
 

Cholera, caused by water pollution. The water in the River Thames had become polluted with sewerage. 

Unfortunately, people did not realise this and continued to drink from the river and to wash themselves, and 

their clothes, in the river. The air smelt horrible and the ‘Great Stink’ of London in 1858 was so bad that many 

people died from diseases. The Victorians eventually realised that people were dying because of water 

pollution. They decided to build underground pipes to pump sewerage away safely and clean up the rivers.   

  

Air pollution was also an enormous problem in Victorian times. Coal was used in Victorian homes, factories, in 

transport and was the main material used to fuel the Industrial Revolution. Coal produces smoke and soot 

which pollutes the air. Soot blackened clothing, it covered buildings and hung like a dark murky mist called 

‘smog’ in the air. Lots of people got sick and died from lung diseases because it was toxic to breathe in. 

Communities in valleys where the air was trapped, and pollution could not lift were affected far worse than 

those who lived on higher ground. People often wore dark clothing to hide the dirt that clung to their clothes 

from the pollution in the air.   
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Pollution   

  

Pollution happens in the air, on land and in water.   

Pollution is really harmful. It occurs when gases,   

chemicals, smoke, liquids and solid manmade   

objects, that do not decompose, aren’t disposed of   

correctly and can become harmful to the   

environment, animals and humans. Today there   

are many ways which we can limit our production   

of pollution. We can ride a bike or walk to school,   

take our own plastic bags to the shops to reuse, or recycle used   

glass and plastic. In the Victorian times pollution was a real   

problem and lots of people became sick and died because of it.   

  

There were no underground pipes in the early Victorian era and   

so sewerage ran through the streets and ended up in streams   

and rivers like the River Thames in London. Between 1830-1860   

thousands of people became sick and died from a disease called   
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Greta Thunberg  

  

Greta Thunberg is a teenager from Sweden. 

She is also an environmental activist. This 

means that she promotes the view that the 

environment is endangered and needs to 

be protected. She does this by living in a 

way that reduces the impact that her 

lifestyle has on the environment, she also 

encourages others to reduce their carbon 

footprint. By the time she was eight years 

old, Greta had become a vegan and would 

not travel on an aeroplane because of the 

harmful gasses that air travel releases into 

the atmosphere. Greta began to actively 

protest when she was fifteen years old.  

  

She felt so passionately about the 

environment that she sat outside the 

Swedish Parliament and told people all 

about her views. She missed school for 

three weeks and sat with a sign that read 

`School Strike for Climate`. Her actions 

encouraged others to join her, especially 

other teenagers, and soon Greta had 

enthused whole communities of students to protest 

about climate change and to actively bring the  

problem of pollution to the Swedish government. Greta continued to sit outside Parliament every 

Friday, these days were named Fridays for Future.  

  

Greta’s message was so effective that she also inspired other countries to listen to what she had to 

say and to take her message about climate change seriously. Strikes were held globally against climate 

change.   

  

Greta has given talks all over the world about climate change, pointing out that the Earth is in a state 

of emergency because of the effects of Global warming and the impact that climate change will have 

in the future. Greta has asked governments to amend laws and introduce policies to reduce their 

carbon footprint. She has inspired people all over the world to act against climate change, this is 

called the `Greta Thunberg effect`. Her work has inspired governments, councils, universities, schools, 

businesses and everyday people just like you to put the environment first.   
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Sir David Attenborough  

  

Sir David Attenborough is a broadcaster, a natural 

historian and an environmental activist. Sir David has 

been the President of the Butterfly Conservation for 

the past 60 years. This is an organisation that works 

to preserve the lives of moths and butterflies. These 

insects are so important to our ecosystem. They play 

a big part in a process known as pollination. It is this 

process that encourages plants to produce fruit and 

oxygen.  

  

He is most famous for his television shows, 

radio broadcasts and documentaries. It is 

through these documentaries that Sir David 

Attenborough has brought to our attention 

the importance of the environment and the 

conservation of wildlife. His work captures 

rare scenes from nature that have never been 

seen before. Sir David Attenborough has 

played a big part in world education about 

plant and animal life and the environment. He 

has several species of plants and animals named after him in his honour 

including a frog from Peru, a shrimp and a spider.  

  

Sir David Attenborough’s work has inspired a world-wide revolutionary movement in environmental 

awareness. From our very own television sets we have seen that the problem of pollution has become 

enormous. In his television series Life on Earth, David Attenborough revealed to the whole world the 

affect that plastic pollution has been having on the environment. Sir David took his viewers on an 

incredible journey from the tips of icebergs to the depths of the ocean and uncovered the dark truth 

that plastic has become a problem for all of planet Earth’s plants and creatures.  

  

Sir David has put on an exhibition of Planet Earth’s natural habitats and revealed that they are under 

threat due to human pollution. He has shown the humans of this world that they are destroying the 

earth by polluting it with plastic and other chemicals. He has pointed out to us the effects that climate 

change and the destruction of the ozone layer have on all plants, animals, habitats and eco - systems. 

His work has inspired governments, councils, universities, schools, businesses and everyday people 

just like you to put the environment first.   
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Wangari Maathai  

  
Trees are a very important part of Earth’s eco-

systems, they provide huge amounts of 

oxygen. Without oxygen animals and humans 

cannot survive. Wangari Maathai was a 

Kenyan politician and an environmental 

activist. She fought for the preservation of 

Kenyan rain forests. At the time Kenya was 

becoming a developing country meaning that 

more buildings were being constructed for 

industry, farmland was being extended and 

the population was growing so that more homes had to be built. To help this to happen, a process 

called deforestation was put into place. Deforestation means that large amounts of woodland or 

rainforests were cut down to make room for new industries and communities to be built. Wangari 

Maathai is the founder of the Green Belt 

Movement.  

  

The Green Belt Movement was established in 

1977, its purpose was to plant trees and support 

women. Wangari Maathai knew that this amount 

of deforestation was not healthy for the Earth. 

She also realised that Kenyan women were not 

treated fairly and struggled to find work. So she 

employed women to plant 30 million trees in 

Kenya.  

Wangari Maathai also actively protested about 

the construction of certain buildings. In 1989, 

with a group of followers, she protested about 

the construction of a new skyscraper. These protests were effective and the skyscraper was never 

built. The place where Wangari Maathai and her followers protested is called Freedom Corner.  

  

After a while protests got out of hand and Wangari Maathai who had originally set out to save the 

environment, became involved in political protests which unfortunately became violent.  

 Wangari Maathai eventually became a politician and was appointed the Kenyan Assistant Minister of 

environment, natural resources and wildlife. In 2004 she was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for her 

incredible efforts to save the environment and for campaigning for women’s rights. 

 

 



 

 


