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“If we continue to think of ourselves mostly as
consumers, it's going to be very hard to bring our
environmental troubles under control. But it’s also
going to be very hard to live the rounded and joyful
lives that could be ours. This is a subversive volume
in all the best ways!”

—Bill McKibben, author of Deep Economy and
The End of Nature

“Worldwatch has taken on an ambitious agenda in
this volume. No generation in history has achieved a
cultural transformation as sweeping as the one called
for here...it is hard not to be impressed with the
book’s boldness.”

—Muhammad Yunus, founder of the Grameen Bank
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The Power of
Social Movements

hroughout history, social move-
ments have played a powerful part
in stimulating rapid periods of cul-
tural evolution, where new sets of
ideas, values, policies, or norms are rapidly
adopted by large groups of people and subse-
quently embedded firmly into a culture. From
abolishing slavery and ensuring civil rights for
all to securing women’s suffrage and liberating
states nonviolently from colonial rulers, social
movements have dramatically redirected soci-
etal paths in just an eye blink of human history.

For sustainable societies to take root quickly
in the decades to come, the power of social
movements will need to be fully tapped.
Already, interconnected environmental and
social movements have emerged across the
world that under the right circumstances could
catalyze into just the force needed to acceler-
ate this cultural shift. Yet it will be important
to find ways to frame the sustainability move-
ment to make it not just possible but attrac-
tive. This will increase the likelihood that the
changes will spread beyond the pioneers and
excite vast populations.!

This section looks at some ways this is hap-
pening already. John de Graaf of the Take
Back Your Time movement describes one way
to “sell” sustainability that is likely to appeal to
many people: working fewer hours. Many

r-
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employees are working longer hours even as
gains in productivity would allow shorter work-
days and longer vacations. Taking back time
will help lower stress, allow healthier lifestyles,
better distribute work, and even help the envi-
ronment. This last effect will be due not just
to less consumption thanks to lower discre-
tionary incomes but also to people having
enough free time to choose the more reward-
ing and often more sustainable choice—cook-
ing at home with friends instead of eating fast
food, for example, making more careful con-
sumer decisions, even taking slower but more
active and relaxing modes of transport.
Closely connected to Take Back Your Time
is the voluntary simplicity movement, as
Cecile Andrews, co-editor of Less is More,
and Wanda Urbanska, producer and host of
Simple Living with Wanda Urbanska, discuss.
This encourages people to simplify their lives
and focus on inner well-being instead of mate-
rial wealth. It can help inspire people to shift
away from the consumer dream and instead
rebuild personal ties, spend more time with
family and on leisure activities, and find space
in their lives for being engaged citizens.
Through educational efforts, storytelling,
and community organizing, the benefits of the
lost wisdom of living simply can be rediscov-
ered and spread, transforming not just per-
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sonal lifestyles but broader societal priorities.

A third movement that could help redirect
broader cultural norms, traditions, and values
is the fairly recent development of ecovillages.
Sustainability educator Jonathan Dawson of the
Findhorn ecovillage paints a picture of the
exciting role that these are playing around the
world. These sustainability incubators are rein-
venting what is natural and spreading these
ideas to broader society—not just through
modeling these new norms but through train-
ing and courses in ecovillage living, perma-
culture, and local economics. Similar ideas are
also spreading through cohousing communi-
ties, Transition Towns, and even green com-
mercial developments like Dockside Green in
Canada and Hammarby Sjostad in Sweden.?

Two Boxes in this section describe some
other exciting initiatives. One provides an
overview of a new political movement called
décroissance (in English, “degrowth”), which
is an important effort to remind people that
not only can growth be detrimental, but some-
times a sustainable decline is actually optimal.
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And a Box on the Slow Food movement
describes the succulent power of organizing
people through their taste buds. Across cul-
tures and time, food has played an important
role in helping to define people’s realities.
Mobilizing food producers as well as con-
sumers to clamor for healthy, fair, tasty, sus-
tainable cuisines can be a shrewd strategy to
shift food systems and, through them, broader
social and economic systems.

These are just a few of the dozens and
dozens of social movements that could have
been examined. It is just our imaginations that
limit how we can present sustainability in ways
that inspire people to turn off their televisions
and join the movement. Only then, with mil-
lions of people rallying to confront political and
economic systems and working to shift per-
ceptions of what should feel “natural” and
what should not, will we be able to transform
our cultures into something that will with-
stand the test of time.

—Erik Assadourian
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Reducing Work Time as a Path
to Sustainability

John de Graaf

There is a silver lining on the cloud of reces-
sion that hangs over the industrial world. Con-
trary to popular expectations, in some
countries—particularly the United States—
health outcomes are actually improving.
Christopher Ruhm at the University of North
Carolina finds a decline in mortality of half a
percent for each 1 percent increase in U.S.
unemployment. How is this happening? Many
of the newly jobless suffer acute stress, and sui-
cides are up. But some are using the time off
to improve the rest of their lives—learning to
save, finding time to exercise, bonding more
closely to family and friends.!

More important, the crisis has meant a
reduction in working hours for most Americans
for the first time in decades. Some companies
and public agencies have chosen to cut hours
through shorter workweeks or furloughs
instead of laying employees oftf. With more
time and less money, people are smoking and
drinking less, eating fewer calorie-laden restau-
rant meals, and walking or bicycling more.
While auto sales have plunged, bicycle sales are
on the upswing. As Americans drive less, they
die less often in accidents—U.S. traffic deaths
declined by 10 percent from 2007 to 2008. Air

pollution from cars and factories (as they pro-
duce less) is also down, resulting in fewer
deaths, especially among children.?

In time, workers may find that the increased
family time, improved health, and other ben-
efits of more leisure outweigh the income
losses. This should inspire more efforts to
trade productivity for time instead of greater
purchasing power.

But we need to do this for another reason:
preserving the biosphere for future generations.

The Need to Limit Consumption

Data from the Global Footprint Network
suggest that if people in the developing world
were to suddenly achieve American lifestyles,
the world would need four more planets to
provide the resources for their products and
absorb their wastes. Already—and with half
the world’s people living in real poverty—
Earth’s carrying capacity is being overshot
by some 40 percent.?

