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MN:  Welcome to Bella Lack in conversation with Liz Bonnin at Cheltenham Science Festival @ Home 

in association with EDF energy. We're a not-for-profit charity working year round to inspire the next 

generation of doctors, scientists and researchers. If you would like to support us, and only if you can, 

please make a donation at crowdfunder.co.uk/cheltscifestathome. Both Liz and Bella are going to be 

taking part in a live text chat throughout this broadcast, so please get involved and submit your 

questions below in the text chat. I really hope you enjoy the event and it's over to you, Bella and Liz. 

BL: Thank you so much and welcome, Liz. Shall we just start, wow are you, where are you at the 

moment and how are you spending the confinement? 

LB:  I'm doing okay, Bella, it's lovely to talk to you by the way, thanks for taking the time for us to 

have this chat. I'm doing good, I'm hanging in there, like most of us I have good days and bad days, 

it’s a very weird time, and nature is my absolute Godsend. I have a lovely big park down the road 

from where I live, so I’m spending as much time as I can in there. Yes, all in all getting used to a 

different way of living and doing more work like this as well, remotely. 

BL:  Have you been really using it as a time to re-evaluate and rethink, or are you full on working? 

LB:  I definitely took the first month completely off, it was such a weird state of events that I felt so 

weirded out by it that I decided to just stop everything and rest and meditate and go for walks, and 

try to ignore my inherent need to be productive, and the underlying guilt of, ‘Right, now you must be 

doing stuff, you must be productive all the time like you used to be.’ It was a really good experience 

for me, and I think naturally that is happening to most people. The re-evaluation is happening 

naturally, right? Most of us are talking about the need to be in nature and noticing the green of the 

trees and the blues of the sky and the cleanness of the air. I mean, I'm in London, you're in London, 

too, aren't you?  

BL:  Yes.  

LB:  So, all of us, I think, are-, that kind of stuff is happening to us naturally. The rest, those of us who 

are used to working non-stop, are finding it hard, are struggling with that kind of need to be as 

productive as we used to be, but I think there's a really big lesson in that. I started trying to slow 

down anyway before this pandemic started, purely because I began to value other things in life as 

well, you've got to take care of yourself first before you can be any good in your job, with your 

family, with your loved ones. So, this horrible time, tragic time, is also an interesting time with 

respect to how we might do life differently. 

BL:  Yes, it's so interesting you say that, I think that's a bit of a macrocosm of society, everyone's 

taking a step back. I actually thought that we would use this as a bit of a springboard for change. I 

know, as you saw as well, there was that tweet from Naomi Klein yesterday saying-, actually, let me 

read it. She says, ‘Germany is opening new coal plants, Australia is pushing a gas led for recovery, 

Chinese emissions are back up to pre-Covid levels, India is opening up elephant reserves to coal 

mining’. Anyway, the list the list goes on and on, and she said that this recovery is suicide. We have 

to stop it. We all know that this is a tragic and terrible time for many, many people, but, you know, I 

think it would be completely irresponsible if we don't use it as a springboard for change, and we 



don’t use it to completely transform how we were living and change what we define is normal. So, 

for you, what would you see the new normal being, and how do you think we can move towards 

that? 

LB:  Bella, I couldn't agree more with what you just said. It's a difficult situation all around, isn't it? 

There is a lot of bad news hitting us from all angles. This is well and truly an existential crisis, but also 

we've got climate change nipping at our heels once we get over this pandemic. There have been a 

lot of discussions about what this is teaching us. Make no mistake, as you well know, this emerging 

infectious disease came as a result of our incessant need for the extraction of resources and the way 

we manipulate and use wildlife, ok? So, this particular virus came potentially, they think, from the 

Wuhan wildlife markets, but what's very clear is when you destroy biodiversity, when you degrade 

habitats, these viruses that are, sort of, in natural hosts, have fewer species and groups of animals to 

jump between and therefore can emerge much more quickly out of wild habitats. So, all of this is yet 

another reminder that when we mismanage our natural spaces, our wild spaces, we suffer. Whether 

it be an emerging infectious disease like this COVID-19, or our climate change crisis. The two are sort 

of intertwined, and there's lots of discussions about what we need to do differently. So, when it 

comes to the lessons that we can potentially learn about doing that life differently at post COVID-19, 

it is about living more sustainably and not relying on stimulus packages that are going to boost the 

same industries that are responsible for our environmental crises, i.e. the fossil fuel industries.  

