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			The awakening of ecology

			Montse Cano

			Montse Cano (Sabadell, 1964) studied Spanish Philology at the Autonomous University of Barcelona and started working as a journalist by writing for different monthly publications owned by Grupo Zeta. In 2004, she joined the RBA communication group as the editor of Integral, and in 2005 she became the deputy editor of the psychology magazine Mente Sana. In 2006, she became the editor-in-chief of Integral, which has been published for 30 years and is the doyen of Spanish environmental publications. The magazine now belongs to MC Ediciones group.
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			The debate on whether climate change is a natural or manmade phenomenon permanently ended just a few years ago: currently, the extremely serious problem of global warming, the greatest challenge facing humanity today, is fully accepted as a consequence of human activity. The reports issued by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the Stern Report on its economic consequences and the efforts to get the word out by many prominent figures, including the former US Vice President Al Gore, have surmounted the controversy and silenced the discourses of the sceptics who tried to convince the world that the rise in the Earth’s temperature (0.7 degrees between 1996 and 2005) was a natural phenomenon.

			The fourth IPCC report, issued in 2007, roundly concluded that human activity is the cause of between 90% and 99% of these changes. What is more, the most recent scientific studies demonstrate that the Earth is warming up quicker than was first thought, and that the repercussions might be catastrophic if we do not keep the greenhouse gases in the atmosphere within the outer limit of 350 parts per million (ppm) (for 650,000 years it was at 280 ppm; now we have reached 387 ppm).

			Jerónimo López, President of the Spanish chapter of the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research, has participated in the recent studies conducted by the International Polar Year and previewed the conclusions of the study as follows: “The most noteworthy fact is that the changes that are taking place in the polar regions are more important, quick and widespread than what we thought. It has been proven that East Antarctica, too, has warmed up, although not as much as the Antarctic Peninsula. While temperatures have only risen a few tenths of a degree in the former, in the latter they have risen more than two and a half degrees in the past 50 years. What happens at the poles has an impact worldwide because the effects are transferred to the world climate via air circulation and sea tides. In September 2007, there was 40% less sea ice than in September 1979.”

			It is clear that climate change poses questions about our lifestyle and our production systems, which are based on an excessive consumption of goods and an incessant rise in energy demands (energy that comes from fossil fuels, which are behind the greenhouse effect). Is this life system sustainable? Is it viable if it destroys the Earth and the conditions needed for human life? And therefore, is it ethical?

			We are part of nature and rely on it for our survival

			For decades, ecologists have been propounding respect for the environment in which we live because we are part of it, and what harms our environment ends up harming us human beings, too. However, even just a few years ago their claims were viewed as backwards, the accusation of groups who wanted to deny industrial progress and with it the welfare society. Ecologists were subversive, radical folks who spent their lives hunting down nuclear testers in inflatable boats and chaining themselves to the entrance of polluting companies.

			However, with climate change threatening our future, ecology is beginning to be seen in a very different light. Society is beginning to understand that our social model of unbridled consumption will not put an end to the Earth as a planet, rather that what it will really do is wipe out humanity. As the American journalist Alan Weisman explained in his outstanding book, The World Without Us (Thomas Dunne Books, 2007), without the presence of humans, there would be virtually no trace of mankind: “The day after humans vanish, nature takes over the reins and immediately begins to clean house, or more accurately, houses. And it cleans them so well that they are erased from the face of the earth; they all disappear. (…) After 500 years, what remains of the house will depend on the world where one lived. If the climate was temperate, there would be a forest where there used to be a neighbourhood. (…) If we were to disappear tomorrow, the impetus of certain forces we have already unleashed would continue until several centuries of gravity, chemistry and entropy slowed them down, bringing them into a balance that might only partly resemble what existed before us.”

			Ecological movements have been discussing the dire consequences of our industrial productive model for many years, as it is based primarily on oil. But this reflection has gained momentum only since people have been able to grasp the harmful effects for themselves.

			Some years ago, it was claimed that climate change would effect us within a few hundred years. Therefore, this distant future did not worry the average citizen despite the fact that it might affect their children or grandchildren. But later it was proven that everything was going much quicker than what we assumed, that it was no longer mere speculation: in 2003, Europe suffered from a long, intense heat wave that left mortal victims in its wake. In France, the temperatures were the highest since 1950, soaring to more than 40ºC in 15% of the cities. According to the French Ministry of Health, almost 3,000 deaths may have been a result of the heat wave. Temperature records were set in Spain on the 1st of August: Córdoba reached 46.2ºC. The high temperatures lasted the entire first half of August, reaching over 40ºC every day over much of the Iberian Peninsula. What was happening?

			Everything “green” has also earned a place at the university

			For the first time, citizens became aware of the real danger of climate change. Little by little, scientists’ warnings about the consequences of global warming have been more thoroughly discussed in the media and consequently by society.

			A new series of terms is beginning to be used more often: sustainability, renewable energies, recycle, reduce and reuse, sustainable consumption, biodiversity… These are ecological words that are now wielded by everyone and are studied in schools and even in higher education. Because everything “green” has also earned a place at the university. One of the most sought-after degree programmes is environmental sciences, which can prepare students for more than 80 potential careers. Furthermore, in the academic year 2008-2009 the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Barcelona launched its first course on ecological thinking. University institutions must bear in mind that environmental professions are the future and that they will probably attract many students: the renewable energy sector, just to cite one example, employed 89,000 people in 2007, but might provide jobs for up to 270,000 people by 2020. “Eco-employees”, ranging from environmental auditors to solar engineers, are a great way out of the crisis and unemployment.

			We are on the right track when ecological thinking enters the universities. Today, many sensible, sensitive voices are harking back to a concept of life that was lost centuries ago with the take-off in industrial development: simply, that we are part of nature, that we rely on it for our survival, that we are energy that comes from the earth just like millions of other beings on this planet. The American entomologist and biologist Edward O. Wilson – who coined the term biodiversity in the scientific literature – is one of these voices, and he talks about this lost biophilia. What is biophilia, this neologism proposed by Wilson? It is “the innate, unconscious emotional affinity that human beings have towards other living beings.” It might be something like the spontaneous pleasure we feel when we are in touch with nature. “It is not that biodiversity is endangered and that we have to sacrifice ourselves,” says Wilson, “rather we have to change because it is the only way of achieving well-being. Being a naturalist is a spiritual state more than a commitment. To be a true naturalist, you must have a certain spiritual feeling and a certain reverence towards nature.”

			We are taking the first steps towards an ecological society right now at the dawn of the 21st century, spurred on by global warming. The media, environmental communicators, schoolteachers and institutional advertising are all educating us for a “greener” and more sustainable life. For the time being, they are proffering simple advice, ideas and small daily gestures that can be adopted to improve our relationship with the planet. It is called “ecology for non-ecologists”: cutting energy spending, using energy-efficient household appliances, recycling, lowering consumption, avoiding the car as much as possible and using public transport instead, choosing ecologically-farmed products and a long list of new habits.

			Society is beginning to accept all of these “ecological” efforts as necessary attitudes. But are they enough? Unfortunately, they are not. More than 30% of the planet’s soils are extremely depleted, and at least 70 countries in the world have not a single forest intact. The deterioration of the Earth is such that the tools needed to stop it are in the hands of political leaders. They are the ones who can draft environmentallaws that limit the polluting and destructive power of the industry and multinationals on which our excessive consumption is grounded.

			That is the challenge that will face political leaders in December 2009 at the Copenhagen Climate Conference: to reach solid international agreements that can replace the ones set in the Kyoto Protocol, which to date have been largely ineffective. However, “economists,” says scientist David Suzuki in the documentary The 11th Hour, “do not include in their calculations the goods and services that nature provides us, such as pollinating all the plants’ flowers. What might it cost us to remove carbon dioxide from the air and add oxygen? It is possible to estimate it. Robert Constanza, director of the Institute for Ecological Economics, estimated that it would cost us 35 trillion dollars) per year to do what nature already does for us free of charge. If we add together all the economies in the world, the sum is 18 trillion), so nature is giving us twice as much as the economies of all the countries put together. This is never considered within the madness of traditional economics.”

