
 
 

Chapter 5 
How Dare You! A Message from Greta 

 
 

"You must unite behind the science. You must take action.  
You must do the impossible. Because giving up can never ever be an option.” 

 

—Greta Thunberg 
 
If you google this common phrase—how dare you—the first responses will likely be 
Greta Thunberg and her fiery speech to the United Nations General Assembly on 
September 23, 2019 in New York City. Here is a transcript of that impassioned 4-minute 
speech that she delivered at the UN Headquarters, with the Secretary General sitting 
about five feet away from her. She was 16 years old at the time.  
 
You can click on this image below to view the actual video. The full transcript appears 
below. 
 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok&t=17s


My message is that we'll be watching you. This is all wrong. I shouldn't be up 
here. I should be back in school, on the other side of the ocean. Yet you all come to 
us young people for hope. How dare you!  
 
You have stolen my dreams and my childhood with your empty words. And yet 
I'm one of the lucky ones. People are suffering. People are dying. Entire 
ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass extinction, and all 
you can talk about is money, and fairy tales of eternal economic growth. How dare 
you! 
 
For more than thirty years, the science has been crystal clear. How dare you 
continue to look away, and come here saying that you're doing enough when the 
politics and solutions needed are still nowhere in sight. 
 
You say you hear us and that you understand the urgency. But no matter how sad 
and angry I am, I do not want to believe that. Because if you really understood the 
situation and still kept on failing to act, then you would be evil. And that I refuse 
to believe. 
 
The popular idea of cutting our emissions in half in 10 years, only gives us a 50% 
chance of staying below 1.5 degrees (Celsius) and the risk of setting off irreversible 
chain reactions beyond human control. Fifty percent may be acceptable to you. 
But those numbers do not include tipping points, most feedback loops, additional 
warming hidden by toxic air pollution or the aspects of equity and climate justice.  
 
They also rely on my generation sucking hundreds of billions of tons of your CO2 
out of the air with technologies that barely exist. So, a 50% risk is simply not 
acceptable to us—we who have to live with the consequences. 
 
To have a 67% chance of staying below a 1.5 degrees global temperature rise—the 
best odds given by the (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change)—the world 
had 420 gigatons of CO2 left to emit back on Jan. 1, 2018. Today that figure is 
already down to less than 350 gigatons.  
 
How dare you pretend that this can be solved with just "business as usual" and 
some technical solutions? With today's emission levels, that remaining CO2 
budget will be entirely gone within less than eight and a half years. 
 
There will not be any solutions or plans presented in line with these figures here 
today, because these numbers are too uncomfortable and you are still not mature 
enough to tell it like it is. You are failing us.  
 



But the young people are starting to understand your betrayal. The eyes of all 
future generations are upon you. And if you choose to fail us, I say: We will never 
forgive you. We will not let you get away with this. Right here, right now is where 
we draw the line. The world is waking up. And change is coming, whether you like 
it or not.  Thank you. 

 
As for speaking truth to power, it doesn’t get any better than her speech at the UN. 
Notice in the video as the Secretary General, António Guterres, listens intently to her 
every word. 
 
At the time of the above speech, Greta had already been on the world stage for almost a 
year. During 2019, she appeared on the cover of TIME Magazine—twice, the second 
time occurring on the annual Person of the Year issue. 
 

 
 
When Greta turned sixteen on January 3, 2019, I dedicated one of my SOS Memos to 
her. It began as follows:  
 

Happy Sixteenth Birthday Greta! 
 

And many thanks for your diligent and persistent efforts to literally shame  
the Earth's adult population into urgent action to fight climate change.  

 

I then went on to point out the similarities in parts of our respective backgrounds: 
 

1. Like me, Greta got curious about climate change about seven years ago and 
began conducting her own research. Unlike me, she was only about ten years old 
at the time.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok&t=17s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TMrtLsQbaok&t=17s
https://conta.cc/2FfNHM6


2. Like me, she learned about many of our habits that comprise some of the 
primary drivers of climate change: things like driving automobiles, traveling 
great distances on jet airliners, eating animal-based foods and the perpetual 
consumption of far too much stuff. 

3. Like me, she adopted a plant-based diet, started consuming far less stuff and, in 
her own way, became a climate activist. Inspired by the students in Florida after 
the Parkland shootings, her activism continues with a steadily growing, weekly 
Friday school strike outside the Swedish Parliament in Stockholm. 

4. Like me, she has concluded that the overall "system" must be changed to a 
sustainable model for humanity. 

5. Finally, like me, she has occasionally regretted learning so much critical 
information about humanity's impact on our planet.  
 

As for #5, once you learn about deeply troubling information, it’s impossible to 
unlearn—and it becomes a tipping point that changes the rest of your life. Maybe 

Outcry will be your tipping point. 
 
Just after her birthday in 2020, I once again named one of my SOS Memos in her honor. 
It was entitled: Greta, the Iceberg & New Year’s Resolutions, but I didn’t mention her 
until the end. My focus that day was regarding our collective obsession with all things 
human—as we go about destroying the biosphere that gives us life. We have a distinct 
preference for watching our fellow humans (Monkey See, Monkey Do) instead of getting 
serious about saving our civilization.  
 
It's like we're all eating, drinking, dancing, playing cards, watching ball games and 
rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic—while a courageous 17-year old Swedish girl is 
up at the bow of our ship yelling something about a great big iceberg that we're about 
to hit. 

 

 
 

https://conta.cc/2QyClIk
https://conta.cc/2rY0O0e


As for all of us adults, we're just monkeys being monkeys and don’t seem to be able to help 
ourselves. It's how we're wired, as E.O. Wilson explained in his 2013 book, The Meaning 
of Human Existence: 
 

“We are an insatiably curious species; provided the subjects are our personal 
selves and people we know or would like to know. The behavior goes far back 
beyond our species in the evolution of the primate family tree. It has been observed, 
for example, that when caged monkeys are allowed to look outside at a variety of 
other objects, their first choice for attention is other monkeys”. 

 
When she was sixteen years old, Greta’s first book, No One Is Too Small to Make A 
Difference, was published by Penguin in November of 2019. Notice the size of the font 
emphasizing her first name as she has already become one of those rare individuals 
who is known by a single name—kind of like Oprah, Prince, Madonna and Gandhi.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

“There is a great need for the introduction of new values in our society, where bigger is 
not necessarily better, where slower can be faster, and where less can be more.” 

 

—Gaylord Nelson 
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