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GF:  Hello everyone welcome to Cheltenham Science Festival at home in association with EDF energy and 

the next in our series of videos exploring the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.  Seventeen 

ways to transform our world from reducing inequality, to climate action. My name is Greg Foot. I'm a 

science broadcaster on BBC TV and radio, also a podcaster, a YouTuber and a science communication 

trainer. I'm really really enjoying hosting this series of six short conversations, supported by UK Research 

and Innovation. Each video is a short introduction to one particular Sustainable Development Goal, one 

SDG.  I get to chat with two new guests for each show. They may be scientists, engineers, activists, thought 

leaders, they guide us through the SDG and what we can do to achieve it. These videos are pre-recorded, 

but there will be a live conversation happening in the YouTube comments. So do put your questions to my 

guests in there, they're both hoping to join us there live. And if you are watching this back later, do 

continue the conversation either in the comments on YouTube or jump on Twitter and use 

#cheltfestathome. Today we are looking at SDG number 12, responsible consumption, a goal that focuses 

on how to use our natural resources in a sustainable way. Joining me to discuss what can be done to reduce 

our footprint is a fellow of the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex and the cities 

and sustainable infrastructure lead for UKRI, Dr. Jaideep Gupte, and from the Lush Earth Care team, Rae 

Stanton-Smithson. Hello, both. Thanks so much for joining me. 

 

RSS: Hello. Thank you for having me. 

 

JG: Hello 

 

GF:  Jaideep, your research focus I know is on cities, which are of course hugely resource heavy and 

produce a heck of a lot of waste. I'm not really sure where we're going to start talking about how we 

resolve all those sorts of problems but before we do get to those potential solutions, can you outline some 

of the challenges then that cities produce with respect to the consumption and the waste? 
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GF:  Of course I can, Greg, and thanks for having me. So as you say, you know, half of more than half of 

humanity lives in urban areas at the moment. And the real problem is that cities at the moment, the way 

they're the way we build them, the way we live in them is tremendously resource intensive, right. So cities 

account for nearly like 70% of emissions. And if you understand, aviation is producing about five or 4% of 

the world's emissions, just the buildings in cities produce almost double that or slightly more than double 

that. But it's also about how we consume matter, the amount of stuff that we produce and transport into 

cities and out of cities, that creates tremendous amount of consumption patterns. And that seems to be 

only increasing for the moment. 

 

GF:  So let's give ourselves a kind of a list, a hit list, that we're going to go through during this. So of course, 

we've got power, and water, and food and materials on the consumption side, what are the big hitters for 

waste? 

 

JG:  You need to look at things that we are producing, things that we are consuming.  The big things around 

waste are obviously the way that we packaged food, to bring it into our cities, but also things like e waste, 

the amount of electronic equipment that you know, ends up in landfills or recycling yards very quickly. 

There's a whole range of matter that we produce that ends up as waste. So indeed, we need to look at a 

range of solid waste.  Stuff that we put into our shoots, down our, into our garbage bins. You know, in 

affluent countries, we tend to produce so much that about 99% of the things we produce end up in the 

trash within six months. And an average person puts into waste about their equal amount in bodyweight 

every month. So it's a tremendous amount of stuff that we're consuming. 

 

GF:  Wow, I was just scribbling that down, we throw away our body weight in waste every month. Crikey. 

Alright, so we're going to, in today's conversation, trying to look at what we can do to reduce that footprint 

and to increase the sustainability of the consumption and the waste. One of the targets for this SDG is all 

about sustainable practices for industry, for companies. So Rae, I know that when you're not furloughed, 

you work in the Lush Earth Care team. And a big part of that work is focusing on reducing the waste within 

Lush's supply and manufacturing chain. So can you tell us about what kind of you're doing on the forefront 

of this? 