So, it's important to note that there are countries and cities talking about not prioritising GDP and 

economic growth, that that discussion is beginning to simmer under and it's quite heartening. Then, 

when you hear about certain countries like the ones you've listed from that Naomi Klein tweet, I 

found it really hard to read that yesterday, because I don't understand, you know,  what needs to 

happen for us to learn what we need to understand in order to live more sustainably and therefore 

secure our future, our health. So, it's a difficult time. I read other accounts of Canada, you know, re-

boosting using fossil fuel industries, China is giving out vouchers, potentially, for the purchase of 

cars. There are a lot of stories of rebooting the economy using the very same fossil fuel-driven 

economic model that got us into these crises in the first place. 

BL:  I think it's quite important that we remember as well, you know, there are lots of positives as we 

emerge from the crisis. British people are prioritising welfare over GDP, that was out in The 

Guardian, and Amsterdam are adopting the donut model for their economy. Have you heard of that, 

the donut model? 

LB:  I have indeed, I've been going on about it a lot on social media. First of all, I think a lot of us 

started talking about and the New Zealand sort of mindset of prioritising wellbeing above economic 

growth quite a few months ago. In fact, before COVID-19 became a pandemic. People started 

discussing that, ‘oh my gosh, what, a Prime Minister prioritising wellbeing?’ It was, sort of, almost a 

strange concept, but something that I was really keeping an eye on, that world leaders were 

beginning to talk about that. The fact that this article came out, I think was last week, right, about 

British people wanting their wellbeing to be prioritised over economic growth as well. I mean that, 

again, is really, really great news. It gives me hope for the future. Then when it comes to all the 

different types of new ways to do life, I really was interested by a small video that Kate Raworth 

posted on her twitter feed many months ago, describing donut economics. How we can have an 

economic model that allows us to do well and to thrive, but that absolutely respects planetary 

boundaries and uses resources in a, sort of-, she describes it as an ecosystem of resource use. So, 

the 20th century model of economics, which she says is outdated, is a linear one. So, you have 

resources, you extract all the monetary value out of it, and then you chuck it out. She talks about 

business leaders and economic leaders that are redesigning the economic model for the 21st 



century, which means you never use up a natural resource, which is a finite resource on our finite 

planet, you're constantly passing it on to other industries, repurposing it, you know, changing it and 

moving it around. So, it's an ecosystem of resource use. It makes sense to me.  

I am not an economist, I’m a biologist, but inevitably, the more I investigate environmental issues, 

the more you have to look for the root cause of all of these problems. It brings you back to the one 

main issue, which is the way we prioritise economic growth and the way we extract resources 

endlessly with these unrestrained patterns of production and consumption, at the cost of a planet 

which has a finite number of resources, on which we rely for our health and our livelihoods and 

everything. You know, our entire future relies on our planet, and this new-, I mean, it's a fairly new 

discipline, which is kind of surprising, but planetary health is really a new word when it comes to 

environmental science. Thankfully, finally, we are absolutely focusing on the fact that our health is 

inextricably linked to the health of our planet in a way that we haven't before. We used to talk about 

ecosystem health before. Now we're talking about the fact that it's so linked to our health that we 

have no choice but to bear in mind the planetary boundaries that we're exceeding in the way we do 

life. So, when it comes to the donut economics model, it's one of many, but I really like the sound of 

it and it makes sense to my non-business minded head. What's even more exciting is that 

Amsterdam is the first city in the world that is applying donut economics to their city post-COVID-19, 

which means they really want to do life differently. They want to learn from their mistakes and want 

to forge ahead with a new future. That brings in, sort of, the behavioural science aspect of things 

that I know you and I have discussed previously.  

BL:  Actually, you speaking about, just a while ago, speaking about how inextricably linked human 

health is with planetary health reminded me that you did a you did a blood test, didn't you, on 

plastic in the system, I think with Plastic Planet, Sian Sutherland, an incredible organisation. That's 

really symbolic of the wider issue of how linked our health is and what we're seeing at the moment 

with the pandemic. What were the results of that test, the plastic test? 

LB:  So, Plastic Planet was part of it, and it was done for the plastics summit, the Plastics Health 

Summit, the first of its kind, that was held in Amsterdam last year. They're doing another one 

remotely, but hopefully this will continue. It's bringing together all the top scientists who are 

investigating the effects of the toxic chemicals in plastic on our health. So, they asked me to attend 

the summit but also to take a urine test to see how many phthalates and bisphenols I had in my 

system. These are two groups of chemicals that are known to leach out of plastic packaging, and are 

known to be toxic to reproductive health and also endocrine disruptors, which means they're 

associated with hormone mediated cancers. So, I took the test, feeling very gung ho, feeling like I 

knew that I would have them in my system, because we know now from the scientific research that 

the majority of these chemicals will come out of the plastic packaging that wraps our food and our 

drinks, even the thin plastic lining and aluminium cans in our drinks, you know, will have some 

plastic that's leaching.  

