A design for Rural bioregional systems

Introduction

I have been working on a design for my own bioregion of Kintyre for the past five years. Last year we held a region-wide conference on “Sustainable Communities”.  Also, as chair of both our local development trust and community garden I have sought to get trusts and gardens working with each other across the region. 

My hands-on efforts to build a resilient bioregion have been feeding into the design  In return, it is providing me with a strategic framework and helping me identify key areas in need of assistance.  

This article was written in response to a workshop held on this subject during the Permaculture Tutor Gathering in Birmingham November 201l.

Originally this design arose when I asked a specific question: how we can collectively organise ourselves to reduce our carbon footprint?  An article on it was published in Permaculture Works in 2006. Recently I realised that the design can be applied to issues of food, energy and transport and helps us make action plans for bioregional resilience.

I have come up with what I hope is a catchy name for the design: R4 (Revitalised Resilient Rural Regions).

Methodology

The design has been developed for rural bioregions (I am sure it can be developed for urban situations but I have concentrated on the area in which I live and work). It is a system-based design for bioregional resilience and will work for food, transport and energy.

It is based on the following patterns/systems:

Fractal pattern (an example being the branching structure of a tree).  This is nature's pattern for the flow of energy and the transport of materials.  It is therefore ideal for the three key Transition areas of food, energy and transport.  Whatever scale you look at a fractal pattern, the pattern appears the same.

Nested system.  It is often described as being like a Russian doll – one doll of the same shape is “nested” inside the other.  Another example is an onion, with one sphere of growth nested inside the other.

Both the fractal pattern and nested system are resilient. If a branch of a tree breaks in a storm, other branches can still carry out essential functions and eventually the gap that has opened up will be filled by new growth.  The outer layers of the onion protect the inner ones, and the inner ones protect the bud at their centre.

Both exist at many different levels or scales.  In the case of the nested system, time as well as space is a key determinant. Holmgren in Permaculture; Principles and Pathways beyond Sustainability creates an onion-shaped “hierarchy of systems nested in time and space” (p.130).  This is a profound consideration: for example, he argues from this that public policy needs to address more than just human-only issues if we are to create truly resilient societies (p.128).

Charting your bioregion

How do you define your bioregion?  This question has occupied me a lot over the past five years. I have discovered that we can learn from regions that have natural geographical boundaries eg islands and, in our case, a peninsula (fig. 1 Google map of Kintyre).  We have a population of about 10,000, a low population density and are remote, being three hours' drive from our nearest city of Glasgow.  We have some good farmland, enabling us to grow crops on a large scale and to raise dairy cows. We have an excellent wind resource to provide us with electricity by renewable means and existing plantation forests to provide us with space heating.  However, we are vulnerable in that we have only one main road connecting us to the city, and this sometimes closes because of landslips over a mountain pass (of course, we would be a lot less vulnerable in this respect if we built ourselves a more locally resilient society).

Describing your bioregion in tabular form

See the attached table describing my bioregion (fig. 2). I have split it into four nested spheres which I generically describe as neighbourhood, community, bioregion and administrative region.  Each one fits inside the other.  It is a useful exercise as it enables you quickly to find out where the gaps are – and if there are gaps, as there certainly will be, the system will not be functioning effectively and resiliently. For example, I have put in an EDAP (Energy Descent Action Plan) at bioregional level because I realise that such a plan plugs the gap perfectly. Transition Kintyre or its equivalent does not yet exist (though we have tried to generate interest in setting one up) so an EDAP does not yet exist.

You can easily add other rows to the table in order to look at other areas e.g. services.

Separate tables can be developed for food, energy and transport. As a trust director we are looking to build a wind turbine, the profits of which will go to a Local Cooperative Energy company.  Such an initiative could be fitted into an “energy” table to find out how it can contribute to regional energy resilience. An emerging “food” table is looked at below.

Resilient Food networks.

I will focus on food as an example. What would a resilient food network look like? This is very pertinent to me as I am currently managing a project called 'Local Produce”, with the aim of creating a resilient, locally based food economy for Kintyre, Islay and Gigha (two islands to the west of Kintyre).

Referring back to my table, the row entitled “businesses delivering the food economy” contains appropriate examples for each scale.  In the dispersed, scattered hamlets and farms of mid-Kintyre, mobile shops and roadside stalls are the ideal alternative to what in a town would be called the “corner” shop (serving the immediate neighbourhood).  When it comes to community scale, note how over the past couple of decades community gardens and box schemes have sprung up, organically filling this niche.  Local Produce aims to support the growth of three community gardens and to help with the setting up of a box scheme.  The need to support community-scale activities was identified before we applied for funding and was at the core of our bid.

However, for me, having worked up a system design, the critical scale in our case is the bioregional one.  It is where a significant gap lies; it is also a gap at a higher level of scale.  Importantly, it is a scale which has been neglected and which – fortunately – the Transition Movement is seeking to address.

As mentioned previously, we have many farms in our area.  Like almost everywhere else at present they are over-specialised, almost exclusively rearing animals either for meat or milk.  Also, most of their product feeds into supermarket supply chains rather than local ones.  

The big challenge for us in Local Produce is to persuade a farmer with a standing in the community (someone widely respected who has farmed here for generations) to diversify, start providing a bigger range of products locally and make a success of it financially.  Then other farmers will sit up and notice and follow suit. 

Farms present a golden opportunity.  They already possess the necessary infrastructure ie roads, water supply, tractors, quadbikes, trailers and sundry attachments, as well as    local knowledge, skills and experience.  They are ripe for renewable energy projects eg biogas digesters, small wind turbines and hydro-schemes, even windfarms which could be part-owned by the community.  They also traditionally form the bedrock of rural communities but nowadays often see themselves as being under threat from many quarters, including market forces.  Selling their products locally once more would reconnect them to their local community and enhance their sense of wellbeing.

At the Diploma Gathering workshop one of the participants was the son of a Scottish farmer and the points raised above are largely the result of our lunchtime conversation.

Conclusion

I am indebted to Rob Hopkins who used a fractal pattern language as the background to his new book The Transition Companion.  Attending one of his workshops helped me frame my own design and I hope that it has relevance to those working in the Transition Movement.  I also see it feeding into our Permaculture Scotland Network as we scale up and design and implement bioregional designs.
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