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CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY

It seems a long time since we were last here.

It seems a long time since the May elections.

It has been a quite a year.  Full of ups and downs.  In the next quarter of an hour, I’m going to give a personal perspective on the journey we’ve had since we met, last November, in this very same hall.  And I’m going to remind you of the many things we have to look forward to.

As an Edinburgh councillor and citizen I’m going to give an Edinburgh slant on it.  That is in NO way to ignore the huge efforts and achievements by branches and activists throughout the country.  And at the end of it I hope to say a bit about what I, as a councillor, can bring to my new role of co-convenor to the party as a whole.

This time last year we were already steeped in a target-to-win contest.  In fact, the day after conference I took delivery of 15,000 copies of issue 2 of my own ward newsletter, one of four target wards we were focusing on in Edinburgh.  So, even by then, the campaigning was several months old.

Over the next six months we embarked on the biggest Green campaign – by far, that the city had ever seen.  And I know the same was true in Glasgow, Dundee, Lanarkshire, Stirling and many other areas.

In our 4 target wards we delivered 156,000 ward newsletters.  Every single one by hand.  In the last 3 weeks of the campaign we delivered 72,000 election leaflets.  And on one night alone – ONE NIGHT – we stuck 40,000 eve-of-poll cards through letter boxes.  

We had street stalls in places hitherto untouched by a Green presence.  We spoke to thousands of voters face to face, many for the first time.  At the peak we had over 200 people out campaigning in Edinburgh – not just members but sympathisers, supporters, family and friends.

In this city alone we reached and surpassed our branch fundraising target of £21,000, every single penny earned without having to doff the cap to millionaires- with-murky-motives. 

For the first time ever we published our own detailed manifesto, our vision for the city of Edinburgh, with over 70 commitments outlining how we would make Edinburgh a greener and fairer place. 

The sheer scale of that effort simply blows away anything that the Greens have ever done before.

But did we do enough? Probably not.  Could we have done things better?  Evidently.  But I firmly believe that without the sheer tenacity and talent of every one of us here we might not have survived the seismic shift that ruptured the political landscape in May.  

So, as well as reflecting on what might have been, let us also take a moment to applaud ourselves for what we DID do. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In Edinburgh, and the wider Lothians, we saw Robin elected for a third successive term: the first ever Green parliamentarian in the UK and the longest-serving.

And at Council level we secured the first preference votes of one in twelve voters across the city: 16,000 in all.  37,000 voters gave us either first or second votes.  This resulted in the election of three councillors in Edinburgh: myself in the Meadows/Morningside ward, whose boundaries are next door, Maggie Chapman in Leith Walk and Steve Burgess in Southside/Newington.

In the City Centre ward we came within a handful of votes of getting another councillor, falling short even with 17% of first preference votes.  And in a further two wards we secured 11%, putting us in a strong position for 2011 or 2012.

Of course, we were eclipsed by our colleagues in Glasgow who secured 5 councillors and very nearly a sixth.  There is much we can learn from each other and we hope to build on our shared interests in the Green Councillors fringe meeting tomorrow.

I don’t have time to go into detail on what has been happening in Edinburgh, save to say that within hours of being elected our phones were buzzing with offers of deals with other political parties.  The electoral arithmetic in the city is very tight, with several different permutations of potential ruling groups.  

Currently the city is led by a very fragile Liberal Democrat-SNP coalition.  It has no overall majority and relies on the casting vote of the Lord Provost to advance its policies.  

Already that fragility has been exposed with an embarrassing climb-down over a disastrous school closures programme where the Greens campaigned shoulder to shoulder with parent and community activists. 

For the moment the Greens are in opposition.  But I believe it is only a matter of time before we follow the lead of our Green councillor colleagues in England and seek to go up to the next level.

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I started by saying that it seemed a long time since May.  And so it does.  But it is only six months and as new councillors in a new type of system there has been a lot to learn.  But we’ve already begun to make an impact:

I have called upon the City to make sure that our world famous Festivals look at their environmental impact and work to reduce it, and the City is currently investigating how we can become the first Plastic bag free city in the UK.  

Steve Burgess has called for action on air pollution and has raised awareness of the City’s intention to pursue incineration, burning waste, in a desperate bid to reduce landfill.  Quite where burning perfectly good materials sits with the Administration’s zero waste policy ambitions is something we’ve yet to discover! 

Steve has also secured a commitment to look at the thousands of homes which lie empty in the city: seeking to make better use of such a wasted resource rather than building on yet more precious green or open space .

Maggie Chapman has raised the issue of ethical investment, by highlighting the fact that Council pension fund currently secures returns on the back of arms dealers.  Maggie only narrowly failed to get this through Council because the Lib Dems voted against their own party policy – you see, there are some similarities between local and national politics!

In the next few years, there will be many opportunities and challenges.  We want to build on the experience of our Green councillor colleagues in England in developing our own Green budgets at council level.  We want to build our policy platform locally and we want to reach out to more voters.

Our analysis of election results so far shows that 11 of the 17 wards in the city are well within the reach of a Green councillor next time.  I am convinced that we are on the path to achieving that!

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

As a political Party, we’re here to lay before the electorate an alternative view of the direction society, and our economy, should take.   Unless we succeed in getting our unique message across, our future won’t be one anyone desires.  

We need to dispel the myths; some people believe that the other Parties are Green! But we know greenwash when we see it! The other Parties believe that economic growth is the paramount goal and this drives them to embrace climate-wrecking road building and airport expansion programmes.  

Surely everyone knows by now that more roads means more cars, not less traffic, well, not after the first 5 minutes! 

