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GF: 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 targets to 

transform our world, from clean water and sanitation, to decent work and economic growth. My name is 

Greg Foot. I'm a science journalist on BBC TV and radio also a podcaster,  YouTuber and science 

communication trainer. And I'm having such an interesting week having these daily conversations with 

amazing experts exploring the Sustainable Development Goals, the SDGs, all supported by UK Research and 

Innovation. Each video is focused on one SDG, I get to chat with two new guests each show.  They may be 

scientists, engineers, activists, thought leaders and they guide us through the SDG, and we discuss and 

explore what we can do to achieve them. These videos are pre-recorded, but please do join the live chat if 

you're watching on YouTube Live. Both my guests today will be in there answering as many of your 

questions as possible. If you're watching back, continue the conversation in the comments, or jump over to 

Twitter and use #cheltscifestathome. Today we're looking at SDG number 15 life on land, a pledge to 

protect, restore and promote the sustainable use of our forests, of our grasslands, of our deserts and the 

biodiversity that lives there.  Joining me to discuss what the current challenges are and what can be done 

to change them, my two guests I've got professor at the University of East Anglia and director of science at 

the Earlham Institute. That's Professor Federica Di Palma. And I've also got conservationist and activist Bella 

Lack. Hello, both. Thanks so much for joining me. 

 

BL: Thanks.  

 

FDP: Hello. 

 

GF:  So Bella, I'd like to start with you if I can, and get the lay of the land, the broad picture. Could you give 

us some of the headlines for what the current state of our forests, of our wetlands, of our mountains, etc. 

and the animals and plants that live there? What's it looking like? 

 



BL:  Right now, very bleak.  Actually, right now is in, in the Coronavirus crisis, it's even worse than normal 

because under the cover of the pandemic, deforestation has actually increased. And you know, with all the 

news about animals returning, you would think it's got better, but it hasn't. And so just before this, at the 

end of last year, a report was released, saying that 1 million species are threatened with extinction. So 

that's the crisis we face in terms of biodiversity. And it's also a crisis which I think is overlooked because we 

talk a lot about the climate now, which obviously is so important because they're so interlinked. But we 

really need to draw people's attention to the loss of species or loss of habitat because it's so, so important. 

And that really underpins humanity and our survival. It sounds dramatic, but it's true. 

 

GF:  Yeah, very much. So thank you for that. And Federica, your research looks at biodiversity and 

genomics. I'm going to I'm going to get to that in a bit actually, because I can't wait to discuss that.  But 

first, Bella touched on it, one of the facts and figures of the recent biodiversity loss and as we were starting 

to get into there, what is going to be the impact on us if we do lose a lot of that life? 

 

FDP:  Biodiversity loss is occurring on an unprecedented pace. This was before the pandemic and I think 

Bella has absolutely nailed it. Now it's even worse. I think that in view of the pandemic, we have realized 

how important the natural environment is for our wellbeing even during this lockdown times it is important 

for us to be in touch with nature to surround ourselves with nature. And I would say that this is why it's so 

important to preserve biodiversity I work in the mega diverse country, one of the most major mega diverse 

countries in the world, Colombia, and I think that is especially important to the wellbeing of the local 

communities from a point of view of sustainable development, economic prosperity and social welfare. So 

absolutely all around I think we cannot live without our ecosystems and without our biodiversity 

functioning properly. 

 

GF:  And Bella it's also about it's about the whole into interweaving of all of those different ecosystems and 

the way they interact with us, right like Federica, just perfectly outlined, the wellbeing angle, you know, the 

economical, the social welfare angle but it feels to me it's even more intrinsically linked to than that. 

 

BL:  Yeah, it's interesting you say that because I think we've realized so much as a result of what's happened 

recently that, you know, we're not on a pedestal, we're not exempt from biological laws, or above other 

species. And we're in this web of life, for want of another term, were firmly integrated in this web of life. 

And if we continue to really destroy the other strands of this web, as we're doing at the moment, then 

we're really going to seriously damage ourselves as well. So that's, that's one thing, which many people 

don't think of when we think of protecting forests or wildlife. It's it comes full circle, because we're 

protecting ourselves as well, just by doing that.  

