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Dreams of Utopian communities are extremely old, although it is only recently that environmental or (as we now say) sustainability issues have entered the picture. The modern idea emerged in the sixties in the USA and the 70s in Europe. The very word ‘community’ at that time came to mean a relatively small group of people intentionally setting up a physically coherent settlement—hence the formal expression ‘intentional communities’, although they were widely known as ‘communes’, or (if you wanted a disdainful note) ‘hippie communes’. 
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What distinguished these from other kinds of idealistic settlements was that the residents identified themselves first and sought a physical embodiment of their ideals, in contrast to, say, the Garden Cities, where the physical structures were created first, then filled with people in various ways.  These remain the two poles for innovation of new settlements, crudely, bricks first, or people first.

To a good approximation we can say that the ‘communes’ failed. The extreme idealism was too rigorous for frail human nature, and was often naïve and self-contradictory. Communes either collapsed or disbanded, or morphed into more conventional forms. There is still a remnant of their early days, the yearbook Diggers and Dreamers, which reviews events and the state of the movement and provides a directory of active communities.
On the whole, the old communes had a social or political raison d’etre, although a survey of members would show widespread sympathy for environmental values, often of an unreconstructed neo-primitivist kind.   A more sophisticated attempt to revive the ideals of the communes while placing sustainability at the centre of their design, was the ‘Ecovillages’ movement, whose guiding principles are found in the writings of Robert Gilman during the 1990s. Gilman emphasised the importance of ‘full-featured communities’ that showed an active balance of economic, social and environmental features. The movement was exemplified by a handful of  large, successful communities, particularly the Findhorn Foundation in Scotland, Crystal Waters in Australia, Auroville in India, and The Farm in the USA. A formal organisation known as the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN) was co-ordinated by a secretariat in Denmark.  GEN claimed to have many thousands of members, but detailed examination shows that nearly all this number derive from a special village movement in Sri Lanka. Undoubtedly the principal members have been very successful in their own terms, and demonstrate unequivocally that ideologically-driven communities are possible. In environmental terms they also demonstrate many successful strategies for sustainable living. They are an important reference point and an important resource. Furthermore, they all run training courses of various kinds in sustainable technology and sustainable living.

However, they have so far failed to transfer their achievements to the mainstream with sufficient vigour and speed.   My impression is that in recent years the initiative is shifting to the opposite pole: the deliberate creation of physical structures that make green living easy (or at least, easier), followed only after their completion by the occupants. Very often there is no requirement for the occupants to have any particular commitment, belief or skills. 
We are talking here about settlements on a fairly modest scale, less than say, 5000, and usually much smaller. BedZED and its successors have become iconic, and the Freiburg district of Vauban in Germany is probably the most outstanding example of a structure with enlightened management attracting the ‘right sort’ of people and a rich variety of ‘green’ features..
There is problem for all of us in a nagging feeling that, somehow, we are not getting ‘what we ideally would like’ in terms of communities we would really like to live in. Why not? Or perhaps this aspiration is just an illusion? Perhaps when the chips are down we really do prefer privatised semi-fortresses? Perhaps the idea of sharing facilities and of regular intimate contact with neighbours is not so attractive in day-to-day practice? All right in poorer societies when it was necessary and part of the accepted fabric of life, but hard to reconstruct once it has disappeared. 

Co-Housing seems to be the most interesting recent trend, strongest in Denmark. Provides excellent facilities at family level and many others that work well at community level such as district heating, play, transport. Cost savings at the collective level can counterbalance extra costs of delivering eco-features at the household level. 
Graham Meltzer’s book on Co-Housing suggests that these projects work well in delivering higher quality of life, but deliver only modest reductions in carbon emissions, if any, largely because consumer and transport behaviour (at least in the example he studied) followed mainstream norms. In other words, in many important respect Ecovillages are not actually very Eco.

It will be interesting to watch how these trends play out in the next ten years.

Hippie commune or developer-led respectability?