			Ecology is no longer the cause of “a handful of subversive hippies”

			However, even though the politicians are the ones who wield the legal tools to effect change, incipient grassroots ecological awareness is extremely important, as it is a very powerful tool for exerting pressure.

			A vast number of civic platforms are being generated whose goal is to remind political leaders that ecology is no longer the claims of “a handful of subversive hippies”, rather an urgent matter that is becoming deeply entrenched in society’s collective consciousness. One example is 350.org, which is organising a worldwide campaign – thanks to the benefits of global interaction brought about by the Internet – which any citizen can join on the 24th of October. It is a form of international grassroots pressure with 350 as the symbol of a society that asks that the planet be respected and that demands commitments and solutions. In this way, the Internet has become a necessary and doubly democratic tool. Proof of this was the victory of the current US President, Barack Obama, as one of the keys to his victory was precisely the efforts of cybernauts. Enthusiasm, new ideas and experiences for change are now channelled via the Web, the only means that makes “horizontal” connection among millions of world citizens possible.

			If we start from the principle that all crises hold a great opportunity for change, this moment of environmental and economic crisis is ideal for revamping the foundations of today’s consumer society. Some anthropologists postulate that the next evolutionary stage in Homo sapiens might be heading towards ethics; the newly-evolved version of mankind would be Homo eticus, and ecological awareness and biophilia are a major part of this Homo sapiens eticus. As we reach this step, for an increasing swath of the population ecology is “the best possible dissidence”, which is how Galician writer Manual Rivas has defined this urge to defend what is most intimately ours: the Earth. 

			+INFO

			IPCC Climate Change Report 2007

			www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-syr.htm

			Stern Review final report

			www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/stern_review_report.htm

			Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) www.scar.org/

			Fundación Biodiversidad (Ministerio de Medio Ambiente y Medio Rural y Marino)

			www.fundacion-biodiversidad.es/fbiodiversidadweb/webdinamica/inicio.do

			David Suzuki Foundation www.davidsuzuki.org/default.asp

			An Inconvenient Truth (web oficial) www.climatecrisis.net/

			David Suzuki Foundation www.davidsuzuki.org/default.asp

			www.davidsuzuki.org/Finding_Solutions/e-news_spring09/fs01.asp
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			MAY EAST “Sustainability is not ONLY about solar panels”

			BY ANNA MURGADAS I VALLDOSERA

			May East is a Brazilian social change activist who has worked internationally with indigenous people, women, anti-nuclear, environmental and sustainable human settlements movements. She is currently coordinating the actions of the Global Ecovillage Network and Gaia Education vis a vis the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 2005-2014. From the Findhorn Foundation Ecovillage in Scotland, where she has lived since 1992, she has helped to develop the Gaia Education curriculum for sustainability design, whose virtual version has been launched with the UOC.
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			How did the Gaia Education project start up? Gaia Education was born out of the Ecovillage movement. Before sustainability was such a crucial topic for our generation, there were already people living with a small ecological footprint. Many of the ecovillages have been around for 20 or 30 years. We realised that there was a need to transform the body of knowledge that we have amassed over many decades and organise it into a congruent curriculum. A group of 23 ecovillage educators met over ten years to generate and organise this knowledge. In 2005, we finally launched a proposition that included three pilot areas of knowledge which were going to test if this curriculum was good enough, universal enough and also relevant enough to be applied in different regions of the world. That was the very beginning.

			And the three areas that you initially started to work with were far from the actual topic of ecology... We started with the three major pillars of sustainability, namely social design, ecological design and economic design, but now we have added a fourth one, which is worldview. We saw that when you start redesigning social relations, economic relations and ecological relations you come out with a complete different worldview. Sustainability is not just about green views and ecological duties. If you do not have all the social agreements in place, if you do not create a local economy that breaks the bonds with the traditional economy, if money is leaking from your system to other places, then you can not sustain it. Many people think sustainability is about green views and solar panels, and it is not.

			“The future of humanity and the biosphere is going to be decided in the big cities of the world”

			And since you started, how many people have gone through this curriculum? At this stage we have run over 38 programmes around the world from Ireland to São Paulo, from the Middle East to Senegal and Ankara. The curriculum has been tested and applied in very different settings: in big urban centres, in rural communities and in traditional villages. We have conducted many pilots, and we have really startedimplementing this course and also launched the virtual version, which is available through the UOC’s Campus for Peace. We are very proud of it because it allows people who are not able to travel to ecovillages to receive training on sustainability design, and they can do it online. We have gone very far with it, and in the first year, for example, we have been teaching some of the biosphere reserve directors from China using the English version of the UOC platform.

			From Barcelona to China: can the same knowledge be taught to societies with such cultural differences? The Gaia Education curriculum was created by a body of 20 ecovillage educators who come from five continents, so the matrix itself has already been compiled with different perspectives. At the beginning, we wondered if it was going to make equal sense in India and New York, but after two years of testing we saw that the results were incredible. Why? Because the teachers from each region use their own examples and their own terminology; we have not only translated the curriculum into different languages, we have culturally adapted it. Also, along their whole journey the students are taught how to apply the knowledge in their regions, and their case studies lead them and their local teachers to adapt the contents to their own situation. The curriculum is not prescriptive; it is much more a framework. If it were prescriptive, it might not be universally applicable.

			And the knowledge contained in the curriculum can be applied anywhere, from a small ecovillage to a big city? Yes, it can. Nowadays we are teaching it in urban centres as much as in rural centres. I come from São Paulo, Brazil, with a population of 22 million people. Since I started with the Ecovillage movement, I have always thought about how to replicate the knowledge on sustainability in towns and cities like mine. For me, the future of humanity and the biosphere is going to be decided in the big cities of the world, and ecovillages are laboratories where we are constantly experimenting and testing new things. A city has many cells, its neighbourhoods, and the Gaia Education curriculum also works in them by looking at the small scales within the big scales.
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			So you can replicate the ecovillage experiences in these big urban areas... We can share our techniques with urban planners, designers, educators, social workers, architects, engineers and others. Our toolsare generalist and can be applied to whatever situation these professionals work in. Sustainability is about closing the cycle, where the garbage of one industry becomes the energy of another. Between the ecovillages and the big cities there is another emerging movement that we are part of, which is called transition towns. They involve all the sustainability factors that we have been developing in our laboratories and already applying in the context of climate change and peak oil.

			So ecovillages are the labs for the sustainable cities of the future? They have accumulated knowledge based on observation, design andtransition that is replicable in the big cities. We work with knowledge transfer, but this knowledge is only transferred when it is applicable, otherwise it is just information. In our courses, students examine real-life case studies, and while they are studying the contents all the assignments are about taking those contents and applying them to their case. Then the knowledge is transferred and they are truly learning. Right now there is no time left just to spread information; it has to be applied in real life.

			As real as the crisis the world is experiencing. Do you think that the current situation can in any way help people to realise the need to do things differently? Hazel Henderson, to my mind one of the best of economists of our times, said that a crisis is a terrible thing to waste.At this stage, as we are facing a very deep crisis, which is a crisis in the economic system, the ecological system and mainly the value system, we are also encountering greater interest in our programmes, and most of them have a waiting list.

			And do you think there is going to be a change? I have never in my life changed because somebody gave me good advice. When I have changed, it was always because there was a combination of need and will. If I had the will to change but not the need, it did not work out; and if I had the need but not the will, I did not succeed either. In collective terms, it is very clear that we need to change, and people are realising this just by seeing all the destruction wrought by weather. We have very clear scientific proof with the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) and very clear economic proof with the Stern Review and other very important reports. So we know that the need is there. The will has been very well articulated both bottom-up and top-down. Many organisations from civil society have been voicing this for years, but now they are more heard and better organised. From the top down, as well, very good local governments, countries and regions are saying yes, they are making or are going to make the change.