 



GF:  Yeah, I mean, I'm just shocked hearing it. I mean, I know the reality. But what I'd like to do now is I'd 

like to break it down, focus on some of those specific targets, and try to look at what we can do to achieve 

them. But first, a quick public service announcement. I've been asked to tell you that Cheltenham festivals 

is a not for profit charity that works year around to inspire the next generation of doctors, scientists and 

researchers. If you'd like to support this work and myself, other speakers and performers from this year's 

Cheltenham Science Festival at home would really appreciate it if you do. You can make a donation here at 

crowdfunder.co.uk/cheltscifestathome. Thanks. Right. I don't know where to start. I think maybe we start 

with deforestation because you mentioned that one, that one earlier Bella.  So the current SDG target 

around deforestation is to halve deforestation. To restore degraded forests, increase reforestation, and 

afforestation I had to look up with a difference, where reforestation planting trees on land that was 

originally forest, afforestation planting trees on land that wasn't forest. Why is that so important? And how 

hard or how easy is it to achieve? 

 

BL: Is this one for me? 

 

GF:  Please yes. 

 

BL:  Well, the importance of forests is obviously, what we know is that at the moment, if we want to get to 

our climate targets, we have to use nature-based solutions such as reforestation. And actually nature-based 

solutions can account for a third of the reduction in greenhouse gases which we need by 2030. So that's 

how important forests are. And I think one thing which we overlook, there's a statistic that we need to get 

to 30% of biodiverse areas protected by 2030. And many people have this assumption that that means 

nature reserves, kicking out humans and just letting nature thrive. But what we've seen especially now is 

how important people, especially indigenous communities, can be to that habitat. So indigenous people 

make up less than 5% of our global population yet protect 80% of the planet's biodiversity. So that just 

gives us an insight into how we can actually protect forests, though looking after the communities. 

 

GF:  Gosh, it's fascinating that you have got all these facts.   

 

BL:  That statistic really blew my mind because, you know, everyone says, we can learn a lot about from 

indigenous wisdom.  In the Western world, especially we can learn a lot from their relationship with the 

natural world, but I just didn't know how much and how priceless, they are to the biodiversity on this 

planet until I heard that statistic. It's just mind blowing. 

 



GF:  Yeah, it sure is.  Let's get into some genomics Federica. So I know that you know,  the question I want 

to ask is, how can DNA help us save a species, but I think what we should first do is introduce us to what 

genomics is and a little bit of what you do. 

 

FDP:  So we in our program, our long-lasting goal is to protect manage and conserve biodiversity through a 

process of responsible innovation, this is how we like to call it. And that innovation for us is bringing some 

novel technology, which is in our case genomics. But it's not the only tool that we use, in fact that genomics 

is a means to an end. And what our program has demonstrated over the last, you know, two or three years 

is that it is really bringing together an alliance of multidisciplinary expertise, that is going to be able to really 

find solutions to global challenges, just like the corona virus, just like the pandemic, it's a global issue, and 

no one entity alone can or technique or expertise can really solve the issue.  In terms of genomics is looking 

at our code of life, instructions for life. That's what we call our DNA. And all the answers about how well we 

are doing if we are a species, for instance, the diversity within our genetic makeup but will tell us how 

healthiest species is and our tribe in a species is on the planet. And if the way we look at the genetic 

diversity festival and foremost, and then we look at the causes that may be altering this genetic diversity. 

There are many examples of species that have close to extinction. So I've have gone extinct, and that is 

usually due to a reduction, this genetic diversity when it's reduced, it makes the species more susceptible to 

diseases. And of course, there are huge problems with maintaining the appropriate numbers to continue 

the species.  In the case of Colombia, we are working with a very charismatic species, which is the Andean 

bear, our Paddington Bear.  We are mapping out the genetic diversity in the entirety of Colombia, in 

different National Park locations, we want to understand how the bears are distributed along these 