 

RSS:  Yeah, absolutely, so not necessarily just myself, obviously, a large team that we have, that cover as 

you say, the whole sort of spectrum of the business so looking at, in ins and outs, so in as in the things that 

we buy in and the way that they are packaged and how we might be able to work with suppliers or whether 

we can find alternative materials that includes raw materials already made products that we might be 

buying into us as a business, and the way that we then transport because we manufacture ourselves then 

we've got the manufacturing process, but we also then have the transport and the retail process. So there's 
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the products and raw materials go through our hands quite intensely before they end up with the 

customer. So whilst that can mean that there are loads of different things that we need to look at, it does 

mean that it gives us an element of control that may be some manufacturers or some retailers sorry, they'll 

have they might not be manufacturing their own products and have that transparency about things. So 

we're in a very positive position in that sense to be able to at least try to create some impact reporting and 

a footprint for ourselves.  

 

GF:  So what can you do then, what steps have you taken to minimize that footprint? 

 

RSS:  Good, very good question. I'll pick a few, I think, because plastic is a hot topic for people, and it's 

something that most of the population are hearing negative things about whether they're in industry, or 

they're the best sort of scientifically aware of plastic or not. And I think a good thing to do is pick the plastic 

packaging that we use. So we use black pots. Not only do we use plastic pots, but they're black plastic. And 

so that can be a bit of a scare for a lot of people. Why are we still using it? And there's quite a lot of 

research that we've done within the past sort of six months to a year is a team about whether a switch 

away from the post-consumer recycled plastic, so that's like curb side recycling the stuff that thrown away, 

whether we were to move to a different coloured plastic whether that would allow it to be picked up, once 

recycled by infrared, like the whole system that all the waste goes through. Lots of different things have 

been done. And actually we found that we're much better off sticking to the system for now that we have 

which is where we take our own packaging back, you can take any Lush packaging, and the plastic 

packaging we asked for specifically and at the moment if you bring us five pots, clean used pots, then you 

can get a free face mask, there's that nice little incentive there.  But we want to take ownership of that, and 

we also want to try and encourage businesses to think well, can they be doing that themselves? The burden 

is not on the consumer and to be having to sort everything out. And so that's very much where our head 

lies, there's many other different things but I think packaging has been mentioned as where we have to hit 

the ground running and get people engaged. 

 

GF:  It's just a quick one is this what we call a closed loop system? 

 

RSS:  You got it. Exactly. So the pots come back to us and they get made in two more black pots.  We do 

have to buy feedstock because we don't get 100% of our pots back. And even if we did, it wouldn't allow for 

any growth. So it's not like all of our pots are made from previous pots.  But the feedstock that we buy, the 

excess material that we buy in to make on new pots is all from post-consumer. So what's called PCR, which 

is post-consumer recycled feedstock. Yeah, so we're just ripping that in along with all the pots that 

customers bring back. Yeah, in the closed loop, bang on. 
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GF:  Right, it's all so so interesting. Thanks Rae.  Jaideep, a huge part of individual and business waste is 

food waste, and one of the SDG 12 targets is to half per capita half individual food waste by 2030. Any 

thoughts on how cities could better manage the consumption and the disposal of food? 

 

JD:  That's right, Greg. So this is a tremendously complex problem, right. And I just want us to take a step 

back for just a quick second here. Because if you look at our food consumption patterns, they change as our 

incomes change, right? The more we earn, the more we tend to spend on food and different types of food. 

Now there's a relationship that happens whereas households get wealthier, they tend to consume more up 

to a certain point. And the waste also increases after a certain point, until those also start demanding 

greener and less waste producing value chains. And at the moment, if you look globally, there's actually 

more households in that middle-income bracket that are moving up in lower- and middle-income countries. 

And that's quite a shift that we need to take account of because cities in lower- and middle-income 

countries what are known as LMICs are tremendously going to shape our consumption patterns in the 

coming years and decades. Indeed, there's going to be a billion new urban residents over the next few 

years added to our cities, and so they're going to be demanding types of food. Indeed, demand for protein, 

in particular, protein out of poultry and eggs is going to increase tremendously. So a key challenge actually 

is to figure out how that demand is met, while being ecologically sustainable, but including sort of 

managing the risks to health that increased poultry production can bring. 