So, I did the test knowing full well and, sort of, happy to help to communicate this is what's 

happening to us, you know, to our health, because of how we treat the natural world. But it was 

really difficult when I read the results, still. It was quite sobering to see how many of them I had in 

my system, and four of them are listed on the European Chemicals Organisation list of chemicals of 

very serious concern. So, I know that they're affecting my body. Even though I am excreting it out of 

my body regularly, right, because it was a urine test, I'm constantly being exposed to it. So, the harm 

that these chemicals are doing to my body is constant. I hope that the more we communicate things 

like this, the more people will become aware that the way we live on this planet not only directly 



affects our natural world, our life support system, it directly affects our health as well. All of it is 

interlinked and interconnected. 

BL:  So, when I hear you speaking about that, it's quite clear to me that you feel quite emotionally 

invested in it. I think many people don't, that's the issue, that's why it's so hard to get people 

engaged in campaigning, for example. How do you, with your documentaries, with your 

programmes, how do you try and engage people emotionally without, you know, without scaring 

them away, without making it too horrific? 

LB:  It's a really good question and it's a really tough remit, right? I've thought about this a lot over 

the years, because we want to be doing the best job we can possibly do to engage as many people to 

care. Bearing in mind that, you know, everyone has a lot on their plate, you know, a lot of people are 

just trying to put food on the table, to get their kids to school, there's a lot going on in the world. In a 

way, I think a lot of us, sort of, science and wildlife presenters, are in a really privileged position to 

be plonked in the middle of wildlife and to have that experience change us in a way that sometimes 

is hard to describe, as I'm sure you can understand. I never wanted to come across as this, sort of, 

privileged biologist who's spent time in the company of an elephant herd for a couple of hours, and 

allowed that to kind of change her almost to a spiritual level, to be telling people what they should 

be doing to protect those elephants. I don't want to come across that way either. 

I think what I've learned over the years is that we can only really create change through a sense of 

shared humanity, which I know we’re feeling again because of this pandemic, so potentially out of 

this horrible, horrible time that would be one of the blessings, is that we realise what's important. A 

sense of community, a sense of us working together to help protect our planet and ourselves. That’s 

very important. Being in this together is hugely important, but also appealing to our emotions, you 

know, appealing to who we are as human beings, finding common ground is far more effective than 

throwing data and information at people. Having said that, as communicators and anyone who 

wants to share information about what they've learned about the planet, the conundrum is we're at 

a point in our human history when things are pretty bad, and there's no ignoring it. You could look 

back, even though apparently you're not supposed to ever look back, you're supposed to just, you 

know, live in the present and move forward, but you could look back and say back in the ‘70s, if we 

had woken up a little bit more, we wouldn't be in this situation.  

Unfortunately, now, we are at a tipping point when it comes to biodiversity loss. Our climate change 

crisis, the plastic in the ocean is still building up minute by minute, you know, that hasn't changed. 

We're still producing plastic at an alarming rate, at an overwhelming rate. So, we don't want to 

tiptoe around that either. For someone who's immersed in it, I believe that we need to know the 

whole truth, but I also I know that that sometimes can be very overwhelming for people who aren’t 

in it the way I'm in it all the time, which by the way, sometimes makes me have sleepless nights. It's 

not necessarily the most healthy thing either. So, it's a difficult one, Bella. I don't know yet whether 

we've got it quite right. I think above all else, we've got to be really real and really frank and speak 

from the heart and from our experiences, not to scold and not to preach, not to wag the finger, but 

also to be very truthful and very frank. I'm not sure that I believe that we need to, sort of, flower it 

up in order not to shock people. I think all of it has a place, but I think I've been reading Christiana 

Figueres’ new book, The Future We Choose, and she is a stubborn optimist. I had the great pleasure 

of interviewing her for this podcast I'm doing. Stubborn optimism is very important, but we've also 

got to be honest and frank and true about where we've gotten to in our human history. No, not all of 

it is very pretty at the moment, and that's just the truth of the matter. Does that make sense? 



BL:  It’s interesting, as you speak, I can kind of see the conflict between the scientist in you and the 

more emotional side, whether you're thinking about statistics or stories. Actually, talking about 

stories, I read somewhere that when you create positive anticipation and you provide a reward, it 

catalyses action much more effectively than destruction, and then scaring people. So, do you think 

that in your industry the making films and documentaries will start to make many more programmes 

about envisioning what the world will be like, and how we can create a new future? 

