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Image depicts three young women known for their environmental and human rights activism. From left to 

right, Greta Thunberg, Autumn Peltier, and Mari Copeny (Little Miss Flint) exemplify the knowledge, 

power, and experience of organized justice movements needed to address the climate crisis. Artwork by 

ESC. 

  

 



 
 
 

HPJ · Spring 2021 · 1(1) | Page 21  
 

Climate change has been labeled the 
“biggest global health threat in the 21st century” 
(Costello et al., 2009, p. 36). This statement, 
now a decade old and commonly repeated in 
climate and health discourse, is only partly true 
because it neglects to consider the social 
context of climate change. Hurricanes are 
increasingly more frequent and less 
predictable, droughts and fires are more 
widespread, sea ice continues to melt, and sea 
levels rise. Populations who have been 
marginalized, including women, Indigenous 
peoples, people of colour, and people with low 
income or in low-income countries, experience 
the brunt of the climate crisis (Hayes & Poland, 
2018). There is significant overlap between 
racial and gender inequities and the climate 
crisis, and tackling oppressive systems may be 
key to sustaining life on earth. We will need the 
strongest climate team, the most inclusive and 
powerful solutions, and the knowledge to 
dismantle the similar systems and structures 
that simultaneously sustain oppression and 
climate change. 

The Strongest Team 

Dr. Ayana Elizabeth Johnson, marine 
biologist and climate activist, suggests the 
climate movement will not have sufficient 
numbers if people of colour are excluded; we 
cannot address the climate crisis unless Black 
Lives Matter (Johnson, 2020). To be successful, 
we need the biggest, brightest team there is—
the problem cannot be solved with the voice of 
one demographic. White people, often 
overrepresented in the environmental 
movement, have regularly seen climate change 
as a more important issue than racial justice, 
and therefore exclude people of colour from 
their work (Heglar, 2020). Additionally, BIPOC 
(Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour) 
women are battling White supremacy and the 
patriarchy simultaneously with the climate 
crisis. How can they devote time to climate 
change while living in a system designed to 
oppress, incarcerate, or disregard specific 
important segments of the population? How 
can we ask that BIPOC folks commit themselves 
to the crisis with White supremacy standing in 

the way? Racism thwarts efforts to address 
climate change because it successfully distracts, 
drawing attention from one crisis to another. 
We need to remove barriers so that everyone is 
welcome at the climate solutions table, because 
not only is everyone worthy of a seat, but 
everyone is essential. 

Better Solutions for All 

Reducing inequities is imperative, not 
only so that those who have been marginalized 
fare better through the climate crisis, but also 
because those who have been closest to climate 
impacts are the ones who have the solutions. 
Women and BIPOC communities are 
disproportionately impacted by the climate 
crisis. Women worldwide are increasingly 
likely to experience gender-based violence 
during and after extreme weather, as well as 
during prolonged drought and food scarcity 
(Alston, 2013). Ice melting drastically impacts 
the time that Inuit communities can be on the 
land, reducing time spent visiting other 
communities, fishing, foraging, hunting, and 
trapping, and this impact on the landscape and 
their cultural traditions results in a deep sense 
of loss (Willox et al., 2015). Black Americans 
experience the brunt of climate catastrophes 
such as Hurricane Harvey and Katrina. 
Communities of colour are often situated in 
floodplains and lack green space to absorb 
water (Frank, 2020).  

Due to their disproportionate 
experiences of climate change and colonial 
violence, Black and Indigenous women have 
been organizing social and environmental 
justice work for decades in order to protect 
themselves, their communities, and the land 
(Waldron, 2018). This practice of resistance 
and resilience is what we need to address the 
climate. Young women, in particular, are 
making their own climate solutions tables: 
Autumn Peltier, Mari Copeny, and Greta 
Thunberg are representative of thousands of 
youth striking and sacrificing their education, 
advocating for clean water, and fighting to 
protect Mother Earth. Further, Indigenous 
peoples have been living harmoniously with the 
land since time immemorial, meaning not only 
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that it can be done, but that those who know 
how are living all over the world, ready to be 
listened to as stewards of the earth. Whether it 
be protecting the Sipekne’katik River from the 
brine discharge pipeline (Waldron, 2018), 
saving the Amazon forests (Nenquimo, 2020), 
overcoming voter suppression to elect a 
president with a climate action plan (Scanlan & 
Robinson, 2020), or school striking (Boulianne 
et al., 2020), the passion, knowledge, and 
leadership of women and BIPOC people across 
the world is what could save Earth.  

Similar Systems and Structures 

We cannot separate issues of racism, 
misogyny, and climate change. Waldron (2018) 
argues that we must move beyond discussion of 
industry causing environmental degradation, 
and toward how these issues are 
interconnected. The interconnection of these 
issues begins with legacies of enslavement, 
labour, and colonization. The intention of 
European colonists was to dispossess 
Indigenous peoples of their land so that 
colonists could extract resources and exploit 
land with the use of enslaved African and 
Indigenous peoples (Elliott & Hughes, 2019). As 
a result of this, Black and Indigenous people 
have suffered and continue to experience 
extreme violence, death, and injustice, while at 
the same time their labour and land was used 
to set the stage for global industrialization and 
the beginning of the fossil fuel era—which 
continues to warm planet Earth (Costello et al., 
2009; Delaney, 2020; Waldron, 2018). Although 
these events took place generations ago, 
modern industry continues to use fossil fuels 
and harm the same populations. For example, 
today, resource extractive industries often set 
up “man camps,” where mostly White men live 
in temporary homes near the construction sites 
at which they work (National Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and 
Girls [NIMMIWG], 2019). These camps 
significantly increase violence against 
Indigenous women, girls, and Two Spirit people 
(NIMMIWG, 2019). This extractive system 
simultaneously pillages the planet’s resources 
and perpetrates violence against Indigenous 

people. Dismantling systems of harmful 
resource extraction not only tackles climate 
change, but also protects BIPOC women. 

While it may be possible to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions without addressing 
systems of oppression (for example, by 
producing electric cars), if we do not change the 
exploitative system at its core, we risk missing 
our chance at truly respecting the planet in a 
way that is sustainable for everyone. What kind 
of world would you like to live in after we have 
saved the planet? One that is safe from climate 
change but not police brutality and colonial 
violence? Or one with health equity, cultural 
sharing, and peace? To save the earth from 
mass extinction, we need to dismantle 
inequities and centre the voices of women, 
specifically, Black and Indigenous women and 
women of colour. 
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