 

GF: And any thoughts on how we then go about reducing or hitting that target and reducing the food waste 

that comes after that? 

 

JG:  Yeah, so this is a this again, is a really sort of complex problem because urban living also includes a 

range of lifestyle diseases that we need to just take into account of in our solutions. But some of the 

solutions, you know, it was really interesting to hear Rae talk about some, you know, world leading 

practices that businesses take. But if the idea of living in cities for citizens involves a sort of equal way of life 

where you're, you know, we expect one another to live in ways that are more sustainable. You see that 

there's a, there's really quite possible to create these changes in the way we demand our food the way we, 

the amount of food that we buy, where we buy our food, including the sort of very local zones in which we 

can buy our food and that sort of tends to propagate food consumption patterns that lead to lower waste, 

so you're consuming locally, you're buying food locally, in ways that are suitable to sort of communal living 

in in our neighbourhoods. And so the idea of living in cities needs to connect with ways that produce lower 

waste. 
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GF:  Interesting, Rae, one thing that lots of people could kind of levy against, I guess the traditional way that 

we look at cities and life in general is surely if it's just as simple as consuming less or consuming in a 

different way, why are we not doing it? 

 

RSS:  Yeah, this is an interesting question, especially for those of us that might be working in that field or a 

quite sort of we'd say switched on and think of ourselves as quite eco. Our entire society is not set up for 

that. And indeed, if we all stopped consuming tomorrow, the economy would collapse. And that look at 

look at what's happened since we've been in lockdown for COVID like many businesses are struggling and 

completely relying on the government to be able to buoy them up at this time. And so there has to be a 

monumental sort of shift and not that we need to give everything up. But we have to see that we can still 

have these lifestyles that individuals and countries aspire to, but that we just need to tweak them a bit. But 

it's not, it's not easy, because we're not encouraged to do that, you know, the whole sort of advertising and 

industry machine relies on us being consumers first and foremost, rather than citizens. And so when you're 

brought up over the last couple of generations especially, when that's how you're marketed at and how 

you're sort of taught by society, and that that real sort of social contract that you enter into as a citizen, is 

to be a consumer and keep everything going and start businesses to sell other things to people. So being 

able to change that and not do away with it, but change it and steer it in a different direction is obviously 

going to take lots of effort, not just from consumers as well as you know, it has to come from industry and 

policy makers as well at some level. 

 

GF:  I really want to get to business and government very soon, actually. And look beyond our shores as 

well. But first, I've been asked to tell you that Cheltenham festivals is a not for profit charity that works 

year-round to inspire the next generation of doctors, scientists and researchers. If you'd like to support this 

work, and myself and other speakers and performers, we'd greatly appreciate it if you do. You can make a 

donation here: crowdfunder.co.uk/cheltscifestathome.  Right, Rae a lot of this falls on the individual, I 

guess. But you've talked about the responsibility for industry and for businesses. I noticed in the targets the 

need of a mentioned to, quote rationalize inefficient fossil fuel subsidies, I thought was very interesting, 

recognizing that there are systems in place that encourage this kind of wasteful consumption behaviour, 

how much of that is something that government need to lean on? 

 

RSS:  And I mean, speaking as a citizen and an activist more so, I think that I would, I would definitely 

suggest that this is something that industry are not going to do this on their own. So for example, the 

reason why the market is flooded with cheap plastic is because that is driven by the oil industry. And that's 

what plastics made out of, and so whilst industry has such close ties to governments and lobbying and then 

create these lobbying groups, we're going to really need their people that make the policies to be able to 

put that infrastructure in place, so that businesses are maybe if the encouragement there isn't there isn't 
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working necessarily that there have to be actual regulations. And, and yeah, divestments and things from 

fossil fuels. And instead of making it easier to lean on that to make it more difficult and over a period of 

time to sort of wean us off that incredible sort of obsession that we have with very cheap, very quick 

turnaround raw materials from the oil industry specifically. And I'd say it's not going to happen without 

government intervention. That's, that's the top and bottom of it. That's what I feel, be great if it did, and 

consumer behaviour drives a lot, but industry is still going to always, more often than not, unfortunately, 

probably going to go for the cheapest option and the quickest turnaround. And if that is fossil fuels at the 

moment, then that's what we're going to get. 

