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“In the evolution of civilisation, I think we’re at the  
eleventh hour of the eleventh minute of the eleventh  
second,” says Polly Higgins, earth lawyer, campaigner and 
author of three books, including Eradicating Ecocide.

Look at the statistics and it’s difficult to disagree: 80%  
of the world’s natural forests have been destroyed by  
human activity; our seas are choked with one billion tons 
of plastic; 50% of the earth’s vertebrate population has been 
wiped out in the last 40 years. In the face of this litany of 
woe, it’s tempting to collapse in a pool of despair – or to 
stick our fingers in our ears, hoping it will all go away.  

But Polly Higgins, it seems, has found a different  
response.

It is 9am on a Monday morning when Polly and I meet. 
Polly is fresh-faced and glowing, her hair still damp  
after a swim. As we commiserate over the disappointing  
election result, she exudes an infectious sense of optimism 
and purpose: “It has to get worse before it gets better. It’s 
just that it hasn’t got bad enough yet for people to wake up,”  
she laughs. “It means our job’s not done yet.”

The job in question is Polly’s campaign at a UN level to 
create an international law against ecocide to criminal-
ise the mass damage and destruction of ecosystems. It is, 
she says, the “missing law” that would flip the destructive 
norms of our world in one fell swoop: “By creating such a 
law at an international level, our national laws can no lon-
ger put profit first. Instead, by creating a Law of Ecocide, 
mass damage and destruction is outlawed and an overrid-
ing duty of care for people and planet takes precedence.”

Named ‘One of the world’s top ten visionary thinkers’ by 
The Ecologist magazine, Polly is fêted for her work, which 
is supported by a growing number of people, including 
Deepak Chopra, Michael Meacher MP and primatologist 
Jane Goodall. She is currently working towards persuading 
a group of Heads of State to stand up and call for the law 
against ecocide to be added to the Rome Statute (alongside 
the laws against war crimes and genocide) by the end of 
this year so that it can be “tabled and operational by 2020”.  
It is, she says, “imminently doable. Once it’s tabled it’s a 
numbers game. Once you get two-thirds of signatories, it 
becomes an international law.”

I desperately want to believe in this – but is it really  
possible? She responds by drawing a parallel with the  
abolition of slavery: “When William Wilberforce first sat
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underneath an oak tree, when he committed to giving 
his life to this greater cause, he had no idea how long that 
would take. But he committed to giving it his best shot. 
He couldn’t square it with his conscience to just walk away 
and say, ‘Ah, it will never happen.’  And at the outset he had 
a lot of people saying, ‘This is ridiculous.’ But actually, as he 
moved through his journey, more and more people came 
on board. And he died a happy man. Two days before he 
died they passed the last of the major laws that abolished 
slavery. So, who knows what’s possible?”

Polly’s quest to eradicate ecocide began 10 years ago  
in the Royal Courts of Justice. “I was standing in court  
representing a man who had been badly injured in the 
workplace and it was judgement day. I found myself 
looking out of the window thinking, ‘It’s not just my  
client that’s been badly harmed, so has the earth.’  My next 
thought changed my life: ‘The earth’s in need of a good 
lawyer.’  This crystallised into a really important question: 
how do we create a legal duty of care for the earth? That 
was the beginning of my quest.”

It is a quest that has taken Polly through the underworld 
as much as through the overworld, as she readily admits. 
“There is a correlation between what’s happening in the 
external world and what’s happening in the internal world. 
So I’m equally interested in our inner ecocides – what are 
our own patterns of harm that cause mass damage and  
destruction? How do we really take charge of our lives, 
self-authorising rather than allowing others to dictate 
what we do or don’t do? This is about empowerment based 
on a first-do-no-harm principle – both at an individual as 
well as a collective level.”

Polly’s approach to tackling internal patterns of harm 
is seemingly straightforward, although perhaps more  
challenging in practice. “They’re like gold-dust moments 
when we identify a pattern. It’s that moment of giving 
name to the shadow self and saying, ‘I choose to let go of 
the inner critic within me. I choose to let go of my belief 
that I’m unworthy.’ And it’s the choosing to let go – the 
moment when we say ‘Enough! I’m not having it any more’ 
– that’s when we take charge. It’s hugely empowering to 
let go of these old stories, and actually, the more we free  
ourselves from these patterns, the more we shift away from 
bare survival to being nourished by life. It’s about moving 
from significant harm to significant harmony.”

So what of Polly’s own story of moving from harm to  
harmony? Born to an artist mother and a meteorologist

   PHOTO: tbsdave



You can find out more 
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her work on her website 
at: www.pollyhiggins.com
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father, Polly was raised in the wilds of the Scottish Highlands 
– a landscape that undoubtedly shaped her passion for the  
natural world. She is reticent about her personal struggles, but an  
anecdote in her latest book, I Dare You To Be Great, hints at the 
suffering she endured at the hands of classroom bullies: “I can 
see now how deeply unhappy a time it was and how much I  
internalised the pain. I learned not to be visible; I held back, I kept 
quiet and I retreated into myself.” 

All of which makes her work now – speaking, writing, campaign-
ing – seem all the more remarkable. 

It took her a while, however, to find her vocation in the law. 
She started out by following her mother’s footsteps, studying 
arts at university and working for an art dealer in London for  
several years. When the call finally came, it took her completely by  
surprise: “I was at Glasgow University doing a post-graduate  
degree in decorative arts. I remember howling my eyes out, saying, 
‘I wish I’d done law,’ and immediately afterwards thinking, ‘Where 
on earth did that thought come from?’ It was a million miles away 
from what I was doing, but something in me was really needing to 
do law.”

Her sense that law was “a man’s subject” initially deterred Polly 
from pursuing this calling. But a chance encounter in London 
soon changed all that. “I met a woman, who was a lawyer, and it 
was great because in a way she gave me permission. Here she was  
talking a language of care about law. And I thought, ‘Yeah, that’s it. 
I can do this.’”

And since then, it seems, she hasn’t stopped.

That said, as Polly is keen to emphasise, this is not a journey she 
has taken alone. From the moment the idea of a law against ecocide 
first came to her, she has consistently sought to encourage others to 
join her in “singing a new song” of hope for the world. “We’re like 
the jets on the rockets for each other, the boosters. We unwittingly 
boost each other by walking our talk. Standing up and speaking 
out suddenly seems doable when those around you are doing it 
too.”

It is this belief in the importance of people standing up collectively 
to speak out against the cycles of harm playing out in the world 
that partly motivated Polly to write her most recent book, I Dare 
You To Be Great. In the book she defines ‘greatness’ as being ‘in 
service to something greater than ourselves’ and invites the reader 
to embark upon a quest of service of their own. 

She recognises that not everyone will want to take 
up her invitation. “All you can do is create the 
bridge but it’s up to other people to step onto it. It’s 
about allowing people to self-authorise, not try-
ing to dictate to them how they should live their 
lives… each of us has a different quest to take.”

If we do feel called to act, what does she suggest? 
“I’m a great believer in gifting ourselves a little bit 
of sacred space – whether that’s sitting under a 
tree like William Wilberforce did, taking a walk 
in nature, or simply just being. Allow yourself 
to ask some big questions and see where those 
take you – because they will. If you put out the 
question then the universe will supply the quest.”
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