National Parks, whether they are actually connected and by looking at the DNA, we are going to be able to 

tell whether there is exchange of information between different species, between different bears from 

different locations.  Ultimately, we are also looking with the help of the Natural History Museum in London 

and as well as many of our partners in Colombia, in particular, the Humboldt Institute, which is very 

famous, it's to look at also ancient diversity of the species. So we're looking at a museum sample so we can 

compare the diversity of our DNA from the current species and the ones in the past and we can make 

predictions and assumptions about how that is being altered and what may be the environmental issues 

that are actually causing this this genetic diversity to continue to decline.  But I'd like to point out to them, 

we don't just do that. As I said before, I think one of the important issues that we consider the problem for 

its entirety. Sometimes it's not just the climate, sometimes it's also social conflicts that can cause a species 

to decline. And this is very true for our Paddington Bear in Colombia, for example, many of the 

communities, we have discovered, were actually killing the bears, because they were eating the cows and 

farmers could not feed their families. So it's really important to when we look at biodiversity is not to just 

focus on one aspect of the biodiversity but the entire holistic picture about biodiversity. And I think Bella is 



absolutely right. The local communities, the mostly forgotten stakeholders, are the ones that are really are 

going to help us protect the biodiversity and that's what we have to start from. 

 

GF:  Gosh, there's so much going on, it shows the importance of research, it shows the importance of data, 

it shows the importance of having that genetic diversity. And I guess, through that research, you'd realize 

where there were areas that you didn't have it and then you could, you could hopefully work to mitigate 

that. And, Bella, I know that you're part of the Ivory Alliance, I believe, which is a group of influencers in 

inverted commas and politicians who are working to combat the illegal wildlife trade. And I know that 

you're also a Youth Ambassador for Born Free Foundation, I believe so, you know, something that you're 

very concerned about is the target of SDG 15 about eliminating poaching and trafficking.  How big a 

problem is it and how would we go about being able to police it and crack down on it? 

 

BL:  Yeah, it's huge. And once again, another thing which is actually got worse under the situation that 

we're in, and, and it feels you know, for us, especially here in the UK, it feels so remote, and occasionally 

we see an image on social media and it riles up many people. When you see, for example, an elephant 

affected by poaching. So the thing that we can do is focus on local governmental action. And right now in 

the UK, actually, we had amazing news, I think it was two weeks ago, because the antique, the antique 

trade industry was trying to allow ivory trade in the UK, and then the government put a stop to that. So 

we've actually had very good news as a result of all the campaigning in the UK. And but you know, what we 

can continue to do is make sure that those regulations are upheld, we can keep an eye on what the 

government is doing, because sometimes they create loopholes, so that trafficking is allowed to continue. 

 

GF:  Why would they do that? 

 

BL:  Simply because there's a huge there's a huge economy behind this trade. And you know, it's one of the 

biggest industries of trade and wildlife, and they're very, very rich syndicates, who get a lot of money out of 

this, and we often demonize the poachers. And what they do is terrible, but they do it from a place of trying 

to feed their family and the people who are actually driving it aren't the poachers,  it's the syndicates, the 

head of the gangs, who want the money. So you know, it's a big industry, and there are people at the top 

who are going to try and create loopholes. And it's the job of us as citizens who are concerned about this 

who know the importance of these big megafauna, and to do all we can to protect them. 

 

GF:  Yeah, so we have a role to hold the higher powers supposedly to account to make sure that we can 

close those loopholes and do that do what we think they should be doing, essentially.  W else can we do, 

there are so many targets in this, and it's such an interesting SDG.  Let's move to freshwater ecosystems 



maybe.  What does sustainable use of the likes of forests, and wetlands, and mountains and drylands 

actually look like Federica? 

 

FDP:  It's complex, but for me or for us and for the work that we're doing right now, for the sustainable use, 

it's really trying to use the diversity that is available, so that we can protect the environment sustainably. So 

for example, I'm involved, and I've been involved over the last year in advising the government in Colombia 

towards the new science technology agenda, which involves proving the bioeconomy of the country and 

there's been an incredible journey. And I, what we are trying to really what we're all scientists, not just me, 

but the several scientists from all over the world that which were part of this Select Committee. What they 

were trying to emphasize is how important it is to promote bioeconomy Using the local biodiversity in 

order, in other words, economic growth does not have to happen at the expenses of the biodiversity. 