 

GF:  Yeah, I was very interested to read that in the targets and thanks for that.  Jaideep, there's a level 

above the, you know, the individual, the industry and companies and that, of course, even above 

government is country and one of the targets explicitly talks of the support needed for developing 

countries to strengthen their scientific and technological capacity to move towards more sustainable 

patterns of consumption and production, I quote.  Is this unsustainable consumption and this massive 

disposal issue that we've got,  is that a potential bigger issue for poor and vulnerable city residents in those 

low middle income countries that you're talking about, and those demographics that you especially focused 

on with your research? 

 

JG:  It is Greg and you've hit the nail on the head. And certainly, as I was saying at the start of this, that if 

you had to look in the future, that is where the big changes are going to be needed. And that makes it a 

complex issue because no solution is going to be sustainable if it is detrimental to the wellbeing and the 

quality of life of local residents. And so when we look to in state policy measures or particular interventions 

that look to change our consumption patterns, they have to be mindful of the ways in which people are 

living their lives in cities and towns in low and middle income countries. And you know, here's the real 

complex bit because there's millions, literally millions and millions of people at the very bottom rung of the 

economic and social pyramid in low and middle income countries that actually depend on that waste for 

their livelihood. These are the wastes because these are the garbage collectors. These are the informal 

economy workers that actually are the lifeblood of recycling chains that process everything from recycling 

to e-waste and other material locally, but also global flows of recycled materials. And so you have this really 

careful balance that countries need to make, because they are in the end, accountable to the wellbeing of 

their local citizens. And so we have to be really mindful that any of the solutions that we promote, do so by 

putting ecological, sustainable, environmentally friendly solutions, in tandem with people's own wellbeing 

locally 

 

GF:  That's a really important point, and a fair question again, Jaideep from someone who is listening to 

this, they might say, can it ever be sustainable to live in a city and I kind of feel there's no better person to 
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ask than, you know, the person who leads the cities and sustainable infrastructure portfolio of the Global 

Challenges Research Fund? 

 

JG:  No, absolutely. So cities are here to stay, and they absolutely must be part of the solution, right. As I 

was saying, it's not just about the way we build our cities, although that needs to also dramatically change, 

we need to move away from concrete and our obsession with cement, particularly in low- and middle-

income countries. Not only is it just not appropriate for local environments, it's so devastatingly impactful 

on our climate objectives, and the amount of waste it produces.  This also includes e-waste.  But you know, 

if we thought about cities that prioritize new materials, you know, something simple as bamboo or, or 

indeed recycled plastics in the way we build, if we redesigned our cities so that they were more capable 

and more enabling for pedestrians, for biking, so that we reduced our fossil fuel consumption. And indeed, 

you know, promoted a kind of neighbourhood living that allowed for things like food sharing, for instance. 

There are urban visions that are absolutely sustainable. And indeed, as I said, cities are here to stay. So our 

green and inclusive economy solutions must promote livelihoods and urban visions that sort of together, 

promote people's wellbeing and look out for these sustainable outcomes. And if I may, you know, pick up 

on one of Rae's points, which I thought was really well made, is that the type of rethink that is required 

here is really looking for us to, you know, retrofit, to recycle, to renew, to re-engineer stuff. It's that type of 

DIY living and to enable that in our current vision for what economic productivity involves really does 

require a rethink. And the fact is that we've seen this type of innovation happen in cities. We've seen this 

type of DIY sort of existence described as informal, but indeed, it is highly innovative. So we need to learn 

from our cities and actually find the solutions in our cities. 

