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Sustainable Communities and Global Development



Compare and contrast two approaches to the development of sustainable communities and critique these using a sustainability theory of your choice





[bookmark: _Int_hxUuKmfy]The first considered approach to sustainable communities is the Beddington Zero Energy Development (BedZED) development based in Sutton, south London, which is a purpose built large scale sustainable community offering environmentally friendly buildings and facilities (UN environment programme,2021).   The second area of research is the eco village Findhorn in Scotland designed to be self-sufficient and propose a way of life that minimises damage to the environment (Findhorn,2024). The overarching sustainable theory chosen to understand and critique the two approaches is deep green activism (DGA) which aims at direct action, defending nature, eradicating inequality, social hierarchy and capitalism and to reverse current thinking on the natural world (Price,2019).  There are various theories that underpin DGA and overlap such as Deep Ecology (DE), built on the notion that anthropological concerns dominate and undermine the natural world; but differ with their views of how to solve this problem.  DGA aims to bring a radical social and ecological awakening and a re-balance of power in society by bringing about an awareness that nature is above anthropological concerns and called for a change to the destruction being permitted at the hands of human beings (Price, 2019; Earth First, 2024). Finally, looking at whether the two approaches are realistically transferable.
The definition of SC’s is enhanced by a report by the UK Government, (ODPM), ‘Sustainable communities in London: Building for the future London’,(2003), outlining the housing and social infrastructure imbalance within society and a need for fresh insights for future generations, rather than a ‘here and now’ approach to urban development and community. The report recognises the lack of decent housing and community design that either encourages housing collapse and deprived communities where no one wanted to live; targeting vulnerable households with recommended social housing improvements and generally improving local and outdoor spaces, to ensure communities were encouraged to be a part of supporting one another and guided by one another.  The report offered a combination of integrating policy and practice with maximising unused housing and land for the benefit of communities (Rogerson, 2011).  There was the beginning of a recognition to bringing the community purpose together for future vision and true sustainability.  Talen, (2005) suggests that a sustainable community includes good infrastructure planning which enables ecological and transportation support and is to some degree self-supportive, but with the flexibility to work with other communities for the benefit of both. There is some recognition that planning and design for sustainability needs addressing with people who have vision and seek new remedies, knowledge and flexible skills (Stevens, 2009).  
BedZED ecovillage suggests itself as a progressive development designed to provide housing and community resources that included 100 homes, a college, work and green spaces, as well as academic courses which are run by the sustainable charity ‘Bioregional’ who also played a large role in developing BedZED (2016). The project came together due to a combination of the right architects, designers, visionaries, housing association and social enterprises and was completed in 2002 (Bioregional, 2009).  The vision was a safe community to include quality environmentally friendly housing solutions to a variety of households. Housing builds include making use of solar heating of which are part of the design of the buildings, water saving appliances, subsidised rental homes and affordable home ownership. The purchased houses are higher than the area average though there are options for affordable housing and renting below expected rental amounts. The design of the village has taken aadvantage of eco thinking within its overall structure; offering green spaces, sustainable travel and transport and a college for those with additional learning needs (Chance,2009).  Bioregional, (2016) claim that people who live at the village have mentioned the strength of the community, caring for one another and working together as a neighbourhood with shared values.
Findhorn is based more rurally in Scotland, originally rooted in the Findhorn Foundation Community (1962) and developed in 1990’s, the village is home to some 600 people (Off the Cuff, 2022) and has a educational emphasis with courses on environmental issues. There is also a sense of community bonding to nature and progress which gives the impression of a spiritual journey starting with self, although at the heart of their focus is “sustainability agenda in the context of food production, energy systems, built environment, biodiversity, local economy and carbon footprint” (Findhorn ecovillage, 2024).
Both developments have in common the idea of reducing carbon footprint, showing commitment of contributing to a sustainable future and an effort to work collaboratively in both planning and workability (Findhorn ecovillage, 2024; Bioregional, 2016). Whilst there are clear differences in approach with Findhorn developing from a rural spiritual backdrop, and BedZED an organised city development. ‘Common ground’ is a list of values Findhorn residents adhere to, which encourages individual growth that links with community growth, food sustenance which cannot be separated from the personal journey and development of group members (Aurora Eye Films, 2015). The planning of BedZED was in collaboration of shared goals and vision with several like-minded professionals; sharing skills is known to have a better chance of producing positive results (Ensor 1988; Bioregional, 2016).  
DG ideology could be argued to be be foundational in part to Marxist ideology claim that we have a “metabolic rift” with nature; holding industrialisation, capitalism and alienation responsible for this rift.  Further that our system is overloaded with human waste due to our need for consistent production and purchasing; by-proxy we are doomed to continue within this cycle of self-destruction (Marx, cited in Foster 1999, p.379; Baer and Singer, 2023).  Marxist exploration of the significant ecological issues of his time included “soil fertility...the loss of forests, pollution of cities and overpopulation” (Foster, 1999, p.373).  Arguably departing DG ideology at this juncture, which assumes not just that we need to find a balance within our own consumption and use of the planet, but that that nature is on the same level as the anthropological world and places emphasis on the us to fit into nature to rather than remove resources from it (Mijac et al 2022).  
