A SUMMARY OF PETER HARPER’S LECTURES AND SEMINARS

I have been an active member and critic of the ‘environment movement’ for over fifty years.  I have also worked as a biologist, horticulturist and landscape designer. My writings on sustainability and environmental themes cover a wide range and are noted for their original, occasionally heretical, views. Publications include the Radical Technology (1976 - an agenda-setting text, co-edited with Godfrey Boyle), The Natural Garden Book (1994), Crazy Idealists? (1995 - a history of CAT and the wider green movement), and Lifting the Lid (1999 - on ecological toilet systems). I carried out a monitored ‘eco-retrofit’ of an old house as part of a long term exploration of sustainable lifestyles. I am an experienced communicator and speak in plain English.

My illustrated lectures and seminars cover an apparently bewildering variety of topics, but can conveniently be gathered into eight categories. Typically, they use PowerPoint to combine text and illustrations, and copies can be provided if required. Text versions are also available for most items. Naturally there are overlaps between some lectures but generally they can be mixed and matched to make up a programme with the required content. Multiple-lecture workshops and courses range from single-day to five-day programmes. 
1. CAT

The Centre for Alternative Technology is an organisation that epitomises many features of the environmental movement as it has evolved since the late 60s. Historically CAT has attempted to combine the best qualities of science and liberal modern culture with an ‘alternative’ critique of laissez-faire consumerism and permanent economic growth. In recent years it has partially morphed into a kind of micro-university, necessitating new institutional arrangements and making CAT a prime case-study of the tensions between ‘alternative’ and ‘commercial’ principles. This process reached a climax in 2011 when, following a sequence of unfortunate events, it suffered a near fatal financial collapse, and the Trustees were obliged to take direct control. Having been run as a cooperative by its own staff since 1986, the old constitution was suspended and all previous contracts annulled. An external CEO with no previous experience in the environmental field, was appointed to manage the crisis, and created a new structure. The management became entirely conventional, but still with an ‘alternative product’. Eventually a new CEO was appointed, with experience and outlook more in line with the organisation’s history, and as of 2014 a process of re-invention is under way. An extraordinary continuing tale, and a space to watch. 
The value of these lectures is to explain in a critical spirit how certain radical innovations came about, what worked and what didn’t; what could have worked, and indeed has done so elsewhere.
A. Highlights. A survey of everything. Warts ‘n all! Lots of lessons.
B. Hard Tech. Energy, buildings and ‘hardware’. What worked, what didn’t work, and why? Most things didn’t, but often we learn more from failure than success.
C. Living Tech. Land use, landscape, garden, food, organic waste, compost, sanitation, water supply, biodiversity, cyclic processes. Why self-sufficiency in food is difficult and probably a red herring.
D. Software. History, organisation, management, wage-structures; successes, failures, changes over time; near-collapse and reconstruction on conventional lines. Why did the cooperative model ultimately fail? Or should we ask why it lasted so long? Could it be restored?
E. How to start an ecocentre. Compares CAT with numerous other environmental demonstration centres around the world. A wide range of models, with cautionary tales. 
F. CAT as a catalyst for regional cultural and economic regeneration. Describing the influence of CAT on its local community; the rise of the ‘Ecodyfi’ process of regional sustainable development; and the ultimate designation of the Dyfi Valley as a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve.

2. GRAND THEORY

Environmental organisations cannot prosper or advance their causes without some kind of philosophical basis. These lectures represent an evolving perspective.

A. What is sustainability? It depends crucially on the assumptions made, and is not always what it appears to be. There are several common interpretations of the word and they are not necessarily compatible. Many paradoxes are revealed. The virtues of greenhouse gas emissions as a measurable and conserved proxy for other environmental impacts.
B. The End in Sight? A comparison of the views of environmental optimists and pessimists over 30 years and speculations about environmental trends in the 21st century. Puts forward a model that reconciles the apparently contradictory evidence and shows how competing schools of thought have complementary insights and policies to contribute.

C. Green Machines or Simple Living? An evaluation of the relative contributions of the technical-fix and lifestyle approaches to sustainability. Makes use of the unique CAT household carbon calculator and allows interactive sessions with students. 
D. Designing for Sustainability.  An exploration of a variety of different approaches to ‘green design’. Are there any general principles, and if so, are they any use to beginners?

E. Eco-Homes of Tomorrow. A review of the history of ‘ecological building’ and prospects for the future.

3. ENERGY

Although I am not an engineer or physical scientist, I have been deeply involved in the political, environmental and other issues surrounding energy use since the early 1970s. I am equally concerned to emphasise the conflicts and ethical difficulties that must be faced, and to find consistent bases for sustainable energy policies.

A. Energy: What’s the problem?  This lecture has serious content but is presented theatrically, as three different characters complete with different hats and accents. One character is neutral, acting as chair to introduce and conclude the debate. Another gives the ‘orthodox’ view in favour of centralised systems of energy supply including nuclear, while the third presents a fairly radical ‘alternative’ view. The aim is enlightenment, not propaganda, and all characters present a consistent and credible case.

B. Why I hate wind farms and think there should be more of them. This lecture examines the contrasting environmental impacts of different energy systems and their ethical implications. It is argued that most renewable energy systems have distinctive ethical properties which deliver more consistent sustainable energy policies.

