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INFLUENCE OF CAT ON LOCAL DEVELOPMENT

Any observer of the Dyfi Valley district (central Wales, UK) in the last thirty years will agree that the Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT), founded in 1974, has had a discernible influence on the economy and character of the area. How significant has this influence been?  Does it justify any general inferences about the role that ecosites can play in local development?

There can be no completely objective yardstick here, because there is no ‘control’. It is hard to unambiguously distinguish features connected in some way with CAT with others that ‘would have happened anyway’.  The best we can do is list developments directly associated with CAT; compare the Dyfi Valley (and its principal town, Machynlleth) with similar regions and towns in rural Wales;. ask entrepreneurs why they decided to locate in the Dyfi area rather than elsewhere; collect anecdotal evidence of changes and effects. Finally we can compare similar exercises carried out for the effects of other ecosites on their regions.

DIRECT ECONOMIC EFFECTS OF CAT ITSELF

CAT is by a considerable margin the largest enterprise in the region. In 2002 it had a turnover of 5M euro, derived almost entirely from outside the area. About 60% of this was wages, and at least half of this would be spent in the local economy, i.e. abut 1.3m euro. Of the rest perhaps 30% is spent on local goods and services, i.e. about 600,000 euro.  

The number of day-visitors to CAT was 60000 in 2002, of which 98% were from outside the area. Randomised face-to-face interviews suggest that about 25% of these visitors have travelled to the area specifically to visit CAT, and most of these are in socio-economic groups ABC1.  Their stays in the area are quite short, averaging 2 nights. Apart from their expenditure at CAT they spend an average of 70 euro for accommodation and 50 euro on other items in the local economy. Their overall contribution is therefore 1.8m euro per year. The other 75% of day-visitors to CAT are general tourists visiting the area on holiday, usually with families. As CAT is largest and best-known tourist attraction in the area it is reasonable to assume it has some influence on visitors’ decisions to holiday here rather than elsewhere. Assume this effect is around 10%, and that these visitors stay 5 nights but with a lower spend per day of 50 euro. This would contribute another 1.125m euro. Also, about 1500 per year attend courses at CAT, and many stay in local accommodation, with other expenditures spending about at about 50 euro per night, say a total of 25,000 euro. 

The total amounts to nearly 5m euro contributed directly to the local economy.

In terms of jobs, CAT employs approximately 120 full-time equivalent staff, all living locally. A conventional multiplier of 2.5  gives about 300 people supported directly and indirectly, in a total population of 12,000 people in the Dyfi Valley, recognised as an area with high unemployment.

SPINOFFS

The ‘spin-off’ effects of CAT’s activities are probably more significant than CAT itself in economic terms. We can classify spin-offs in various ways to aid comparisons:

· Direct creations from CAT

· Companies started by staff leaving for this purpose

· Other companies who acknowledge a role for CAT, mostly through the existence of a core market

· Institutional foundations or social enterprises also generating employment and bringing funds from outside

· Other cultural effects

DIRECT FOUNDATION BY CAT

Two high-tech companies emerged from the development of control systems at CAT in the early 1980s. The process started with the establishment of a wholly-owned subsidiary of CAT on the CAT site, with help from the regional development board. Five years later Aber Instruments was created in 1988, then Dulas Engineering in 1990.

Aber Instruments, 

Aber Instruments was established in June 1988 following several years of initial development work using Radio Frequency Impedance methods for biomass monitoring. This work was carried out in conjunction with the University of Wales, Aberystwyth and I.C.I. Biological Products (now Astra-Zeneca). The combination of biologists and electronics engineers working together has produced a range of high specification on-line instruments with world-wide patent cover, including the Biomass Monitor for biotechnology applications and the Yeast Monitor for use in breweries. 

The company employs 21 staff and has a turnover around 4m euro. See www.aber-instruments.co.uk.