LB: Absolutely, it's absolutely the way forward I think. For many years, I was really keen to make 

more hard-hitting documentaries because I felt people didn't know the whole truth. I think that's a 

very important part of the change that needs to happen. We need to know the whole information. 

But I also feel that in parts of the media world, in the press, on the news, we overlook so much 

amazing stuff, right? So many incredible things that people around the world are doing. It's shocking, 

actually, because there is an atmosphere of fear mongering and negativity, which I just find really 

difficult. So, at the moment, I'm recording the conferences about Covid,  but I'm not watching the 

news at the moment, because everything's heightened for me and I really see the negativity in some 

of our media. So, I think it's really important to celebrate the absolute heroes, the conservationists, 

the engineers, the scientists, the leaders, who are, in their own corners of the world, doing 

incredible things. One of the things I'm most fascinated about at the moment is, finally, the, sort of, 

meeting of science and indigenous local knowledge, how that's become part of the scientific toolkit. 

It's become part of scientific papers.  

Jane Goodall is always somebody we refer to when we talk about how anecdotal evidence was never 

really considered part of the scientific process, it has to be statistically significant and it has to be 

repeated and empirically correct, etc. When she started shifting that scientific process, when it came 

to how chimpanzees behaved and the things she observed, that really helped in challenging the 

scientific community to speak about science and to be open to other methodologies, if that makes 

sense. So, finally in 2020, we are very much embracing and recognising the need for taking into 

account indigenous knowledge and then the absolute importance of that when it comes to solving 

our natural world’s crises. People who have lived immersed in nature understand it implicitly, much 

more, potentially, than a scientist at their desktop, you know, modelling things. So, I think we need 

to tell their stories more, we need to talk about collaboration between the scientific community and 

indigenous knowledge, I think that will play a huge part in solving our environmental crises. 

BL:  It's funny because at the same time as we're respecting the indigenous knowledge more, we're 

also you know, in Brazil, I think in the first four months of this year, deforestation increased by 50% 

just because under the cover of the Coronavirus, Bolsonaro thinks-, well, I say Bolsonaro, but many, 

many syndicates think it's ok now to go in under this cover to deforest more, which is absolutely 

terrible. When you’ve been filming, have you spent time with indigenous people, with tribes? 

LB:  No, I haven't had the great pleasure of doing that yet. I'm trying desperately to get a programme 

off the ground that allows me to spend time in the company of the scientists who are working with 

indigenous people. I’m no Bruce Parry, I'm no Gordon Buchanan, but I'm really interested in telling 

those stories from the collaboration point of view. I have had the experience of being in a small 

aeroplane over the Amazon with Greenpeace, looking at the deforestation of the Amazon. I 

remember researching stories from the scientists who were looking into the importance of the 

Amazon. Not only that the Amazon, you know, is the lungs of our planet, but it's the beating heart. 

It's the circulatory system of our entire planet, and how it took this particular Brazilian scientist 30 

years of modelling and collaborating with scientists around the world to fully understand how each 

tree draws up 1,000 litres of water every single day, and so the Amazon creates more water in the 

form of vapour over the forest than the Amazon river itself flows out into the sea every day. The 



importance of that for regulating our weather patterns and the climate of the globe is far greater 

than we used to think. Then, in his TED Talk, he speaks of, ‘And then I measured a tribe, a tribal 

elder, and I sat down with him and I told him about what I had been discovering about the 

importance of the Amazon, and the tribal elder was like, ‘Oh yes, floating rivers, but of course.’’ The 

scientist is reproaching himself thinking, ‘If I'd only just spoken to him,’ you know?  

Apparently, the most pristine parts of the Amazon are the ones that are around these indigenous 

settlements. These people, these human beings fully understand that nature is-, well, we are 

inherently a part of nature, and that nature supports us, and that we can take from it, but 

respectfully and mindfully, and therefore we can all live in absolute balance. You know, we talk 

about ecosystems and different species in the food web living in balance with each other. We are 

another species that needs to live in balance with it for all of us to survive. A lot of people speak of 

human beings as being the most intelligent, the top of the food web, we have conquered nature, but 

a predator, a successful predator that will succeed for many, many generations, keeps its 

environment in balance, doesn't over-graze or over-hunt, you know, in order for it to survive and its 

progeny to survive. Human beings are not doing that. So, are we the most successful species on 

earth? You know, that raises a big question, doesn't it? 