			“There is no time left just to spread information; it has to be applied in real life”

			We have been listening to governments’ environmental good intentions for decades. Why should we think they are for real now? I was at a recent Unesco World Conference on Education for Sustainable Development held in Bonn. I also was at the launch of the United Nations Decade on Education for Sustainable Development on the 1st of March 2005 in New York, where there were about 40 or 50 people. Five years later, we went to this big meeting in Bonn with about 900 people, 150 countries and 40 Ministers of Education. The movement has grown so much.

			What was the role of Gaia Education in this meeting? We have been one of the 25 projects around the world that the organising committee selected to be exhibited at the meeting. We went there withthe online course that we offer with the UOC, and people were very interested. The world is ready. We have the Bonn Declaration, and there is the need, the growing will and institutions all over the world wanting to come onboard. Gaia Education is not the only project, but what makes it different is the body of knowledge that comes from the sustainability laboratories. You have academic studies, and you have many pockets where sustainability has been talked about over the last twenty years. We have been thinking and acting sustainability in the context of human settlements, and transferring the accumulated experience is what we are about.

			What about your specific experience in ecological activism. When did it start? I have been living in Findhorn, Scotland, for 17 years now. At this stage, I have one foot in the Ecovillage movement andone foot in the transition towns movement, which is emerging very strongly and is addressing the two biggest challenges facing our generation right now. I have been a social change activist since my teens, and I have always wondered what effect I was having. One of the most inspiring educators of my generation was Paulo Freire, and he said that all endeavours require both reflection and action. If there are too many words it becomes rhetoric, and if there is too much action it becomes superficial activism that does not achieve a real change in structure and behaviour. For me, just activism is not enough; there has to be some reflection that balances it. With every social movement I have been involved in, I have always seen my being there as temporary. In the Ecovillage movement, when I arrived I said to all my colleagues I would be there as long as this movement is relevant, as long as this movement was answering the questions of my time. The moment that it flows into dogma I will be out of here because the whole point is to see what social movements emerge in order to address the relevant issues of our times. So far, the Ecovillage movement has been answering my deepest questions, but I do not know where I am going to be the next time we meet. I have this quest to balance reflection and action with the needs of the world, and what these needs will be I do not know. 

			
			

			+INFO

			Càtedra UNESCO de Sostenibilitat www.catunesco.upc.edu

			Gaiaeducation: at the cutting edge of sustainability education. www.gaiaeducation.org/

			Findhorn Foundation www.findhorn.org/index.php?tz=-120
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			THE GREEN LIFE. Ecovillages: The sustainable utopia

			BY LAIA FORÉS

			Silence welcomes visitors to Bois del Terre (Forest of the Earth). Two rows of houses rise up in the midst of a vast meadow encircled by a forest, a bucolic landscape that summons reflection. It is Saturday morning, and most of the 27 inhabitants of this tiny ecovillage in Belgium located just 20 kilometres from the capital, Brussels, have not left their homes yet. Two blond, laughing children, Julie and Marine, come out of one of the houses and head towards the meadow to feed the hens. Meanwhile, their father is tidying up the kitchen, where they have just had breakfast. He is Stéphane Vanden Eede, the driving force behind this ecovillage, the home to six families since the summer of 2007.

			“We wanted to create an ecovillage where we could live communally and respect the environment actively. We bought the land and built six houses right in the midst of nature. Life here is based on two principles: peaceful coexistence and ecology,” explains Stéphane. The four families who began the project – later joined by two more – chose a place that was away from the city yet well connected to it, because most of the denizens of Bois del Terre work outside the ecovillage as freelance professionals.

			Once they found the land near the village of Ottignies south of Brussels, they held a sort of audition to find an architect who understood their project. They found one who custom-designed the houses. “They are built with ecological materials, they have natural ventilation, rainwater collection systems and energy-saving devices,” claims Stéphane, who has been involved in the world of ecology since he was quite young and is currently at the helm of a green NGO.

			The concept of an ecovillage is relatively recent. One of the main theoreticians behind the movement, American Robert Gilman, coined this name to call communities that revolve around sustainability and peaceful coexistence, all of them human settlements that seek to create a minimum impact on the environment. Gilman, an astrophysicist who worked for NASA before devoting his life to reflecting and theorising on the ecovillage movement, suggested this name during the first worldwide gathering of communities held in Denmark in 1991.

			That meeting was crucial to driving the ecovillage movement around the world: it laid the foundations for the creation of the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) four years later, the institution that coordinates all the ecovillages, holds lectures and seminars on ecological issues and participates in the UN programme that helps local governments implement Agenda 21 on sustainable development. The first meeting of GEN was held in Findhorn (Scotland), the site of one of the most important ecovillages in Europe, created in 1985. Four hundred people from all over the planet participated in that gathering, a major step forward in consolidating the ecovillage movement.

			Ecovillages also seek to preserve traditional values and models of life

			What exactly is an ecovillage? There is not a single definition of the concept, just as there is not a single model. To Robert Gilman it encompasses the international communities with a concern for ecological issues that have emerged in the past thirty to forty years. Muriel Gehlen, the leader of the movement in France, adds that an ecovillage is “a group of people who try to gradually work their way towards energy autonomy and food self-sufficiency, and who try to live ecologically on a daily basis”.

			There are different elements that define an ecovillage, but two of them are essential and common to all of these projects: communal living and respect for the environment. However, the president of GEN-Europe, Jonathan Dawson, expands this definition and proposes four dimensions: social, ecological, cultural and spiritual. Dawson believes that ecovillages seek to preserve traditional values and models of life, which are much more closely tied to the environment than today’s development model in which the city and consumption are the backbone of any activity. “It is a model in which farmers’ and small craftspeople’s skills and way of seeing the world are viewed not as problems that must be solved with a development plan but as assets that must be preserved,” he states.

			Another common factor in ecovillages is participatory democracy: the decisions are taken by consensus bearing in mind all the inhabitants’ opinions. They are micro-communities with their own rules that are drawn up together. Unlike a city or country, where the governments take the major decisions, in ecovillages everyone has both a voice and a vote. Periodic assemblies and meetings tend to be held to take decisions on anything that affects communal living.

			While in some ecovillages respect for the environment and responsible consumption are the engines driving day-to-day life, in others spirituality is the backbone of communal living, following the New Age trend. You do not have to look far to find ecovillages that hold communal meditation sessions in which all the inhabitants participate.

			 One of the most important in the world is Auroville in southern India, a veritable microcosm that can house up to 50,000 people, although only 2,000 people from 35 different countries live there permanently. “Auroville aims to be a universal city where men and women from all countries can live in peace and harmony beyond any belief, political leaning and nationality. The goal of Auroville is to realise human unity”, cites one of the founding principles of this pioneering ecovillage. This spiritual community is not associated with any specific religion and was founded in 1968 by Mirra Alfassa, a Frenchwoman with a Turkish father and Egyptian mother, known as The Mother.

			Even though communities that defend the environment have been called ecovillages since 1991, this sort of community actually existed decades earlier. In fact, some authors believe that they are just the next stage in the evolution of the hippie settlements of the 1960s. Jonathan Dawson says that ecovillages are actually the outcome of a variety of movements that converge on a specific way of life, including the hippie and ecological movements, the feminist movement and even the movement promoting equality between the sexes. “It is a rich mosaic of different initiatives that share the same values,” says the president of GEN-Europe. 

			In turn, José Luís Escorihuela, the coordinator of the Iberian Network of Ecovillages (Red Ibérica de Ecoaldeas, or RIE), believes that ecovillages are an inheritance from the tribes, clans and small communities that existed thousands of years ago, as if they were a return to our ancestors’ modus vivendi. “The concept might be new in the West because we have lost the idea of community and distanced ourselves from nature. But in other places in the world there are local communities that have kept up their close ties with nature, support structures among neighbours and participatory forms of government. In this sense, they can be considered ecovillages,” says Escorihuela, the author of the only book in Spanish on the subject, Camino se hace al andar. Del individuo moderno a la comunidad sostenible (A Path is Made by Walking: From the Modern Individual to the Sustainable Community, Nous, 2009) and the coordinator of the Gaia Education virtual course on design for sustainability offered by the UOC and this international consortium of ecovillage educators.