Some environmentalists suggest that the
world can have its cake (expanded produc-
tion) and eat it too simply by improving tech-
nologies and investing in clean energy. Too

John de Graaf is a documentary filmmaker, co-author of Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, and

executive director of Take Back Your Time.
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often, however, technological improvements
such as greater fuel efficiency merely lead to
greater consumption of a product—people
drive more, for example. As Gus Speth, former
dean of the Yale School of Forestry, puts it:
“The eco-efficiency of the economy is improv-
ing through ‘dematerialization,’ the increased
productivity of resource inputs, and the reduc-
tion of wastes discharged per unit of output.
However, eco-efficiency is not improving fast
enough to prevent impacts from rising.”*

Speth spells out clearly the cost of current
trends in resources, pollution, and equity: dis-
appearing rainforests and fisheries, exhaustion
of fossil fuels, increasing hunger, a rapidly
widening gap between rich and poor. Despite
the faith of many in “super” cars and order-of-
magnitude technical advances, the burden of
evidence is clearly on those who think the
economy and human activities can continue to
grow exponentially without increasingly severe
environmental consequences.®

Industrial countries cannot deny the rights
of developing nations to greater economic
prosperity while others continue to consume
at current levels. That would be asking them
to sacrifice so that the rest of the world can
binge awhile longer.

Is There an Answer?

The current situation cannot continue, but
people in industrial countries are reluctant to
reduce their “standard of living.” Is there a
solution to this stand-off? Yes: the rich nations
of the world must immediately begin to trade
advances in labor productivity for free time
instead of additional purchasing power.

And people must understand that doing so
will not be a sacrifice. Rather it will mean sub-
stantial improvements in the quality of life.

There is a simple economic law that might
be called the growth imperative. Technical
progress consistently makes it possible to pro-
duce more product per hour of labor
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expended. For example, hourly labor produc-
tivity in rich countries has more than doubled
since 1970. The point is simple: to keep every-
one employed at the current number of hours
while productivity increases, it is necessary to
simply produce and consume more. It is
unlikely that scientific progress and increases
in labor productivity are going to stop. There-
fore in order to limit consumption to current
levels (or lower), it will be necessary either to
lay off a portion of the workforce or to reduce
everyone’s working hours.¢

Since 1970, the United States has chosen to
keep working hours stable—in fact, there is
some evidence that U.S. working hours have
even increased during the past 40 years. By
contrast, most other industrial countries, espe-
cially in Europe, have used shorter workweeks,
longer vacations, and other strategies to reduce
working hours—sometimes significantly.
Today, the average American puts in 200-300
more hours at work each year than the average
European does. Europeans have made a bet-
ter choice.”

The Benefits of Shorter Hours

Shorter working hours allow more time for
connection with friends and family, exercise and
healthy eating, citizen and community engage-
ment, attention to hobbies and educational
advancement, appreciation of the natural
world, personal emotional and spiritual growth,
conscientious consumer habits, and proper
environmental stewardship. The positive impact
of greater free time can be seen by comparing
quality of life indices for European nations
and the United States.

Since 1980, for example, the United States
has fallen from eleventh place in life expectancy
to fiftieth. West Europeans now live longer
than Americans. On average—although this
varies by country—they are also only a little
more than half as likely to suffer from such
chronic illnesses as heart disease, hyperten-
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sion, and type 2 diabetes after

the age of 50. The United

States now lags behind West-

ern Europe in virtually every

health outcome, despite spend-
ing about twice as much per
capita for health care. More-
over, Americans, with their
more stressful and hurried lives,
are nearly twice as likely to suf-
fer from anxiety, depression,
and other abnormalities of men-
tal health.®

Happiness is also affected.

While the United States ranks a

respectable eleventh in the world

in life satisfaction, a recent study
found that the four happiest countries in the
world—Denmark, the Netherlands, Finland,
and Sweden—were all characterized by their
remarkable attentiveness to “work-life balance.”

The environmental benefits of reduced work
time are myriad and include:

e Less need for convenience products. Fast
food, for example, is in part a response to an
increasingly pressured way of life. Highly
packaged and processed foods and other
products, including throwaway products,
also appeal to those who feel time is short.

e More time to reuse and recycle. Separating
wastes into paper, plastics, metals, compost,
or trash takes time. People often skip this if
they are feeling rushed or overwhelmed.

¢ Time to make other behavioral choices, such
as drying one’s clothes on a clothesline rather
than in a dryer. When pressed for time,
“convenience” tends to take priority.

e Time to choose slower and more energy-
friendly forms of transport, including walk-
ing, cycling, or public transit rather than
driving, or to take trains rather than planes.

e Time to make careful consumer choices,
including for certified products like Fair
Trade, organic, and songbird-friendly coffee
or Forest Stewardship Council lumber.

BLOGS.WORLDWATCH.ORG/TRANSFORMINGCULTURES

Bored in Seattle: the production line of a bottle factory.

Moreover, reductions in work time trans-
late rapidly into reductions in energy use, car-
bon footprints, and pollution (as already seen
in the current recession). A study conducted
by the Center for Economic and Policy
Research, a prominent Washington think tank,
concluded that if Americans were to reduce
their working hours to European levels, they
would almost automatically reduce their
energy/carbon impacts by 20-30 percent.!?

Rushing Through
the Environment

Finally, for many people environmental aware-
ness is enhanced by exposure to the natural
world, particularly in childhood. From John
Muir to Aldo Leopold to Rachel Carson to
David Brower, prominent environmentalists
have written of the impact of their experiences
in natural settings on their later commitment
to Earth. A love of nature often results in less
desire for material things. Aware of this, Muir
was one of the first to call for a law mandating
vacation time; he called it a “law of rest.” In
1876, on the one-hundredth anniversary of the
Declaration of Independence, Muir argued
for “Centennial Freedom” that would allow
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everyone, rich or poor, of whatever race or ori-
gin, time to get out into nature. “We work too
much and rest too little,” Muir declared.
“Compulsory education may be good; com-
pulsory recreation may be better.”!!

All Europeans enjoy at least four weeks of
paid vacation by law. So do citizens of many
African and Latin American nations. Yet the
United States still has no law providing vaca-
tion time, and half of all American workers now
get only one week or less off each year. Con-
sequently, children are now only half as likely
to spend unstructured time outdoors as they
were in 1970, and visitors to Yosemite National
Park—which is more than 300,000 hectares in
size—spend on average less than five hours
there. People rush through, snapping quick
photographs of the granite cliffs and waterfalls,
checking their watches, answering their cell
phones, and dashing on. There is no time to
appreciate the rhythms of Earth or experience
a connection to other species, no sense of loss
as they pass into extinction, no quiet time to
reflect on the wondrous world that now is
threatened with humanity’s insatiable mater-
ial demands.!?