BL:  I think it’s interesting, we’re one of the only species who are now terrified of ourselves, really. 

You know, we used to be terrified of nature, and now we're actually terrified of our own abilities. 

You were on the topic of deforestation in the Amazon, and I think it would be a crime not to speak 

about your meat documentary, Meat: A Threat to Our Planet, because obviously the animal 

agricultural industry is one of the predominant causes of deforestation. So, for people who perhaps 

haven't watched it, could you distil, this is a hard one, but could you distil some of your discoveries 

from making that documentary? 

LB:  It's going to be hard to distil, so just interrupt me. I know I'm rambling on so much already, but 

just interrupt me if I go on too much. Let’s put it this way, we set out to investigate this because 

something like 65 billion animals are consumed every year and 40 billion animals come from factory 

farming. So, we are producing a lot of meat, and that's increasing and set to increase again by 40% 

by 2050, ok? So, when we were looking at the next environmental film for me to make after Plastics, 

we quickly looked at the meat industry and thought, ok, how much does the meat industry 

contribute to climate change when it comes to greenhouse gas emissions, and what sector of it is 

the most damaging and why? Quickly, we went to intensive farming, or deforestation in Brazil, and 

how much that was contributing. So, all in all, the meat industry is estimated to contribute to about 

15% of greenhouse gas emissions. That's more than the running of our transport globally. So, we 

headed first to Brazil and saw how, at its peak, during the height of the deforestation season, which 

by the way, there is no season anymore. Deforestation is happening across all months of the year 

almost, you know, at the moment. Last year, actually the year before, at its peak, five football 

pitches of the Amazon were being lost every single minute, ok? Brazil is the biggest exporter of meat 

in the world at the moment. So, we looked at the impact of that. How, having described, you know, 

the role of the Amazon, how that's going to impact our planet going forward. Then from that, we 

quickly went to the argument that factory farming, or intensive farming of cattle, is claimed by the 

industry to be a solution to the greenhouse gas emissions from all of these cattle that are being 

grazed and all of the trees that are lost and, you know, the role of the Amazon as a carbon sink. So, 

intensive farming must be better.  

So, we go to America and we look at these intensive farms where 50,000 cattle every six months are 

held in these huge intensive farms. They're fed up and they sit in a pen on their own manure, and 

they're fed with loads of soy and corn that's obviously been grown just for their consumption in the 



Cerrado, which has been lost at a four times higher rate than the Amazon itself, so that's another 

big, big issue when it comes to feeding these cattle that are intensively reared. All in all, in these 

intensive farms we visited, they had ten around Texas and in another couple of states, which meant 

that you had 50,000 every six months, so 100,000 in each, and they had 10 of them. So, 1 million 

cattle in just these ten intensive farms were being reared at a really fast rate. They said, ‘Because we 

rear them really, really quickly, they don't emit as many greenhouse gas emissions so it's a win-win.’ 

We have 1.5 billion cattle on the planet. So, when you're talking about that kind of scale, the 

reductions in greenhouse gas emissions in methane that they burp don't really factor in to helping to 

mitigate climate change, right? 

It was sobering in so many ways, because the manure that's produced as well, from all of these-, so,  

you can argue greenhouse gas emissions per kilogramme of meat are reduced, but we're making so 

much meat anyway, that's kind of almost a non-entity of a fact. But then you're producing 3 billion 

tonnes of manure a year globally. That manure is stored in lagoons, it seeps into the environment, 

they spray it on fields at amounts that the ground can't maintain. So, all the riverways are becoming 

very toxic with all sorts of bacteria. Then when you think of the feed that's been grown in places like 

the Cerrado, about 40% of the crops we grow are for our cattle and our other livestock to feed them. 

When you think about the chemical fertilisers that are used for that, on top of the manure, all of the 

greenhouse gas emissions associated with that, because chemical fertilisers come from fossil fuels. 

Do you see how many factors there are with respect to this industry? It made my head spin, it is a 

massive problem when it comes to how much meat we demand as consumers, or are produced by 

the industry. It's a massive problem that needs to be that needs to be sorted. 

BL:   Did some of these sobering discoveries actually drive you to become vegan or vegetarian? 

LB:  I had already pretty much stopped eating red meat. I've stopped that entirely. Every now and 

then I have a bit of organic chicken and a bit of fish still, but I think it's only really a matter of time 

that I will stop eating meat entirely. I think that we got a lot of backlash from the farming industry 

about this film. For me, it's, I appreciate that it's about livelihoods, but we can't be fighting for 

livelihoods that are causing our own demise any further. It’s all of our responsibility to do our bit to 

minimise our impact on the planet.  

