What is an Ecovillage?

Ross and Hildur Jackson, who had set up the Gaia Trust a few years before, had been looking for wise ways to use the money they had made available for ecological projects. They had asked Diane and Robert Gilman to write a report on Ecovillages, and it was this that had created the thinking that eventually led up to the creation of the Global Ecovillage Network. Diane and Robert had defined an Ecovillage as follows, and this definition has more or less followed GEN’s thinking since then:

· Human scale, usually thought of as somewhere between 50 and 500 members, but with exceptions.

· A full featured settlement, in which the major functions of life, food provision; manufacture; leisure; social life; and commerce, are all present in balanced proportions. They were careful to point out that this should not mean that ecovillages be totally self-sufficient or isolated from their surroundings.

· Human activities harmlessly integrated into the natural world. By this they meant to imply that there is an ideal of equality between humans and other forms of life. In practice this means that a cyclic approach to resource use should be aimed at, rather than the linear, throw-away life style which has become the norm in western society.

· Supportive of healthy human development. A balanced and integrated approach to fulfilling human needs – physical, emotional, mental and spiritual – was envisaged, not just for individuals, but for the community as a whole.

· Successfully able to continue into the indefinite future. This is the principle of sustainability, and indeed, in many cases Ecovillages and Sustainable Communities are terms that are used interchangeably. 

Their report went further, to define a number of areas in which Ecovillages would have to create new situations. This list in itself can serve as a planning list for Ecovillages, and does not look very different from some of the Permaculture courses which I have been involved in.

· The bio-system, where the relationship between the Ecovillage and its ecological environment is as low impact as possible.

· The built environment, where building technology, materials and design are looked at holistically.

· The economic system, where fairness and non-exploitation would be hallmark features.

· The governance of the community, democracy, conflict resolution, leadership and the relationship between the Ecovillage and its neighbours would all need to be redefined.

· The “glue”. This is a term which has come to mean something hazy in one sense, but something that is very real and fundamental. How do communities keep together? What is it that binds us together as a group of people? We enter here into the realms of the spiritual and ideological. 

· The whole-system. All these ideas just mentioned need to be integrated and understood as being parts of a greater whole, that work together in symbiosis. For me this is where Permaculture becomes relevant as an integrated planning system, and it’s this thought that prompted me to go ahead with writing this book.

Ecovillage Training Centres

These definitions of ecovillages do not give a strong enough emphasis to one aspect which to me is fundamental: The relationship between the Ecovillage and the rest of the world. 

There are some communities that are into self reliance and self sufficiency, that hoard food and supplies, are well armed, and in the event of total social disaster, will defend themselves against all comers. There are groups who pursue aims which are in conflict with my sense of rightness. There are yet other communities that are happy to have established a good lifestyle for their residents, and the rest of the world can go hang! 

There is an ever present danger that we think we are the only righteous ones, and that all other groups are lesser beings. 

We live in an existentially questioning age. Do we have a future? Can we overcome the technical problems of pollution and resource depletion? Can we escape the social and spiritual nihilism so prevalent in our western society? If we can, where do we look for the answers we need? Where are the solutions being tested out?

It has become clear to me that to create a viable future society we need action on many fronts. There is no single solution that has all the answers. When I look back at what we have in our society in Western Europe, it seems that we owe a lot to radical innovators several generations ago. People who were prepared to experiment, to test out their ideas in real living situations. Often this was hard, and many, if not all, of the radical collectives of the 19th century have disappeared, some more quickly than others.

It is my firm belief that it is in intentional community, specifically in Ecovillages, that these solutions are being sought. They are today some of the most fertile areas for innovation, experiment and problem solving.  It is here that we are developing the techniques and technologies which will eventually give birth to a truly sustainable society, caring for the environment and the people.

That is why it is so important to develop Ecovillage Training Centres, something which was pictured right from the beginning of GEN. If we only build Ecovillages that are an escape from the problems of the larger society, we will have achieved very little. Only by engaging with the society around us, inviting people in to us, can we hope to achieve change in the larger society. 