Naess and Sessions (1984), describing DE argue that we have forgotten that we are invited into the ecological world and our place in it. We must no longer take from the planet but honour and respect that we are a small part of it; their position is that nothing less than radical action is needed, and we all must play our part in change; this includes all aspects of our lives from what we eat to how we live. Naess (1973) was a critic of the effort to reverse climate change by replenishing, replacing or reducing use, terming it a “shallow movement” that prioritises anthropological concerns above that of the natural world and further that this way of dealing with this problem is at the detriment of human beings. He argues we have become “alienated” from other species and that this is inherently destructive in many ways to the survival of the planet (p.96). This view is supported by Clayton (2020, p.23) who further argues that there are links between better physical and mental health and appreciation of nature. She concludes by stating that allowing the more extreme end of the climate change movement to “create new norms” is now required.
BedZED have stipulated that their model reduces carbon footprint compared to the average in Sutton DGA would suggest that whilst the model improves energy use compared to the average local resident ‘Fig 1’ demonstrates that there are huge gaps in the effectiveness of the system with even the most committed resident reduction of carbon footprint, at least 1.7 additional planets would be needed to make up for the harm done.
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 Fig 1, ‘Comparing ecological footprints’, Bioregional (2009); cited in Chance,2009.
The advanced design of the buildings helps residents take advantage of solar warmth and insulation that keep the buildings at regular temperatures.  The site design aimed at lessening energy consumption by reducing space whilst saving financial expenditure for residents, centrally based meant potential less need for car ownership, with wastewater recycled on-site (Bioregional, 2009). Chance (2009) found a strong community suggested by the average resident knew at least 20 neighbours by name owing to the site layout, and this was favoured by residents. However, the site lacked recycling facilities due to a lack of space, and whilst allotments were designed by 2023 these had all but failed, with some residents claimed to be “fight(ing) over parking” being limited to 0.6 parking spaces per unit (Webb and Downie, 2023); whilst Chance (2009) points out that residents drive 64% less than the local average, they use airplanes 3 times more. Every one ton of cement used to create the buildings being responsible for one ton of CO2 (Wilde quoting in Briggs, [2012] 24:50), the resulting emissions being the “primary driver of climate change” (Ritchie, Rosado and Roser, 2023). It was also found that some residents purchased a house in BedZED to save money rather than for environmental reasons; valuing anthropological need over green principles (Chance, 2009). DGA emphasises that humans have no business taking anything from nature bar the basics needed to survive, with plane flying considered hazardous to the environment this model lacks DGA gives too much room to human wants (Ritchie and Roser, 2024; Amendolare and Moulton, 2023). Whilst similar projects to BedZED have been developed in America and China, key motivations are financially driven (Frichtl; Finamore; cited in Briggs 2012). Zerzan (1999) suggests that rather than a development that fits its needs around the needs of people, we should be looking at reintegration into a more primitive society, stripped of the reliance on technology and unlearn the systems that symbolise our society – we must go backwards to avoid a life devoid of real meaning. Similarly, group living has been suggested as a solution to the loss of connection to one another and our links to the environment, such as ‘bioregions’ that are naturally forming, anarchistic settlements (Fox, 1984, cited in Price, 2019, p.18; Devell and Sessions, 1984). These solutions would arguably fit DGA approaches.
In contrast Findhorn has developed since 1962 (Off the Cuff, 2022), attracting new residents via word of mouth. DE being more in line with the spiritual learning and belief in ‘Common Ground’ described as a set of principles which always include observing self-awareness and own responsibility for personal impact on the environment whilst looking after self and respecting all life (New Findhorn Association, 2024). ‘Gaia’ beliefs and principles (fig2) alongside courses are also embraced with an emphasis on offering education and skills to designs and develop “communities, projects and organisations with stronger social systems, greater efficiency and healthier environments” (Gaia education, 2025). 
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 ‘4-D Framework, Whole Systems Design for Sustainability’ (Gaia education, 2025), fig2
The framework above highlights four areas, including ‘worldview’ (which includes “holistic worldview, being nature, consciousness, transformation, engaged spiritually and evolutionary activism”), and is compatible with Naess’ idea of deep ecology, that nothing works independently of the other, and further that action results when spiritual consciousness is raised as a result of developing understanding of our place in the natural world (Mijac, Slivesk, Dzajic, 2022). There is though, an urgency with DGA emerging from the belief is that forming eco-communities are not enough without demanding action to overthrow current structures, the survival of the planet takes president, acting to “disrupt civilisation”, its infrastructure and the socially and financially advantaged, global change will inevitably mean the reduction of many species, considered to be better for the future of the planet; to delay would be disastrous (Deep Green Resistance, no date). 
Whilst there is some similarity with DGA and Findhorn with an understanding of the right for other species to live equally; DGA considers in contrast that death of the planet is inevitable and so sacrificing some of the life on the planet to preserve the whole “the planet’s life is worth more than you, it's worth more than me” (Deep Green Resistance, no date). With future structures suggested by DGA akin to historic small, self-managed non-hierarchical, primitive communities like those suggested by Devall and Sessions (1985, p.19). There is a question whether this ideology is realistic, workable or possibly even oppressive given the effective unwinding of learnt culture based on a “vision of an ideal society” (Haralambos and Holborn,2013, p.17).
In summary, DGA is layered, and difficult to untangle from DE as a concept, for that reason it has been necessary to consider the history and meaning of the wider picture. BedZED, whilst a sustainably focussed project, could not be considered as either DE or DGA because residents don’t have a uniformed purpose for being there, and the activism would be considered too low key by DGA standards. Whilst Findhorn has the principles of DGA with challenging the social structure, living semi independently of the wider community; deep meditation and connecting through Gaia methods would be considered as DE, yet lacking direct activism characteristic of the more extreme end of DGA.






