The possibility of Green Leadership

A crisis can provoke the best in political leadership. Immediacy and clarity, brought on by the realisation of danger, can make middle-of-the-road administrators step out of their everyday roles, and do great things.

But global over-heat is a different sort of crisis. Decisions now may create a better future, but the effects, good or bad, won’t be known for a long time. If we’re successful, then we’ll never know how terrifying it might have got.

So we need a different kind of leadership, that is not brought on by panic. Vision – and urgency – need to be communicated… but immediate threats cannot be employed as a means of frightening people into action. And the scale of the changes needed can feed into an apathetic sense of helplessness. People will frequently reassure themselves that there is nothing to be done. So empowerment is key to the leadership we need, to let people know they can achieve great things themselves.

Given the amount of attention that has been given to dangerous climate change recently, you might feel that this is over stretching the point. Surely, by now, people have understood that we need to change? Here in Britain, have our political leaders not, in fact, begun to react to a change in public opinion?

Unfortunately, that is only half the story. We can see, in recent weeks and months, how little has actually changed at the top. For example: Proposals as basic as Home Information Packs, giving you insulation and energy ratings for a house you might buy, have come in at a crawl, and are not being applied to the vast majority of homes. And the supposed ‘green’ Tories opposed the scheme in its entirety. 

Meanwhile, the government has begun to back-track on its commitment to increase use of wind and solar energy. Internal documents leaked to the _Guardian_ showed how ministerial departments are preparing to get targets revised downwards, at a moment when support for these policies has never been more popular.

In fact, other than rhetorically, very little seems to have resulted from public understanding and popularity of the Green message. It has been a truly monumental failure of political leadership. Brown and Cameron needed to be ready to seize on the public tide of support to start to change our economy and society. Very shortly, if this inaction carries on, the enthusiasm will dissipate. Cynicism will set in as people realise, once again, that their opinions result in little other than changes in political window-dressing.

Dealing with the climate crisis cannot be the result of short term opinion shifts like this, however heartening the moments when the problem seems to be grasped may be to people like ourselves. A different sort of leadership is needed than the temporary, vacillating approach we have from the Westminster parties at present.

The leadership that is needed needs to re-frame the issues in ways that will win for the world, for the Earth, for us all. Rather than talking about finding new energy supplies to feed our teetering industrial-growth system, for instance (such as large-scale ‘biofuels’), we need to frame the fundamental issue as being one of a liveable planet that we can all share, and share fairly in – and enjoy in the process. (For more on green-oriented reframing, see the important work of George Lakoff: http://www.rockridgeinstitute.org/research?Subject=Environment . This is the kind of approach that is desperately needed in Britain, too.) We need to be able to convince people that green living will be better living: see e.g. www.marklynas.org/2007/7/10/a-better-way-to-live .
It’s a no-brainer that, in a situation like this, the Green Party is needed more than ever. And in Scotland and in Ireland, the Green Party is in government. But the English and Welsh Green Party is very far away from that point, and needs to add something else to the mix. We need to give people personal confidence that, as we all play our part in preventing climate catastrophe, and as the government regulates to make that possible, our lives will improve in the process: as we live more local, more secure, healthier, more sociable, less stressful existences. We need visibly to show and embody the true, steady and moral leadership that is missing from other political parties.
The Green Party needs to be much more visible itself to articulate this type of leadership. The Irish Green Party has a Leader; the Scots Green Party has Co-Leaders. We need in England and Wales – in what should be the main Green Party in these Isles -- to establish figureheads in the minds of the public, as embodiments of our ideas. In the next few months, the LibDems will be getting lots of airtime as they look among their own ranks for a Leader to succeed Ming Campbell. Campbell had claimed that the LibDems are the “only Party” campaigning for a “fairer and greener Britain”. The Green Party needs to step up to the plate, to vigorously and publicly contest that claim, and to make a serious case for why it is the Green Party that deserves public trust in leading the fight for a fairer and greener Britain. 
For all these reasons and more, the Green Party will be ballotting its members to create a formal leadership team, of a Leader and Deputy, or Co-Leaders, this November. Among those who will be voting Yes: Jonathon Porritt, Mark Lynas, Darren Johnson A.M., outgoing Green Party ‘Female Principal Speaker’ Sian Berry, former ‘Male Principal Speaker’ Keith Taylor, Jean Lambert MEP, and Caroline Lucas MEP. 

In the hope that our Party can step up and offer the public the example of inspiring, empowering Leadership that we need, in order to deal with the very profound climate change crisis.
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