Unfortunately, this biodiversity is threatened and has been threatened now for several years from the 

extractive industries. And that's what sustainable use of biodiversity means.  We need to be much more 

aware and understand how to use this biodiversity for growing our economic prosperity without actually 

destroying our environment. 

 

GF:  So what does that look like? Like what would be the what would be your kind of top tips, a couple of 

top tips in order to establish a more sustainable relationship with economy and biodiversity alongside each 

other? 

 

FDP:  So one of the of the projects that we're working right now is, for instance, in Colombia is to actually 

look at what the most biodiverse regions and probably in Colombia can give us.  And so we are focusing at 

the moment on the agricultural sector, but you can imagine there is so much plant diversity, there is so 

much diversity where plants are have metabolites, which are this amazing products from which you can, 

you know, this is where your, your new medicine, your new cosmetics, your new antibiotics, get, you know, 

so species all over the entirety of the of the phylogenetic tree really an important source of, of our 

livelihood and it's about, I want to use the word I don't like this word but,  exploiting it in a good way, these 

sources, so we can again use technology and the genomics to mine essentially the DNA of all these novel 

species, which is actually what's been going on in many townships and in many projects. Trying to identify 

to build business models. But of course using sustainably an economy, it means also to empower local 

communities with going back again, to empower the local communities to build business models that can 

use the local biodiversity to actually grow economically,  prosper economically. And this is called the 

ecotourism in some cases, and we try to, ecotourism is good. So we can encourage economic growth, and 

we can encourage local community to use biodiversity sustainably, for so that they can get more income at 

the same time, we obtain also conservation environments and we have conservation of species through 

these processes. For example, we work very much with the National parks, Columbia, to identify the 



strategy in this business model. And we were talking about deforestation before. It's actually the uses of 

some of the same principles, even there, most of the agricultural land use is what's driving deforestation. 

And we are trying to identify strategies for payments for ecosystem services that avoid the carbon 

emissions. Can we, in other words, encourage through payment, the use of different strategies, a strategy 

that will avoid the carbon emissions, the projected carbon emissions in the future? Can we, you know, be 

successful in doing this? And there's a lot of work around this area as well. 

 

GF:  Bella do you have anything to add to this, you know, what sustainable use of our land could look like so 

that we can ensure biodiversity and ensure that we hit those targets by 2030? 

 

BL:  Yeah, I just wanted to add to what Federica said actually, in the light of economies having to be built 

back at the moment, I know some government in Amsterdam, for example, is adopting the donut model of 

economy. And that's focused on human wellbeing, on the wellbeing of the natural world, which obviously 

interlinked. And for example, in Costa Rica, they've done something very similar. They use lots of their 

money to invest in reforestation. And it has a huge impact on human wellbeing as well and on the health 

system. So there are many ways now as we're beginning to build back, that we can construct this new story 

for ourselves, a new story for humanity, because we've never, well in my lifetime, definitely, and in your 

lifetimes, we've never had this chance where all of our stories have been dismantled completely, where the 

economies all over the world are having to be rebuilt back. And I think this is an opportunity with so much 

awareness around the ecological crisis to really build back with ecology at the heart of how we do that. 

 

GF:  Crikey, that's a fantastic message, opportunity to build back, yeah, with ecology at its heart. Thank you.  

I'm going to be the devil's advocate for a second. I guess my next question is kind of rhetorical. It was going 

to be, are we on track to achieve the goals of SDG 15? And I said, it's rhetorical because, of course, it 

doesn't take much research to see that we were due to halt deforestation by 2020. We pledge to restore 

and conserve freshwater ecosystems by 2020 and also to protect and prevent the extinction of threatened 

species by 2020. We are in 2020. Of course, we've had the COVID crisis hit us and cause huge slowing 

downs of all sorts of projects. But Bella, should this really be a case of: what happened? Or should it be a 

case of this reflects how hard it is? 

 

BL:  I think it's a bit of both you know, what did happen, we know exactly what happened and we carried on 

because I think what happens is we either become so fearful that we're sort of immobilized, we become 

apathetic, or some people know what's happening. But they have maybe vested interests and other things. 

