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The Greens’ Natalie Bennett talks to Nouse
By Joseph Silke, Editor
Tuesday 13 February 2018

Natalie Bennett was the leader of the Green Party
from 2012 to 2016 [Image: Edinburgh Greens via
flickr]

This past week, the Model United Nations Association here at York hosted the former leader of the Green
Party of England and Wales: Natalie Bennett. Ms Bennett spoke with confidence and some charm about
the democratic deficit she sees in our electoral system and, unsurprisingly, the need for a more
environmentally friendly economy which prioritises protection of the planet over growth in GDP. Ms
Bennett spoke to Nouse about the future of the Green Party, and her vision for reform and a more
sustainable future.
With the persistence of “Corbyn-mania”, I asked Ms Bennett whether there is still a place for the Green
Party within British politics as a party of the left. “I’d group that into two areas,” she said. “The Green
Party wants to remain a member of the European Union. We value the free movement of people and have
been fighting ever since the referendum for a ratification referendum.” She criticised Labour’s policy on
Brexit, saying: “We have a very clear policy on Brexit. We want to remain in the Single Market and keep
free movement. What many people don’t recognise is that Labour doesn’t have a position at all. They
have said they want a long transition deal but nothing about what comes afterward.”
“Then there’s also broader ideology,” she continued, “in terms of the practical reality that we cannot have
infinite growth on a finite planet. That’s not politics; it’s physics.” Ms Bennett decried projects such as HS2
and the new Hinkley Point project and added: “I’m really look-ing forward to the Universal Basic Income,
which has been a long-term Green Party policy, taking off. It is an entirely new model in which people’s
welfare is not dependent on the employment market.”
UBI is a system under which all citizens receive an unconditional payment from the state for their cost of
living, replacing much of the welfare system. There have been no large-scale trials, although the Finnish
government began a small, two-year experiment in January 2017 involving 2000 people. “Welfare
shouldn’t be means tested,” she stressed, “and payments should be provided gladly as a measure of a
decent society and that’s not how Labour approaches things.”
The Environment Secretary Michael Gove has been making headlines of late with the government’s
environment plan. I asked Natalie Bennett whether she approved of the Government’s direction. “Michael
Gove has done some good things,” she replied. When I asked her whether that is strange for her to admit,
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she replied: “If you ask the question why, it is pretty clear he is running to be the Chancellor or Prime
Minister.”
On the issue of agricultural subsidies, which Mr Gove has focused on for reform post-Brexit, Natalie
Bennett began by speculating that “there’s at least a 30-40% chance that Brexit won’t happen at all.” She
prefaced by stating that the Green Party has “always been opposed to the CAP” and what is needed in
Britain is a “revolution in our food production” that is ecologically friendly. “We have poisoned our planet
with pesticides,” she said, “we have polluted our rivers and our drinking water with these chemicals. We
need a transformation and certainly a replacement for CAP is part of that.”
The issue of fake news continues to recur in our public life. Recently, it was animal sentience that gripped
the headlines. The Independent claimed that the defeat of an amendment by Green MP Caroline Lucas to
the EU Withdrawal Bill proved that the government believes animals cannot feel pain. The reality was that
the amendment put forward would have come into conflict with the government’s new and extensive
animal protection plan. Ms Bennett, however, claimed that it was the “right wing press” who had
attempted to “confuse the issue” by objecting to the Green attempt to conserve the EU’s preexisting
protections. Michael Gove has insisted that not only will current protections remain but tougher measures
will be enacted post-Brexit.
Finally, on electoral reform, I asked the f o r m e r Green leader whether she s u p p o r t e d the clamour
from some on the left for an expansion in the franchise for 16 and 17-year-olds. “Absolutely! That’s been
Green Party policy for at least a decade. We know that if people vote for the first time, they are more
likely to keep voting. We can set up a whole new generation of voters and truly make Britain a
democracy.” The Labour government in Wales recently made the move for local elections. Citing the
expansion of the franchise for the Scottish separation referendum, Ms Bennett concluded: “16 and 17year-olds were given the vote and they used it in very large numbers. There’s no excuse not to look to the
future.”
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