local extreme weather conditions – we’re used to all that, but
nothing in history has prepared us for worldwide climate disruption, with
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many consequences that are unpleasant in themselves and disastrous when
combined.
We’re entering completely new territory. The longer we continue on our
current path, the more devastating the results.

Everyone’s dealing with global warming in their own way. Tom, one of my
best friends, prefers to turn a blind eye.(4) Recently he said as much, when
we went for coffee and talked about this book: ‘I choose to look away.’ He
wants to get on with his life without feeling terrible the whole time about the
state of the planet. He’s certainly worried about the climate, but has no
confidence in the government, because they’re doing far too little. He
doesn’t trust businesses either, because in the end they always choose profit
and, in doing so, often magnify the problem. And he feels he can’t rely on his
fellow human beings, because even people who are well aware of the facts
still contribute to global warming. Then there are the deniers in politics,
who sometimes win elections with the message that we shouldn’t do
anything about the climate.
On my bad days, I share Tom’s despair. There are governments,
organisations and citizens who do their utmost to limit the warming, but
collectively, mankind – that’s to say we – are still doing far too little.
Hypocrisy is rife. I can bear witness to that. On the one hand I’m writing
about global warming, I believe fervently that we should do more, and I have
made a number of adjustments in my life because I’m worried about the
environment. For example, I no longer eat meat and stopped flying last year.
But I still sometimes drive a car and while writing this book I skied for the
first time in my life, on artificial snow, would you believe. I’d be deluding
myself if I pretended to be making a ‘positive contribution’ – when you look
at the pollution I cause, that’s clearly nonsense. At best I’m less of a burden to
nature each year, recycling and composting a little more than the previous
year. But that’s really no reason to get all self-congratulatory. When it comes
down to it, I’m still a polluter.
How do I explain this if someone in the future asks me what I did to keep
the world habitable? It’s an awkward question. I don’t have a good answer.
And I wish it wasn’t there: that gnawing guilt, the fear, the despair.
So I decided to go on a quest. I went in search of ways to keep on looking
without despairing. I looked for an answer to the question of precisely how
bad the climate situation is, and whether we have a credible chance of
stopping global warming at all. I researched which interventions could make
a difference and why.
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In the last five years I’ve spoken with scientists and policy makers, with
lobbyists and Shell employees, with activists and politicians from both
mainstream and environmentalist parties. I attended climate
demonstrations and industry roundtable discussions; I went to Paris for the
big climate summit in 2015, and to South America to find out why Ecuador
felt the need to extract oil in the Amazon rainforest. (The worldwide
demand for oil, in part caused by the plane that flew me to Ecuador, was
certainly part of the answer.)
In this book I share the insights I had along the way. I describe how we
got here, how things could get worse (if we let it happen) and how they could
get better (if we choose to make positive changes).
In Part 1 I dive into history, because we can only move forward if we know
why we got into trouble in the first place and what that trouble precisely
entails.
In Part 2 I describe two future scenarios. The first outlines a possible
future if we continue to live our lives as we do now. The second shows what
could happen if we take radical steps towards sustainability.
In Part 3 I sketch how we can achieve that sustainable future. Waiting and
hoping for the best isn’t enough. Forces both old and new are in the process
of shaping the future, and the question is which ones we encourage.

In recent years I’ve discovered that people can bring about change if they act
together. Not in some utopian future, but right now. Although you may not
notice it much in everyday life, growing numbers of people are taking
action. They don’t believe that the future is something that just happens to
us. And they’re right: the story we’ll tell our (grand)children later is one we’re
writing right now.
I use the words ‘we’ and ‘our’ very consciously. This book is really about all
of us. It’s about our collective history and our shared future. Everyone has
their own position and their own ideas, but however diverse we are, in the
end we all live on the same planet and share one global climate. I won’t go on
about it, but I’ll regularly write ‘we’ because this involves all of us.
In this book I want to show that there’s a way of looking at things in
which despair is the start of something new, instead of a reason to look the
other way.(5) There’s a new story in the making, one in which the
consequences of our actions add up – and every contribution is meaningful.
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That’s not to say that everything will be fine forever,(6) but that we have a
chance to make a decisive change. The story I’m going to tell doesn’t revolve
around having or doing ‘less’ – less flying or less driving. It’s about more and
better: more happiness, more prosperity, better health. On my good days, I
have the courage to say it out loud: everything is still possible.
This book is for all the Toms out there. For everyone who feels inclined to
look away, but knows in their heart that that’s not a solution. For everyone
who finally wants to know precisely what’s going on with the climate. For
everyone who wants to make a useful contribution, however big or small.
For everyone who thinks we’ll never solve this but remains open to being
thoroughly surprised.
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Part I
What’s wrong?
1. How we got into trouble
Let me start at the beginning. Not with the climate, but with nature and all
living things, as well as our relationship to them.
No living being exists in isolation. You wouldn’t be able to read this book
without the 38 billion bacteria that live in your gut and convert food into
usable energy.(7) But it’s all too easy to forget those bacteria and make it
through the day thinking you’re an autonomous individual.
On a small scale, these feelings of autonomy are harmless enough. Gut
bacteria digest my food, even when I ignore my dependence on them (99 per
cent of the time). Trees produce the oxygen I breathe, whether or not I feel
any kind of connection to them.
But when we collectively forget how fully entangled we are with other
living beings, that’s when we get into trouble.
Look at insects. Not only do they form the primary food source of many
freshwater fish and the vast majority of birds, but by flying from flower to
flower, insects such as bees also pollinate three quarters of all crops
consumed by humans. That means they’re virtually indispensable.
Agricultural chemicals are partly to blame for the disappearance of 80 per
cent of insects in some areas.(8) Yet this worldwide decline rarely makes the
front pages;(9) rarely is it a topic of debate in the run-up to elections. It’s as if
we think insects don’t really matter, or at least not enough; as if society and
the demise of these insects are somehow two entirely separate issues.
Caring about ‘the environment’ – the natural world that’s home to plants,
humans and other animals – seems to be considered optional rather than
essential.
How did this division between humans and all other living creatures
come about? Why do we often see ourselves as living outside of nature, while
the oxygen in our lungs, the bacteria in our stomachs and the pollinators of
our food prove that we’re all inextricably linked? To answer these questions,
I’m going to take you back in time.
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The beginning: hunter-gatherers in nature
Our species, Homo sapiens, emerged some 300,000 years ago in what is
now known as Africa.(10) For much of our development, earth was going
through an ice age. Thick ice caps covered the continents, like walls of ice
that determined where life could and couldn’t go.
For tens of thousands of years we lived on the African Savannah. Under
harsh and often fluctuating climate conditions we discovered how to make
fire and developed our greatest evolutionary advantage: as a species we can
learn from one another.

