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Are you confident that the Green Party is listening 
to the right people when it develops policy?
Absolutely. One of the difficulties, though, is that we 
draw on experts who don’t necessarily want to be seen. 
I just had a stream of emails from someone who’s quite 
prominent, saying, “Here’s my advice but don’t quote 
me and don’t forward this email.” Many are advisers to 
government or senior experts for NGOs. They see us as 
one way of influencing government policy but they want 
to be seen to be unbiased and above the political fray.

Isn’t that really frustrating?
Yes, but I understand their position. That’s how they 
think they’ll get the biggest possible impact. You have to 
live with that judgment and you have to decide to listen, 
whether you can quote them or not.

You’ve said the party is pro-science. How do you 
plan to communicate that?
What we need to do is talk about science a lot more; talk 
about evidence-based policymaking. Your readers might 
find the fact we’re doing evidence-based policymaking 
really exciting, but as soon as you say it in a public talk, 
the whole audience will groan and slide off.

But haven’t environmental issues such as 
badger culling and ash dieback given you a great 
opportunity to widen the audience?
True, and Caroline [Lucas, Green MP for Brighton 
Pavilion] has very much been leading the debate in par-
liament on that. 

You have not spoken about ash dieback yourself…
Caroline is speaking about it and if she’s handling an 
issue, I tend not to. 

Is she handling the badgers issue too?
Yes, because she has a long history on that issue. And 
[party activist] Caroline Allen, who’s a vet, has a particu-
lar place in talking about badgers. 

Shouldn’t you be doing it as well?
I’m trying to. But we still have the whole policy gamut 
from financial regulation to ash dieback to climate 
change to 20mph speed limits in cities. It’s a question 
of what you call science. There’s an enormous amount 
of very solid evidence that introducing 20mph speed 
limits reduces NHS expenses and increases walking 
and cycling—that’s science. It might not have a ‘This Is 
Science’ label on it, but I am using science every day.

What else can you do to elevate the party’s science 
profile?
We need to get out there into strong science universities 
and say to scientists and trainee scientists that we are a 
very open, democratic party. So if you think we’ve got 
something wrong, tell us and give us the evidence and 
we’ll take a look at it.

Isn’t your stance on genetic modification a deal 
breaker for scientists?
We’re not opposed to GM research; we’re opposed to the 
release of genetically modified organisms into the nat-
ural environment and to GM being based around gene 
patenting and multinational companies.

Rothamsted’s GM trials are publicly funded and the 
results will be open, yet this summer you opposed 
them alongside protest group Take the Flour Back.
But you have to look at what happens with that technol-
ogy. A lot of research is carried out on the assumption 
that it can be patented and developed into a private 
product and sold. And there just wasn’t enough evidence 
to show the trial was necessary. I wouldn’t back every-
thing Take the Flour Back said, but in politics you form 
alliances with people with whom you agree on some fun-
damental points. You might disagree on lots of others.

But you supported the plan to demolish the crops. 
We believe in non-violent direct action when that’s nec-
essary. Sometimes that’s a necessary part of the process 
of strong public concern. 

So scientists who don’t like your GM policy, they 
just don’t understand it?
I think they don’t understand it. It’s not really under-
stood that we’re not opposed to the research, that we’re 
opposed to the setting loose. 

Yet there’s no formal plan to reach out to them?
It feels a bit calculating to have a formal plan. The 
reality is politics doesn’t work like that. If you start 
a month saying you want to do six certain things and 
then Michael Gove says something stupid, you end up 
spending most of the month talking about that. Politics 
doesn’t fit a prearranged work schedule.

A Green 
can dream
The Green Party elected Natalie Bennett 
as its leader in September. She spoke 
to Adam Smith about her keenness to 
improve the party’s standing among  
scientists.