 

JG:  Yeah, thanks, Rae back to you then. I always like to ask my guests what are the three top things that 

you would suggest to the United Nations or to us for how we can achieve the targets of this SDG? I think 

you've already given the number of brilliant ones both of you, and what about us as the individual right, 

what would be the additional tips that you would offer Rae to anyone who's kind of listening to this 

conversation? 

 

RSS:  Hmm, my top tip would certainly be to vote with your wallet and your actions. And I know that that 

term is, you know, I haven't just coined that it has been around for a long time, but this is the most fatal a 

threat to the change that we need within society, is people feeling that they don't make a difference, that 

they can't do anything to affect things, and I think sometimes it's the structures that we actually rely on and 

profit from that sort of disconnect, disenfranchisement or apathy that people have. And so realizing that 

the way you choose to spend your money, no matter and you know, within the West, as such, and it from a 

place of quite a lot of privilege, and we need to really accept that and realize that if we do have disposable 

income, to be able to be ourselves on something or to be able to buy the food that we actually want rather 
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than just what we can afford, then having you know how we choose to spend that money really speaks 

volumes. And I think a fantastic example is of the over the last probably two or three years, but certainly 

the last five years, the increase in the vegan and plant based diet culture, and that's something that wasn't 

around a few years ago and now absolutely everywhere, McDonald's in different places have like vegan 

options and, and so when people start to demand things, that's when real change happens. And so, that 

leads on to my other point is that if you do feel very, very strongly about things, then get vocal, whether 

that's just emailing or speaking to your local shop and asking them to stock the things that you want or 

asking questions from the people you like to buy things from, you know who made these clothing? Retailers 

for example, can you tell me where you source your cotton from? Just asking those questions and 

becoming more educated citizens will mean that we are gently putting pressure on, and not so gently 

sometimes, onto the industries that we buy from. And then if we feel a little bit more able and capable 

then there's obviously different activist groups people can belong to and, and can get involved by speaking 

to their local MP or their local council and going along to different events that they're hosting. So you don't 

have to feel like you can approach your MP or that you want to be political, to be involved, like every single 

day that you go outside most of us will spend money, or we are advertising a company by just what we 

choose to wear, what we choose to buy. And so being conscious of that and being aware and tweaking it to 

things that are in line with the values that we care about has an absolutely huge impact, so nobody is 

powerless. That's the that's probably the strongest message out. 

 

GF:  Wow, brilliant. Thanks. That was an amazing answer. Jaideep, anything you'd want to add for anything 

else that we as individuals can do? 

 

JG:  Yeah. And let me sort of agree wholeheartedly with what Rae has just mentioned. This is about, you 

know, making individual choices and being vocal about them. In the context of low and middle income 

countries, it's really wonderful to see some of the awareness around these issues really take hold, in 

particular, the middle classes, right, you have zero waste movements, many other really knowledgeable 

civil society based movements that are progressing in the right way. One of the things on top of that, that I 

would certainly suggest is to ensure that the most marginalized voices continue to get heard. And this 

means something very different in low and middle income countries where indeed you have hyper 

inequality in our cities, you also have people that are socially and culturally marginalized, where indeed as 

I've said, their livelihoods depend on waste collection. So it's a give and take between knowing where 

everything you buy you consume, where it comes from, knowing where your waste is going to, but 

importantly, keeping mind of all the people that are involved in those various parts of those processes, 

particularly on the waste side, because they tend to be the most economically and socially marginalized 

people, so give them a voice. And indeed, it's, you know, it may seem as something quite difficult but 

organizations and federation's that represent the urban poor, and speak for them, are actually really active 
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in this space. So listen up for them. Give them their time of day and understand that they involve a complex 

balance between us producing our waste, you know, the middle class urban dwellers, reducing our waste, 

but indeed, managing ways that are supportive of the livelihoods that depend on waste clearing. 

