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Holistic Environmentalism: Community Approaches to Sustainability   
WATSON FELLOWSHIP PROJECT PROPOSAL BY TIM RICHARDS, HAVERFORD ‘10 
 
Permaculture communities, ecovillages, and Transition Towns are three types of 
communities that have emerged as international grassroots movements in order to attempt 
ecologically, economically, socially, and spiritually sustainable lifestyles. Through my 
Watson fellowship, I will travel to five continents living in these three types of 
communities to study the theory and practice of sustainability in intentional and 
conventional communities across cultures.  
 
I intend to witness the ways in which human life can become more holistically 
sustainable with respect to environment, economy, society, and self, all within a 
community context. I will primarily explore how, and how well, theories of sustainability 
are upheld in practice, evaluating and comparing these three emerging strategies for 
sustainability along the way. I am particularly interested in discovering how these three 
international grassroots movements, which originated in Western contexts, translate into 
non-Western cultures and landscapes. For this reason I have chosen a diversity of 
climates and cultural contexts: Argentina, Australia, India, New Zealand, Nicaragua, 
Scotland, and Thailand.  
 
I will explore in depth and breadth three examples of both the permaculture and 
ecovillage movements on three different continents. For each movement, I have selected 
prototypical examples of the concept as well as less-established, smaller examples in 
contrasting contexts in order to assess diversity of implementation. For the Transition 
Town movement, I will also study three examples of varying degrees of establishment, 
though all in one country. I chose to visit three examples of each movement because 
doing so will provide me adequate vantage points from which to ascertain a working idea 
of the concept behind each. This tripartite perspective on each will invite the most fruitful 
comparison among the three. 
 
Permaculture is a term coined by Australian Bill Mollison meaning "permanent 
agriculture" or "permanent culture" which describes a design system for creating human 
settlements that function in harmony with the natural world.  
 
I will begin my Fellowship by attending a two-week Permaculture Design Course at the 
Permaculture Research Institute in Australia near the birthplace of the movement. This 
intensive course will steep me in all of the theoretical and practical aspects of 
permaculture design that can be applied in a variety of landscapes and climates. Former 
Haverford Watson fellow Ethan Roland, who is now a professional Permaculture 
designer, recommended that I begin my journey this way in order to have transferable 
skills to apply during the remainder of my travel year.  
 
After the course concludes, I will travel slightly north on the island to the Crystal Waters 
permaculture community, which is an innovative development that received a United 
Nations World Habitat Award in 1996. Later in my Fellowship, I will travel to the Panya 
Project, a model permaculture community in Thailand, and Project Bona Fide, a 
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sustainable development initiative in Nicaragua in order to spend a total of five months 
experiencing the permaculture movement in radically different geographical and cultural 
situations. I will primarily be examining the ways in which the permaculture movement 
achieves its vision of human-nature integration, with a critical eye directed at determining 
whether and how a mutually symbiotic relationship can be established. 
 
Ecovillages are intentional communities of people who strive to lead an environmentally 
low-impact way of life. Ecovillages typically exhibit cohesive social structures, often 
united by common social and/or spiritual values. 
 
I will spend a total of five months in three ecovillages: Findhorn in Scotland, Auroville in 
India, and Gaia in Argentina. Findhorn and Auroville are well-established, somewhat 
iconic communities with spiritual emphases that underlie ecological living. Gaia, despite 
being newer and much smaller, participated in the creation of the Global Ecovillage 
Network in 1995 and is the South American node of this network.  
 
I chose Findhorn and Auroville in order to examine the relationship between material and 
spiritual sustainability. Do people primarily gravitate to these types of communities to 
affect the macro changes that need to take place in our society, such as reducing the 
consumption of fossil fuel, the emission of carbon dioxide, and generally living more 
lightly on Earth? Or, do people seek intentional community for enhanced quality of life 
that is simpler, healthier, slower-paced, and more spiritually fulfilling? What is the 
interplay between these contrasting motivations and goals - must spiritual and practical 
concerns be necessarily intertwined to achieve holistic sustainability?  
 
