
JELMER MOMMERS is a climate journalist based in Amsterdam. He 
knows most people prefer not to talk or even think about climate 
change and that is exactly why he wrote this book. Denial and 
despair are not the only possible responses to the climate crisis.

Five years in the making, How Are We Going To Explain This? 
became a bestseller in the Netherlands. With this revised and 
updated translation, including responses to the corona-pandemic, 
Mommers brings his characteristic blend of  realism and hope to 
the wider world.

‘As a journalist, Jelmer Mommers has broken important stories 
about how we got in our current climate mess; as a thinker, he 
shows us there may still be some ways out, if  we move with grace 
and speed. A fine account of  where we stand, and where we could 
go if  we wanted to!’ Bill McKibben, author, environmentalist and 
activist
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PREFACE

I won’t lie: climate change is a disaster. I’ve been working on it con-
tinuously 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 com-
pletely 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 influence. 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 becoming more fero-
cious, 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. At least once a 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 
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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 tem-
peratures 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 condi-
tions – we’re used to all that, but nothing in history has prepared us 
for worldwide climate disruption, with many consequences that are 
unpleasant in themselves and disastrous when combined.

We’re entering completely new territory. The longer we con-
tinue on our current path, the more devastating the results.

*

But first, let’s talk about the corona-crisis for a minute, because you 
might wonder why read a book about climate change when we are 
still suffering from the consequences of  Covid-19. Is it really the 
right time to take on another disastrous subject? Is it necessary?

I think so. In this book, I will write about the political, tech-
nological, financial and societal forces that are giving us a shot at 
keeping the earth habitable. Yet right now, the strength and persis-
tence of  each and every one of  these forces is tested by the outbreak 
of  the corona-pandemic in late 2019.

The societal and economic repercussions of  this crisis are only 
starting to emerge as I write this, yet it’s clear they will be momen-
tous. Will our economies be strong enough to continue investing in 
green energy, or will we fall back on old-fashioned fossil fuels? Will 
we return to flying and driving as if  nothing were the matter? Will 
Covid-19 fuel nationalism and xenophobia or will it boost solidarity 
and cooperation? It all seems possible.

But there will be a day when this crisis, or at least the worst of  it, 
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is behind us. And as we recover, we need to focus on climate change 
once more. If  there is one thing that the new coronavirus showed 
us, it’s that the future is unpredictable, and that we are vulnerable. 
If  there’s one space where that insight needs to be applied, it’s the 
climate debate.

Of  course, the warming of  the world and the corona-pandemic 
are very different crises. Though it may not feel like it right now, 
climate change is certainly bigger and more consequential – as this 
book will show you. The most important difference, however, has 
to do with time. Whereas the dreadful consequences of  the virus 
outbreak could be felt in a matter of  days, those of  climate change 
accumulate much slower, over a period of  years and decades, with 
reverberations through centuries. And while measures taken today 
to prevent the spread of  the virus may have an effect in a week or 
two, those taken to counter climate change will only be felt in a 
decade or two. That’s just one of  the reasons why climate change 
is such a wicked problem. And why, like the corona-crisis, it so des-
perately needs our involvement to be addressed.

This book is designed to help you think about how we might 
make our societies sustainable, to show you how a revolution of  
sorts is already underway, and how you can help. Covid-19 regret-
fully reminded us of  something we tend to forget: that we are 
connected to each other and to this planet. So we need to take care 
of  one another and our shared home. The main argument of  this 
book is that in the long run, those two things are essentially one 
and the same. 

*

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 feel-
ing terrible about the state of  the planet the whole time. 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 
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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 proceed as if  nothing were the matter, 
blindly marching towards the abyss.

On my bad days, I share Tom’s despair. There are govern-
ments, 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. We’re all hypocrites; believe me, I know. 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 two years ago. But I still some-
times 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 tried to find 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.

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 
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rainforest. (The worldwide demand for oil, in part to fuel the plane 
that flew me to Ecuador, was certainly part of  the answer.)

This book is an account of  insights I gained 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 posi-
tive changes).

In Part I, 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 II, 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 III, 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 make stronger.

*

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 get all cheesy about it and insist 
that everyone hold hands, but I’ll regularly write ‘we’ because this 
involves all of  us. 

One more thing you should know is that I’m from Amsterdam, 
in the Netherlands. That means some of  my examples, especially in 
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the later chapters, are drawn from there, too, where they’re repre-
sentative of  broader developments happening elsewhere.

*

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 contribu-
tion is meaningful.

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 prosper-
ity, 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 solu-
tion. 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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