			It is hard to know how many ecovillages there are around the world, given that the boundaries of the concept are blurry. Some strictly spiritual communities, for example, cannot be classified as ecovillages. Other communities in Africa or remote islands far from civilisation where capitalism has had no impact might fit the bill. But not even the GEN itself is able to provide a clear conceptual definition of ecovillages. Still, there are calculated to be around 900 ecovillages around the world, 200 of which are in Europe. The majority of them are located in Africa, especially Senegal, Ghana and Nigeria. There are fewer in the Asian countries, around 25 in total, but up to 10,000 or 15,000 people live in some of them.

			In Europe, the countries with the most ecovillages are the United Kingdom, Germany, Denmark and Italy. These countries have a longstanding tradition of social and community movements which have often driven the creation of ecovillages. According to the coordinator of the RIE, in Spain the Franco regime signalled the end of the existing agricultural collectives that resembled ecovillages. “Today you can sense a keen interest in the issue all over Spain, but for the time being there are more plans than solid initiatives,” states Escorihuela, better known as Ulises.

			Two of the handful of successful initiatives in Spain are the villages of Lakabe in Navarra and Matavenero in León, two communities with similar stories. Lakabe is a village that was abandoned in the 1960s and occupied twenty years later by a group of people who wanted to live together in a rural setting. Currently more than thirty people live there counting children and adults. Tours of Lakabe are held, as are working camps and introductory courses in communal living for people who would like to experience life in an ecovillage for a specific period of time. Unlike some kinds of spiritual communities, ecovillages are characterised by having an open attitude towards people. One of their values is socialisation: instead of being closed communities they aim to be the polar opposite.

			There are around 900 ecovillages in the world, most of them in Africa and about 200 in Europe

			The ecovillage in Matavenero was also founded as a “rural squatters’ settlement” inthe early 1990s and today is home to around sixty people from different countries. The inhabitants have created a school, a nursery, a restaurant and small crafts industries. They also hold workshops and courses for visitors, and they welcome volunteers who spend time at the ecovillage doing some sort of community work. Some images of everyday life in this ecological village are reminiscent of the scenes from any village decades ago: there are no motor vehicles driving around and transport is carts pulled by beasts of burden. Medicine is based on homeopathy and naturopathy and other natural methods, and the fruits and vegetables grown in the gardens and orchards are biological.

			Despite the hardships, Lakabe and Matavenero are examples of successful initiatives of this kind. However, the statistics are not so promising: the majority of projects undertaken never manage to take hold. Diana L. Christian, one of the most internationally renowned authors in the subject of ecovillages, claims in her book Creating a Life Together that nine out of every ten projects fail because of poor planning, organisation and preparation for communal living. “We do not know how to live communally. We have no training or preparation, and we tend to respond to problems with individualistic patterns that only complicate things,” says Ulises.

			The fact is that the number of ecovillages in developed countries is not on the rise, but the GEN-Europe believes that their influence on society is increasing, especially bearing in mind the rising interest in respect for the environment. Ecovillages propose real alternatives for living more sustainably, and for this reason the movement believes that the goal is not to create new communities but to transform existent communities and guide them towards the principles upheld by the ecovillage model. The future is viewed with optimism. “The ecovillage movement is still young and needs pioneers, but it is a tool for people and communities to make their fondest dreams come true,” declares Jonathan Dawson.

			At Bois del Terre, the hours of the day tick by slowly. Two of the residents have to tend to the gardens, while the youngest children run around and play in the meadow or on the swings. In the afternoon, everyone gathers together in the communal house, a small one-room building where the inhabitants of this Belgian ecovillage gather to do activities together one weekend a month. They hold a communal supper, invite friends, put on modest plays or simply do community work. Stéphane Vanden Eede admits that he is happy. “Living here is the best form of ecological activism. We have managed to create the way of life that we wanted, and this is a privilege. However, one thing must be made clear: it is a difficult undertaking, and it has not been easy to get here.” 

			+INFO

			Global Ecovillage Network

			gen.ecovillage.org/

			Global Ecovillage Network - Europe

			www.gen-europe.org/

			Red Ibérica de Ecoaldeas

			www.ecoaldeas.org/

			Bois del Terre

			www.boisdelterre.be/
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			The EcoUniversity

			Eduard Vinyamata

			Eduard Vinyamata holds a doctorate in Social Sciences. He is an international consultant and researcher in conflict resolution, and a professor of Conflictology at several European and American Universities. He directs the Campus for Peace and is the academic head of the Area of Humanitarian Cooperation, Peace and Sustainability at the UOC’s International Graduate Institute. He has published around 20 books, including Conflictología: curso de resolución de conflictos (Conflictology: Course on Conflict Resolution), Camins de pau al País Basc (Pathways to Peace in the Basque Country) and Los conflictos explicados a mis hijos (Conflicts Explained to my Children).

			Universities have an implicit duty: to make this world a better place. Scientific and technological knowledge must be placed at the service of people and the societies they live in: it must make people and societies live in peace, safety and justice; it must ensure freedom, health and welfare; and it must make our environment healthy and ensure that natural resources are not depleted. But this does not always happen when knowledge is not explicitly used for the common good.

			Climate change, environmental destruction, the depletion of certain basic natural resources needed to sustain life and health. Inadequate, unhealthy or sub-standard housing. Food contaminated by industrial processes that put profit over nutritional values and health. The uneasiness caused by measures taken to live safely. The conflicts that terrorise millions of people and entire nations. Medical and pharmaceutical practices that target the bottom line instead of benefits to human health. Economies ruined because we forgot that money serves for exchanges that promote progress and welfare and the common good. Corrupt and non-participatory governing practices. Churches that sow fear and intolerance. Schools that rather than educate instruct in knowledge that is often useless or in submission and the lack of a scientific spirit that whets the appetite for knowledge… 

			Forgetting the usefulness of the effort to learn leads us to invalidate the intentions of science and technology, which are none other than improving individuals’ lives and social life. Philosophy must free us from the ignorance and fears that uncertainty stirs in us; architecture must provide us with decent, healthy, comfortable housing; medicine must help us to recover our lost health; law and politics should help us live together inharmony and cooperate with each other, to overcome wars and live without violence; agriculture should aim to produce nutritious, healthy and delicious food for everyone. Education must train us to live in society as autonomous, free, responsible people, and the social sciences must try to achieve social and individual welfare. Engineering should promote life and efficiently generate clean, not polluting, energy.

			Humanity and Nature must be the core and mission of universities and scientific endeavours

			Getting back the meaning of science, the meaning of the effort of thinking, reveals the new horizons and challenges that universities in general must rise to today. All the branches of knowledge must once again include ethics, which shows us that humanity and nature, in all their guises, are the core and mission of universities and scientific endeavours. Bio-construction, eco-architecture, conflictology, ethical finances, socially conscious economics, clean and sustainable energies, free education, natural therapies, complementary medicines, ecological farming and livestock husbandry, homeopathic veterinary medicine, environmental sustainability, anti-corruption, participatory democracy, eco-philosophies, international cooperation, green chemistry, … 

			Twenty percent of the economy in the world is criminal; much of humanity lives with fears and anxieties; wars on all continents; the global economic crisis; pandemics; thousands and thousands of deaths from starvation in a world where food is plentiful; accelerated environmental deterioration; depletion of basic natural resources like water; conflicts in all realms of social life; criminality; violence. A situation like this requires universities to once again consider the meaning and mission of scientific endeavours, education and research. Knowing in order to know how to solve problems, rise to challenges, make the world better. It is not a question of ideology; it is fundamentally a moral question.

