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James Hansen 

The only way to win the carbon war soon enough to avert unacceptable casualties of young 

people and other life on the planet is to carry out the battle on several fronts simultaneously.   

(That’s the reason for the expansive name of our organization, Climate Science, Awareness and 

Solutions (CSAS), and also the reason that we support disparate organizations, including 

Citizens Climate Lobby, Our Children’s Trust, 350.org…). 

We sometimes ask if we are using our time right, spending too much time on the legal front?
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After all, the end game begins only when we achieve an across-the-board transparent (thank you, 

Pope Francis, for recognizing that!) carbon fee.  Focus on a carbon fee is high priority because of 

the danger that Paris agreements may amount to little more than national “goals” and, what’s 

worse, more effete ineffectual “cap-and-trade” shenanigans.  A focus on science is also needed, 

as there is still no widespread recognition of the urgency of emission reductions, and better 

understanding of the science is required to achieve a good strategy to restore energy balance. 

The legal approach complements recognition of the moral dimensions of climate change.  Can 

you imagine civil rights advancing without help of the courts?  Yet courts will not likely move, 

and they did not move in the case of civil rights, until the public recognizes the moral dimension 

and begins to demand action.  So it is also essential to get the public more widely involved. 

When a judge issues a ruling it has certain gravity.  It seems that courts retain more respect with 

the public than legislatures do.  So it is wonderful to report two important legal victories this 

week.  Both are due to remarkably capable, determined individuals, who simply will not give up. 

First, the Dutch case.  The Netherlands, which will cease to exist within a century or so if the 

world stays on its present carbon path, is an appropriate place for the first European case in 

which citizens attempt to hold a state responsible for its inaction in the face of clear danger.  The 

Dutch district court in the Hague ruled for the plaintiff, Urgenda, an environmental organization.  

The court ordered the Dutch government to reduce emissions 25% by 2020, a stiff order.  The 

hero behind the scenes was lawyer, legal scholar, and author Roger Cox, who has relentlessly 

pursued this action for the past several years on behalf of young people and future generations. 

In Seattle, the King County Superior Court Judge ordered the State to reconsider the petition of 

eight youth, who brought their case with the help of Our Children’s Trust, requesting that the 

state reduce emissions consistent with dictates of the best available science.  The latter was 

provided in testimony to the court by Pushker Kharecha, Deputy Director of CSAS, based on our 

paper in PLOS One, which was not disputed by Washington State, and which calls for a 

reduction of emissions by 6% per year.  The relentless behind-the-scenes champions in this case 

are Julia Olson (director of Our Children’s Trust) and legal scholar Mary Woods. 

Government lawyers, in the Netherlands and Washington State, scurried off after the verdicts to 

prepare appeals.  If they win their appeals, it will not deter the youth or their supporters, who 

must be relentless in advancing the essential legal front.  More on other legal plans soon.  
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 At present I am involved in 11 legal cases.  It could be more – it hurts to turn down requests, but there is only so 

much time.  It would be fewer cases, if I didn’t have the help of a brilliant young lawyer, Dan Galpern. 

http://ourchildrenstrust.org/
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0081648
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0081648