Trading Stuff for Time

What might people do to begin trading gains
in productivity for time instead of stuff? The
organization Take Back Your Time has been
exploring the possibilities of this for the past
eight years, encouraged by such developments
as the Hours Adjustment Act in the Nether-
lands and France’s 35-hour week.!3

Dutch working hours are among the short-
est in the world, and the Netherlands has the
highest percentage of part-time workers. In
part, this is a direct response to policy initia-
tives. European Union law already requires
pay and benefit parity for part-time workers
who do the same work as full-timers. More-
over, in the Netherlands the Work and Care Act
and the Hours Adjustment Act encourage par-
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ents to share 1.5 jobs, each working three-
quarters time, by requiring that employers
allow workers to reduce their hours while
keeping the same hourly rate of pay and pro-
rating the benefits. While the right is used pri-
marily by parents of young children, it applies
to all employees. Those who choose this option
also commonly fall into lower tax brackets;
thus the economic penalty for working less is
further reduced.'*

In other European countries, innovative
laws allow for such things as regular sabbati-
cals, phased-in retirement, and guaranteed
days of rest, while sharply restricting long
hours and overtime work. Europeans would do
well to resist calls by corporate leaders to drop
restraints on work time and follow the Anglo-
American model, as their shorter work time has
brought them a higher quality of life than in
the United States.

In the United States and other long-hours
nations, change must start with a sober assess-
ment of the costs of the higher produc-
tion/higher consumption lifestyles—what
some now call “affluenza.” Americans have
the farthest to go in this and therefore perhaps
the best opportunity to make quick progress.
The United States stands alone among indus-
trial nations and most other countries in its lack
of laws guaranteeing such rights to time as
paid maternity or family leave, paid sick days,
or paid vacations. Paid maternity leave, for
example, is now guaranteed everywhere except
the United States, Swaziland, Liberia, and
Papua New Guinea. Many immigrants to the
United States are shocked at how few protec-
tions American workers have, particularly
where the right to time is concerned. Bills
currently being considered in the United States
Congress would correct some of these defi-
ciencies, but powerful forces are arrayed against
them. Business lobbies resolutely oppose all
“mandates” that would restrict their absolute
control of working hours.!?

On the other hand, there is some reason for
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optimism. The voluntary simplicity movement
has helped many Americans choose time over
money where the choice was actually theirs to
make and not the sole prerogative of their
employers. The leaders of that movement
understand that making these changes is not
only a matter of voluntary action, and it can be
helped by progressive policies. Strong organi-
zations that advocate a better work-life balance,
like the 1-million member group MomsRising,
have emerged in recent years. And the great
debate over national health care offers a chance
to make points about the health implications
of shorter work time.!®

Since 2002, the Take Back Your Time cam-
paign has worked to increase American aware-
ness of the benefits of shorter working hours.
These efforts have included celebrations of
Take Back Your Time Day (October 24th) in
about 200 U.S. municipalities, coverage of
the issue in hundreds of media outlets, and
campaigns for legislation such as the Paid Vaca-
tion Act of 2009 introduced by Representative
Alan Grayson of Florida. His proposed law is
modest by international standards—offering
only one to two weeks vacation time for work-
ers in firms of 50 employees or more. But it
would be a “down payment” on further
improvements and would enhance exposure of
the issue in the media. Discussion of paid vaca-
tion—the epitome of leisure legislation—can
help raise the broader issue of Americans’ time
poverty and its social and ecological impacts.!”

In his inaugural address, President Barack
Obama honored workers who accepted shorter
hours rather than see their colleagues fired. But
more can be done. Economist Dean Baker
proposes that any further government stimu-
lus packages include tax credits for companies
that reduce working hours through shorter
workweeks, family or sick leave, or extended
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vacation time without commensurate reduc-
tions in workers’ pay and benefits. While tem-
porary, such transition funds, which reduce
short-term economic sacrifice, would make it
possible for workers to see the value of
increased leisure and reduced work time.!8

Re-Visioning the Future

Clearly the world is at a crossroads. For all the
remarkable benefits that investments in “green
jobs” and new energy technologies will surely
provide, they are only part of what’s needed for
long-run sustainability—necessary change, but
not sufficient. To survive and to let people in
developing countries somehow achieve secure
and modest comfort, material economic
growth in rich nations simply must be limited.
Yet this must be done without stopping the
progress of science and the advance of pro-
ductivity and without casting millions into the
hell of unemployment.

Ultimately, it can only be done by trading
gains in productivity for time, by reducing the
hours of labor and sharing them equitably. All
of this means limiting greed, understanding
that a life less rich materially but more rich tem-
porally is not a sacrifice, finding new indices of
success to supplant the gross domestic prod-
uct (which is more a measure of the churn of
money in the economy than of true value), and
providing real freedom to workers so that their
choice to limit their hours of labor does not
come at the cost of being fired and losing
their livelihoods and health care. It is time to
take stock of the “best practices” already being
implemented in some countries, expanding
them and applying them throughout the
world. This way lies hope, sustainability, and
greater joy as well.
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Inspiring People to See
That Less Is More

Cecile Andrews and Wanda Urbanska

Voluntary simplicity is an age-old philosophy
that advocates turning away from the pursuit
of money, possessions, and greed in order to
live more deeply and fully—limiting outer
wealth for a greater inner wealth. Philosophers
have seen simplicity as a central component of
the “good life,” arguing that the pursuit of
wealth distracts people from more important
things, and for much of human history it has
also been a religious and spiritual ideal per-
sonified by people like St. Francis of Assisi
and Gandhi. Today voluntary simplicity has
become a movement for sustainability and
happiness in a post-consumer society.!
Environmentalists have established the harm
caused to the planet by consumerism. Volun-
tary simplicity builds on these facts to create a
movement to change behaviors. It is a cri-
tique of the values of consumerism: the belief
that money is the measure of all things; the
practice of using people and the planet for
personal benefit; the competitiveness that pits
people against each other; and the acceptance
of impersonal, sterile, authoritarian, and irre-
sponsible values. In place of these, voluntary
simplicity advocates caring and community.

Above all, it is a challenge to the dominant phi-
losophy about money found in most societies.
As theologian Abraham Heschel puts it: “The
most urgent task is to destroy the myth that
accumulation of wealth and the achievement
of comfort are the chief vocations of man.”?

Levels of Simplicity

The subject of simplicity is a complex one,
with at least three levels—practical, philo-
sophical, and public policy. First is the prac-
tical level: cutting back and consuming less.
People limit consumption for a variety of rea-
sons—to clear out clutter, to reduce or avoid
debt, to secure savings, to afford to work
less, or to protect the planet. But focusing
only on frugality does not work in the long
run. It’s like a diet: sooner or later people
begin to indulge themselves again. So for
deeper engagement, people need to under-
stand that less consumption can lead to more
fulfillment: more time for connection to oth-
ers; more time spent in nature; more satis-
faction, security, and balance.

Thus an enduring simplicity must move to

Cecile Andrews is the author of Less is More, Slow is Beantiful, and Circle of Simplicity. Wanda Urbanska
is an author and the producer/host of Simple Living with Wanda Urbanska, the first nationally syndicated
series dedicated to promoting simple, sustainable living.
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a second level, a philosophical approach that
asks what is important and what matters. At this
level, voluntary simplicity becomes a way of liv-
ing that asks about the consequence of behav-
iors for the well-being of people and the planet.
In fact, it can be argued that consuming
becomes a habit for people because they do not
take the time to think and make choices based
on their own best interests. In a rushed society,
people do what is easiest—which is often the
things the corporations want them to do.