C. The Prospects for Bio-energy in the UK and Europe. This lecture addresses the central controversies of bio-energy and argues that they can be resolved in the context of radical demand-management and major reduction in livestock numbers. Such changes are sublimely rational, but likely to be vigorously resisted, particularly by the members of an audience.

D. Energy: Fairness, Physics and Sustainability.  This lecture looks at UK energy policy from the point of view of globally sustainable carbon budgets. It is found wanting.  A range of alternative proposals are discussed. There are interactive elements in which an audience can explore the implications of different energy policies.

4. ‘LIFESTYLE LABORATORY’

These lectures concern my experiences as a ‘eco-anthropologist’ in my own house, developing, observing and monitoring a wide range of technical and organisational systems.

A. Eco-Anthropology in the Home. An exploration of the basic principles of household sustainability and the results of following a specific set of guidelines during a five-year period. It suggests that carbon emissions can be reduced by more than 60% while maintaining a high quality of life. 

B. Complete Rubbish at No. 24. Results of a carefully-measured attempt to find the optimum level of waste recycling and on-site treatment. Includes experimental toilets and re-use of urine and greywater.

C. Sustainable Lifestyles. This lecture looks at worldwide aspirations for “bourgeois” standards of living and asks what aspects of these aspirations can be delivered in a sustainable world. It explores contrasting high-tech and low-tech lifestyles and tries to draw out implications for both householders and policymakers.

5. WASTE TREATMENT

The focus here is principally on organic wastes and sanitation systems, with a clear distinction between what is ideal and what is actually practical.


A.    Waterless and Composting Toilets. Overview of environmentally-sound toilet systems with systematic comparisons of different kinds. 


B.     On-site Recovery of Plant Nutrients from Waste Streams. Discussion of the nutrients present in waste streams and various strategies for on-site use.


C.     Composting woody wastes on a garden scale. This addresses a persistent problem in domestic composting. Numerous innovations are described and illustrated.


D.     Compost Tales. See below. 

6. ECOLOGICAL GARDENING AND LANDSCAPE DESIGN

The premise here is that, approached in the right manner and spirit, gardens can be transformed from an extra burden on the environment into a powerful tool for reducing the impact of the whole household. This not feel-good horticulture but based on experience and quantitative evidence.
A. The Eco-House-and Garden. Garden design to optimise the balance of usefulness, wildlife and recreation with enhancement of environmental values.

B. Two Green Gardens. A comparison of a large, public garden and a small, private garden, both designed on sustainability principles

C. Doing the Numbers. Using the garden as a laboratory to evaluate ‘old wives tales’ and make new discoveries with elementary maths, statistics and experimental design. Includes a critique of self-sufficiency

D. Compost Tales. Completely new and improved systems of home composting based on a rational rethink of the subject. This is also a platform to demonstrate that effective science can be carried out in unconventional contexts, complete with methodological innovations.

E. The Metaphorical Garden.  The garden as a mythic force. Generator of analogies and metaphors in politics, psychology, theology, evolutionary theory. Argues that one of the important roles of science is to arrive at a ‘God’s Eye View’ of the world.

7. CARBON-BASED ANALYSIS AND SCENARIOS
Carbon accounting has emerged as an extremely useful tool for comparing different policy options and practices, at all levels from the global to the household.  Two particularly powerful applications developed at CAT are a) a comprehensive household carbon calculator that exists in several forms, and b) an all-sector decarbonisation scenario for Britain as a whole.
A. Personal and Household Carbon Analysis. This is usually delivered in the form of an interactive spreadsheet that is gradually modified by the audience to reveal the ‘carbon jugulars’ and in contrast, factors that make very little difference. This helps to design low-carbon lifestyles with minimum impact on quality of life – or indeed, with enhanced quality of life.

B. Zero-Carbon Britain. An analysis of the implications for the UK of the new feedback-models of climate change, building on the CAT report ZeroCarbonBritain2030 (downloadable at www.zerocarbonbritain.com). This envisages a radically different energy system and a rapid decarbonisation process over two decades. It deliberately counterposes what is physically required by recent climate science, and the constraints of current political and economic ‘realism’.
C. Land-Use in Zero-Carbon Britain. Focus on the implications of radical decarbonisation programmes for diet, landscape, agriculture and rural economy. Essentially this outlines a new sustainable paradigm for farming and land use. 
8.  METHODOLOGIES

It is surprising that mainstream thinking fails to rise to the challenge of the climate change problem. Or is it surprising? What is going wrong?  Are there systematic errors in the structure of knowledge? Or do we need less rigid forms of thinking, research and discourse?
A. Systems thinking since the sixties and its contemporary relevance

Conventional knowledge tends to accumulate in strict disciplinary units, and ‘reductionist’ approaches deliver impressive local results. But it remains difficult to communicate across disciplinary boundaries and to find common languages and metrics to represent large-scale problems. Do the various traditions of ‘systems thinking’ have anything to offer?

B. An 18th-century scientist in the 21st.

Prior to the rise of ‘modern science’ there were no scientific experts, but rather ‘natural philosophers’ equally at home in many branches of enquiry, including literature and the arts. They investigated the world and made important discoveries using meagre resources and the simplest of equipment. This approach can still have value as a complement to conventional research.
