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““The fight
of our :
generation.”
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AN URBAN UPBRINGING

ust 20 years old, Isra
Hirsi is a Somali-Amer-

ican student at the fore-
front of the environmental
justice movement. Daughter
of US Congresswoman Il-
han Omar, Isra is no stranger
to the pressures of being in
the public eye. Despite her
mother's close connection to
politics, she carved her path
independently and has been a
powerful voice for both envi-
ronmental and racial justice.

At 12, Hirsi participated in
the protest for Jamar Clask, a
24-ycar-old black man killed
by Minneapolis police. Hirsi
was also inspired to campaign
for climate change when
she leamned of the threat of
drought in Somalia coupled
with increasing air pollution in
Minnesota, titling the crisis as
‘the fight of [her] gencration’.

Raised in the inner city of

Minnesota, Isra felt detached
from nature and worried that
the cffects of climate change
would mean she'd never get
to sce her homeland, Somalia.

At just 14, she joined her
high school environmental
club and quickly noticed the
lack of black representation
within the environmental
justice movement. Driven by
this disparity, Isra decided
it was time to disrupt these
predominantly white spaces.
Sick of being the token *black
girl’, she used her identity as
a source of empowerment,

“Since I was 5 years old, my
parents taught me to fight
for change but never forget

where I come from.”

Within just two short years,
she would go on to co-found
the US. Youth Climate
Strike. Isra’s identity drives
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her activism, and community
has remained a motivation
throughout her life. By her
mother’s side, she's hosted
cvents at her local mosque
to inspire other Muslims to
participate in activism to end
the alicnation of marginalised
groups within the climate
movement. Her leadership
has encouraged diversity
and intersectionality in these
spaces and will undoubt-
edly go onto inspire more
change,
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ABLACKAND WHITE
ISSUE?

here has always been

racism in environmen-

talism. A classic ex-
ample of this was when Euro-
pean settlers in the Americas
drove the indigenous people
out of their homelands, Colo-
nists believed that because the
Native Americans’ skin tone
was darker than theirs and
they spoke different languag-
cs, they were ‘lesser’. The
scttlers spent decades pushing
them further West, for the pur-
pose of land ownership, hunt-
ing for sport, and consum-
ing the land’s resources for
profit. The outcome, which
is still prevalent today, was
that Native Americans ended
up being refined to small res-
ervations in desolate lands.

Nawral  resources  were
slowly depleted and the big
game populations of the
country, such as bison and
wolves, were nearly hunted
to extinction. This is a phe-
nomenon that was spread to
all comers of the world as

“It’s important that those

who are

disproportionately _
affected by climate change

be at the forefront

of this issue’

nearly every conmtinent expe-
rienced some form of colo-
nialism at a point in its his-
tory. The result - marginalised
communities left with little,

In order for climate solutions
to be reached, the people at
the forcfront of the climate
movement must embrace the
concept of Intersecrional En-
vironmentalism. This term was
coined in 2020 by activist and
author Leah Thomas who de-
scribes it as “an inclusive
form of environmental-
ism that advocates for

both people and planet.”
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Whereas the common ap-
proach to environmentalism
focuses solely on justice for
the planet and its resourc-
¢s, the intersectional ap-
proach advocates for social
and cnvironmental justice.

There is no justice for the
planet if any person is left be-
hind. Most notably, those mar-
ginalised communitics that
are at the forefront of climate
change. The ugly truth is that
these communities, the major-
ity of which are in developing
countries in the Global South,
have actually contributed the
least to the enhanced green-
house effect. A 2020 study
by Jason Hickel found that

92% of all excess
greenhouse gas
emissions are
caused by the
Global North.

The US caused 40% and
the EU caused 29% of these.
Intersectional  Environmen-
talism calls for these driv-
ers of climate change to be
held liable for their actions.
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STRIKING FOR THE
FUTURE
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Greta Thunberg, Hirsi is

leading the climate strike
movement of America, At age
16, she co-founded the US
Youth Climate Strike (Y.C.S)
alongside fellow young cam-
paigners Haven Coleman and
Alexandria Villaseiior. Hirsi
recognises that climate activ-
ism can be inaccessible for
marginalised groups who do
not have the privilege of skip-
ping class or travelling. This
motivates her to represent
those who do not have the
opportunity she has created.

Inspimd by the work of

Coinciding with the forma-
tion of the US Y.C.S,, Isra’s
mother became a congress-
woman. As Hirsi helped to
organisc hundreds of cli-
mate strikes in the following
months, her mother faced the
pressures of being the first
Somali-American  Muslim
in congress. The two faced
increasing scrutiny from the
public, including hate and
threats online. Just one year
after the founding of the US

Y.CS, at age 17, Hirsi spoke
in her TedTalk The Angry
Black Girl about reclaiming
her identity from the hate.
She hopes to empower oth-
ers and to speak up for those
less fortunate than herself.
With this determination and
drive, she has been recog-
nised with numerous awards.

“You need
dramatic action
for

dramatic change.”

These include the Brower
Youth Award for her work on
the U.S Y.CS, and the Voice
of the Future Award which
recognises emerging leaders.

Alongside her campaigning,
she has created educational
content in the hopes to em-
power the next gencration
of leaders. This includes her
Adidas community course
Activism through Empa-
thy which launched in April
2023 which teaches skills
like active listening. She has

also taken part in a you-
tube series The Outsiders,
in which she aims to tackle

some “tough conversations
but necessary ones” about
what it means to be black.

Through her courses, cam-
paigns and social media,
Isra Hirsi has opened up
important discussions about
the racial discrimination
embedded in the Climate
Movement. She has also cre-
ated room for people of co-
lour in predominantly white
spaces and helps to educate
the public about intersec-
tional environmentalism.

By leading with cmpathy,
Isa has redefined what it
is to be a young, environ-
mental activist. Impatient
for change, she demanded a
space in the environmental
justice movement, encour-
aging people to recognise.

“You are
important and
your voice
1S t00.”
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