References:
Amendolare. N., Doulton. S. (2023) ‘Deep Ecology/Definition, Principles and Criticism’, Study.com, Available at: Deep Ecology | Definition, Principles & Criticisms - Lesson | Study.com. (Accessed 25 January 2025).
Anderson, T.R., Hawkins, E. and Jones, P.D. (2016) ‘CO2, the greenhouse effect and global warming: from the pioneering work of Arrhenius and Callendar to today’s Earth System Models’, Endeavour (New Series), 40(3), pp. 178–187. Available at: doi.org/10.1016/j.endeavour.2016.07.002.

[bookmark: _Int_EtQyx4AR]Auroras Eye Films. (2015) ‘The Findhorn Community and Foundation in Scotland’ [YouTube], Available at: The Findhorn Community and Foundation in Scotland | Ecovillage | Auroras Eye Films. (Accessed 16 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_ZO0C60hL]Baer, H. A. and Singer, M. (2023) ‘Planetary Health: Capitalism, Ecology and Eco-Socialism’, Capitalism Nature Socialism, 34(4), pp. 20–38. doi: 10.1080/10455752.2023.2192953.

[bookmark: _Int_5aSUU86t]Bioregional (2016), The bedZED story, the UK’s first large-scale, mixed-use eco-village, Available at: The-BedZED-Story_Bioregional_2017.pdf. (Accessed 14 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_ye8nHm77]Bioregional (2009) BedZED seven years on – The impact of the UK’s best known eco-village and its residents. Available at: Bedzed Seven Years on the Impact of the UK’S Best Known Eco-Village and Its Residents Bedzed Seven Years On - DocsLib. (Accessed 27 January 2025).

Briggs, M. (2012) Deep green : solutions to stop global warming now. Mill Valley, CA: Green Planet Films. Available at: https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/deep-green-solutions-to-stop-global-warming-now. (Accessed 18 January 2025).

Chance. T. (2009). Towards sustainable residential communities; the Beddington Zero Energy Development (BedZED) and beyond’, International Institute for Environment and Development, (IIED). Vol 21(2): 527–544. Available at: DOI:10.1177/0956247809339007.

[bookmark: _Int_YLddB8r1]Clayton, S., (2020). Conservation psychology and climate change. In Standing up for a Sustainable World (pp. 10-23). Edward Elgar Publishing. Available at: doi.org/10.4337/9781800371781.00010. 
[bookmark: _Int_IEVI9czA]Deep Green Resistance (no date). Decisive Ecological Warfare. Available at: Decisive Ecological Warfare | Deep Green Resistance. Accessed: 31 January 2025.
[bookmark: _Int_XR7HU8ID]Devall. B, Sessions. G. (1984). Deep Ecology. Layton, Utah, 84041. Gibbs Smith Publisher
Earth First! (2024), What is Earth First! Available at: What is Earth First! ? – Earth First! Accessed: 28 January 2025.
Ensor, P., (1988). ‘The functional silo syndrome’. AmE Target, 16 (Spring Issue), p.16. Available at: 88q1a3.pdf. (Accessed 31 January 2025).
Findhorn Ecovillage (2024). New frontiers of sustainability https://www.ecovillagefindhorn.com/. (Accessed 14 January 2025).
Foster, J. B. (1999). ‘Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for Environmental Sociology’. American Journal of Sociology, 105(2), 366–405. Available at: doi.org/10.1086/210315
[bookmark: _Int_b36VR86C]Gaia Education (2025) Ecovillage Introduction Week, Available at: Gaia Education Findhorn mini-EDE - Gaia Education. (Accessed 25 January 2025).