At the philosophical level of simplicity, peo-
ple strip away the inessential so that they have
time for the essential. In particular, they explore
the idea of the “good life” and the nature of
happiness. As researchers like Tim Kasser,
author of The High Price of Materialism, have
found, after a certain point more money does
not make people happier. Yes, people need a
certain level of money, but the lust for more
causes people to ignore the important things
like friends, family, and community. Having
supportive relationships is what makes people
happy. Thus the public must come to under-
stand that voluntary simplicity is not a sacrifice.
It is about increased personal benefit, about
greater life satisfaction and fulfillment—all
with a smaller ecological footprint. It’s about
“less is more”—more security, more tranquil-
ity, more joy, more happiness.3

Finally, at the public policy level the issue is
“less is more” for all people. Although indi-
viduals can make changes in their own behav-
ior and live more simply, very few people can
live a truly simple life in western industrial
societies. For too long, the simplicity move-
ment has focused primarily on individual
change. It is time to move to a greater advo-
cacy of public policy change. In order to enable
all to live simply, society needs public policies
that provide health care, vacations, parental
leave, and reduced work hours.

Perhaps the most essential policy change
has to do with wealth inequality. The biggest
predictor of the health of a nation, as measured

BLOGS.WORLDWATCH.ORG/TRANSFORMINGCULTURES

in terms of longevity, is the gap between the
rich and the poor. It’s not just that the health
of the poor brings down the average—every-
one is affected because inequality undermines
social cohesion. Richard Wilkinson, author of
numerous books on the wealth gap, shows
how the stress of inequality undermines health
and promotes consumerism. It is highly stress-
ful when someone is denied respect and dig-
nity in a status-conscious society, and stress
makes people sick. Further, inequality con-
tributes to consumerism: in an unequal soci-
ety, people use material possessions to fight
their way up the ladder of status. In The Spirit
Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always
Do Better, Wilkinson and Kate Pickett show
how wealth inequality affects community life,
mental health, and violence, among others—
all factors making it hard to live simply and
attain happiness.*

Motivating Change

How do we motivate people to begin to reduce
their consumerism and to work for change?
First, some will respond to information about
the issues. Knowing the dire facts about climate
change will motivate them to change. But for
others, more is needed. Berkeley linguist
George Lakoff says that too often change
agents rely only on information and facts—but
that is not enough. It is important to evoke
empathy and caring. The simplicity movement
does this through the vision and the experience
of the joyful community.®

The voluntary simplicity movement holds
out a vision of the good life, a life based on
connection, caring, and the common good.
Environmental author Bill McKibben, writ-
ing in The Nation, said: “In fact, the only way
to endure the transition will be with a renewed
sense of community. The real poison of the past
few decades has been the hyper-individualism
that we’ve let dominate our political life—the
idea that everything works best if we think
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not a whit about the common interest. In the
end, that has damaged our society, our cli-
mate and our private lives. The final hope we
have is resurgence of a politics that calls on us
to work together.”®

This focus on community takes several
forms in the simplicity movement: the study
circle, cohousing, ecovillages, and the relo-
calization or Transition Town movement. Cer-
tainly not all of these efforts label themselves
as “simplicity,” but most people involved in
them are trying to live more simply.

The simplicity study circle is a small-group
method of community education and social
change that has its roots in European history.
Study circles originated in Sweden and the
Danish folk education movement, although
folk education has a long heritage in the United
States as well. The Highlander Center in Ten-
nessee, for example, began as a folk school
after its founder Myles Horton visited Den-
mark in the 1920s. Highlander was also influ-
enced by the popular education movement in
Latin America, in particular the theories devel-
oped by Brazil’s Paulo Friere, author of The
Pedagoyy of the Oppressed. The focus of folk
education, popular education, and the study
circle is the belief that if people come together
to talk, they will find the answers to their own
problems—that the wisdom is in the people.
Whereas the purveyors of consumerism put a
great deal of effort into manipulating people
and their emotions, the community educa-
tion approach restores people’s abilities to
think for themselves—an approach that can
break the manipulation of advertising in con-
sumer societies.”

While the study circle is a small group of six
to eight people, other forms of community are
larger. Efforts such as cohousing and ecovil-
lages, for example, ask people to move into a
new setting. At the same time, more and more
people are working to transform their own
neighborhoods into places that encourage
sustainability and community. What began in
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the United States as the relocalization move-
ment is now joined by the Transition Town
movement, which originated in the United
Kingdom and is spreading around the world.
(See Box 22.) As of August 2009, almost 200
communities were recognized as official Tran-
sition Towns in the United Kingdom, Ire-
land, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Italy,
and Chile.?

The Transition Town movement focuses on
reducing the use of oil by building “resilience”
in a community—first by helping people to
see that almost everything they buy involves oil,
whether in its manufacture, transport, or mar-
keting, and then by teaching people ways to
reduce their use of oil by gardening and other
traditional skills such as canning and knitting.
Transition Town leaders work with neighbors
to shop and eat locally. They encourage people
to share through projects like local currencies,
tool exchanges, car sharing, community gar-
dens, community-supported agriculture, and
farmers” markets. All these projects involve
working with others in a collaborative and
cooperative way, undermining the competi-
tiveness of corporate consumerism.’

People involved in these movements may
not even realize they are practicing “voluntary
simplicity,” and indeed the label is not impor-
tant. For instance, the Slow movement has
gained attention in Europe—particularly the
Slow Food and Slow Cities movements as
described in Carl Honore’s In Praise of Slow-
ness. The Slow Food movement, founded in
Italy, encourages people to support local,
organic food. (See Box 23.) It supports farm-
ing that nurtures the planet as well as pro-
moting social justice—focusing on the practices
of corporations. The Cittaslow movement
states that its purpose is to resist “the fast-
lane, homogenized world so often seen in
other cities throughout the world”; it sup-
ports local food and artisans, less use of cars,
and places for people to linger and enjoy.!?