[…]
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5. Future scenario 1: Walls

Year: 2050
Country: The Netherlands
Global warming since the industrial revolution: 2.6° Celsius
It has become difficult to exercise outdoors, as the summers are too hot these
days. For a while it looked as if we were going to have the sort of weather that the
South of France used to enjoy, but we soon overshot those pleasant temperatures.
This summer we had dozens of long, languid days with the kind of stifling heat
that gives you headaches. One of the targets set by the Ministry of Climate
Management is that by 2055 all households should have air-conditioning, but
everybody knows there’s not enough money to realise this ambition.
The economy is struggling. Our export of agricultural products has declined
due to heat and drought, increased soil salinity and torrential rainfall. Food
prices have rocketed worldwide, while the costs of the new Delta Works, the Dutch
flood defence system, are steadily mounting.
Dike elevations are keeping the polders dry for the time being, but the
overriding concern now is that the Netherlands will fill up like a bathtub during
the rainy season, when lengthy downpours in the interior cause the Rhine and the
Meuse to burst their banks.
The National Flood Plan provides for the sacrifice of nature reserves,
farmland and small villages. But despite these drastic measures, the government
cannot guarantee that residents of the Randstad, the built-up area encompassing
the country’s major cities, will keep their feet dry. Only the providers of climateproof housing projects are in a position to offer such assurances, but you have to
be a multi-millionaire to live in one of those.
Fortunately, with Europe’s Ministers of Defence having pledged to protect the
continent’s border walls, we’re shielded from the unrest elsewhere in the world.
But that doesn’t stop us from seeing footage of people trying to climb over, in
search of a better life.
The picture is bleak, and it’s hard to remain optimistic about the future now
that the tundra is emitting more and more greenhouse gases, nearly all tropical
coral reefs have been destroyed and scientists are saying that the Amazon
rainforest is rapidly drying out and beyond saving.
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*
As you can see, climate change is escalating in this future scenario.
Governments are doing all they can to manage the consequences, because
we have collectively failed to mitigate global warming. A safe and
comfortable life is set to become the preserve of a wealthy minority, even
more so than today. In this scenario, society is in a state of constant
heightened tension, which could spiral even further out of control at any
moment.
How would we end up in this future world?
The astonishing thing is that not much needs to change for this to
happen. If we allow the current financial and political systems to continue as
they are, we’ll automatically end up in this situation. Drawing on
developments past and present, I will demonstrate why this is a realistic
scenario.

Business as usual
Let’s take a look at Shell, one of the biggest oil companies in the world. In
recent years I have done a great deal of research into the Anglo-Dutch firm. I
interviewed dozens of employees and was given access to internal
documents from the 1980s and 1990s that reveal what the company knew
and what it was thinking about the climate. The conversations and documents all point to one conclusion: Shell is extremely worried, now as much
as then.
Here’s why. In an internal study carried out in 1986 and published in
1988, Shell researchers warned of ‘relatively fast and dramatic changes’ to
the earth’s climate, which would impact ‘the human environment, future
living standards and food supplies, and could have major social, economic
and political consequences’.(173)
In 1991 – fifteen years before An Inconvenient Truth, the documentary
about former US vice president Al Gore’s efforts to raise public awareness of
global warming – Shell made a film warning about the consequences of
climate change. ‘Action now is seen as the only safe insurance,’ the voiceover says.(174) With this film, aimed at the general public and shown at
special screenings, particularly in schools and universities, Shell wanted to
initiate a public debate about possible solutions.(175)
Not all oil companies were as forthcoming as Shell about this, but they’d
certainly all long been aware that there was a problem.(176) As early as 1968,
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the whole American oil industry was warned that CO2 emissions were a
leading cause of climate change. It was their own trade association, the
American Petroleum Institute (API), that sounded the alarm in an internal
document.(177)
How is it possible, then, that Shell – like the other oil majors – continues
to extract fossil fuel, while also investing heavily in exploration?
The answer is simple: the companies have no choice. There is demand for
energy, shareholders expect dividends and competitors will gobble up any
bit of market share that Shell surrenders. If Shell doesn’t extract the oil, so
the story goes within the firm, another player will.(178)
Every Shell worker is a tiny cog in this big machine, an employee told
me,(179) and changing direction is something not even the chief executive
can do. Leaving fossil fuels in the ground is ‘not the mission entrusted to me
by the shareholders’, Shell CEO Ben van Beurden said in 2016.

Shell is an example of a company full of people with the best intentions
who are nevertheless incapable of achieving what is necessary:
transformative change.(180) The company is pressing ahead with what it has
always done, even though the extraction of new fossil fuel is becoming
harder and more expensive and, like many other fossil-energy-based
companies, it has incurred debts in recent years to carry on paying
dividends.
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