Ganopolski, A., Winkelmann, R. and Schellnhuber, H.J. (2016) ‘Critical insolation–CO2 relation for diagnosing past and future glacial inception’, Nature (London), 529(7585), pp. 200–203. Available at: doi.org/10.1038/nature16494.

Haralambos, M. et al. (2013) Sociology : themes and perspectives. 8th edition. London: Collins Educational.

Mijač, S., Slivšek G. and Džajić A. (2022) ‘Deep Ecology: Contemporary Bioethical Trends’, Southeastern European medical journal, 6(1), pp. 129–139. Available at: doi.org/10.26332/seemedj.v6i1.219. (Accessed 25 January 2025).

Naess, A (1973) ‘The shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement. A Summary’ , Inquiry, 16, pp 95-100. Available at: naess-arne-the-shallow-and-the-deep-long-range-ecology-movement.pdf. (Accessed 24 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_c03QkhyB]Naess, A. and Sessions, G. (1984) ‘Basic Principles of Deep Ecology’ The Anarchist Library. Available at: Basic Principles of Deep Ecology | The Anarchist Library. (Accessed 9 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_REAuqECH]New Findhorn Association, (2024) ‘Common Ground’, Findhorn. Available at: Common Ground | New Findhorn Association. (Accessed: 25 January 2025).

Price. A. (2019) ‘Green Anarchism’, The Anarchist Library. Available at:  Green Anarchism | The Anarchist Library (Accessed 28 January 2025).

Ritchie. H., Rosado. P., Roser. M. (2023) ‘CO2 and greenhouse gas emissions’, Ourworldindata.org. Available at: CO₂ emissions - Our World in Data. (Accessed:25 January 2025).

Roberts, P. (2009) ‘Shaping, Making and Managing Places: Creating and Maintaining Sustainable Communities through the Delivery of Enhanced Skills and Knowledge’, Town Planning Review, 80(4/5), pp. 437–453. Available at: doi.org/10.3828/tpr.2009.6.


[bookmark: _Int_IzTRBLdo]Rogerson, R.J. (2011) Sustainable communities: skills and learning for place making. Hatfield, Hertfordshire: University of Hertfordshire Press.

[bookmark: _Int_tJ2Y2AIH]Talen, E. (2005). New Urbanism and American Planning: The Conflict of Cultures (1st ed.). Routledge. Available at: doi.org/10.4324/9780203799482

[bookmark: _Int_pXxzaoh2]The National Archives, (2007) What is a sustainable community? Available at: [ARCHIVED CONTENT] What is a sustainable community? - Communities and Local Government. (Accessed: 14 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_HTStDagu]UK Government: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (2003) Sustainable communities in London: Building for the future London. Available at: [ARCHIVED CONTENT]. (Accessed: 14 January 2025).

UN Environment Programme (2021), Integrated Guidelines for Sustainable Neighbourhood Design. Urban Morphology and Complex Systems Institute 2021. © UMCSII. Available at: https://www.neighbourhoodguidelines.org/zero-energy-ecovillage-bedzed-uk. (Accessed 14 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_Z7kQDqWQ]Off the Cuff  (2022) ‘The World’s Most Sustainable City (that no-one knows about)’ [YouTube]. Available at: (432) The World's Most Sustainable City (That No One Knows About) - YouTube. (Accessed:14 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_TugbtmyJ]Webb. S, Downie. P. (2023) ‘Revisit: Bedzed in Beddington, UK by ZEDfactory’ The Architectural Review. Available at: Revisit: BedZED in Beddington, UK by ZEDfactory - The Architectural Review. (Accessed: 24 January 2025).

[bookmark: _Int_KzK1b6vL]Zerzan. J. (1999) Elements of Refusal. Columbia: CAL Press. Available at: ElementsofRefusal : John Zerzan : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive. (Accessed 28 January 2025).








	
	
	



image1.png
5© &
& & $

é& &> &° S &
& £ 3 & >
S & K I <

3.0 planets

Koo
Cam
Bemke. |

2.6 planets

FIGURE 8
Comparing ecological footprints

SOURCE: BioRegional (2009), based upon the REAP model by Stockholm
Environment Institute.
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