Glaciers and Arctic ice are vanishing. Time to
get radical before it's too late
Bill McKibben
No one should be annoyed when schoolkids start leaving class en masse or
surprised that Green New Deal advocates call for dramatic overhaul of
American society. We should be grateful
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orget “early warning signs” and “canaries in coalmines” – we’re
now well into the middle of the climate change era, with its epic
reshaping of our home planet. Monday’s news, from two separate
studies, made it clear that the frozen portions of the Earth are
now in violent and dramatic ﬂux.

The ﬁrst, led by the veteran Greenland glaciologist Jason Box, looked

across the Arctic at everything from “increased tundra biomass” to
deepening thaw of the permafrost layer. Their conclusion: “the Arctic
biophysical system is now clearly trending away from its 20th century
state and into an unprecedented state, with implications not only within
but beyond the Arctic.” To invent a word, the north is rapidly slushifying,
with more rainfall and fewer days of hard freeze; the latest data shows
that after a month of record temperatures in the Bering Sea, ocean ice in
the Arctic is at an all-time record low for the date, crushing the record set
… last April.
The other study looked at the great mountain ranges of the planet, and
found that their glaciers were melting much faster than scientists had
expected. By the end of the century many of those alpine glaciers would
be gone entirely; the Alps may lose 90% of their ice. From the Caucasus to
the South Island of New Zealand, mountains are losing more than 1% of
their ice each year now: “At the current glacier loss rate, the glaciers will
not survive the century,” said Michael Zemp, who runs the World Glacier
Monitoring Service from his oﬃce at the University of Zurich.
One could list the “consequences” of these changes in great detail. They
range from the catastrophic (Andean cities with no obvious source of
water supply once the glaciers have melted) to the merely bitter (no one is
going to die from a lack of skiing, but to lose the season when friction
disappears will make many lives sadder). For the moment, though, don’t
worry about the “eﬀects”, just focus on what it means that some of the
largest systems on Earth are now in seismic shift.
What it means, I think, is that no one should be shocked when Extinction
Rebellion activists engage in mass civil disobedience. No one should be
annoyed when school kids start leaving class en masse. No one should be
surprised that Green New Deal advocates are now calling for dramatic
overhaul of American society. In fact we should be deeply grateful: these
activists, and the scientists producing these reports, are the only people
on the planet who seem to understand the scale of the problem.
Not our political leaders. Obviously not Trump, but even most of the
theoretically engaged premiers and presidents let themselves constantly
be distracted by much smaller questions. (Brexit would seem like a silly
charade at the best of times; at the moment it seems actively obscene).
Not our business leaders, who make occasional greenwashing noises but
continue passively belonging to organizations like the Chamber of
Commerce that continue to ﬁght serious change. Not those pension fund

trustees still clinging to fossil fuel stocks even as they lose money.
The respectable have punted; so now it’s up to the scruﬀy, the young, the
marginal, the angry to do the necessary work. Their discipline and good
humor and profound nonviolence are remarkable, from Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez to Greta Thunberg. They are what’s left of our ﬁghting
chance.
The biggest physical features on the planet are now changing in ways they
haven’t since long before the dawn of human history. On the most distant
poles, and on the highest peaks, we see almost unfathomable shifts. The
only question is whether a similar shift is possible in our politics. Planet
Earth is miles outside its comfort zone; how many of us will go beyond
ours?
Bill McKibben is the Schumann Distinguished Scholar at Middlebury
College, founder of the climate campaign 350.org and author, most
recently, of Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out?

We've got an announcement…

… on our progress as an organisation. In service of the escalating climate
emergency, we have made an important decision – to renounce fossil fuel
advertising, becoming the ﬁrst major global news organisation to institute
an outright ban on taking money from companies that extract fossil fuels.
In October we outlined our pledge: that the Guardian will give global
heating, wildlife extinction and pollution the urgent attention and
prominence they demand. This resonated with so many readers around
the world. We promise to update you on the steps we take to hold
ourselves accountable at this deﬁning point in our lifetimes. With climate
misinformation rife, and never more dangerous than now, the Guardian's
accurate, authoritative reporting is vital – and we will not stay quiet.
We chose a diﬀerent approach: to keep Guardian journalism open for all.
We don't have a paywall because we believe everyone deserves access to
factual information, regardless of where they live or what they can aﬀord
to pay.
Our editorial independence means we are free to investigate and challenge
inaction by those in power. We will inform our readers about threats to the
environment based on scientiﬁc facts, not driven by commercial or
political interests. And we have made several important changes to our
style guide to ensure the language we use accurately reﬂects the

environmental emergency.
The Guardian believes that the problems we face on the climate crisis are
systemic and that fundamental societal change is needed. We will keep
reporting on the eﬀorts of individuals and communities around the world
who are fearlessly taking a stand for future generations and the
preservation of human life on earth. We want their stories to inspire hope.
We hope you will consider supporting us today. We need your support to
keep delivering quality journalism that’s open and independent. Every
reader contribution, however big or small, is so valuable. Support the
Guardian from as little as €1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
Support The Guardian
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