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Greta	Thunberg	is	inconvenient,	and	has	been	the	subject	of	renewed	criticism	since	her	speech	to	the	
United	Nations	in	New	York.	Some,	often	older	white	men,	criticize	her	appearance	or	her	so-called	
"mental	illness."	They	call	her	“unstable”	and	seem	to	take	pride	in	bullying	her.		

But	maybe	they	feel	threatened	because	Greta	is	gifted.		She	understands	the	challenges	of	the	climate	
crisis	much	better	than	most	political	or	economic	leaders.		

I	have	seen	this	myself.	As	a	physicist	and	climate	scientist	for	nearly	40	years,	and	a	former	Vice-Chair	
of	the	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change	(IPCC),	I	am	no	stranger	to	the	climate	crisis.	But	
Greta	has	raised	awareness	about	the	climate	crisis	to	a	level	never	before	seen.	

I	first	saw	Greta	at	the	Katowice	Climate	Conference	in	December	2018.	She	was	alone	on	a	podium	at	
a	United	Nations	climate	conference,	answering	questions	from	a	host	and	the	audience.	She	has	no	
cards,	but	answers	without	hesitation,	sometimes	simply	saying:	"I	don't	know,	I'm	only	15	years	old,	
ask	the	experts."	But	she	already	knows	a	lot.	She	also	recognizes	that	“no	one	is	too	small	to	make	a	
difference.”	 I	 am	blown	away	by	 the	accuracy	of	her	words,	based	on	a	 serious	 knowledge	of	 the	
mechanisms	at	work	and	the	causes	of	the	climate	crisis.	

A	few	days	later,	I	heard	Greta	addressing	the	diplomats	and	negotiators	in	the	plenary	room.	"The	year	
2078,	I	will	celebrate	my	seventy-fifth	birthday.	If	I	have	children,	then	maybe	they	will	spend	that	day	
with	me.	Maybe	they	will	ask	about	you.	Maybe	they	will	ask	why	you	didn’t	do	anything,	while	there	
still	was	time	to	act.	You	say	that	you	love	your	children	above	everything	else.	And	yet	you	are	stealing	
their	future.”	The	video	of	her	speech	was	shared	around	the	world.		

In	all	my	years	working	on	climate	change	in	the	United	States,	Belgium,	and	with	the	IPCC,	and	having	
participated	in	each	meeting	of	the	UN’s	climate	treaty,	I	had	never	heard	such	a	strong	and	moving	
climate	speech.	Her	heart	was	talking,	and	she	was	right.	

Greta	read	the	IPCC	reports.	She	understands	the	immense	risks	that	the	accumulation	of	greenhouse	
gases	poses	to	life	on	Earth.	She	does	not	confuse	the	ozone	hole,	air	pollution	or	the	daily	weather	
forecast	with	the	climate	crisis.		

Few	leaders	can	say	the	same.	

Greta	speaks	without	any	shame	about	her	Asperger's	syndrome.	In	fact,	it	probably	helps	her	see	the	
contradiction	 between	 the	 speeches	 of	 world	 leaders	 and	 their	 actions.	 With	 great	 emotional	
intelligence,	she	expresses	her	fear	of	this	gap.	A	fear	that	is	shared	by	millions	of	young	people.	

The	adults	who	blame	Greta	for	sharing	her	concern	would	do	better	to	listen	to	this	fear,	and	to	take	
action.	Many	 adults	 defend	 themselves	 by	 attacking	 or	 devaluing	 youth.	 They	 try	 to	make	 people	
believe	that	the	decarbonization	Greta	is	demanding	implies	a	return	to	the	Stone	Age	and	poverty.	

http://www.twitter.com/JPvanYpersele
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok
http://www.ipcc.ch/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFkQSGyeCWg


They	believe	that	they	must	protect	the	status	quo	of	unlimited	economic	growth	that	relies	on	fossil	
fuels—their	status	quo.		

Clearly	these	critics	of	Greta	and	the	climate	strikers	have	not	read	the	IPCC	reports.	A	just	energy	and	
ecological	transition	can	lead	to	a	better	quality	of	life	for	everyone,	particularly	if	it’s	integrated	with	
the	pursuit	of	 the	17	Sustainable	Development	Goals	adopted	by	 the	United	Nations	 in	2015.	The	
recent	UN	Global	Sustainable	Development	Report	has	just	emphasized	this	point.		

Greta	is	no	longer	alone,	as	she	was	at	the	beginning	of	the	movement	she	started.	In	many	countries,	
including	the	United	States,	young	people	are	rising	to	the	challenge	through	dialogue	and	collective	
non-violent	action.	 Greta’s	 leadership	 and	 ability	 to	 speak	 truth	 to	 power	 has	 earned	 her	 a	
nomination	for	the	Nobel	Peace	Prize…and	I	hope	she	receives	this	prize	of	prizes.	  
 
We	have	so	much	to	learn	from	them.	It	is	our	generation’s	short-term	thinking	and	actions	that	have	
brought	us	to	the	brink.	We	must	listen	to	these	young	people	who	dare	to	speak	about	their	fears	for	
their	future,	and	stop	believing	that	we	know	better	than	they	do.	We	must	change	our	attitudes,	and	
utilize	 the	technological,	economic,	and	political	 tools	 that	will	make	 it	possible	 to	transform	young	
people's	fears	into	a	force	of	hope	for	a	sustainable	and	just	future.	

Those	who	refuse	to	do	this	have	signed	their	own	death	wish	–	for	themselves,	their	children	and	their	
grandchildren.		

I	support	Greta	because	she	supports	life.	

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/24797GSDR_report_2019.pdf
https://www.fridaysforfuture.org/