			We at the Campus for Peace at the UOC propose gathering together all the knowledge and all the technologies that were created outside universities, that have grown in response to real demands and needs more than as a result of educational laws and the supply and demand of markets. The EcoUniversity emerges, in conjunction with other universities, NGOs and professional organisations, to include the adaptation of architecture, law, engineering, the social sciences, education, medicine and agriculture to the university life that is committed to humanistic values in the broadest and most integrative sense of the term, with an honest scientific spirit and citizen responsibility in a world of upheaval and uncertainty. 
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			Defending biodiversity with a knife and fork 

			BY ÀNGELS DOÑATE

			[image: 6.jpg]

			Thousands of years ago, according to the Jewish and Christian traditions, Yahweh ordered Noah to build an ark because of the global flood that would besiege the Earth for 40 days and 40 nights. In this wooden ark, Noah was to gather one male and one female of every species, as well as the food they needed to survive. Water engulfed the world and all the creatures of the Earth died except for the ones on the ark. When the waters subsided, Noah repopulated the planet with them.

			Centuries later, neither water nor the gods’ wrath endanger life on earth, and yet 17,500 animal and plant species disappear every year. This loss is a natural process, but we inhabitants of the 20th century also have the dubious honour of wreaking levels of destruction on the planet that will be difficult to remedy. In addition to the harmful effects of global climate change, farming and consumption are also directly responsible for this loss in biodiversity. Destroying nature’s equilibrium works against humans: it changes our habitat and depletes our natural bounty of food, medicine and energy. Some experts claim, for example, that in the past century alone 85% of agricultural products in Europe were lost, and in the United States, 6,800 of the 7,100 kinds of apples cultivated in the 19th century have disappeared.

			85% of Europe’s agricultural products were lost during the past century

			According to Cinzia Scaffidi, Italian journalist and director of the Slow Food Study Center, an international non profit movement that was founded in 1986 in response to hurried lifestyles and the homogenising effects of fast food, “the term biodiversity encompasses the entire set of living organisms that are part of the planet. We must all understand that protecting them is neither a luxury nor a mere option: it is basic for the survival of nature and ourselves. We are alive because we change; evolution is the cornerstone. We cannot change if there is no variety.”

			Guided by the spirit of defending variety in our crop fields and pantries, in 1996 the followers of the Slow Food Movement launched the Ark of Taste all over the world. As if they were taking over where Noah left off, they set out to “save” high-quality foods or recipes produced in small amounts using sustainable methods that are in danger of extinction.

			“We realised that there were many products that would disappear or that only remained in the memories of the elderly. Why? Because of economics, transport, the need to simplify production,” explains Scaffidi, a teacher of the master’s Food systems, society and international governance at the UOC. “We have to promote wholesome, fair, clean foods which are the result of a production process that does not damage the ecosystem or the environment, in addition to not endangering the health of the people who consume them. This is what counts. The only kind of agriculture that offers viable prospects for development is the kind based on the wisdom and knowledge of local communities who live in harmony with nature.” To many people, this kind of food and farming are labelled ecological. In Spain, almost 73 million euros were spent on ecological food in 2001, and by 2007 there were more than 20,000 ecological products.

			Xavier Medina, academic director of the UOC’s Food Systems, Culture and Society programme, states that “agriculture is a cultural way of using nature to furnish ourselves with food. We need products to feed ourselves that are already in the environment. We tend to them and then harvest them. We act on nature. Where are the boundaries? If we damage the sources of production, we will hinder production from continuing in the future.”

			Some people think that the average citizen can do nothing about the loss in biodiversity. However Medina, an anthropologist specialising in food, claims that “as consumers we have the power to change things. We can drive the culture and development of high-quality foods. The supply always ends up meeting the demand.” The Italian journalist shares this opinion: “Learning how to use different varieties of fruit or fish in our cooking enables us to have more fun, plus it also helps the planet. For example, the market for fish is narrowing in on just a handful of species, the simplest ones that are easiest to clean, etc. This poses problems for these species, which are under agreat deal of pressure. So let’s eat others.” But our attitude as consumers shouldn’t always be the same. The most important thing is to get back the culture of diversity linked to local consumption and the seasons. “We should eradicate the idea that eating is quick, easy and disassociated with the seasons because accepting this idea means doing away with biodiversity,” claims Scaffidi.

			Xavier Medina believes that the way we eat is culturally conveyed. “Culture changes: we add and eliminate products,” he says. “This has always happened: when the potato entered European kitchens in the 18th century, it took the place of the chestnut because it was more adaptable. We choose products, and they have detractors and supporters.” He does not believe that any period in the past was better. “Every period has its own problems. Was food better before? I don’t think so. For example, in the EU we have stricter regulations than ever to ensure our safety. It is true that we are facing pandemics like the bird flu, but in the past there was cholera!”

			Slow Food “saves” foods and recipes in danger of extinction

			If it is safer and more fun, why do we still insist on eating the way we do? “There is a lower demand for the higher quality products because of the price. Today they are available to us, but we have to pay a bit more,” says Medina. In Spain, an ecological product may cost up to 30% more than a mass-produced one. Nowadays, what counts is the fact that consumers can choose and have access – even if they have to pay more – “to biological products that are produced using more natural farming techniques. And also to heirloom products, ones with a cultural tradition linked to us,” states Medina.

			Both experts are aware that it is difficult to define what is ours. To Scaffidi, “this focus on eating while taking our culture into account does not mean eating exclusively what is around us. In fact, what we consider traditional is already the outcome of geographic, historical and social contamination. What is more traditional in Italy than pasta? Where is it from? Arabia! But it is now part of our identity. What matters is retaining the ability to decide what we eat.” And to decide, we need knowledge. According to Xavier Medina, the surge in bio and ecological products also reflects “consumers” desire for control: what happens to my steak? They want to know, and therefore they educate themselves. As producers of knowledge, universities can bring together specialists and this public that wishes to inform itself. There must be forums for discussion and research into these issues.”

			Cinzia Scaffidi believes that it is also important to educate people on the fact that “preserving biodiversity does not just mean saving the panda bear. When a product disappears, the related words or skills also vanish. It is more than an attack on ecology: it is also a loss of culture.” 

			+INFO

			Slow Food International

			www.slowfood.com/about_us/esp/welcome_esp.lasso

			Guia Slow Food

			www.ajuntament.gi/ccm/upload/6/fitxers/guiaslowfoodesp.pdf

			Manifiesto sobre el cambio climático y el futuro de la seguridad alimentaria – ARSIA (Agencia Regional para el desarrollo y la innovación agrícola y forestal de Toscana)

			www.arsia.toscana.it/petizione/documents/clima/CLIMA_SPA.pdf

			Alimentos Ecológicos www.alimentos-ecologicos.net

			BioCultura, Fira de Productes Ecològics i Consum Responsable

			www.biocultura.org / www.youtube.com/user/biocultura
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			Emergency dictionary on food sustainability

			F. XAVIER MEDINA

			Director of Food Systems, Culture and Society (IIP) Sustainable development

			According to the third principle of the Rio Declaration (1992), sustainable development means meeting the needs of today’s generations without compromising future generations’ possibilities of meeting their own needs. The principles of sustainability refer to the environmental, economic and social facets of development; a balance must be achieved between these three dimensions to ensure their maintenance (sustainability) in the long run. Obviously, food is a cross-cutting issue in all these facets.

			Permaculture

			This is a system for creating human settlements and sustainable, ecological, viable and self-sufficient production systems. It is grounded on observation of natural ecosystems, fostering traditional techniques along with non-aggressive scientific knowledge in an attempt to always achieve an integrated system in which the different elements help each other (some are used as natural fertiliser for plants, to create shade or provide protection from the wind) and everything furthers the efficacy and sustainability of the entire system.

