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Michael Oppenheimer, Professor of Geosciences and International Affairs at Princeton University, at the Green&Blue Festival. 

The Princeton climatologist opens the Green&Blue Festival: "The 1987 ban on CFCs shows that we 
can unite to avert global threats." 

Updated June 4, 2026, at 12:53 p.m. | 3-minute read 

1987. For several decades, a serious environmental crisis had been threatening the balance of the 
planet. In response, the international community came together to sign a landmark agreement: the 
Montreal Protocol. Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs)—industrial gases widely used in aerosol sprays 
and refrigerators—were literally destroying the Earth's ozone layer, the shield that protects life from 
harmful ultraviolet radiation. The agreement, signed in Canada and later ratified by every country in 
the world, banned the use of CFCs and mandated their gradual phase-out. 

Today, we know that this decision was both timely and effective. The ozone hole is slowly recovering 
and is expected to become almost imperceptible by the end of this century. It is precisely this 
historical precedent—a rare instance in which science and global politics successfully worked 
together and acted at the right moment—that Michael Oppenheimer, Professor of Geosciences and 
International Affairs at Princeton University and one of the keynote speakers at the Green&Blue 
Festival, invokes. 

Long before the Montreal Protocol was signed—at a time when global warming was still a topic 
discussed mainly within a handful of university classrooms—Oppenheimer was already at the 
forefront of climate advocacy as Chief Scientist at the Environmental Defense Fund, now one of the 
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I protagonisti

Michael Oppenheimer, professore di Geoscienze e affari internazionali alla Princeton University, al Festival di Green&Blue 

Il climatologo di Princeton apre il Festival di Green&Blue: ”Il bando dei Cfc nel 1987 dimostra che ci si può unire per sventare le minacce globali”
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1987. Da qualche decennio una seria emergenza ambientale sta minacciando l’equilibrio del Pianeta. E la comunità internazionale fa quadrato,
decidendo di firmare un’intesa storica, il Protocollo di Montreal. I clorofluorocarburi (Cfc), gas impiegati su scala industriale in bombolette spray e
frigoriferi, stanno letteralmente distruggendolo strato di ozono atmosferico, lo scudo che protegge la Terra dalle radiazioni ultraviolette. L’accordo
siglato in Canada, e ratificato universalmente, bandisce l’impiego dei Cfc, imponendone l’eliminazione graduale. Oggi sappiamo che la decisione è stata
giusta ed efficace: il buco dell’ozono è in lenta via di guarigione, e dovrebbe diventare impercettibilmente piccolo entro la fine di questo secolo. È
proprio a questo precedente storico, un (raro) caso in cui la scienza e la politica globale hanno saputo dialogare e prendere decisioni nel momento
giusto, che si appella Michael Oppenheimer, professore di Geoscienze e affari internazionali alla Princeton University e ospite di punta del Festival di
Green&Blue.

Il mondo è un disastro ma possiamo sistemarlo, con Michael Oppenheimer al Festival Green&Blue 2026

Oppenheimer è un accademico di fama mondiale e una memoria storica dell’attivismo climatico: negli anni ‘80, prima ancora della firma del
Protocollo di Montreal, quando il riscaldamento globale era un tema relegato per lo più a poche aule universitarie, era già in prima linea come chief
scientist allo Environmental Defense Fund, che è oggi uno dei più grandi ed efficaci gruppi di attivismo ambientale non-profit statunitensi, dove ha
lavorato per anni per “trasformare” le evidenze scientifiche in campagne di pressione politica, contribuendo per esempio in modo decisivo alle
normative contro le piogge acide negli Stati Uniti. Per decenni, poi, è stato autore di spicco dell’Intergovermental Panelfor Climate Change (Ipcc)
dell’Onu, l’organismo scientifico insignito del premio Nobel per la pace nel 2007.