In the United States, the Slow movement
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Box 22. Growing a Degrowth Movement

Today many people believe that economic
growth will lead to perpetual improvements
in well-being, even as growth has increasingly
taxed Earth’s ecosystems, exploits the poor, and
threatens the security of future generations.
To proactively address the current environ-
mental, financial, social, and ethical crisis, a
radically different societal model is necessary:
a degrowth society. The movement in support
of this—tailored for countries that have grown
beyond their fair share of Earth’s bounty—has
developed a political platform that envisions
degrowth societies centered on sustainability
and proximity, where, for example, they
relocalize production and consumption.
Degrowth societies promote human relations
instead of consumerism and reduce waste
and polluting transport through the use of
ecotaxes. All of this is done so that these
societies will have sustainable ecological
footprints and be in balance with nature.
Today there are degrowth political parties
in France and lItaly. The publication La Decrois-
sance (Degrowth) can be found in newsstands
across France and has readers in the rest of
the francophone world as well. In Spain, Temps
de Re-voltes organized a “degrowth publicity
tour” of more than 30 small municipalities in
2008. In cooperation with local authorities,
the group organized panels and discussed
future energy crises and degrowth visions
while celebrating local culture and traditions.
To have the impact needed to stabilize eco-
logical systems, degrowth will need to be pur-
sued at a variety of levels. Cities, towns, and
villages will need to relocalize agricultural and
energy systems, introducing community and
backyard vegetable gardens as well as locally
generated renewable energy to promote resil-
ience. Local currencies such as Totnes Pounds
or Ithaca Hours can help wealth remain in the
hands of individuals and small local busines-
ses as opposed to multinational corporations
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and financial institutions. There also need to
be broader societal efforts such as reducing

working hours and improving regulation of

international institutions that only promote

destructive growth.

Currently, the initiatives that best put into
practice the values set forth by degrowth are
the Transition Towns that are found mainly in
the United Kingdom, but also in Australia, the
United States, Japan, and Chile, among other
countries. Transition Towns are based on
preparing for resource scarcity and climate
change by building communities that are both
socially and economically resilient, where the
focus is on improving quality of life for the
inhabitants while living sustainably. The “show-
case” of Transition Towns is Totnes in England.

The movement for a “degrowth society” is
radically different from the recession that is
widespread today. Degrowth does not mean
the decay or suffering often imagined by those
new to this concept. Instead, degrowth can be
compared to a healthy diet voluntarily under-
taken to improve a person’s well-being, while
negative economic growth can be compared
to starvation. In a degrowth world, people will
spend less time working and more time living.
They will consume less but better, produce
less waste, reuse and recycle more, under-
stand the impacts of human behavior, and
have ecological footprints that can be sus-
tained. People will find happiness in human
relationships and conviviality rather than the
never-ending pressure to accumulate more
and more goods. All this implies a serious
rethinking of people’s current concepts of
reality and significant imagination, but the
shifting ecological realities are sure to provide
the necessary inspiration.

—Serge Latouche

Professor Emeritus of Economics
University of Orsay, France
Source: See endnote 8.
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Box 23. The Slow Food Movement

The international Slow Food Movement
started in 1986 as a protest against the open-
ing of a McDonalds near the Spanish Steps
in Rome. The restaurant became a physical
representation of the erosion of the local,
sustainable, and healthy food culture in Italy.
Since then, Slow Food has become a global
organization with chapters, or convivia, in 132
countries, and with more than 100,000 mem-
bers. They work to promote “good, clean and
fair food,” thereby transforming cultures via
food. This is done through a wide range of
activities that both educate and inspire.

Slow Food aims to reconnect producers
and consumers (or co-producers, as they
prefer to call the educated consumer who
supports slow food) and promote culinary
diversity and healthy, tasty food on a local
scale, while also seeing the “bigger picture,”
promoting biodiversity as well as international
networking among artisanal producers, and
enhancing traditional production in order to
make it economically viable. Throughout the
movement's activities, the emphasis is on
making gastronomic pleasure and ecological
responsibility inseparable.

The movement works to educate the public
through a variety of initiatives. Many books
now teach the art of “slow cooking.” Lectures,
articles, and Web sites describe the grim reali-
ties of agribusiness and fast food, as well as
the benefits of buying local and Fair Trade
products. The movement also uses events
to educate and mobilize people. During one
such event, Slow Fish 2009 in Genoa, Italy,
55,000 local and international guests learned
about sustainable fish harvesting, met
artisanal fishers, and got gastronomic educa-

has become a part of the simplicity movement,
encouraging people to live deeply by explor-
ing and reclaiming the ancient vision of leisure.
People are beginning to find ways to take back
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tion through food and wine tasting.

The Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity
—a division of Slow Food—works to “defend
local food traditions, protect local biodiversity
and promote small-scale quality products.”
Small artisan producers around the world
are organized in 300 Presidia that focus on
improving production techniques while
preserving traditional products and methods
and finding new markets for these. The Foun-
dation also has an Ark of Taste that is a regis-
ter of food products they hope to reintroduce
in the marketplace but that are in danger
of being forgotten because traditional pro-
duction methods are no longer in use or
certain ingredients are scarce.

Communities are also setting up Earth Mar-
kets and Slow Food cafés and restaurants—
both of which help food producers and
co-producers interact while promoting local
food and helping customers. Earth Markets
and cafés are now located in Delhi, Tel Aviy,
Beirut, and Bucharest, among other cities.

Slow Food members also do a lot of lobby-
ing on behalf of their causes, particularly on
issues regarding agricultural and trade policy
in the European Union. Recently, a Time for
Lunch campaign was organized by Slow Food
USA; it encourages Congress to improve the
Child Nutrition Act, which sets the standards
for school meals in the United States. The
whole Slow Food movement—through its role
in promoting good, clean, and fair food—is
playing an important role in facilitating a shift
to sustainable cultures.

—Helene Gallis
Source: See endnote 10.

their time in order to walk more, talk with their
neighbors, and spend more time in local neigh-
borhoods. Advocates of the slow life are
involved in the Take Back Your Time cam-
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paign, a project to bring some European labor
management polices to the United States. Cer-
tainly, without shorter work hours, more vaca-
tions, and parental and sick leave, it is difficult
to live simply.!!

Creating community is central to inspiring
people to live more simply. And it is important
to see that this approach has implications for
democracy, which is the only way to wrest
power from corporations, the force behind
consumerism. Robert Wuthnow, in American
Mythos, calls for more “reflective democracy,”
opportunities to talk about basic values and
ideals. He argues that in the usual democratic
discourse, people fail to move beyond the idea
of “the informed citizen”—someone who
engages in discussions about current events—
when they also need to reflect on basic values
and assumptions. Certainly voluntary simplic-
ity is the “examined life,” helping people deter-
mine what’s important and what matters.!?

As Robert Putnam, author of Bowling
Alone, notes, the culture in which people talk
over the back fence is the culture in which
people vote. When people are involved in their
local communities, they are talking with each
other and are usually more involved with pub-
lic policy—often trying to stop intrusive devel-
opment in their neighborhoods. So the
neighborhood movement is important in many
ways. Ultimately, conversations and engage-
ment with others help people transform the
“lone wolf” culture and realize that true secu-
rity lies not in material wealth but in people.!?