			Ecological agriculture

			As part of a kind of development that is as sustainable as possible, ecological agriculture strives for an integrated development of agricultural resources based on an optimisation of natural resources. For this reason, it uses no chemical elements or genetically modified organisms, yielding organic products within a system that strives to respect the environment to the utmost and deplete the soil as little as possible. By not using chemical products, neither as fertiliser nor to prevent or combat pests, this kind of agriculture must be largely based on prevention in an attempt to yield hardier species, and consequently focusing mainly on local species.

			Biological foods

			The result of ecological (or biological) agriculture, as mentioned above, biological foods are those grown without the use of agricultural chemicals in any stage of production, without any additives and respecting the seasonal rhythms (each crop is grown in its natural season). Currently, consumers have more guarantees that the biological foods they buy and consume are truly biological if they are properly labelled and endorsed by the relevant authorities.

			Food “fears”

			Throughout almost all of the 20th century, transformations in the realm of food have picked up speed, generally leading to higher industrial production and distribution of products, which gives the general public easier access to most foods at more affordable prices. This mass industrialised production, however, has also had two negative consequences: the numerous health problems associated with this kind of production (such as bovine spongiform encephalopathy, or mad cow disease; bird and swine flu; dioxins) and outcries or controversies about research (such as genetically modified organisms, GMOs). In consequence, people are increasingly mistrustful of the foods they eat as they know next to nothing about their production processes.

			Bird and swine flu epidemics

			 For years now, some experts have been warning about the possibility of a new flu epidemic similar to the major ones in the 20th century (1918, 1957, 1968), which were due to mutations in the common flu viruses in animals (primarily birds). In the case of the new flu (also known as swine flu, hog flu, pig flu or influenza A), there is a combination of four strains of virus: two swine, one bird and one human. The major difference between this one and the 2004 bird flu outbreak is that the current strain can be transmitted from person to person. However, two important considerations should be borne in mind: the flu is transmitted through the respiratory system and never through food consumption. Likewise, the terms ‘epidemic’ and ‘pandemic’ simply refer to the magnitude (number of cases), not necessarily to extreme danger or mortality rates of the strain.
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			Finding Solutions for Global Problems 

			Dennis Meadows

			Dennis Meadows was labelled an alarmist back in 1972 when he predicted that the accelerated growth rate of the economy and population might collapse civilisation by the end of the century. The Limits to Growth, the report on the study that he supervised on assignment from the Club of Rome, became the book that spearheaded the movement towards sustainable development. It is still valid today. This text is an excerpt adapted for Walk In of the speech he delivered on the 21st of April in Tokyo, where he received the Japan Prize for the sciences that this country grants each year. It is published with permission from the Science and Technology Foundation of Japan. The video of the complete speech is available at www.youtube.com/watch?v=C7Nh2cauOXo.

			On March 12th, 1972, I presented the first public summary of our results from a two-year research project on the long-term causes and consequences of physical growth on the planet Earth. I spoke before a large group of politicians, journalists, scientists, and economists. My speech was naively based on the belief that a straight forward report of our research would convince leaders to make the necessary behavior changes.

			I never imagined it would be controversial to point out that physical growth cannot continue forever on a finite planet. Nevertheless, our conclusions ignited an explosion of articles, books, conferences, and studies. The response ranged from outraged criticism to fervent support.

			There is no need and no time to repeat here the details of our analysis. But I will summarize briefly what we actually said 37 years ago. 

			I never imagined it would be controversial to point out that physical growth cannot continue forever on a finite planet

			Before I go into the details of our findings, I wish to say that the title of our book was poorly chosen. We did talk about limits in our report – limits on the amount of low entropy resources available, limits on the capacity of the planet to grow food and produce industrial goods, limits of natural ecosystems to assimilate pollution. One chapter in The Limits to Growth was devoted to a summary of data that illustrate these limits.

			However, we did not prove there are limits. If you believe that technological ingenuity can overcome any obstacle, if you think that the market will always provide lower cost substitutes for the goods that grow scarce, or if you believe that some divine power will intercede at the last moment to save humanity from the negative consequences of its folly, our work will not bring you to accept that there are effective limits to growth.

			On the other hand, if you share our belief that it is impossible to have infinite physical growth on a physically finite planet, then our analyses offer you important new insights. We showed through our computer model simulations that:

			1) The planet’s limits are erodible. If we abuse the global system, its carrying capacity will decline.

			2) There are very, very long delays throughout the structure of social, political, biological, geological, technological, and other mechanisms that govern population and economic growth on this planet.

			3) Erodibility combined with delays in the adaptive systems logically imply that growth will end through overshoot and collapse, unless there are drastic increases in society’s time horizon and revisions in its goals and ethics.

			Our findings were in some ways analogous to Isaac Newton’s three laws of motion. Newton’s principles do not predict precisely what future behavior an object will have. But they state that many conceivable behavior patterns are impossible.

			Similarly, we did not predict precisely what future behavior the global system will have. But we did state that physical growth cannot continue forever. And we concluded that overshoot and decline would result unless there were major changes in policies. The World3 standard scenario (see graph 1)illustrates these ideas.
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			The graph shows global average values calculated by the computer year by year for five important, aggregate world factors – population, amount of unused nonrenewable resources, amount of persistent pollution in the environment, total annual food production, and total annual industrial production.

			Notice two features of the curves shown here. First, in the early years each of the five factors grows exponentially. Second, its growth slows until each factor reaches some maximum value usually within the first few decades of this century, and then it declines to much lower levels.

			The important contribution of these curves is not the suggestion that all physical factors must eventually quit expanding on a finite planet. The important contributions are our conclusions that this will happen rather soon and that the behavior after the peak is most likely to be a long period of decline – not a high level of equilibrium.

			Our simulations demonstrated that eliminating one limit to growth does not permit the system to expand forever. It merely forces other limits to become more powerful, until their combined effect is sufficient to offset the forces that are trying to sustain growth in the system.

			There is an unspoken belief that the most difficult time for the society represented in World3 would be after the peak, when population, industry, and other global factors are declining. That will be a difficult period. But the worst time will be before the peak, as pressures rapidly mount to slow the growth. We are entering that period now.

			Most of the global problems that threaten our species are difficult, yet politicians and markets choose solutions as if they were easy

			It is totally false to take these curves as a literal prediction of the future. We never do that. But there is no support in this scenario for anticipating the end of our species. Our reference run calculates that in the year 2100 there will be more people, more food, and more industrial production than there were in the year 1900 – significantly more.

			These ideas seem obvious. But if you were to examine most national political programs today, and most pronouncements by mainstream economists, you would find a very different view. They essentially argue that growth will solve all problems and that if we solve short-term problems, the long-term problems will solve themselves.

			A reason for this difference between the mandates of our research and the actions of national leaders emerges from considering the differences between easy and difficult problems.

			The differences between these two is illustrated by four simple pictures. The first shows the essential nature of a problem. In this discussion I will adopt a very simple definition – a problem exists when there is a difference in some factor’s value between what we actually have now and what we desire to have later. Or, in other words, a problem exists when what we have differs from what we want (graph 2).
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			This picture illustrates such a problem. Here I adopt the convention that raising the factor’s value makes it better. This picture shows a problem, because the actual value of this factor now is lower than we desire it to be in the future. “Next Evaluation” in this slide is the point in time when there will be a serious assessment of the actions taken to solve the problem. “Next Evaluation” depends on the situation. It could be the next time you finish a foot race, if your problem is to raise your running speed. It could be the next election, if your problem is to increase the number of citizens who vote for you. It could be the next time you take an academic test, or stand on a scale to determine your body weight, or get reviewed for promotion, or gauge the affection of someone you love, or decide how happy you are.

			Assume that there are two actions we could take now to solve the problem, to reach the desired, higher value in the future. I will call them Action #1 and Action #2. Each will cause the value of the factor to change over time (graph 3).
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			In an “easy problem”, the action that will finally solve the problem, i.e. give us the desired value in the future, also looks better at the point of next evaluation. And Action #2, which would make the problem worse in the future, also makes it look worse at the point of next evaluation. With easy problems there is usually no argument about what to do. Action #1 is clearly the better choice. And, in fact, most economic and political systems will select Action #1.