 

GF:  Can I pick up on that then, because it feels like you've raised attention, that you know, the middle class 

here or whoever anywhere, decide they want to go vegan or they want to just consume local, you know, 

and go zero footprint and in doing so they take away a lot of, as you've said the source of economy for lots 

of people in low and middle income countries. So are you therefore saying the danger there is if everybody 

did that, not only, you know, that would lead to not only economic situations but very much wellbeing 

situations for people on the other side of the planet? 

 

JG:  No, I think the way forward is to think collectively.  It's to ensure that the voices of those that are 

dependent, that those that are in these positions of vulnerability are heard in the process because 

everybody wants to make the sustainable change. It's not that people are resisting change. It's just that 

when there's undue persecution of the informal economy, simply because it is informal and not formal, is 

where the real challenges come in. And again, repeatedly, we've seen that the people that are dependent 

on these industries are very willing to make the change. Indeed, you know, it is a big trade off to live and 

work and very precarious circumstances in order to make these make these sorts of systems work. And so 

people are used to making trade-offs they used to making changes and indeed, if their voices are heard, if 

they're if they if they can see that they're part and parcel of the eventual sort of goal around sustainable 

living, and they themselves can benefit from that sustainable living. That's where those answers lie. 

 

GF:  Yeah, so as you say, it's about thinking collectively. It's about thinking of everyone involved and having 

open conversations about those. And Rae can ask you something, just a little kind of curveball question?  If 

I may touch again on the current Corona virus pandemic, because of course, it's, you know, prevalent, and 

it's very much ruling our lives at the moment.  Is there a concern that it could lead to a paranoia of 

cleanliness? And as a consequence, things like reusables like coffee cups and such and may actually not fall 

out of fashion, but people be more concerned about using them? 

 

RSS:  Yes, is the is the answer that that is a legitimate concern to be concerned about whether people are 

going to be worried about it. And also, if you are the sort of person that is finding themselves a bit 

concerned about whether it's acceptable, reasonable to be using reusables or going to a zero waste shop or 

anything that you might have the ability to do.  Interestingly, there was a talk really recently, online 

obviously, and the heartening thing to that was that lots of big business, so the very big companies, food 

manufacturers, etc, we're maintaining even throughout the pandemic, they're maintaining their 

commitments that they've already made to bring recycled packaging in, basically, and so none of big 
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Businesses (with capital Bs) have pulled out of previously stated shifts over to using recycled packaging. 

However, there are also industry members that are dealing in recycled material, so feedstock like I was 

saying that businesses will then buy to make their products, and they have experienced just a complete shy 

away from recycled even, never mind reuse, like recycled material.  As soon as the pandemic hit people, 

people got scared and went back to it. And I think, if I can just touch on for a minute that you know the 

answer to this is almost, it's in the problem. The problem is the solution, in the sense that if we can take 

this as a shining example of how interconnected we are as a planet, between humans and animals around 

the whole world, and how one thing on the other side of the world has a knock on effect and can affect 

absolutely everybody. I would really wholeheartedly love people to realize that this is, now is the time to 

push even more for these sorts of changes, not less, it's more important than ever, and if we can use that 

the pandemic and rather than feeling scared that the climate initiatives or policies that we're developing, 

maybe they're not quite right, they actually need to be much more and much more wholeheartedly done 

properly. And so for example, you know, you're making sure businesses are sterilizing milk bottles and 

things like that if you're if you're having a milk round rather than buying them in plastic bottles, for 

example, there has to be the infrastructure there to deal with that. But it needs to be rigorously upscaled 

from now on, not the other way around. So yes, to answer your question, there is a legitimate fear. But I 

would, I think that individuals and businesses and organizations that can see through that and see the 

bigger picture need to be really as vocal as possible and encouraging people to realize why we need to be 

investing in this sort of business in circular economy, for example, rather than linear. Yeah, now more than 

ever.  