In their new book, Meeting Environmental
Challenges: The Role of Human Identity, Tim
Kasser and Tom Crompton argue that it is
important to focus on strategies that inspire
people to move away from materialistic values.
They maintain that focusing on fear—through
dire warnings about the environment—can
drive people to consume as a compensatory
behavior. They cite simplicity circles as a way
to offer social support that evokes more tran-
scendent values of caring and concern.'*
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Another way to elicit feelings that evoke
hope rather than fear is through people’s sto-
ries. People become interested in voluntary
simplicity when they read or hear a story they
identify with. The story usually goes something
like this: a corporate employee is stressed, sick,
and depressed, so he consumes less, quits his
job, moves to a smaller house, finds work that
is more satistying, reduces his work hours,
plants a garden, and begins to work with his
local community center. People see themselves
in these stories. They begin to see that their
desire for more—more money, more status—
will not make them happy. They awaken from
the spell of the false promises of consumerism,
and they begin to search for a better way. One
story about downshifting can perhaps do as
much to change people’s consumer behavior
as 10 facts about climate change.

One effort to use stories like these is the
U.S. public television series Simple Living
with Wanda Urbanska. Rather than being
shamed into change by finger-wagging and
images of environmental degradation and
calamity, the audience learns from the stories
of real people. The series illustrates different
approaches to simplicity, allowing all kinds of
people to relate. For instance, it documents
one family’s commitment to bringing Great
Plains bison back from the brink of extinction
in Bozeman, Montana. It shows a Massachu-
setts church encouraging people to “roll or
stroll for your soul” by asking congregants to
ride bikes, walk, or carpool to service, fol-
lowed by the minister’s dramatic “blessing of
the bikes.”!?

The series challenges viewers to keep pos-
sessions in service past their date of planned
obsolescence in a playful, recurring feature
called “The Thing That Refused to Die.” One
such “thing” was a 1930s Fireboat put out to
pasture by the New York City Fire Department
that was a knight in shining water when its
ancient hoses were pressed into service to fight
the fires at the Twin Towers on 9-11. The
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moral of this segment was simple: “That thing
you put out to pasture may be the most valu-
able thing you own.” Stories like these can
motivate people to reexamine their consump-
tion choices, to make change.!®

Finally, a sense of joyful community is evoked
by new kinds of social inventions: experiences
that bring people together in new and creative
ways that challenge consumerism. For instance,
“Buy Nothing Day” led by Adbusters Magazine
was originally the day after Thanksgiving in
the United States, reportedly the biggest shop-
ping day of the year. Now more than 65 nations
participate with different activities—the zanier
the better. Volunteers stand in shopping malls
with scissors and a sign offering to cut up peo-
ple’s credit cards. Others sponsor a “zombie
walk” through malls, mirroring the blank looks
on the faces of shoppers. People have fun dri-
ving their shopping carts around in long conga
lines in places like Walmart or filling their carts
and leaving them without buying anything.
Adbusters encourages “culture jamming” to
fight consumerism, and it stages events like
giving fake tickets to SUVs or sponsoring a
“detox week,” encouraging people to “unplug”
from video games and computers.!”

Another creative idea is The Compact, an
initiative in which people agree to go a year
without buying anything new. Some become
involved in “freeganism,” which can include
“dumpster diving” for food and other items
that have been thrown away but are perfectly
good, gleaning, wild foraging, urban gardens,
or squatting in empty buildings. Another
movement that appeals particularly to young
people is “couch surting,” where they travel
cheaply by finding homes on-line to stay in for
free. In a similar vein is “wwoofting” (World
Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms), where
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people work on organic farms in return for
room and board.!®

Creating Post-Consumer Cultures

All over the world people are developing ways
to challenge consumerism and create post-
consumer cultures. At the Barefoot College in
India, local impoverished people are encour-
aged to maintain their sustainable ways of liv-
ing. Gaviotas, a village in Colombia, has
reclaimed barren savannas and regenerated
forests using innovative techniques such as
solar and wind power and children’s seesaws to
drive a water pump. Europeans engage in
“placemaking,” where “spaces are turned into
places” by, for example, Denmark’s Jan Gehl,
who has transformed urban spaces into expe-
riences of community and conviviality by
expanding the cafe society and the bicycle and
pedestrian culture. A similar movement called
“city repair” started in Portland, Oregon, and
involves people “taking back” streets in their
neighborhoods by painting designs in the
intersections, moving lawn chairs into the
streets, and creating straw bale benches and
bulletin boards at the corners—all to bring
people together.'?

The goal is not only to get people to con-
sume less but to create a new society, to inspire
and motivate them to become more involved
in social change efforts by evoking empathy,
caring, and connection. When people get
involved with others, they lose their desire to
consume because they encounter a new, more
satisfying way of life. Voluntary simplicity,
then, is at the same time a practice, a philoso-
phy, and a method of social change that can
help transform consumer cultures by helping
people understand that “less is more.”
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Ecovillages and the
Transformation of Values

Jonathan Dawson

Tsewang Lden and Dolma Tsering, elderly
Ladakhi women, are caught on film in an old
people’s home in London, incongruous in
their fine and colorful traditional costume.
They look on in shock at an old English
woman, alone in a sterile white-painted room
and so absorbed in watching television that she
barely noticed the other women’s entry. The
Ladakhi women had never seen anything like
this before. In the north Indian province that
is their home, old people are integrated into the
family, considered wise elders and honored.!

Lden and Tsering were participating in a
“Reality Tour” organized by the Ladakh Pro-
ject to enable small groups of Ladakhi women
to visit western countries, where they see for
themselves the reality of life in the West—
good and bad—including community break-
down, loneliness, and violence. The organizers
hope this will reinforce cultural self-confi-
dence, help Ladakhis appreciate the many pos-
itive features of their culture, and show the dark
side of today’s globally dominant cultural ori-
entation—consumerism—that is so rarely pre-
sented in the global media.

What is happening here is one small exam-
ple of a much wider questioning of the values
base underlying the consumerist culture and an

exploration of what could replace it. The
Ladakh Project is a founding member of the
Global Ecovillage Network (GEN), an
umbrella organization for ecovillages that
includes some of the innovative experiments in
post-consumerist, community-based living that
are at the forefront of this wave of exploration.?

The commonly accepted definition of eco-
villages, provided in 1991 by In Context edi-
tor Robert Gilman, is “human-scale,
full-featured settlements in which human activ-
ities are harmlessly integrated into the natural
world in a way that is supportive of healthy
human development and can be successfully
continued into the indefinite future.”?

Today this global network contains an inter-
esting and innovative alliance between inten-
tional communities with a strong focus on
sustainability (generally though not exclusively
located in the industrial world) and networks
of traditional communities in developing coun-
tries. Intentional communities are ones that
have been formed consciously around specific
values and objectives, most of which today
have a strong focus on some dimension of
sustainability and call themselves ecovillages.
The communities in developing countries that
are members of GEN seek to maintain their

Jonathan Dawson is a sustainability educator and author based at the Findhorn ecovillage in Scotland.

