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Slater Jewell-Kemker about YOUtH UnStOPPABLe
“we also need a more angry voice”

In her first feature documentary 
YOUTH UNSTOPPABLE, Canadian ac-
tivist Slater Jewell-Kemker paints a 
portrait of the global “youth for cli-
mate” movement. Since she first took 
part in a UN climate conference as a 
youth delegate at the age of 15, she 
has been capturing her impressions 
on camera over a period of 12 years. 
The result is a unique chronicle of 
the development of a political mass 
movement.

The film has been released in Ger-
many as a part of the BJF’s 50th an-
niversary celebration campaign. In an 
ECFA Journal interview in November 
2020 BJF (Bundesverband Jugend 
und Film) manager Reinhold Schöffel 
described the film as “the perfect em-
bodiment of our vision on cinema. It’s 
all about empowerment and launching 
dialogues between different genera-
tions. This is a perfect example of how 
we understand film culture: motivat-
ing people to communicate, discuss 
and make a stand.” One year later, we 
ask director Slater Jewell-Kemker to 
strike a balance.

Slater Jewell-Kemker: YOUTH UN-
STOPPABLE has been shown at over 
100 festivals in more than 80 coun-
tries. There was an inspiring word of 
mouth. The film mostly reached out 
to young people and ordinary citizens, 
influencing them and establishing 
connections, which has really amazed 
me.

In what sense?
Jewell-Kemker: When making a film, 
you hope that it will leave an impres-
sion. The way the film was received 
by young people made my 15 years of 
blood, sweat and tears, justified and 
worthwhile.

when did it become clear that you 
had the right material for a feature 
documentary in your hands?
Jewell-Kemker: After my experience 
as a youth delegate in Japan and 
working with other young climate 
activists, I realised in 2008 that their 
voices cannot be heard in mainstream 
media. The voices of the next genera-
tion are not taken seriously. So I want-
ed to try to capture their stories. Film-

making is storytelling and therefore 
also a way of connecting with people. 
It was clear to me that when it comes 
to climate protection, we absolutely 
need a more creative, optimistic, but 
also a more angry voice.

what was your most intense experi-
ence while working on this film?
Jewell-Kemker: There were two. As a 
filmmaker, it was when shooting with 
my friend Alina outside of Kathman-
du, Nepal, in a small village that had 
been flooded and destroyed by heavy 
monsoon rains. As I was filming, I sud-
denly understood the full scope of the 
disaster, but also realised my privileg-
es, in terms of filming the scenery and 

then returning home. I couldn’t come 
to terms with the idea that I would re-
turn to my previous life, just like this.

And the other moment?
Jewell-Kemker: That happened when 
visiting my mother’s family in Alber-
ta, Canada, home of the oil sands in-
dustry. My uncle’s job is to persuade 
farmers and indigenous communities 
to sell their land or to sign leases with 
the company so that they can lay their 
pipelines across the country. That 
means there will be oil spills. A part of 
my family refused to speak with me. I 
know that my relatives are involved in 
an energy production that is directly 
linked to the climate crisis, but they 
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didn’t give me the chance to discuss 
it with them. Apparently there are 
many people who don’t want to talk 
nor think about the climate crisis; nev-
ertheless, they all strive to ensure for 
their children to grow up healthy and 
under the best possible circumstanc-
es. This also applies to my uncle and 
his family.

the film shows two encounters with 
the famous environmental activist 
Jean-Michel Cousteau, whom you 
address as “my childhood hero”.
Jewell-Kemker: Knowing that some-
one in his position was interested in 
what I said and did, meant a lot to me. 
I understood that many young people, 
scientists, artists and activists have 
been in this movement for decades; 
on this long journey a deeper connec-
tion is created when trying to help 
one another. Cousteau recognising 
me and approving my commitment 
gave me so much energy. Things will 
never be the way they used to be, but 
to keep on moving forward, what we 
need is that sense of community.

At the end of the film you notice 
how a new generation of climate ac-
tivists has grown up. to whom would 
you hand over the torch today that 
Cousteau symbolically handed to 
you as a 15-year-old?

Jewell-Kemker: It can’t be one single 
person. We now have a generation 
of youth climate activists who realise 
they are part of a larger network. We 
need a variety of voices, from indige-
nous communities to the queer com-
munity to all nations on earth.

Can committed young filmmakers 
change the world?
Jewell-Kemker: Definitely. I firmly be-
lieve that films are one of the most 
important and powerful tools at our 
disposal. Whenever people are scared 
and don’t know where to look, they 
tend to isolate themselves. As we 
move towards a world that will be for-
ever changed by rising temperatures, 
we need to remember that as humans 
we are supposed to support one an-
other.

Did you ever doubt your mission?
Jewell-Kemker: There definitely were 
difficult moments, including burnout, 
exhaustion and emotional overload. 
When dealing with an overwhelm-
ing subject like this, you sometimes 
feel like nothing else matters in life. 
I should have taken better care of my-
self. I’ve discovered that only when 
I’m physically, mentally and emotion-
ally healthy, I can do the best possible 
job. But I have learned that this race 
can’t be run in a day, we’ll have to car-

ry it with us for the rest of our lives.

with a new wind blowing from the 
US?
Jewell-Kemker: I hope the current US 
administration is able to do more than 
any before, pushing forward strong 
protection measures that are no 
longer tied to the wishes of the indus-
try, which wants to carry on as it al-
ways did. We can no longer deny that 
climate events on the other side of 
the world would affect us, as we have 
seen with bush fires, droughts and 
floods. I expect Biden to be a strong 
president who can stand up against 
the stakeholders of the status quo.

the climate protection project is 
uncompleted, many goals have not 

been achieved yet. Should we call 
out for yet another film?
Jewell-Kemker: My life has changed 
as a result of my commitment. As 
much as I’ve tried to turn away from 
it, it’s part of my life. My next project 
will likely have something to do with 
indigenous communities that have 
been, and still are, affected by the 
relationship between colonialism and 
energy production. I feel like I can use 
my status in these matters for some-
thing that transcends the entertain-
ment industry.
–
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