			But sometimes the situation is different (graph 4).
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			In a “difficult problem”, the action that will finally solve the problem looks worse at the point of next evaluation. Now the choice is not so obvious. Those who only care about the apparent health of the system at the point of next evaluation, for example politicians who want to win the next election, will argue for Action #1. Those who seek an enduring solution will argue for Action #2.

			The distinction between easy and difficult problems is important, because most of the global problems that threaten our species today are difficult problems in this sense of the word. Yet politicians and markets choose solutions as if they were easy problems. For example, to make energy relatively more available and cheaper in the distant future requires that we now take actions that will make energy seem more scarce and more expensive in the near future. Such restrictive measures are required to stimulate the efficiencies and substitutions that are required to reduce our addiction to fossil fuels. But instead the politically popular approach to rising energy prices is to provide stimulus that will increase fossil fuel production and offer subsidies that will lower its market price, making the problem seem less in the short-term.

			Slowing climate change, reducing poverty, halting soil erosion, slowing the destruction of renewable resources, and other global challenges all require that we take measures that will make the situation seem to many people much worse in the short term. We will be able to make these changes, but it will require that we find ways to convert difficult problems into simple ones (graph 5).
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			Converting difficult problems into simple problems requires at least three changes: 

			1) Policy makers need to have a more sophisticated understanding about the behavior of complex systems. They need to realize that the short-term and the long-term response of a complex system to some action may be in opposite directions. Just because an action makes the situation seem better immediately does not mean the problem has been solved. Just because a policy causes distress in the short-term does not mean it will ultimately fail to solve the problem.

			2) We need to develop forecasts that show the future consequences of current actions – we need a sort of social radar system. If a ship captain were to steer his boat only to avoid obstacles immediately in front of the vessel, he would eventually have a collision, because it takes many minutes and many miles to change the direction of a moving ship. He needs to take action now in anticipation of obstacles that lie far ahead. Information for doing that is provided to him by a radar. Our World3 model is a primitive social radar. It shows possible future consequences of actions taken now.

			3) We need to increase the time horizon, the interval of time within which costs and benefits of current actions are compared. We need to push farther into the future the point of next evaluation, giving the better policy more time to demonstrate its beneficial effects.

			Obviously, most societies still lack the requirements for solving difficult problems. They adopt policies mainly because they are better in the short term. And therefore global problems tend to become worse. 

			+INFO

			A sinopsis of Limits of Growth. The 30 Years update www.sustainer.org/pubs/limitstogrowth.pdf

			The Club of Rome www.clubofrome.org/eng/home/ 

			Are Humans Smarter Than Yeast? (vídeo) www.youtube.com/watch?v=hM1x4RljmnE

			The Environment Canada Policy Research Seminar Series. The Limits to Growth Debate: 1972 to 2002 www.ec.gc.ca/seminar/meadows_e.html
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			Renewable Energy’s Time is Now

			Andris Piebalgs

			Born in Valmiera (Latvia) in 1957, Andris Piebalgs has served as the EU Commissioner for Energy since November 2004. Before joining the European Comission, he was a diplomat for almost a decade. Between 1998 and 2003 he was the Latvian Ambassador to the EU and played a prominent role in the country’s accession talks, later becoming Undersecretary of State for EU Affairs. He was Minister of Education of Latvia from 1990 till 1993 and Finance Minister from 1994 till 1996. He has a degree in Physics.

			We are the first generation to realize the scale of the problems posed by global warming. The most comprehensive study of the economics of climate change that I know of was carried out by Nicholas Stern for the British Treasury. He concluded that the cost of inaction was substantially greater than the cost of action. The total costs of inaction could be between 5% and 20% of lost GDP every year. These are extraordinarily high numbers, much greater than the proportions of GDP lost by economic slowdown. 

			The likely cost of the European Union’s climate-energy package in 2020 is being put at 0.45% of the Union’s GDP, while between now and then Europe’s total GDP is forecast to increase by 38% from today’s level. Even if our GDP fails to grow by quite as much, the economic cost of avoiding serious climate change is very small.

			The EU has already done a lot. The pricing of carbon emissions, within the context of the Kyoto Protocol and the EU’s trading scheme, has been a good start. And, whatever its peaks and troughs, we can expect the price of energy to be higher in the coming years. This is true not only of oil, but also of electricity prices, owing to high levels of investment required in both power generation and infrastructure.

			Europe’s energy import dependency is forecast to reach 64% by 2020, up significantly from just over 50% at present. The best way to avoid finding ourselves locked into energy-intensive production and consumption patterns tomorrow is to give the right signals today.

			Energy efficiency also is one of the least costly ways of reducing our impact on the environment. We have set ourselves the objective of containing global temperature change at 2°C. That is ambitious, for it pre- supposes that global greenhouses-gas emissions will be stabilized within the next two decades, and that industrialized countries will reduce their emissions by 60-80% from 1990 levels by 2050. 

			Of course, Europe’s energy supply will never be entirely renewable. Fossil fuels should continue to play a role, for as long as we have them, in combination with carbon capture and storage. But renewable energy is a key foundation of a sustainable economy. 

			In 2007, more than half of the annual net increase in installed electricity generating capacity in the EU was, for the first time, derived from wind energy. Investment in renewable energy is now growing at a strong pace across Europe, and recently much of my time has been spent ensuring that a legislative framework is created that can maintain the momentum. 

			Energy efficiency is one of the least costly ways of reducing our impact on the environment

			Part of the case for Europe being a global leader in renewable energy is that we will create the expertise and produce the equipment that others will buy. As in all transitions, old industries will give way to new industries. Renewable energy technologies already have created 300,000 jobs in the EU. We in the European Commission estimate that meeting our target of relying on renewable sources for 20% of Europe’s energy needs will create up to a million jobs.

			The renewable energy directive, which will be finalized early this year, provides clear objectives for each EU member state and sets a stable framework within which businesses can invest. In order to meet the EU’s 20% target by 2020, member states will have to apply themselves to creating the right support mechanisms, streamlining their administrative procedures, and ensuring fair access to energy transport networks for renewable installations. 

			There is a very good case for giving renewable energy its own targets. First, many renewable energy technologies are not yet commercially viable if left to market forces. Other energy sources benefit from subsidies, including coal, nuclear, and even oil in some developing countries, so the playing field for non-supported renewable energy is not a level one. 

			Second, renewable energy provides benefits to society that the market cannot price. These include benefits in terms of climate change and air quality, security of supply, innovation, and regional development. As Lord Stern said recently of well-designed subsidies for cleaner technologies, “The world has a very strong reason for the faster development of new ideas andtheir diffusion than the market is likely to deliver.”

			Finally, targets strengthen the EU’s efforts to provide leadership in a crucial area. For example, targets that attach sustainability criteria to the use of biofuels create a standard that other countries with biofuel policies might apply.

			But financial support for renewable energy should not be open-ended. It must be temporary, and gradually disappear. Once technologies become mature – a judgment to be made on a case-by-case basis – they should stand on their own feet, as is true of large hydropower installations today and on-shore wind tomorrow. This is in stark contrast to greenhouse gas targets, which are not only here to stay, but are likely to become more stringent over time and more geographically extensive. 

			There is little likelihood that climate change will no longer be a problem 50 or 100 years from now. By that point, the scarcity of many fossil fuels will probably have made renewable energy an automatic preference. Today’s challenge is to put the global economy on a more sustainable energy footing as soon as possible. 

