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Bringing the 
Beetles to 
Glastonbury
A mutual interview by Ali Birkett  
and Emma Sayer.

Ali: You’ve already done several 
festivals with Sex & Bugs, why was 
Glastonbury so important?

Emma: Glastonbury isn’t just any festival, for many festival-
goers it’s THE festival. It’s the biggest greenfield festival in 
the world, the modern-day Woodstock, the one you have 
to go to at least once in your lifetime. It’s also a very special 
place to do public engagement with ecology, not least 
because the festival attracts more than 200,000 people, but 
also because a lot of them are environmentally-minded and 
keen to find out more about ecology.

Ali: So was it different running the stall at Glastonbury, 
compared to other festivals?

Emma: It was harder work with so many visitors and a 
smaller team, but despite that it was even more motivating. 
At other festivals, people dropped by, tried a game or two, 
asked a couple of questions, and left after a few minutes. 
At Glastonbury, we had quite a few visitors every day who 
hung around for half an hour or more because they really 
wanted to talk to us and find out about ecology and our 
research. Oddly, Glasto is the only festival where people 
have asked us “What’s the point of this?” and they were 
always very pleased to hear that we just sharing our passion 
for ecology, not recruiting or petitioning.

Emma: How about you? After watching us running 
around like headless chickens for two years, why did you 
decide to join us?

Ali: Overall I think this is a great initiative, particularly 
because it’s led by researchers and gives them a chance to 
share their science. I really enjoyed the whole experience 
and I hope that I managed to share my passion for the 
natural world with others whilst also gaining so much 
myself. The BES is streets ahead of other learned societies 
in enabling their members to do this kind of thing and it 
makes you feel more valued as an early-career researcher. 

Emma: Why is that?
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Ali: Keynotes, plenaries, books, science 
on TV etc.: we mostly pay attention to 
big names and scientists with years of 
experience. When you’re doing this (Sex 
& Bugs), you also feel that your research 
is fascinating enough to draw a big 
audience and that the Society values your 
work and your input.

Emma, Catherine, and Ali (l to r) apply fashion 
sense to solving the practical problem of staying 
dry 

Emma: So do you think the experience 
has benefitted you as a researcher?

Ali: As an early career researcher not long 
out of PhD, being a Roadie this summer 
came at a brilliant time for me. Just when 
I needed fresh inspiration after finishing 
my thesis corrections, I had the chance 
to meet and work alongside a team of 
amazing researchers from all sorts of 
academic areas from paleoecology to fish 
behaviour. After spending so long focused 
on my own project, it was great to be 
reminded of all the other things to be 
discovered in the big wide world! More 
than this, to rediscover my enthusiasm 
for my own research by sharing it with 
completely new audiences felt like a new 
lease of life. 

Emma: So how did you rediscover your 
research subject?

Ali: Sex & Bugs gave me the opportunity 
to bring the beetles to Glastonbury 
Festival – literally! And that’s not 
something many people can say. In 
my PhD I studied the distribution and 
function of UK dung beetles, and to be 
able to talk about this with a completely 
new group of people was brilliant. It was 
wonderful watching the faces of children 
and adults alike change when they found 
out that dung beetles aren’t just a tropical 
or African thing; that we have them 
here in the UK too, working away in our 
grazing pastures. I mean, the engagement 
started on the very first day when the 
security guards at the entrance to the site 
looked at us in disbelief as we showed 
them the tank of beetles in the back of 
the van and the box of live bumblebees 
balanced on my knee in the front! To 
engage a soggy and sad festival-goer 
on a damp day with a simple game in 
the tent entrance and for that to lead to 
them staying in the tent for half an hour 

chatting about my research, and many 
other aspects of the natural world, was a 
truly reinvigorating thing.

Emma: What about more immediate so-
called transferrable skills?

Ali: Yes, being a Roadie has definitely 
given me the opportunity to learn new 
and useful skills. These ranged from the 
ability to summarise my own research in 
a one minute jargon-free ‘elevator pitch’; 
through some appreciation of the logistics 
involved in organising outreach and 
engagement events; to how to evaluate 
the success of such events using informal 
interview techniques. All of these skills 
will prove to be very useful to me in 
the future as I look to build my research 
career and profile, especially as I believe 
strongly in the importance of good 
science communication. One day I might 
even find a use for my new-found talent 
for attracting attention to the stall whilst 
wearing a cockroach costume! 

Ali: What about you? You’re no longer a 
spring chicken – do you still think this a 
good way to spend your time?

Emma (ignoring spring chicken 
comment): Are you kidding? Of 
course it is! The more paperwork and 
management I do, the more important 
it is for me to do something different. 
As a researcher, your work is constantly 
being scrutinised and often criticised; 
everything is peer-reviewed, and many 
things get rejected. This can sometimes 
get a bit demoralising, so seeing people’s 
enthusiasm and fascination for ecology 
reminds me of why I got into research in 
the first place. 

Emma: What was the best bit about 
Glastonbury in particular?

Ali: The balance of spending the day 
sharing my excitement about the natural 
world, and the evening fulfilling a 
personal ambition to listen to music at 
and generally experience Glastonbury 
Festival was an amazing thing! And I don’t 
think I need to say much about having 
the chance to watch The Who play the 
Pyramid Stage in front of the sunset on 
the last night of Glastonbury Festival, do 
I...?*

The Pyramid stage (with The Who, honest)

Ali: What about you? What was your 
highlight of our mad and amazing week?

Emma: When I first had the idea for 
‘Sex & Bugs’, it was to take ecology 
to Glastonbury. It’s fantastic that it has 
grown and we’ve been able to go to so 
many events but actually seeing that initial 
completely crazy idea become reality was 
pretty much the highlight of the year! The 
atmosphere of the festival was perfect and 
I felt privileged to be engaging people 
with research there – especially when one 
of our visitors told us that we were the 
best thing at Glastonbury!!! As for all the 
stuff going on at Glasto, it would have to 
be joint 1st place between The Who and 
the Dalai Lama. 

Ali: What happens now? Now we’ve 
done Glastonbury, where does ‘Sex & 
Bugs’ go from here?

Emma: Festivals are not everyone’s cup 
of tea, so the BES has some great plans 
for ways to support more members in 
developing their own public engagement 
activities. For me, the next thing is making 
sure we can go back to Glasto and do it 
again...

The Glasto Roadies (l to r: Catherine, Ali, Emma, 
Nick and Max) relax after closing up the stall for 
the day

Ali Birkett (@thatali_ecol) finished her 
PhD on dung beetle distribution and 
function at Lancaster University last year. 
She loves music and being outdoors, so 
doing ecology at music festivals was a 
no-brainer!

Emma Sayer is Associate Editor of the 
Bulletin and Lecturer at the University of 
Lancaster.

*By way of explanation: Emma and Ali 
were very, very excited about “It’s THE 
WHO... at GLASTONBURY”

If you want to know more about how 
public engagement can help your 
research, be sure to join the workshop 
at the BES Annual Meeting 2015 in 
Edinburgh and attend Ali’s talk in the 
Ecology and Society session. 