 

GF:  Okay, so you see it as a real opportunity for jumping forwards really with a lot of this. Okay, that's 

interesting, and I want to get on to that kind of final thing about optimism and hope for the future very 

soon. What I always like to do though is give each of you an opportunity to ask the other question. So while 

you ponder that, we just need to say a very big thank you to UKRI for supporting this series of 

conversations all around the Sustainable Development Goals. UK Research and Innovation works in 

partnerships with universities and research organizations, businesses, charities, and government to create 

the best possible environment for research and innovation to flourish. Through its investments in research 

for International Development,  UKRI is proud to support and contribute towards global efforts in achieving 

the SDGs. And so final question then, before we go into the optimism, the feelings for the future question, 

do we have a question for each other? Who should we go first? Rae, do you have one for Jaideep? 

 

RSS:  I think so. I think one has sort of been forming in my mind Jaideep, so it'd be really good to see a bit 

more of a musing maybe rather than a question, but I think based on the way that Lush work, and I'm 

coming from that sort of professional landscape at the moment, because as I mentioned before, we have 

this real lovely ability to see quite a lot of transparency through our supply chains. It means that we are 
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able to and do, we've really sort of jumped wholeheartedly into trying to be part of the communities that 

we touch and add value along the whole value chain. I don't think that's too technical. And so with, for 

example, the farmers and the growers that are growing the raw materials that we use, and then how 

they're transported to us and then how they use in our factories, etc. So with the concerns that may be a 

move away, for example, say a move away from the traditional recycling system, to more reuse, and the 

issues that that might have on people who are basing their livelihoods on the recycling. I'd love to hear you 

comment on just how maybe how you feel, what responsibility there is with businesses, and what 

opportunities there are for them to get involved at a much earlier stage with the communities that they're 

benefiting from, to try and help them or support them or offer opportunities further back in the value 

chain. So maybe, yeah, just what sort of other infrastructure that could be there, and how businesses 

should be potentially approaching that and doing a bit of retrofitting in that way. It'd be really good, if that 

makes any sense. If that makes sense. I'd love to hear you answer it.  

 

JG:  I'll give it a try.  That's one way. But it absolutely addresses the question that I had in my mind for you. 

So we're right on the same page, because It is all about identifying those opportunities that communities 

can get involved in, right at a very early stage. So I was actually going to ask, you know, what the 

opportunities are, because, you know, I spend a lot of my time as a researcher, engaging groups that have 

already sort of mobilized, if collectivized, in order to advocate a way of life that that is sustainable. And 

indeed, these, you know, these include movements of slum dwellers, they include movements of ragpickers 

and they're all really willing and excited and indeed making a commitment to be involved. Now, of course, 

the current context where you know, you have a sudden kind of shock onto the way we relate with one 

another because of the Coronavirus. It's impacting these communities in a really quite a sharp and negative 

way because you know, everyone, everything is just suddenly stopped. And indeed the places through 

which they get their livelihood, you know, these landfills, the public spaces, they've all suddenly been 

cleared out. And so it this is a real moment to look into how a draconian solution would look like for these 

vulnerable communities. And instead perhaps, once we get through this, if you can think about those 

hopeful times, and we're through this sort of COVID nightmare that we're in at the moment, perhaps we 

can think of those and identify those early opportunities to get involved with the awesome work that 

you've been talking about at Lush.  I know it, you know, being at University of Sussex, the Brighton store, 

it's a real kind of landmark location. It's part of local culture. And you know, that's how it is sort of set up to 

be. And so let's see how we can expand this to low and middle income countries and indeed, you know, 

where I can, I'm so happy to connect up with some guerrilla groups, and sort of, you know, if you or others 

want to get involved, and I'm very happy to be that conduit, and then, you know, the sort of the world is 

our oyster, if you will, because the key, the bottom line is that from my experiences, these groups that 

represent vulnerable voices in the city are up for action, they're absolutely ready to commit to change. And 

that's really quite powerful.   
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GF: It sounds like this conversation is going to continue after this chat. So Jaideep I was going to ask if 

you’ve got a question for Rae? It sounds like you are both kind of musing on the same thing.  If there is a 

quick question, quick answer, I’ll happily take it but we may well have covered that. 