			+INFO

			Andris Piebalg’s blog blogs.ec.europa.eu/piebalgs

			European Comission-Energy ec.europa.eu/energy/index_en.htm

			EU renewable energy policy www.euractiv.com/en/energy/eu-renewable-energy-policy/article-117536

			Energy and climate change: Towards an integrated EU policy www.euractiv.com/en/energy/energy-climate-change-integrated-eu-policy/article-160957
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			HOWARD RHEINGOLD “Mobile phones and the Internet haVE lowered the threshold to collective action”

			BY LEO RUFFINI

			How do the tools we build change the way people think and behave? This is the question that American critic and writer Howard Rheingold is trying to answer since the early 80’s, when just a few thought this topic could be a real issue. He is the author of books like Tools for Thought (1985), a history of the people behind the personal computer, and Smart Mobs: The next social revolution (2002), in which he explores the potential for technology to augment collective intelligence. He is also credited as the author of the term ‘Virtual Community’
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			What are ‘Smart Mobs’? Smart Mobs are groups of people, large or small, who are able to organize collective action to do things together economically, politically, socially or culturally in ways they were not able to do before. They are able to organize with people they were not able to organize with before, in places they were not able to do things together before and at paces they were not able to organize before.

			And those capabilities come from new technologies, I presume. Yes. The combination of mobile phone and the Internet has lowered the threshold to collective action. I think the actions here after the March 11th terrorist attacks, where people used sms to organize political demonstrations, are a great example of a Smart Mob. In the book I talk about the demonstrations in the Philippines that broke down the Estrada regime. After my book was published there was a presidential election in Korea that was tipped. And in Chile, there were high school and elementary school students that self-organized into a national demonstration demanding better funding for education… There are many examples, not all of them political.

			So Smart Mobs have been the revolution you expected. Yes. I wrote the book in 2001 and since then we continue to see activities that I foretold there.

			Some people have the feeling that technology is developing too fast for us to assimilate it and use it to build applications that are practical for our day-to-day life. Do you agree? How can we better face this challenge? I think that may be true. The development and spread of technology are certainly accelerating. There are a billion people on the Internet and nobody heard of the Internet 20 years ago. There are 3,5 billion mobile phones in the world and I don’t think therewere any 15 years ago and very few of them 10 years ago. That is in just those two things alone but there are many other examples. Our social institutions change more slowly and that is probably a good thing. If social institutions changed as rapidly as technology does there would be even more turmoil in the world than there is. I don’t think that all of the changes are necessarily bad changes − the ability to communicate is enabling people to save lives and to feed their children in ways that they were not able to do before − but I think the pace of change itself has stressed both the individual and society. Many of the political conflicts really have to do with the collision between traditional social norms and the kind of changes that technology makes possible. I do think that the opportunity to deal with this crisis is educational. People can learn very rapidly how to deal with technology. It is not something that the normal school system has offered though, because, again, educational institutions change more slowly than technology.

			“The actions after the March 11th in Madrid are a great example of a Smart Mob”

			So the key is learning how to learn. Absolutely. The old idea of learning as memorizing facts is not as viable in a world where there are so many new facts every day. But learning how to learn enables us to survive and maybe even thrive in an environment that changes so rapidly.

			In the early 80’s you wrote Tools for thought. In these almost 30 years, has any phenomena regarding these tools exceeded your expectations? The amount of technology power available for people very inexpensively or for free has exceeded even what I imagined back then. If you go and look at the first paragraph of that book, which is online on my web site, you will see that I asked: “what is the world going to look like in 2000?” We have millions of people that have these devices and are online, so I think I accurately forecasted that the technology would be widely available, but who would have known about things like YouTube back then? I understand that something like twelve thousand hours of video are uploaded every day on YouTube.

			That alone is a lot of information. How can we deal with it? How can we know what is not only true but also useful? We used to trust the authority of the text. But of course in the Internet everybody can publish and that is very liberating and very valuable, but it also means that the responsibility for determining the validity of a text is no longer on the writer or the publisher but on the reader. It is not just learning how to learn; it is learning how to think critically, how to ask your own questions about the information that you find. 

			The web 2.0 has brought blogs, forums, Wikis, YouTube, Facebook, MySpace, Google maps, Flicker, Delicious, ... Are all of them here to stay? Forums are 25 years old, maybe older; Wikis are at least 10 years old. Some of these are probably going to continue; some are going to morph into new things or to go away and be replaced by other versions; and other are going to evolve. Like blogs, that can now have videos and music when they only had text in them in the beginning.

			Now that you mention it, I saw that you have a “vlog”, that is, a video blog, and that one of your last posts is about vernacular video. Yes.

			How is vernacular video changing the way that people interact? Video publishing used to be something reserved for a few experts. It was not really a language that ordinary people used to communicate with. But now we are seeing millions of young people using video in their daily lives. It is becoming a language that they use to communicate with and, of course, that is affecting culture, education and politics. Just as the printing press enabled many more people to be literate, to be able to read and write alphabetic text – although that existed for thousands of years, only a few people were able to have access to this power –, inexpensive tools for creating and distributing videos are creating a new literacy that is very powerful in terms text can’t convey.

			“Learning how to learn enables us to thrive in this rapidly changing environment”

			What about 3D virtual environments like Second Life? It looked at the beginning like they were going to be a revolution, but it seems now that they are not taking off. I think there is a large niche for them, although it may be a small part of the population. And it will probably be always like this. I don’t think it is going to be for everybody. The main problem right now is that it takes a lot of time to learn how to create an avatar and how to move around in a 3D virtual world. Maybe the technology will evolve so it is easier for people to use, and then you will see more people using it. Anyway, I think the future is not converging on one media or one use of the Internet. It is really diverging into many different ways to use the web.

			Can you explain what The Social Media Classroom project is about? For all the reasons that we just have discussed it is important for educators to be able to use social media – forums, blogs, wikis, chat social bookmaking – as part of their education process. Not just to teach people how to use these media but as appropriate ways to teach geography, history or mathematics. But most educators don’t have the time, the money or the expertise to learn how to put together Web 2.0 tools for education. Social Media Classroom was created to be a free Open Source easy-to-use environment for any educator who wants to use social media. Especially to teach Social Media issues, but also to teach any topic.

			Is it as an alternative to Moodle? We are working to integrate it with Moodle. Moodle is a learning environment that includes a lot of things that teachers need. It has some social media tools but I didn’t think they were as advanced or as easy-to-use as I would like them to be. The idea of the Social Media Classroom is to have all of the media – the Forums, the Wikis, the blogs, etc – in a uniform user interface so, for the teacher or the student alike, you can move from one media on to another very smoothly. Ideally, we will have a bridge between Moodle and the Social Media Classroom, so you can do course management as well as using more advanced social media tools. 

			Is technology changing the traditional meaning of words like ‘community’? A sociologist named George Hillary compiled 94 different definitions of ‘community’ in the social science literature. It is a word that people project a lot of different meanings onto. The way we live changes – we have big cities, we have high-speed transportation, we have global communications – and the way we relate to each other changes, too. Community is a bit of a moving target. 

			+info

			Howard Rheingold www.rheingold.com/

			Howard Rheingold’s Vlog vlog.rheingold.com/

			Social Media Classroom socialmediaclassroom.com/

			Smart mobs: the next social revolution 

			www.smartmobs.com/index.html

			Tools for Thought: The History and Future of Mind-Expanding Technology (free in HTML form) (1985) 

			www.rheingold.com/texts/tft/

			The Virtual Community (free in HTML form) (1993) 

			www.rheingold.com/vc/book/intro.html

		

	

OEBPS/images/3_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/6_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Dossier_fmt.jpeg
Lo diidantesecogte/

MAVEAST

11 e planea

FreTm—

FOWARD RHENGOLD
Mol ds e e/





OEBPS/images/Captura de pantalla 20_fmt.jpeg
Esconar stindard
Vionds | cocenate
indar Weren
Wor 3 sanard

oo g
poleicn

— S Wt i





OEBPS/images/Captura de pantalla 2_fmt1.jpeg
Un broblenia /
Abloviem 1






OEBPS/images/2_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Captura de pantalla 2_fmt3.jpeg
Problomos difiils
i eles






OEBPS/images/12_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Captura de pantalla 2_fmt4.jpeg
i problems info
simple problems /






OEBPS/images/1_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/images/Captura de pantalla 2_fmt2.jpeg
Problemes facis /
Sy prosiems s