So, for me, and I can't remember who quoted this, but it's being bandied around so much between 

the people that I speak to and peers, etc. it's better to do a number of things imperfectly than to do 

one thing perfectly. So, I'm not telling people stop eating meat if it's too much for people to take 

right now. You know, change has to happen slowly, apparently, that's part of human nature. What I 

am hopefully saying in these documentaries is have a think about your impact. Here are the facts 

about what's happening when it comes to the meat industry. Do you think that if you stopped eating 

meat every single day and only ate two portions of meat, which is what was advised by the EAT-

Lancet, after doing a whole raft of research about the impact of the meat industry, if we ate two 

portions a week, we would make a massive difference to the impact of the meat industry on the 

planet. I think it's sort of what we were talking about earlier, isn't it? There's so much information 

about how the modern world is putting pressure on our planet. How do we make that palatable, 

pardon the pun, to the general public, when they have so much to deal with, they're facing so much, 

there's so much information coming at them from all areas? So, I would rather people consider 

cutting down on their use or their consumption than cutting out completely, just as a means of 

making it doable for everyone. 

BL:  It sounds like you're a firm believer in individual change, almost, over systemic change? 



LB: Oh, I don't know, Bella. Ok, that's a really good question. So, when I started out doing the 

environmental documentaries-, 

BL:  I put you on the spot a bit.  

LB:  You're brilliant, I'm learning, I mean your skills, I need to up my game as an interviewer, you’re 

fantastic! That’s a really good point. So, when I started out making the environmental 

documentaries, I was all about, ‘This will make the difference, people don't fully understand what's 

going on on the planet. So, we got to tell them everything and then they'll stop behaving in certain 

ways.’ Then, I as I was making the plastic film, I was realising that there's only so much individuals 

can do, you know, we can give up our plastic toothbrush and use our reusable bags, and give our 

plastic packaging back at the till, and write to our MPs to, you know, ban plastic exports to  

Southeast Asia. Actually, that can't be enough. We need policy change. We need, you know, change 

at world leader level, and that doesn’t seem to be happening because big industry seems to be in 

the back pocket of a lot of, you know, the people that seem to be able to really make the difference 

where it matters. But what I'm learning, and I never anticipated speaking like this, I'm a biologist, I 

would like to be out in the field protecting these animals, but to protect our planet, we've got to 

have these discussions, all of us, don't we? To fully understand where the obstacles lie.  

What I'm beginning to understand, Bella, is that we do have more clout than I thought we had as 

individuals. So, it's not just about individual change at the habit and behaviour level. It's actually at 

how we run our homes, how we run our businesses, how big companies can make decisions. So, for 

example, with the COVID-19 pandemic, Google and Amazon, and a few other big companies who are 

all being questioned about, you know, some of the ways they do manage their businesses, when it 

came to the pandemic, they, sort of, locked down their business, told people to work from home, 

before governments imposed a lockdown. I've read accounts by a lot of experts who are far more 

knowledgeable about this than I am, about how governments tend to keep just ahead of the change, 

but really the change is happening at individual and business level and then policy happens, if that 

makes sense. That was quite an eye opener for me, I'm beginning to realise that the gap between 

individual change and governmental change isn't as big as I thought it was, we have the power to 

impose and propel change forward much more than we thought we had. We don't have to wait for 

governments to impose the policy changes that we need, we can actually force that by behaving 

differently in how we do life, both on a personal level and on a business level. 

BL:  When you speak, it sounds a little bit like maybe you’re a bit uncomfortable fulfilling that role of 

activist, or that title of being an activist, if that's not-, you didn't get into it for that reason. I mean, I 

am too, I was I was quite a private, I am quite a private, introverted person. I think people have a 

conception of campaigning, or of taking a stand as being a very loud, very extroverted role. It's 

interesting just to see you. I think you're a little bit uncomfortable being an activist. I don't know if 

that's an assumption or not, but it's interesting. 

LB:  This is a really good point, a really good point about activism. I'm not uncomfortable about being 

an activist, but I think there's a lot of examples of this in history. When you're trying to change the 

world, or you're trying to fight for a better world for everyone, you get a lot of opposition from those 

that don't want the world to change. Thanks to the media and culture, you know, labels are put on 

people with negative connotations. So, activism has gone through a little bit of a hard time, hasn't it? 