Transition Towns are pre-existing communities that adopt “Transition Initiatives” to 
address the problems of Peak Oil and climate change. These places attempt to both craft 
ways of life that do not revolve around the use of fossil fuels and reduce carbon 
emissions to a minimum. Transition Towns are the newest and least-studied type of 
sustainable community initiative, yet they are already a booming international 
phenomenon. The movement is less spiritual in its scope, being primarily concerned with 
the pragmatic aspects of establishing self-sufficient communities.  
 
I will spend two months within three Transition Towns chosen from the multiplicity of 
efforts in New Zealand. My rationale for choosing New Zealand is to provide a case 
study of the move towards self-sufficiency in the context of a remote island that could 
become isolated from the global economy in a very real sense in a post-oil world.  
 
Transition Towns bridge the gap between broad ideals for sustainability and more 
circumscribed global realities. These initiatives begin within existing conventional 
communities as opposed to newly created intentional communities that are often more or 
less removed from mainstream society. I want to examine how sustainability activism in 
Transition Towns is manifested differently than in permaculture communities and 
ecovillages. I will visit the Transition Towns as the conclusion of my project so as to 
“transition” back to society as it were and reflect on the ways in which the endeavors of 
intentional communities could translate into conventional communities. 
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Although these three types of communities share the overarching goal of becoming 
sustainable, they employ different guiding philosophies on how to achieve this end. 
Furthermore, their visions of sustainability coalesce into different practical 
manifestations. I will examine the narrative and worldviews as well as the patterns and 
practices of these three related but unique movements, finding the overlaps, intersections, 
and digressions among them. I will address my inquiries through conversations with 
community members, observations of my own and other’s participation in community 
life, and reading the literature of and about each movement.  
 
Throughout the various communities, I will act as an engaged community member who 
shares all aspects of daily life with the permanent residents. Specific activities in which I 
will participate include organic gardening, natural building, reforestation, cooking, and 
other types of practical undertakings that relate to living off the land. By immersing 
myself on a day-to-day basis, interacting and working with the members of the 
community, I will experience many diverse aspects of living sustainably firsthand. This 
immersion will provide a realistic impression of the culture in which I am living as well 
as indicate and help me determine whether each community’s lifestyle is holistically 
sustainable.  
 
Despite the fact that I will be integrated into these communities, I will remain critically 
aware of the rhetoric and worldview of each place, as my philosophy training has enabled 
me to do. Rather than subscribing to the ideals of a particular movement, I hope to learn 
from all of the movements and take note of the strongest and weakest aspects of each.  
 
Given, the communities will not be constantly working on their goal of sustainable 
livelihoods; in fact, most work less than six hours per day and many take weekends off. 
During this downtime, I will travel to conventional communities in the surrounding 
region to gather local impressions of the ‘alternative’ community in which I am living. 
Particularly in the developing world, are the communities viewed as ideal enclaves 
isolated from the problems of society at large? I aim to discover how these places interact 
with their broader social and environmental contexts. In order to get the fullest possible 
impression of these places, I will examine them both inside and outside. 
 
Practical skills that I hope to learn and implement along the way include organic food 
production, design of renewable energy systems, management of dry sanitation systems, 
water harvesting and management, soil rehabilitation and erosion control, and livestock 
and aquaculture handling. By the end of my Fellowship, I aspire to have learned basic 
skills necessary for living in self-sufficient and sustainable ways, something that my 
intensely theoretical education has not prepared me for hitherto. 
 
Permaculture communities, ecovillages, and Transition Towns have begun to address the 
enormous questions of the coming era of sustainability on a local scale. I will garner 
some of the “best practices” and lessons from these experimental centers for broader 
application in conventional towns, suburbs, and cities. I will document (primarily through 
writing, but also with photo and video) and report what I learn in order to forward 
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knowledge of sustainable approaches to human existence worldwide. People need to 
know whether and how it is possible to lead more ecologically harmonious, economically 
stable, socially vibrant, and spiritually fulfilling lives. If so, we need both specific 
examples and replicable models of this. In my project I will explore these lines of inquiry 
through firsthand experience. 
 