Dulas Engineering, 

The company develops  renewable energy systems, largely for Third World countries, but also in the mid-Wales region.  Its principal divisions are wind energy, solar, biomass and hydro. It employs 25 staff. It operates the Wales office of the European OPET programme. It has itself set up subsidiary companies including Dulas Wood Energy Company and the Renewable Energy Investment Club, a national body promoting small-investor support for renewable energy initiatives. See www.renewable-resouces.com
ENTERPRISES STARTED BY CAT STAFF

Throughout its 30 years of existence there has been a steady turnover of staff. Many of those leaving have set up new environmental businesses, some local to the area.

Carpenter-Oak and Woodland Company Ltd.

This company was founded in 1980 and specialises in building construction using oak framing, conservation of old buildings, and the production and sale of sustainable building materials.

Ecogen Ltd

Founded in 1990, the company acts as developer for renewable energy initiatives, principally wind farms. It has installed 55MW of capacity and has another 130MW under negotiation.

Green Teacher

This was an environmental magazine for teachers, with international distribution, published quarterly from 1989-95, when the editorial functions transferred to Canada

Pat Borer Architects

A nationally-recognised environmental architectural practice, founded in 1988. It continues to collaborate with CAT, designing many of the most innovative buildings on the site, all of which have won architectural awards. It has also designed several eco-houses in the Dyfi Valley.

ENTERPRISES ACKNOWLEDGING POSITIVE INFLUENCE OF CAT

A number of local enterprises acknowledge that the existence of CAT influenced their decision to set up a new business, or to relocate in the Dyfi Valley. The reasons given are that CAT itself provided a crucial part of the market, or the population of like-minded people engendered by CAT created a viable market, or simply that they had moved to the area on account of the atmosphere and cultural dynamism generally attributed to CAT.

Shelters Unlimited, manufacturers of specialised tents such as yurts, tipis, marquees (employs 4)

Natural Solutions, a building company specialising in low energy design and innovative wastewater systems (employs 1) 

 Ian Snow Trading, importer of oriental crafts (employs 7). This enterprise began as a market stall in a neighboring town of similar size about 30km away. Now it is very successful and operates two large shops in the main street of Machynlleth. Asked why he had chosen to open the shops here rather than in the original location, the entrepreneur remarked that Machynlleth was ‘more lively’. This was certainly not its reputation a generation ago.

Greenstyles, bicycle sales and repairs (employs 3)

Dyfi Organic Growers, operating a box scheme delivering local organic produce, and running an organic vegetable stall in weekly market (employs 1)

Elemental Earth, a company promoting educational and community arts, and staging festivals with a strong sustainability component (employs 4)

Corris Youth Hostel, closed then re-opened with the growth of CAT market of tourists in summer and course participants in winter (employs 2) 

The Very Efficient Heating Company, installing solar water heating systems (employs 1)

Green and Gold, a fundraising company specialising in environmental organisations and  projects (non-local, employs 2)

Cemmaes Wind Farm, the first wind-farm created in Wales (180MW), on land belonging to a local farmer and contractor who became aware of the possibilities while working with CAT. (Employs 1)

Bed and Breakfast accommodation offering organic/local/vegetarian food and other ‘green’ features. There are several of these in the area, both attracting environmentally-minded people and benefiting from the sympathetic ambience.

INSTITUTIONAL SPINOFFS

These are social enterprises, non-profits, or semi-official bodies sponsored by the public sector, that acknowledge CAT as having created the necessary conditions for their existence. Many of them are run by former CAT staff.

Dyfi Eco-Park

This is a business park with 5 award-winning low-energy building units, two of them with photovoltaic roofs. It was proposed by a former member of CAT staff to the Welsh Development Agency, who agreed to develop it as a focus for sustainable enterprises. Dulas Engineering took the first unit when it was finished.

Ecodyfi,

The regional development agency promoting sustainable development in the Dyfi valley. See www.ecodyfi.org.uk.

This is a very significant initiative that started as a partnership of three local authorities, the Welsh Development Agency (WDA), several local businesses, Dulas Engineering, and CAT. Its aim was to apply CAT’s sustainable philosophy to the whole district (implying perhaps, that CAT had been rather timid in extending its ideas to the wider community). Securing European funding, its first activities were to promote renewable energy developments in the Valley. Since its formation in 1999 it has created plans for sustainable energy, waste, tourism, forestry and transport in the area and employs a full-time staff of 6. Recently ( together with Powys Energy Agency, the WDA, Forestry Commission and Powys County Council) it won the award for best rural partnership under the European Commission's "Campaign for take-off of renewable energy".

