
The Green Party and campaigning against climate change. 

My hope is that this critique may strengthen the case for a shift in the Green Party; the climate 
emergency needs our membership actively campaigning for a realistic response from all levels of 
government. This account also serves as an apology to the many people who wanted our campaign 
to be rolled out and properly messaged and resourced. It is intended for internal use; please do not 
circulate outside the party. 

When I joined the Green Party in 2015 hoping for climate change action, the dominant opinion in my 
local branch (and I later heard it on GPEX) was that it was ‘death on the doorstep’ to talk about it. I 
co-led a Bristol Policy Ideas meeting and retired deeply disappointed by this ‘tailist’ attitude. Climate 
change is now admitted as an issue that voters are concerned about, but the dominant view still 
seems to be that an electoral party should not run issue-based campaigns, but simply communicate 
about the issues and support existing campaigns by occasional drop in photo ops and messages. For 
a short time, in the light of the IPCC report of 2018, it looked as if the idea of a climate change 
campaign as a strategic mobilising of members around an issue (and what an issue!) was accepted. 
The ACE campaign launched a year ago has since died a death. Yet arguably campaigning in the 
sense of organising is incorporated in our constitution: 

The object shall be to promote the aims of The Green Party, which are: a) to develop and 
implement ecological policies consistent with the Philosophical Basis of the Party as 
expressed in Policies for a Sustainable Society; b) to that end to win seats at all levels of 
government; c) to organise any non-violent activity which will publicise and further the first 
two aims. 
https://www.politicalpartydb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/UK_GreenParty_2012.pdf 

Chronology of a campaign. 
Summer 2018: Britta Goodman, who was on the Campaigns Committee, makes a presentation to 
GPEx about the need for a national Climate Change campaign. She is invited to design a campaign 
and bring it back to GPEx. She is told it must be both fully costed and cheap. 

Britta gathers some experienced members from different local branches to brainstorm. The group 
agrees there is a great wish among members for such a campaign, and believes it would strengthen 
electoral campaigning and improve our capacity to fundraise. This core group meets several times in 
person, and for over a year meets together most weeks on Zoom. We study Chris Rose’s book How 
to Win Campaigns (2010) and meet with him as consultant.  

Autumn 2018 Britta and I are elected as Campaigns Co-ordinators (job share). 

The role description of the Campaigns Co-ordinator says:  

The Campaigns Coordinator’s main responsibilities are designing and implementing 
non-electoral national campaigns which can be promoted by local parties and groups within 
the Party, providing or updating existing campaigning training material for local parties and 
groups and training and convening a Campaigns Committee. (my emphasis) 

The working title of the campaign is Zero Carbon Now. It has three streams: 

1) To engage members by encouraging them to make personal videos for social media and 
organise local letter writing around local authority action for emissions reductions. (As 
examples, we make some humorous videos emphasising the urgency of Climate Change 
mitigation, attempting to bypass the psychological difficulty of facing this reality).  

https://www.politicalpartydb.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/UK_GreenParty_2012.pdf


2) To organise members and supporters/friends in local action groups to help Green councillors 
get Climate Action Plans agreed and implemented. (Recognising Green Councillors as a 
powerful resource of the GPEW, and following Andrew Cooper’s work on Locally Determined 
Contributions). 

3) To publicise the local work as exemplars of what national government should be doing. 
(Following international experience on ‘surrounding the centre’, see eg the C40 mayors.)  

October 2018 Britta and I run a workshop around the campaign at the autumn 2018 conference in 
Bristol and talk with the Head of Communications and the then CEO about it. 

GPEX doesn’t like stream (1) so we drop the video element and incorporate letter writing into 
stream (2). 

November 2018 Bristol Green Councillor Carla Denyer’s motion for the City Council to declare a 
Climate Emergency and set a target for reaching net zero by 2030 is passed unanimously, followed 
by similar motions from many other Councils.  

As this movement progresses, the main organised pressure for it comes from Extinction Rebellion 
which has just become a force to reckon with. We would prefer GPEW members, rather than XR, to 
be doing this. In many cases these are the same people, but the slow development of the campaign 
means that XR gets all the credit. 

January 2019  

We meet with representatives of the AGC and the Climate Change Policy Working Group and some 
of our campaign gang to devise a joint campaign with two wings, the Councillors and the members 
organised in supportive local groups. We agree to prepare a flatpack of resource materials to be 
published online and start work on a Google Doc of (from AGC) resources about motions, Action 
Plans, how to get to net zero etc and (from us) resources about how to organise Climate Emergency 
groups, publicity, demonstrations, letter writing, local authority structure, how to attend Council 
meetings, make statements, ask questions etc.  

Spring 2019 

Four very different pilot local Climate Emergency groups are set up, working in different conditions 
(e.g. in terms of the size and political composition of the LAs) in Settle in the NW, in Wandsworth, in 
Bruton in the SW and in Bristol. Representatives from all four continue to meet most weeks, 
sometimes with Sally Pickering of the AGC and with the Head of Communications. 

March.  

Disagreement over the ‘microsite’ prepared by staff on the basis of our Google Doc. Britta and I see 
it as dull and access is clumsy. Meanwhile the AGC, tired of the delay, find other ways of getting their 
part of the flatpack to councillors.  

To end the stalemate, Campaigns Co-ordinators are asked to work with the new head of Fundraising, 
(ex-Greenpeace) who encourages us to include the public aim of reaching 1.5 million supporters. We 
use this motif in a presentation to a fundraising meeting, but it is disliked. Some influential people 
present say the GPEW shouldn’t be doing issue-based campaigning. The Head of Fundraising resigns 
(not over this alone), claiming the GP is stuck in bland, rigid forms of communication. 