BLOGS.WORLDWATCH.ORG/TRANSFORMINGCULTURES

185



Ecovillages and the Transformation of Values

STATE OF THE WORLD 2010

traditional values and cultural distinctiveness
and to win back greater control of their eco-
nomic destinies in the face of pressures
unleashed by economic globalization.

The most visible and tangible projects
within ecovillages tend to be those related to
technology and the development of alternative
systems of various kinds. Most first-time visi-
tors to ecovillages are there to find out about
ecological housing, biological wastewater treat-
ment systems, renewable energy technologies,
community currencies, and the like.

Less immediately obvious, but arguably
even more significant, is the contribution of
ecovillages to a radical transformation of val-
ues and consciousness. Ecovillages are engaged
in the transformation of values in four ways that
may make the transition to sustainability eas-
ier and more graceful:

e delinking growth from well-being,

e reconnecting people with the place where
they live,

e affirming indigenous values and practices,
and

e offering a holistic and experiential educa-
tional ethic.

Delinking Growth from Well-being

There has been growing awareness in recent
years of the inadequacy of gross domestic
product as a measure of true wealth, with its
exclusive focus on economic capital forma-
tion but with no reference to other forms of
capital—the health and biodiversity of the nat-
ural environs, the strength of communities,
the well-being and happiness of people. What
would a society look like that consciously
developed its various forms of capital in a more
balanced and integrated way? Could commu-
nities—indeed, whole societies—learn to sub-
stitute other forms of capital for economic
wealth, demonstrating how quality of life could
be maintained or even enhanced while signif-
icantly reducing consumption and material
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throughput? Ecovillages serve as research,
training, and demonstration sites for such a
proposition.

The attempt to delink growth and the accu-
mulation of material goods from well-being
lies at the heart of the ecovillage concept.
The low levels of consumption that typically
prevail within ecovillages result partly from the
design of their systems so as to reduce energy
and materials intensity and partly because, by
opting out of the global economy to varying
degrees, they forgo opportunities to maxi-
mize income.

Several recent studies confirm that the eco-
logical impact of ecovillages is markedly lower
than for average conventional communities. A
2003 study by the University of Kassel looked
at carbon dioxide emissions associated with
two ecovillages in Germany. It found that per
capita emissions in the Sieben Linden and
Kommune Niederkufungen ecovillages were
28 and 42 percent, respectively, of the German
average. Sieben Linden scored especially well
in the fields of heating and housing: as a result
of renewable energy generation and the use of
highly energy-efficient building materials and
insulation, the community recorded emission
levels just 10 and 6 percent, respectively, of the
national average.*

Two studies of energy consumption at
Ecovillage at Ithaca in upstate New York—
one by Cornell University, another by the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology—found
that the community’s consumption was more
than 40 percent lower than the U.S. average.
And a study undertaken by the Stockholm
Environment Institute found that the Findhorn
ecovillage in Scotland has a per person eco-
logical footprint a bit over half of the U.K. aver-
age, the lowest footprint recorded for any
settlement in the industrial world. Findhorn
residents achieved an especially low footprint
in the areas of home heating and food—21.5
and 37 percent per person, respectively, of the
national average.®
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There is substantial anecdotal evidence that
the quality of life within ecovillages is gener-
ally high—certainly much higher than would
be expected for communities that operate on
low levels of income. The anecdotal evidence
has been reinforced by a 2006 study compar-
ing the contribution of built (economic),
human, social, and natural capital to quality of
life in 30 intentional communities with that in
the town of Burlington, Vermont.
The study found that the quality of
life was slightly higher in the inten-
tional communities despite the fact
that average incomes were signifi-
cantly lower because of a greater
cultivation and appreciation of other
forms of capital, especially social cap-
ital. Of special importance in deter-
mining quality of life, the study
identified the strong social bonds
that develop within intentional com-
munities, their “ownership provi-
sions as well as...process for
allocating work and rewarding con-
tributions,” and the “emphasis the
community placed upon the preser-
vation of natural areas.”®

The authors concluded: “Results of this
study represent an existence proof: it is possi-
ble to achieve a high (and probably more sus-
tainable) quality of life while consuming at
rates much less than the U.S. average.... We
have much to learn from intentional commu-
nities around the world that have been actively
experimenting with issues related to quality of
life and sustainability.””

It is especially interesting that many of the
activities and design features that are responsi-
ble for low energy and resource use within eco-
villages are also among the most important in
contributing to a better quality of life. The
decision by many ecovillages to grow a signifi-
cant amount of their own food, for example,
involves community members working coop-
ceratively together in a way that strengthens
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relationships and builds a strong and nurturing
sense of connection with the land.

Many of the other footprint-shrinking design
features—preparing and eating meals together,
car clubs, community-owned renewable energy
facilities, community currencies and investment,
and so on—similarly engender a spirit of coop-
eration that builds community and contributes
to strong feelings of well-being.

Harvesting organic vegetables at Findhorn ecovillage, Scotland.

This ethic extends into the economic life of
ecovillages, where cooperation and solidarity
are promoted and the relationship to work is
transformed. The Twin Oaks ecovillage in the
state of Virginia declares: “We use a trust-
based labor system in which all work is valued
equally. Its purpose is to organize work and
share it equitably, giving each member as much
flexibility and choice as possible. Work is not
seen as just a means to an end; we try to make
it an enjoyable part of our lives.”8

Reconnecting People with
the Place Where They Live

One of the more pernicious impacts of today’s
globalized economy is the weaker connections
that people feel to the place where they live.
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There has been a progressive homogenization
across the world over the last 50 years or so of
foodstufts, clothing, farming technologies,
building materials, styles, and so on. As a part
of this trend, increasingly diets no longer reflect
the changing seasons.

This disconnect is enormously important in
providing a seed bed for alienation and con-
sumerism. When resources are pulled in from
all over the world, people lose all sense of the
carrying capacity of the bioregions they live
in—and thus of any obligation to attempt to
live within such limits. People’s natural
propensity to love the web of life that all
humans are part of becomes lost in a fog of
ignorance of what that web looks and feels like
in specific places.

Reestablishing a keener appreciation of the
qualities, patterns, and rhythms of home places
and what they can sustainably yield is funda-
mental to refinding a balanced and respectful
place within them. Nurturing just such an
enhanced appreciation is of central importance
to the ecovillage ethic.