So they plough on. And I think it's important that we do remain hopeful, despite those despite what you 

just said. Because I'm sure you've heard, there's this new term, which has been raised a lot called eco 

anxiety, so many people becoming so anxious about what's happening, that they sort of give up, they 



become apathetic. And I think that's a very natural human response, our fight or flight mode, and lots of us 

are running away from the crisis. And so instead, I think what we should do is, you know, have these 

targets, and envision a new world but make sure they're implemented, and focus a lot on what we want 

the future to look like, rather than just the predictions of what it is going to look like. Because I know I read 

this study, psychologically we correlate forward motion with reward. So if we're going to move forwards as 

a species to the place where we need to be, we need to have some sort of reward. And that's going to be a 

better world. This isn't about sacrificing our lifestyles, this is actually about moving towards a more 

sustainable society, which isn't going to be worse off than the one we're in at the moment. It can actually 

be better in many ways. 

 

GF:  My goodness, Bella, you are an inspiration. I tell you, gosh, it's wonderful listening to you speak about 

this. Okay, so now taken off my devil's advocate hat then, kind of picking up from what you just said about, 

almost tweaking what those targets are, so that we can actually implement them and get that sense of 

moving forward.  I was going to say what would be our top tips for the UN and also for anyone watching 

this, for what they could do to help achieve this goal?  Almost in addition to that, it's should we change 

some of those targets to make them more implementable, to make them more achievable, Federica? 

 

FDP:  Yes, sure, it would be good to have, we could definitely for each target implement a more granular 

plan, an effective plan really, of smaller goals to reach.  So before we get to the final you know the final 

target but it's really complex i think, it's definitely possible.   It will involve a change, and a willing to change, 

and I think that this is the hardest part.  Bella here is indeed an inspiration and I think that we need to find a 

way for Bella and everyone like Bella to really spread the word and then get some enthusiasm into the into 

our younger generation about these matters really because That's what this is really key at the moment. 

And like I said before, I can't stop saying how important it is that we bring people together. So different 

disciplines together to tackle these problems. We will not, we have continued to do this for decades, trying 

to find a solution to a global challenge by tackling the problem from different angles, but never 

interconnecting the issues.  There are trade-offs, nothing is really simple. And until we start to lay in all of 

the cards on the table, in all of the people with expertise around this table, we are not going to be able to 

provide a global solution. So I think more of this is absolutely important and then a willingness to change 

and that will involve governments to change with us and we are not going to achieve that. Because for 

obvious reason that we know, I am confident that personnel choice is important and matters here. And I 

think people like Bella have demonstrated this.  And personal choice is much more difficult to reverse than 

government policy. So I think we do have a chance. 

 



GF:  Okay, great. And I'm going to take us to optimism at the end of this conversation as well. So we leave 

on a much more positive note.  Bella do you have anything to add to that, targets that we should maybe 

tweak or any advice to people watching? 

 

BL:  I think we mustn't reduce the targets; we must increase our efforts to reach them.  And also make the 

environmental movement much more accessible. Because what I've seen a lot is this sort of exclusivism 

where you must be completely purged of hypocrisy. You must be perfect if you're to take a stand.  And, you 

know, it's not attainable. I'm not perfect and many, many people who are in the environmental movement 

aren't, and if we're going to get enough people speaking up and enough people engaged, then it has to 

really be, even if you eat me whether, you fly even, if you're not zero waste, you know, you can still take a 

stand and hold your government to account and everyone is sort of on this process to reach a better place. 

And I think wherever you are on that line, you can still do what you can and take action. You don't have to 

label yourself an activist or whatever, but take action in any way you can. 

 

GF:  Okay, I will.  

 

BL:  That sounded a bit demanding. 

 

GF:  No, I feel its context, it's perspective. It's as you say, eco anxiety can lead to apathy. You don't want 

people to feel like it's binary. It's an all or nothing, you know, it's a spectrum. 

 

BL:  And I don't think you'd have to. I've even felt uncomfortable saying activist because there are so many 

connotations of activists, you know, protesting, being quiet extravert.  And for people like me who are 

perhaps more introverted, you can still find ways to take action, whether it's through using film or I don't 

know, even music, there are there are many ways which you can incorporate it into the, into your life and 

into the tools which you have at your disposal. 