 It has catalysed the formation of several important organisations, including the ‘Dyfi Diary’ a monthly listing of events, the Powys Solar Club,  Bro Ddyfi Community Renewables Ltd, and the Powys Energy Agency

Bro Ddyfi Community Renewables Ltd

This is a company set up to finance, install and run a community wind turbine, as a principled reaction to big institutional investors siphoning off the profits from local energy developments.  The recent project was the first wind-power development in the UK community-run from start to finish. There are 59 shareholders. Its first machine, a second-hand Danish model, was installed in 2003, and sells all its output to CAT.

Powys Solar Club
This is a group-purchasing and mutual support group for householders who wish to install their own solar water heating systems. Such systems are still not cost-effective if bought commercially, but are much cheaper if equipment and materials are bought in bulk and self-installed with help from other members including experts, many of them CAT staff or ex-staff.

Powys Energy Agency

This organisation was started in 2000 with the support of the Local Authority and the Welsh Development Agency. It has a staff of 6, many ex-CAT including the director. Its role is to encourage rational energy policy throughout the county, including efficiency and renewables. It recently organised Greenheat, an international conference on biofuels with world-wide attendance.  The Powys entry into this year's European Commission ‘Campaign for Take-off’Awards was a video called 'Energising Powys: Working together for 100% renewables'. Commenting on the award, a local councillor said, "This is vitally important when it comes to securing additional funding in the future. The European Commission has made it quite clear that it wishes to fund good ideas and integrated projects. This award recognises that this is exactly what has been happening in the Dyfi Valley. The video demonstrates the variety and imagination of people and projects within the Dyfi Valley and Powys in moving away from dependence on polluting fuels. Some examples include projects of farms, householders, community groups, public sector bodies, local businesses and a school. These projects strengthen the local economy because they help the growth of relevant businesses and because more of the money spent on energy stays in the area now.”

This remark also serves to illustrate the growing acceptance of ideas and processes that were thought absurd when CAT first started in 1974.

A comparison with an ecosite/ecovillage in a rural part of Scotland, of similar vintage to CAT, suggests a similar level of impact on the local economy (see Box). Started in 1962 with very humble beginnings, the Findhorn Foundation has grown into a complex amalgam of residential and business developments.

10th March 2003
 Study shows Findhorn Foundation as key player in area's economy

 The Moray-based charity, the Findhorn Foundation, helps to generate almost £3m in local household income and supports around 300 jobs in the Forres and Findhorn area, according to a recent study commissioned by Moray Badenoch and Strathspey Enterprise.

 The report goes on to say that on a wider basis, the Foundation helps to generate over £5m and support over 400 jobs in the Highlands and Islands economy.

 The study was carried out to determine the economic impact the Foundationhas locally as well as to investigate its future business potential and areas of work and expertise that could benefit communities across the north of Scotland. It was carried out on behalf of MBSE, part of the Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) network, by Brian Burns Associates in association with economist, Steve Westbrook. 


 The consultants' findings highlight the role of the Foundation in helping to generate and support new business start-ups and expansions in Moray and helping to broaden the area's skills base. Additionally the report highlighted several social, educational, cultural and environmental impacts. These include attracting residents to the area, helping to sustain services and community life in Findhorn and Forres, and helping to diversify educational provision in Moray by supporting the Moray Steiner School. The Foundation is
 also active in implementing sustainable development policies and practices, while the Universal Hall at Findhorn provides a local venue for a range of cultural events.

 MBSE chief executive, Douglas Yule, said the findings of the study were important in planning ahead for the area's economic and social development. He added: "The report clearly demonstrates that the Findhorn Foundation is an important player in the Moray economy. As well as bringing a great many people
 to the area for conferences and courses, the activities of the Foundation help to maintain a diverse range of skills in the area's population and make major contributions to the main learning centres.