April. Britta and I lead two fringe meetings around the campaign at Spring conference, Scarborough. 
Well attended and enthusiastic. We meet with regional co-ordinators and suggest they be a 
reference point for local Climate Emergency groups. They agree.  

Summer Meetings with staff in the Biscuit Factory to agree a brief for a free-standing microsite to be 
constructed by Jack Lennox, then on GPEx, who works for WordPress. We negotiate a separate logo 
for the campaign and the name Action on Climate Emergency (ACE). 

October 2019 Autumn Conference, Newport. ACE campaign launched. Website is live, contains good 
resources including reports on the campaign goals and the four groups, though still incomplete. 

ACE Goals: 

 1. All councils to declare a Climate Emergency. 

2. Make it Real – make sure your council publishes its Action Plan and gets on with 
implementation.  

3. Take it National – get the government to work with Local Authorities to meet the UK’s 
climate commitments and kickstart a Green New Deal.  

The campaign will work with anyone who shares our aims, and makes non-sectarian working 
a Green virtue. That’s partly why the website needs to be open to non-members. 

Campaign launch is not followed up by any messaging from the GP, despite requests. It is therefore 
only known about to the few hundred present at the launch. On many occasions the leaders or 
Caroline L. could mention it and but don’t, though it would arguably strengthen what they’re saying. 
One leaflet is available at conference, subsequent silence. (December election didn’t help). 

Meanwhile, the local Climate Emergency groups in their very different forms continue to work well. 
In Settle they have been engaging local communities in climate action. In Wandsworth they have 
gathered 12,000 paper signatures to a petition triggering a Council debate on declaring a climate 
emergency; this succeeds despite Conservative majority and later they will set up the ‘Big Chat’ – 
assemblies for public and Councillors on how to implement. In Bruton an active coalition with local 
businesses has agreed a programme of emissions reductions. In Bristol ACE meets with Green 
Councillors, opposes airport expansion, attends Council meetings to follow up statements and 
questions to Council regarding the inadequacy of the Mayor’s response to the Climate Emergency 
declaration.  

January 2020  

Appointment of Julian Dean to support Green Councillors’ work. The AGC wing of the campaign is 
working well.  

Feb 

Mary, the new CEO, and Heather, new Head of Development, offer proposals for discussion on GPEx 
about how to integrate ACE into the electoral and fundraising work of GPEW. These are couched in 
business language rather than activist language. Although it’s never openly said, it seems that the 
aspect of engaging and organising members to intervene on the ground has quietly been dropped, 
and the microsite resources forgotten. Julian’s excellent work seems now to be seen as the whole of 
the campaign. 

  



March  

After energetic lobbying, GPEx agrees by a majority vote to fund a Climate Campaign Officer for the 
members’ wing of ACE. Job description agreed.  

Coronavirus emergency supersedes and advertisement is withdrawn. 

Yet the lockdown did not make the ACE campaign unworkable. Our Bristol ACE group has simply 
gone online, continuing to work with councillors – currently on resources for cycling and walking and 
on illegal levels of air pollution, and against the West of England Combined Authority’s road building 
and transport plans. The evidence for the success of our model is not being taken into account. 

My conclusions 

Although GPEx agreed the campaign and it was formally launched, it has been effectively sabotaged 
by being repeatedly put on the back burner, always judged lower priority than public scandal, 
financial problems, Brexit, unexpected elections, coronavirus and so on. This was short sighted. It 
has resulted in Friends of the Earth and XR moving into the space we had mapped out – but not 
exactly into that space, because our plans to support Green and allied councillors were more specific 
and constructive. The failure to communicate about the campaign and neglect of the website seem 
to me to have come from those who believe campaigns which mobilise members around issues are a 
threat to us as an electoral party, in competition with electoral campaigns. Britta and I have argued 
and still believe that the members’ campaign we designed would engage silent members, 
complement and strengthen Julian’s work and be a great support to Councillors, and support us 
electorally and financially. There is certainly evidence from conference and local meetings that 
members want it.  

Some good work is clearly being done by staff around the need for a green recovery and a Green 
New Deal. What I know of this work seems compatible with ACE, but my impression is that it is set to 
replace it. The ACE campaign was designed as a campaign in the Chris Rose sense; to mobilise 
members and supporters to be active around goals to which SMART targets can readily be applied. It 
is not the same as a photo-op at a fracking site or a statement praising anti-HS2 actions. It is not 
reducible to protest or rebellion because it is constructive. It is not the same as FoE or XR. There is 
some overlap, but it appeals to people who would not join those organisations. If the Green Party 
does not want issue-based on-the-ground campaigns, it should rewrite its constitution and change 
the job description of the campaigns co-ordinators (recently re-issued with only minor edits.) 

There’s also a governance issue here. It should not be possible for GPEW commitments (launching a 
campaign is a commitment) to be silently undermined, without a vote at any level, by people who 
were previously in a minority but who now say ‘Well, I never agreed anyway.’ When policies are 
changed, which must sometimes happen, it should be openly as a result of argument and evidence, 
not by accretion. Unacknowledged slippage is not the way to maintain a unified and resilient 
organisation. Paradoxically, open disagreement can be less divisive, since it acknowledges past work 
and allows people to choose whether to move forward in the new direction, or whether they wish to 
organise against it. My judgement is that the GPEW does not want a national climate change 
campaign that engages members in local political action. Since that has always been my central 
focus, I have decided to resign from GPEx. I remain in the Party and wish it nothing but good, but I 
think a lot of my work for it has been wasted and I prefer to take my campaigning energy elsewhere. 

Caro New 

Bristol Green Party 
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