 

GF:   Absolutely.  Right, sadly we are running out of time.  I have still got a few questions I want to ask you. 

But first, what I always like to do is allow each guest to ask a question of the other. So, I'm going to give you 

a couple of seconds just to think about that and come back to you.  Which means I need to do a public 

service announcement. A big thank you to UKRI for supporting this series of conversations around the 

Sustainable Development Goals. UK Research and Innovation works in partnership with universities, 

research councils, research organizations, businesses, charities, and of course government as well, 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 to achieving 

the SDGs. Right, okay, who wants to go first? Bella, maybe you have a question for Federica? 



BL:  Yeah, I've heard a lot about how the reduction in genetic diversity is affecting our health and how it 

actually was one of the causes of this pandemic. And I was wondering if you could speak more about that, 

about why our destruction of biodiversity has resulted in this situation? 

 

FDP:   There isn't a very direct link Bella, but I think it is still quite important to talk about this and to 

evidentiate the importance. Clearly, I think what we want to say when we bring attention to the link 

between biodiversity loss and the pandemic is that by destroying our environment, we destroy our 

wellbeing and we create an environment that is prone to changes.  Changes that we can't predict.  In this 

particular case of the pandemic, is given rise to zoonosis, which is a process by which a virus commonly 

found in one species jumps the species barrier. And so if this virus was found, originally to not you know to 

be quite happy in bats, and then it found an intermediate host. And then it jumped into humans and in 

humans it caused something that is quite detrimental to ourselves. There are been many cases of this type 

of zoonosis. So we know there is a lot of money in science and research to study them. It's also true that 

there's been a lot of money there, that you know, we sort of, I think, just to make a comment about what 

you were saying before, sometimes we find the things like this and then when we think we feel safe, and 

we think that this might not be, we remove the funding from this type of questions, because we think that 

we are safe in our bubble, and then something like this pandemic happens, and all of a sudden, we are 

unprepared. We don't know enough about the virus, we don't know enough about what caused the actual 

jump, you know, and so this is just to say that this pandemic has taught us to start again, not at the 

expenses of the environment. So I really, really do hope that we are, not just as individual for scientists, the 

activists, the governments, everybody is willing to implement some changes, because unfortunately, we 

have seen time and time over that is easier to revert to the status quo, and we don't want to do that in 

these particular cases. So I think it's important, and then I would just add one other thing because you 

mentioned it before, if the illegal wildlife trade in this particular case, you know, we've this has come into 

the spotlight because of this pandemic.  The illegal wildlife trade will create the right scenarios, the right 

environments, for this type of pandemic to ensue. And there are many people that are trying to fight this. 

And certainly, we are also doing that with genetics because we are working with a National Security Agency 

in different countries, especially Colombia, to try and bring some novel faster technology that they can 

implement to trace where these seized species were coming from. So this is all very, very important. Like 

you said before, Greg, it all comes together in the end.  But that's my plea is that we've got to look at the 

whole picture. We have to have somebody brings it all together. 

 

GF:  Yeah, the whole picture. That keeps coming up, that it's really important to connect everything 

together. And Federica, do you have a question for Bella? 

 



FDP:  Yes, in the spirit of interconnecting all of our Sustainable Development Goals and translating them 

into action I would like to ask you how can we ask the participation of a young activists like yourself in 

programmes like ours, since in the end, we are actually trying to achieve the same goal? 

 

BL:  I think really, it's a question which is sort of answering itself because young people I have been 

mobilizing certainly for the past few years, and to an extent, not really seen before in terms of the 

environment. So I think it's actually happening.  One thing I would say is the mobilization has largely been 

around the climate crisis. And we do need to speak a lot more, especially in my generation, about the loss 

of biodiversity. And I think one reason that we haven't seen so much dialogue about the loss of biodiversity 

is because there's a huge disconnection between young people and nature. And it's the root and also the 

effect of the environmental crisis because as wild places are destroyed, obviously, we don't have access to 

it and how can how can we expect young people to care if they don't have access when they're young. And 

I think that's one thing which we need to do. If we're going to have young people actually understanding 

and caring about nature, we need to really foster that in them when they're young. 