 

JG:  It was literally to ask what opportunities there are for these groups to get involved.  Let’s chat 

afterwards. 

 

RSS:  Absolutely. I would only add to that we do things quite differently, and I think Lush is quite known for 

that, being quite radical, but we’re not protectionist about that. We will share the ideas behind what we’re 

doing because we want other businesses to do it.  There’s plenty to go around. As you were saying Jaideep, 

these organisations are willing to communicate and to work things out and to setup new ways of doing 

business, so it would be fantastic to see other businesses, whether they are big businesses, medium start-

ups, whatever, just coming at things from such different angles, we don’t want to be the only ones. There’s 

definitely no protectionism going on.  Come and join us, that would be great.   

 

GF:  Sadly I need to wrap this up.  It’s been absolutely fascinating today thank you both so much.  Very very 

quick answers to what gives you hope and optimism for the future?  For me, it’s hearing these 

conversations and connecting experts in this way and hearing about what can be done at different levels. 

One or two lines if we can each go for that that will be great.  Jaideep let’s start with you. 

 

JG:  Greg that’s a hard one.  I am quite optimistic although it’s hard to be given that we’re all stuck in our 

bedrooms talking to screens at the moment.  There was a study done quite recently about how people are 

viewing coronavirus and if they are looking forward to better futures and most have responded that they 

are and that gives me hope and optimism that eventually there is a post-COVID situation and that cities and 

the ways they organise are actually going to be part of the solution.  People are looking to live in 

sustainable ways and that makes me look forward to the future. 

 

GF: Thanks. Rae? 

 

RSS: I think for me one of the things that makes me feel heartened is the mobilisation and the noise that is 

being made by young people. I don’t class myself as one of those anymore unfortunately.  Social media has 

many pitfalls but I think what it is helping us to do, the world is open in a way it never has been before, yes 

there is fake news, and you have to take things with a pinch of salt, but we can see far more of what is 

going on and what is available and what is possible and we can share much more. I think the passion and 

the interest that young people have from all sorts of different levels, whether it’s going out on the street 

with placards, or inventing new different technologies, it is the hope for the planet.  That’s going to be 
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what’s leading the way and if those people can run with it and keep sharing that information and using 

social media as a platform not just to talk to each other but to elevate the work that indigenous peoples are 

doing for example.  That always makes me feel quite heartened when I see young people, way more 

switched on that I was at that age which is really exciting.   

 

GF:  Thank you both so much for those little votes of optimism and indeed your expertise and your 

thoughts about the whole of this topic today.  I really appreciate it thank you.   Sadly that’s all the time we 

have today to explore SDG 12 so thank you both again for joining me.  What am I going to take from this?  

Cities, huge consumers and huge waste producers, we can be thinking about things like concrete and 

cement, we need to be thinking local especially in terms of food sharing and stuff like that.  Individual 

choice and then being vocal about that, at the same time we need to be thinking about the challenges in 

lower and middle income countries, it’s that careful balance solutions need to consider the ecological and 

the wellbeing of those people and they are very keen to be part of this solution and it feels like it’s about, 

as we often get to with these conversations, about connectivity, communication, expertise sharing.  I hope 

you enjoyed this as much as I did, this one was absolutely fascinating.  Thank you to UKRI for supporting 

this series of six short daily conversations.  There are lots of brilliant events happening as part of 

Cheltenham Science Festival at Home so do check out the website and the social media for more 

information.  Today you heard from fellow of the Institute of Development Studies at the University of 

Sussex and the cities and sustainable infrastructure lead for UKRI, Dr. Jaideep Gupte, and from the Lush 

Earth Care team, Rae Stanton-Smithson.  I’m Greg Foot and I’m back at 2pm every day of Cheltenham 

Science Festival @ Home - from today until next Sunday, each time exploring a new SDG.  Tomorrow we are 

going to be exploring SDG number three, which is good health and wellbeing.  Hope to see you then! Bye.  

 

 


