
News > Alumni Spotlight > Alumni spotlight: Abi Perrin, research scientist turned climate and nature communicator and activist

After more than a decade studying microbial life, Abi now aims to
bring science out of the lab and into the spaces it most urgently
needs to be understood and acted upon. Her current focus is on
creating empowering science-based trainings and workshops for a
range of audiences, alongside establishing community renewable
energy projects and networks for change in her home city of York.
 

What was your background before joining the Crick?
I’d been following a pretty traditional path in academia: I’d gone straight from an undergraduate degree in

Natural Sciences at the University of Cambridge to a PhD in Molecular Biology at the Wellcome Trust Sanger

Institute, then on to a postdoc at the then newly-founded Crick in 2015.
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Tell us about your work at the Crick 
My role at the Crick was to understand the inner workings of the malaria parasite. Specifically I looked at how

it controls the transitions in its life cycle that allow it to invade, replicate within, then destroy red blood cells,

which is what causes some of the worst symptoms of the disease. I’d felt hopeful that the insights we were

gaining would eventually contribute to better malaria treatments and/or prevention. 

 

What have you been doing since you left the Crick? 
When a wave of school strikes and disruptive protests about climate change was sweeping the world in 2019, it

caused me to start thinking about how science and scientists could be a bigger part of accelerating effective
climate action. The science was so clear that we face an existential Emergency requiring urgent,

transformative action across every area of society… and that made me question whether the research I was

doing was as aligned with protecting human health as I had thought it was. I looked for ways I could apply my

microbiology background to more directly environmentally-relevant areas and I landed on algae: not-so-distant

- but much less well-understood - relatives of malaria parasites that have a hugely important role to play in
global ecology and carbon cycling. I ended up moving to York in 2021 to do a postdoc creating resources to

advance our understanding of microalgal biology.  In parallel with what felt like a big, exciting work transition,

I was making lots of other shifts in my personal life and priorities.  Perhaps the biggest was getting increasingly

involved in communication, advocacy and activism, and, having found this an unexpectedly more effective

route for pushing for change, this is essentially what I do full time now, having put down my pipettes last year.
My main projects since leaving academia have been; developing science-based climate and nature trainings

and workshops; supporting the community (renewable) energy movement; and coordinating and co-authoring a

book of personal stories of scientists who have taken non-traditional paths to pushing for essential

understanding of - and commensurate action on - the Climate & Nature Emergency. 

 

How did your time at the Crick help you in your current role?
It was actually a talk I went to at the Crick which was something of a ‘penny drop’ moment for me, a turning

point after which my life and work moved in a very different direction. At the 2018 postdoc symposium, the
invited speaker was a doctor who talked about a recent climate report; he laid bare the devastation that

1.5oC of global warming is expected to cause to human health and to life around the world. Waking up to how

imminent and serious these threats were, it felt like I had been plunged into cold water. For some time

afterwards, I felt very distressed and uncertain, but I am ultimately very grateful for this moment that kicked
off a longer journey that’s led me to feeling much more empowered to act in response.

 

Advice/useful links for anyone looking to make this same move?
It can be so easy to become absorbed in fascinating discovery science or equally feel too stressed or pressured

in our jobs (and wider lives) to take more than a moment to see and feel that we are doing this in the context

of a rapidly escalating global Emergency. None of us are immune to powerful and understandable incentives to

avoid really knowing and feeling what this frightening reality means for us all, but each of us can make a

positive difference. In fact, many scientists already have the kinds of skills and influence that are hugely
needed to drive forward necessary, transformative change in our systems, institutions and societies. We are

trained to synthesise complex information and communicate that in useful formats, and, even as scientific

evidence feels like it’s becoming less ‘relevant’ in society, scientists are still trusted more than almost all

other professionals. Learning about the Emergency, talking about it, and connecting with others who care too

are almost always the first steps that enable us to find the niche where we can be most effective. And It could
not be more important that we do; last year crashed through the temperature threshold that scientists
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(including that 2018 speaker at the Crick) have consistently warned so strongly we must avoid, and that’s just

one of Earth’s vital signs that are flashing red. If scientists don’t act on those warnings, how can we reasonably

expect others to do so? 

After all, there can be  “no research on a dead planet”.

 

You can read more stories from a range of scientists who, like Abi, have embraced activism in pursuit of

effective action on the Climate & Nature Emergency in their new book: Scientists on Survival: Personal

Stories of Climate Action is available to preorder now ahead of its publication later this month
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Alumni spotlight: Alicia Bruzos, Crick Bioinformatician to leading a Research Group in
Germany
Alicia joined the Crick as a Bioinformatician and earlier this year started her own research group at the Max Planck Institute for Marine Microbiology

in Bremen, Germany. More...
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Alumni spotlight: Helena Aegerter, Crick PhD to Postdoc in Gent

After her PhD, Helena is now in Belgium taking mucus samples from asthmatic patients with the help of clinicians, runnin… More...

Alumni spotlight: Dan Stedman, Crick PhD to Postdoc in Glasgow

Dan is using techniques developed during his PhD in his current Postdoc position at the University of Glasgow to underst… More...
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Alumni spotlight: Tatiana Rizou, Crick PhD student to Clinical Trial Manager

After completing her PhD at the Crick, Tatiana joined Medpace as an Associate Clinical Trial Manager in the Oncology the… More...

Alumni spotlight: Clovis Basier, Crick PhD student to Management Consultant

Clovis left the Crick in 2024 following completion of his PhD and follow-up publications. He now works within consultanc… More...
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