If you're an activist, you knit your jumpers from hemp and you hug trees and you sit on diggers, and 

you're a bit irrational, and you throw paint at people. So, it's not that I'm uncomfortable with that, 

an activist in the 21st century is a human being who wants a healthy planet in order for their family, 

for themselves and for their family, to have a better life. An activist is literally somebody who wants 



a better world for everyone, but it's  been tarred with all these negative connotations that I think is 

really dangerous and irresponsible, and actually quite lazy in this day and age, that we're still using 

those, kind of, like, banners. You know, you're going to be in that box that makes me feel safe that 

you're all in that box, and so I can, sort of, give you all of those negative connotations and put you 

over there.  

So, I'm hesitant in the discussion because actually sometimes, Bella, I don't feel qualified to speak 

about the bigger political issues and the bigger economic issues. You know, I'm not an expert at that 

area. So, I'm tentatively dipping my toe and just speaking from the heart about what I've learned, 

knowing full well that I don't understand the whole, you know, the whole issue. So maybe that's 

what you were picking up on. I do feel that I'm absolutely an activist, and if you're not an activist in 

this day and age then you're part of the problem, if that makes sense? Because every individual on 

this planet needs to be part of the solution, needs to act in a way that says very clearly, ‘I want a 

better planet for me, my family, my children and my grandchildren.’ If we don't fit into that 

category, if we're not saying-, I'm almost putting people in boxes now, which is not what I'm trying 

to say, you know, based on what I've just said, if we don't do that, then we are part of the problem, 

aren't we, we’ve all got part of the solution, and in that way, we are all activists. 

BL:  Yes, I agree completely. You must get this a lot, lots of people, lots of our opponents, I would 

say, of the movement, say that unless you're completely purged of hypocrisy, you really shouldn't 

take a stand. You must get that a lot, because I know you fly for your programmes. But you know, 

that's only useful to one group of people, and that's to the fossil fuel companies, that's to the people 

who are intent on destroying the planet. If you have to be completely purged of hypocrisy, then no 

one will take a stand. So, how do you confront that when people criticise you for your flying? 

LB:  I love your questions, Bella. After the meat programme in particular, I had a Fox News reporter 

talk about me on Twitter saying, you know, ‘empty-headed Liz Bonnin speaks about this’ and I was 

like, ‘America, who's this Fox News reporter?’ and somebody said, ‘Wow, that's a real rite of 

passage, you've arrived.’ You know, ‘You've got a Fox News reporter are putting you down.’ Then 

somebody did this mock-up and called me ‘hypocrite’ across the top and ‘she's travelled’. I can't 

remember the figure they came up with out of the blue. Oh, yes, because I'd been to-, I think it was 

for the Plastics film, anyway, you know, sort of, Australia, Indonesia, we did three places around that 

part of the world and then we came home. They kind of calculated that she went to Australia, she 

came home, she went to, you know, Southeast Asia, she came home, etc. Then they put the figure 

up on the top, and then wrote it down. It was completely incorrect and it was really shoddy, it 

wasn't even intelligently made. But, number one, and I don't feel like, well, actually I do feel it's 

important to say, I’ve cut down my flying drastically over the past five, six, seven years now. I don't 

make as many programmes as I do. We're very much working towards using much more archive, not 

travelling, and when you travel you minimise your crew and you only go in one direction once and 

you make the most of it and you come home. Even then we're not doing enough, even then we're 

not doing it with a small enough carbon footprint. That is absolutely something we're all looking at in 

the media industry, in the sector of television that I work in.  

Also, I think that as a communicator of environmental issues, there is an element of what I do that 

requires a little bit of travel, even if that's small, I feel sometimes that's justified, but that's still to be 

looked at in the future. Naomi Klein again, put it really beautifully on an interview and I retweeted it 

many months ago about this whole hypocrisy thing. When you think about it, it's another really lazy 

way of putting us in boxes and, sort of, thinking, ‘That’s that dealt with.’ We are all hypocrites, let's 

just embrace that. Of course we all live in a fossil fuel-soaked society still, that doesn't mean that we 

can't say, ‘Hey, I want policymakers to change that so I have more of an opportunity to live in a more 



sustainable world, because I can't do that without the support of my governments.’ So, I will still 

raise my hand, I will still fight for a cleaner, greener future. But of course, I'm still part of the 

problem because, of course, we would be. It's a lame argument, and we know that it is. So yes, I'm a 

hypocrite. We are all hypocrites. This is the world we live in. But we're asking for change. Who are 

the biggest hypocrites? Here's an example. The Alliance for Plastic Waste, a big alliance with a lot of 

global brands and petrochemical companies set up this alliance to say we're going to clean up the 

environment of plastic. All together there are about 30 members in this alliance, you should look at 

their website, it's quite something, somebody spent a lot of time doing the website. ‘We're going to 

spend, collectively, $1.5 billion in cleaning up the environment’. So, beach, clean campaigns, clean it 

up, clean it up, clean it up. Meanwhile, the petrochemical companies that are part of this alliance are 

each spending tens-of-billions of dollars in new petrochemical factories, in new plastic factories. So, 

they're still pumping out the plastic and spending a paltry fraction of that in cleaning it up. Who's the 

hypocrite? 