Nella visione di Oppenheimer, il caso del buco dell’ozono è paradigmatico per illustrare la forza del concetto di noi, tema centrale del festival, inteso
come azione collettiva di fronte a sfide apparentemente insormontabili. "Il mondo è sempre stato un disastro - dice - questo momento storico, in
particolare, appare dominato dalla frammentazione. I conflitti bellici in corso, le profonde divisioni geopolitiche, il netto divario di responsabilità tra
Paesi ricchi e economi e in via di sviluppo sembrano paralizzare ogni reale prospettiva di un’azione climatica comune. Eppure, il passato ci insegna
che in questa cacofonia di disordine a volte ci sappiamo unire per risolvere problemi specifici. E questo non può mai essere fatto da una sola persona né
da un solo Paese”. E qui entra in gioco, per l’appunto, il noi. A supporto di questa tesi, lo scienziato porta un altro esempio tangibile di cooperazione
internazionale, basata in questo caso sulla deterrenza e sul buonsenso — anche se al momento è in equilibrio precario, tanto che il Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientist ha spostato quest’anno le lancette del suo Orologio dell’apocalisse a 85 secondi dalla fine del mondo, e mai erano state così vicine —
ossia “il fatto che negli ultimi 75 anni non ci siamo distrutti con le armi nucleari”.
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largest and most influential non-profit environmental organizations in the United States. During his 
years there, he worked to translate scientific evidence into policy advocacy, playing a pivotal role, 
for example, in the development of regulations to combat acid rain in the United States. For decades, 
he also served as a leading author for the United Nations' Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), the scientific body awarded the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize. 

In Oppenheimer's view, the story of the ozone hole is a powerful example of the strength of the 
concept of "we"—the central theme of this year's festival—understood as collective action in the face 
of seemingly insurmountable challenges. 

"The world has always been in trouble," he says. "This particular historical moment is marked by 
fragmentation. Ongoing wars, deep geopolitical divisions, and the stark imbalance of responsibilities 
between wealthy and developing countries seem to paralyze any real prospect of coordinated climate 
action. Yet history teaches us that, amid this cacophony of disorder, we are sometimes able to come 
together to solve specific problems. And that can never be accomplished by a single individual or by 
a single country." 

This is where the idea of "we" becomes essential. To reinforce his point, Oppenheimer offers another 
tangible example of international cooperation—this time based on deterrence and common sense. 
Although that balance is currently fragile, as reflected by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, which 
this year moved the hands of its Doomsday Clock to just 85 seconds to midnight, the closest they 
have ever been, the fact remains that: 

"For the past 75 years, humanity has managed not to destroy itself with nuclear weapons." 

Looking ahead, Oppenheimer turns to one of the most pressing challenges of today's climate crisis: 
the resistance of our economies and our lifestyles to moving away from fossil fuels. Our dependence 
on coal, oil, and natural gas is deeply embedded in the way our societies function, but it should not 
be viewed as an untouchable monolith or as something "too big to dismantle," to borrow the well-
known expression too big to fail. 

"We don't need miracles," Oppenheimer explains. "There are certainly obstacles, but they can be 
dismantled, piece by piece. The key is to understand the deeper motivations that drive people and 
governments to act, and to build on the forms of cooperation that are already proving successful 
today." 

Oppenheimer's pragmatic approach—shaped by decades of research on the dynamics of ice sheets 
and on scenarios for the planned retreat of coastal communities in response to sea-level rise—suggests 
that society should pursue two parallel tracks. 

The first is mitigation: drastically reducing greenhouse gas emissions by looking at the evidence with 
clarity and realism, without giving in to eco-anxiety. 

"A profound energy transition is already underway around the world, and we should draw courage 
and inspiration from it. These complex challenges can be solved—the alternative is already here." 

The second track is rapid adaptation. Realism requires us to recognize that even if global emissions 
were somehow to fall to zero overnight, the greenhouse gases already accumulated in the atmosphere, 
together with the inertia of the climate system, would continue to produce the effects of climate 
change—rising temperatures, droughts, and extreme weather events—for decades to come. 



"We must honestly acknowledge the scale of the crisis. We cannot afford to stand still. It is imperative 
to act now by investing in resilient infrastructure and better land management to protect lives and 
resources today." 

The answer is not miraculous solutions, but determined collective action—just as it was in the case 
of the ozone hole. 

 