Do we hear anything from these would-be Green parties on the sustainability crisis we face? The Green solution to the growing volume of rubbish we’re generating would be to investigate how to make our economy more efficient so that less waste is produced in the first place.  

But no.  Our football team may be enjoying something of a renaissance, ranked 13th in the world by Fifa, but we’re lying second bottom of the European recycling league, just ahead of  Greece.  In fact, we’re sending so much waste to landfill sites we’re heading for financial penalties.  In order to avoid these penalties, Greens are calling for a real commitment to a zero waste society.  Waste is exactly what we currently choose to do with so much that could perfectly well be reused or recycled.  Yet local authorities across the land are considering burning vast quantities of perfectly reusable materials.  Why is this the case? 

Because national government and local authorities have failed to get the recycling message across strongly enough.  They just aren’t making it easy enough for all but the most committed recycler.  A local butcher has contacted me to ask why it costs small businesses more than twice as much to recycle cardboard as it does to dump it with their other waste?  The only answer to this question is that Greens aren’t in power – yet!

I don’t hear too much from these other Parties on so many of the issues that should be WAY up the agenda. For example, how are they going to address the increase in chronic health complaints, the sky-high increase in conditions like asthma? The pharmaceutical companies continue to benefit because of damp housing.  The Green solution would be insulation, not inhalers!  

Research suggests that children in Scotland have one of the worst childhood experiences in Europe, with lack of safe play space a major factor, and one that leads to too much time in the home, engaged in sedentary, and sometimes solitary pursuits.  

We continue to sell off playing fields while one in five of our under twelves are medically obese.   

We have 80 acres of golf course for every one acre of play space.  

It is vital that we make sure that people understand that they have a real choice and that IT DOESN’T HAVE TO BE LIKE THIS!

A favourite establishment party myth is the cost of adopting Green policies.  But how much we will pay in fines for our overflowing landfill sites, and unacceptable levels of pollution on our streets?   How much ill health will result from these policy failures?

Only the Greens appreciate that all policies are inter-related.  We understand that Planning policy has a real impact on our health.  People who live near their school, or close to work can walk, so they’re healthier and their journey on foot means congestion and pollution is lowered too.  

They can pop in to their local shops, building a feeling of community, supporting vital local businesses.  Green policies aren’t isolated, segregated and this is where our message is truly unique. 

Let’s dispel a few more myths.  Firstly that Greens are anti-growth.  What drivel!  Greens WANT growth. We want growth in funding for renewable, community energy schemes.  We want growth in the number of affordable, social homes.   We want growth in the number of allotments in our cities.  We want growth in community enhancing, job-providing internal investment.  

And I’m oh-SO tired of hearing that a Green way of life is all about self-denial. This is simply more scare-mongering by the old business-as-usual parties.  Though we would like to deny you the opportunity to breathe pollution filled air, the opportunity to eat pesticide filled food… those Greens, what are they like?!

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

As you walk up the steps here; as you look out of the window, you can see that this is a beautiful city.  But it is also a city whose burden of consumption lies heavily on the planet; where absurd levels of privilege lie cheek by jowl with acute poverty.  It is a city scarred by inequality.

So I want you to picture, as you go down those steps or gaze out of this window, a different kind of Edinburgh: a green Edinburgh. From a distance it might look much the same as it has for 300 years.  

But look closer.  

See the neighbourhoods bustling with local shops; owned by traders with deep local roots, where money spent in the community stays with the community.  

See the streets bustling, yes – but with people on foot; bicycles, a fleet of clean powered buses.  Oh yes, and trams.  

See local schools and local health centres thrive as the disastrous experiment with centralised public services becomes a faded memory.  

Look at the parks, flourishing as intended, as a result of community ownership and management of local space.  

The housing developments don’t sprawl as much anymore but, funnily enough, people report better contact with neighbours and fear of crime has plummeted.

Does that sound like a joy-less future?  No, not to me either.  It is time for us to take the battle to our detractors – challenge the idea of life quality as the acquisition of “stuff”; time to pose our upbeat vision of real social progress.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Finally, I want to say a bit about my new position as national co-convenor.  I thought long and hard about standing for this position.  Not least because of the daunting prospect of following in the footsteps of Shiona Baird, who has shone over the last three years.  

I cannot replace Shiona, no one can.  But I hope that, as a councillor, immersed in the frontline of local politics, I can bring something different to the role: an opportunity to show that Green ideas are not just essential but that they are also pragmatic.  

When I first contested a hustings, in 2000, I pointed out that I believed it was vital that we convinced people that our policies really would impact on day-to-day life around the country.  That we could campaign on local issues and make a difference, that we’d get plastic doorstep recycling, that we wouldn’t just fold as a supermarket proposed its 15th store in our city…

Working with Robin in parliament for eight years I saw just how hard our MSPs and my colleagues on the staff team worked; how passionately they advanced Green ideas.  I saw them win respect, little by little, from political opponents and independent commentators alike.  

Of course, the last few months of the campaign were especially intense; but it was the fruits of 4 years work and more that we were presenting to the voters in May.

Rarely can such passion, commitment and sheer talent have been so poorly, so unjustly rewarded.  But all that work does not dissipate over night.  We have more members than a year ago.  We have reached more people than ever before.  We are now seen as permanent fixture on the political landscape.

We can build from that.  We can develop new ideas.  We can reach out to new voters.  We can expose green-wash, environmental hypocrises.  We WILL return to Holyrood in 2011 stronger than ever before.  We WILL return dozens of councillors, from Gretna to Durness.    

We WILL show that the Green message is the most pressing, most needed, most exciting message of them all. 

I can’t wait to share the next stage of the journey with you all.

Thank you.  
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