In part, this manifests in attempts to
increase levels of self-sufficiency. Ecovillages
typically seek to develop an enhanced under-
standing of ecological building techniques
using local materials, local medicinal herbs,
wild food foraging, organic food production
and processing, energy generation with locally
available renewable resources, and so on.
They are seeking to deepen their connec-
tions in their own bioregions, to increase
resilience in a period of energy transition,
and to reduce dependence on money and
the global economy.

Similarly, many ecovillages are engaged in
initiatives to restore the health of their sur-
rounding ecosystems. Over the last 40 years,
to cite but one example, the Auroville ecovil-
lage in southern India has planted nearly 3
million trees and engaged in widespread earth
restoration projects that have simultaneously
enriched the diversity of local natural systems
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and woven people more deeply into the web
of life. Moreover, the way in which this was
done—ecarly efforts involved the planting of
non-native species that created other environ-
mental hazards, but these were progressively
replaced with more diverse and native species—
demonstrates how ecovillages are able to learn
and be flexible with their efforts, catering to the
needs of the environment as discovered along
the way. Similar efforts at large-scale tree plant-
ing and earth restoration can be found at S6l-
heimar in Iceland, The Farm in Tennessee,
and many other ecovillages.’

The journey toward being more rooted in
bioregions is also a cultural one. Many eco-
villages engage in rituals to mark and celebrate
the turning of the seasons—building on,
though generally not slavishly adhering to,
traditional practices. Grishino ecovillage in
Russia, for instance, has become an important
center for the celebration of and training in
traditional Russian song, dance, arts, and
storytelling. In Findhorn, the turning of the
year is marked through celebration of the
Celtic festivals in song, dance, storytelling,
and bonfires.!?

Affirmation of Indigenous
Values and Practices

The corporate marketing and advertising indus-
tries have played a central role in shaping the
values underlying today’s consumerist culture.
They have played an especially devastating role
in undermining the cultural self-confidence
of groups falling outside of the global con-
sumer class. Consequently, an important
dimension of the value shift required in the
transition to a sustainable global society lies in
celebration of the diversity of human cultures,
encouraging cach to value and take pride in
their distinctiveness.

Ecovillage networks in developing countries
tend to be very active on this front. Activities
with new groups generally focus on building
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cultural self-confidence and celebrating the
communities’ strengths and achievements.

The Sri Lankan nongovernmental group
Sarvodaya, a founding member of GEN, works
with over 15,000 communities island-wide. It
has developed a methodology for com-
munity assistance that begins with an
empowerment program. This includes a
strong element of social and spiritual
empowerment, including meditation,
cultural validation, peacemaking, and
conflict facilitation. Only when this foun-
dation has been built does the more
tangible work of economic empower-
ment and physical infrastructure devel-
opment begin.!!

The Ladakh Project in India similarly
places great weight on building cultural
selt-confidence. It has helped to establish
the Women’s Alliance of Ladakh (WAL),
a network of over 6,000 women from
almost 100 different villages, with the
twin goals of raising the status of rural
women and strengthening local culture
and agriculture. Some of the more cre-
ative programs initiated by WAL are No TV
weeks, aimed at encouraging people to resist
the consumerist ethic; annual festivals cele-
brating local knowledge and skills, including
traditional spinning, weaving, and dyeing and
the preparation of indigenous food; and the
Reality Tours that brought Tsewang Lden and
Dolma Tsering face to face with the reality of
old people’s lives in an industrial country.!?

A Holistic and Experiential
Educational Ethic

Something extraordinary has happened over
the last decade or so in the relationship
between ecovillages and the mainstream soci-
ety that they were created to be an alternative
to. As interlocking economic, ecological, and
social crises have deepened, the various exper-
iments that ecovillages have been engaged in
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are becoming recognized as of growing rele-
vance far beyond the ranks of radical outsiders.
One of the principal ways that the values and
models they have developed are being shared
more widely is through education.

Straw-bale, earth-plastered domes being built on geodesic
frames will become student housing at Kibbutz Lotan’s
Center for Creative Ecology, Israel.

The various educational packages devel-
oped within ecovillages reflect the core ethics
of the communities themselves in that they
are holistic—exploring interdependence and
the relationships between issues and subjects
that are generally considered independently
in more conventional settings—and experien-
tial, in that they engage all of the learner’s
faculties—head, heart, and hands.

In this regard, ecovillage education can be
seen as part of the wider trend toward envi-
ronmental education based on systems think-
ing. What is distinctive in the ecovillage
educational model is that the learning experi-
ence unfolds in the context of a live experiment
in the translation of post-consumerist values
into the fabric of a sustainable community.
Immersion in such living laboratories can be a
profound transformation for students as they
experience in a very tangible way the dynamic
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relationship between values, lifestyle, and com-
munity structures.!?

A number of ecovillage-based educational
initiatives have sprung up over the last decade
or so. The Ecovillage Training Center at The
Farm in Tennessee, the Center for Creative
Ecology at Kibbutz Lotan in Israel, and Eco-
logical Solutions at Crystal Waters in Australia
are three among many centers worldwide
whose courses in the various dimensions of
sustainability now attract participants from
across the social spectrum.!

Numerous educational partnerships have
also developed between ecovillages and more
mainstream institutions that aid the diffusion
of ecovillage values and models into wider
society. A United Nations CIFAL training
center, one in a network of 11 centers world-
wide that provide training in sustainability to
local authorities and other local actors, opened
in 2007 at Findhorn in Scotland. This draws
on expertise developed within and beyond
ecovillages to build the planning and imple-
mentation capacity of local agencies in Scotland
and, increasingly, in northern Europe.'®

Meanwhile, the Findhorn College, an edu-
cational institution within the ecovillage, reg-
ularly hosts the University of St. Andrews
undergraduate program in sustainable devel-
opment. And as of September 2009, Heriot-
Watt University in Edinburgh offers the first

190

Master of Science degree in Sustainable Com-
munity Design—with two compulsory sections
on Ecovillage Practice and Community Design
Practice taught by Findhorn College staft at the
ecovillage.®

A major new ecovillage-based educational
initiative, Gaia Education, has developed a
curriculum derived from good practice within
ecovillages that has been endorsed by UNI-
TAR and welcomed as a valuable contribution
to the UN Decade of Education for Sustain-
able Development. The curriculum is now
being taught in ecovillages and universities
on every continent.!”

An undergraduate study-abroad program,
Living Routes, offers students at U.S. univer-
sities the opportunity to do formally accredited
semesters at ecovillages on every continent,
while Ecovillage at Ithaca, in New York, is
engaged in an ambitious alliance with Cor-
nell University and Ithaca College to enhance
university-based sustainability curricula in the
United States.!®

These developments on the educational
front represent an opportunity to spread eco-
village values and models into the wider soci-
ety. As the world seeks to make the transition
to a rich, diverse, and sustainable global soci-
ety, the lessons learned by ecovillages are
likely to be an important source of informa-
tion and inspiration.
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