 

FDP:  Thank you. 

 

GF:  So where do we go? I think let's just wrap up with a few more thoughts for optimism. You've both 

outlined a few already that really stuck with me, but maybe if we come to you Federica, what gives you 

hope about, about achieving, you know, these targets of SDG 15, but also maintaining biodiversity and you 

know, protecting our ecosystems moving forwards? 

 

FDP:  It gives me hope, because in my work I have seen a lot of people feel and believe the importance of 

acting this way, acting sustainably, preserving our environment. So I know that we are not the minority 

people like Bella, are not the minority, scientists are not the minority, laypersons are not the minority here. 

So we have to really bring people together, Bella is absolutely right. We need to distance ourselves a little 

bit from this climate cup and trying to break it down. And maybe this is what I said before about tweaking 

the SDGs. Maybe what we want is to have a bit more of a granular understanding of the SDG. Not just say, 

let's reduce poverty, let's save life on sea and life on Earth. But let's actually have a look at that. What are 

the steps we need to take to get there and have people identify with each of those steps? I think this is 

important, but I'm very hopeful and then I will just conclude by saying no matter who we are, whether we 

are activists, geneticists, no matter who we are, we need to aspire to a long, sustainable goal of seeing 

what we are doing being translated into actions and policy change. 

 

GF:  Great stuff. Thank you. The same to you Bella, like I appreciate you know, we started by outlining that 

this is a bleak situation that we are currently in. But what is our glimmer of hope? 



BL:  I think for me there are two main ones. And the first is the resilience of nature. Because nature is 

remarkably strong, it may not seem like it after you know what we have done to the natural world, but it is 

remarkably strong. And if we take a step back and reduce the exploitation, which is happening, it will 

recover very quickly, and we've seen that actually, how recently how, when humans don't dominate over 

the natural world, as much as they have been doing, nature does come back. And the second thing is us as 

humans, because as Jane Goodall says, we have a very indomitable spirit. And I think the public sphere of 

humans is dominated by one very specific type of person, but the overwhelming characteristic of humanity 

is humanity, I think, and I think that will be the thing which will save us.  Our concern for each other, our 

concern for communities around the world and our concern for the lives of other animals. 

 

GF:  I think I'll leave it there. That was a fantastic summary. Thank you both so much for your time, I could 

have chatted to you both for hours and hours.  Please keep doing the work you're doing. It's  fascinating 

and very important. Thank you for joining me. 

 

Both: Thank you. 

 

GF:  So what will I take from all this? I always try to try to summarize.  I don't think I'll do it nearly as 

eloquently as my guests.  Quite clearly importance and the potential of nature based solutions, the power 

that they can have, interesting to hear about the role of people, especially indigenous people in those 

solutions, the importance of research and research into genetic biodiversity but also research into lots of 

other things and that the power that that gives us.  The importance to invest back, invest back into 

increasing that biodiversity, to hold governments to account. Don't just rely on their regulation because 

there may be holes in it. We need to make environmental action more attainable. But at the same time, it's 

important to realize that it's a scale and just taking any step in the right direction is helpful, not to beat 

myself up about it and get eco anxiety.  Let's just end by thinking about the importance of giving young 

people access to nature, but falling back on that positivity, of the resilience of that nature and indeed, the 

humanity of humanity, I thought was wonderful. What an interesting conversation today. Crikey.  Thank 

you so much for watching. Thanks to the UKRI for supporting this series of six short daily conversations. 

There are brilliant events happening all over the week as part of Cheltenham Science Festival at home so do 

check out their website,  check out the social media to see what you might want to listen in on next. Today 

you heard from Professor at the University of East Anglia and Director of science at the Earlham Institute 

Federica Di Palma, and you also heard from conservationist and activist Bella Lack.  I’m Greg Foot, I’ll be 

back tomorrow again at 2pm, with the next in our series of daily SDG conversations.  Tomorrow we’re 

exploring SDG number 12, responsible consumption.  Hope to see you then, bye.   

 

 