BL:  Yes. It's important that we make it as accessible for as many people as we can, in order to create 

the future we want. Talking about that future, what do you want it to be like? I know we're running 

out of time, but I'd love to know what is your vision of where humanity will be in, let's say, 2050, by 

2050? 

LB:  I think it's probably very similar to your vision, Bella. What I would like it to be like, is a world 

where we value wellbeing, community, sectors of society that do extraordinary things and have 

always been underpaid and undervalued, who are being highlighted during this pandemic, so 

potentially there is room for change, again, kind of, waking up to what really matters in our society. 

To value a political voice, to value a completely different set of values, basically, in our society. That 

GDP is no longer a measure of a country's success, because it doesn't make any sense to me at all 

that we're still relying on that, that economic growth is no longer part of an economic model that we 

rely on. Again, that doesn't make sense in the finite system that is our planet. That we live 

sustainably, that finally somebody stood up, put their heads above the parapet, one of the first 

world countries, and says, ‘No more to fossil fuels, no more to living in a way that is damaging our 

future.’  It's everything that we know needs to happen that has been communicated a lot over the 

years. We have all the solutions, we have the technology, we have the economic models that can 

allow us to still thrive and do better. Again, as part of this, sort of, political propaganda and putting 

you in boxes, just because I want a better world means I’m clearly a socialist, or communist, or a 

Marxist, I've been called a Marxist as well. I don't value political leanings, I just value a better world 

for everyone. It still means that we can live a great life, you know. What frustrates me is that we 

have all the solutions right now, we're not implementing them. So, again, one of the greatest 

heartening aspects of all of this is what cities like Amsterdam are doing, beginning to do that living, 

that societal construct, etc. differently, leading by example, and hopefully that will filter through. So, 

I hope that makes sense. I think sometimes I take for granted what I think needs to happen. But it's 

pretty straightforward, it's pretty obvious what we need to do in order for all of us to thrive on this 

planet. 

BL:  What you describe is a world I would love to live in, and I'm sure many people would. It's the 

world that we're going to create, you and me and everyone watching everyone. In fact, everyone, 

not just the people watching, as a species. So, thank you so much for all of your insights. It's been 

just so fascinating to hear your point of view. You have quite a holistic view, you know a lot about 

lots of different things.  

LB:  Thank you.  



BL:  Earlier you said you’re no Bruce Parry or, who was it? Gordon Buchanan, you know, you're Liz 

Bonnin. I've heard you being called the next David Attenborough. How do you feel about that? 

LB:  That’s another page filler, I think, who is going to be the next David Attenborough? You and I 

both know-, 

BL:  With any young person they say, ‘The British Greta Thunberg,’ or something like that. 

LB:  You know, none of us would even dare, none of my peers, all of these wonderful science and 

wildlife communicators, would ever dream of being the next David Attenborough. He does stand 

out, you know, there is no-, no one will ever match him. We're just very honoured. I mean that with 

absolute humility and not, ‘Oh, we're just very honoured to work in the same department as him,’ 

but we really are. Oh, my gosh, I’d bat that away very, very quickly, because it's just not relevant, is 

it, really?  

BL:  No, it’s a bit of media sensationalism, perhaps. But anyway, thank you so much for all of your 

insights. It was such a pleasure to speak with you. 

LB:  Bella, they’ve been coffee-fueled ramblings, but I really, really loved your questions and I look 

forward to what you're going to do in the next few years. You will be leading by example, and I shall 

be inspired by you. 

BL:  Thank you very much, and I hope I can see you in person at some point when this is over. 

LB: Yes, it would be lovely to see you again in person. Let's do Cheltenham next year together. Let's 

host an event together at Cheltenham next year, shall we? 

BL: I mean, if they gave us a space, I'm very happy to do that. 

LB:  Yes, as long as I am to presume they will, I'm going to ask if we can do something together next 

year. 

BL:  I love that. Thank you. 

LB:  Thanks, Bella, it was lovely talking to you. 

 

 