 "This report will help us develop strategies and make decisions about Moray's economic development in the future. We will be looking closely at the various recommendations made in the report by the consultants with a view to seeing which ones we can pick up in the short to medium term. We will also be
making the report available to partner organisations such as the Moray Council, so they too can make use of the information."

 Geoffrey Colwill, finance director of the Findhorn Foundation added: " Although our
 status worldwide is high, as demonstrated by our role working with the United Nations, our local standing and relationships have often provided some of our greatest challenges. The Foundation's recent financial turn around should enable us to ensure the long term presence of a thriving community making its contribution to the local region on many levels. We have over 60,000 visitors to our website every month who find out about this part of the world through the connection
with the  Foundation bringing many more visitors to the region. We hope to work with MBSE more closely in the future, building on the recommendations for development outlined in the report."

 For further information (including a copy of the executive summary of the  report):
 Simon Stewart, MBSE, 01309 696006
 Calum Macfarlane, HIE Communications, 01463 244244
 Richard Mark-Coates, Findhorn Foundation, 01309 690605

CULTURAL EFFECTS OF CAT

In some ways the cultural effects of CAT seem more marked than the economic effects, but of course they are much harder to measure objectively. There is one economic effect that is also strongly cultural, and that is the apparent effect of Dyfi Valley’s reputation on property prices. It has been observed that house prices are around 10% higher than in neighbouring districts. With about 5000 households occupying dwellings with an average value around 100,000 euro, this means that about 50m euro has been added to the assets of property owners in the area. On the other hand, it represents a barrier to low-income households and first-time buyers, and potentially this could discriminate against people of local origin, particularly native speakers of the Welsh language.

Conflict between urban and provincial culture has been a problem in the early days of many ecosites and ecovillages (it is, for example, briefly alluded to in the Box about Findhorn Foundation). In the case of CAT, founded and still staffed largely by monoglot English immigrants, the basic conflict has been compounded by a linguistic one. This issue remains unresolved. There is no question that the existence of CAT has brought a strong influence of mobile, urban, cosmopolitan English-speaking culture and to that extent has diluted the influence of Welsh language and culture with its strong emphasis on kin and land. On the other hand many immigrants come to identify with Wales as their home, and many do learn to speak reasonable Welsh. It is common for English-speaking parents to send their children to Welsh-speaking schools so that they are fluent in both languages and to some extent bi-cultural. 

Sometimes the future-oriented values of CAT make a natural alliance with the radical Welsh collectivist tradition against hostile immigrant NIMBYism. This is seen in the very heated debates over wind-farms, championed by CAT and the vast majority of native Welsh, but vigorously opposed by English retirees on grounds of landscape aesthetics. 

One question worth asking is the relationship between cultural and economic influences. An idea made fashionable by the recent work of Richard Florida
 is that cultural development might prefigure economic development rather than the other way round, or at least the two might proceed together in a kind of co-evolutionary process, and that the cultural aspect is at least as important. It is my impression that the CAT experience supports this idea. After all, when we look at the raw figures, the measurable economic inputs are rather small relative to the size of the whole local economy, modest though even that is. CAT, and most of its spin-offs, is a low-wage system (maximum about 75% of the national median wage). It evidently attracts and retains staff for reasons other than financial reward. When asked why they came, or why they stayed, staff cite cultural reasons: pleasant physical environment, agreeable colleagues, interesting and meaningful work, stimulating cultural activities for both adults and children, a friendly and secure neighbourhood. Political economists might say there are high levels of social capital
. For many people these are very important factors that cannot be bought, no matter how high the wages. 

The low-wage economy probably means that the economic effects of CAT and its spinoffs are rather gentle. This can be compared with several other ‘ideological’ ecosites, for example Findhorn Foundation as previously mentioned, Heeley City Farm, Hockerton Housing Association, UfaFabrik, De Kleine Aarde. These have all grown rather slowly and exhibit a robust set of values that can withstand economic buffeting. Sadly, in Britain we have recently experienced a string of failures (or least, severe wobbles) in well-funded new ecosites that tried to operate on a more commercial and professional basis (Gaia Energy Centre, National Botanic Garden of Wales, EcoTech, and the Earth Centre). Culture is very important! 
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