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At the 1995 ecovillages conference at Findhorn, I and several colleagues represented CAT, which had started life as an ecovillage in 1974. It was great fun to compare notes with other communities of similar vintage to our own (like The Farm, Auroville, Findhorn itself ), to hear about the unfolding patterns of successes and failures, and how things now stood compared with the early years. 

The parallels were often striking, yet there was something odd happening; something that didn’t fit which I couldn’t figure out. I struggled with this for a few days, until a comment of Max Lindegger’s suddenly clarified the problem. He remarked that visitors often walk around his community, Crystal Waters, and leave disappointed, saying “is this all?”.  Yet Crystal Waters is a carefully planned, successful and highly complex settlement. Evidently, what is important at Crystal Waters is not readily observable to the casual visitor. I have heard the same story told about Findhorn, and it seems largely true of all genuine communities. They do not exist to be casually observed, and if they did it would seriously compromise their true purpose.

I suddenly realised that CAT is an entirely different kind of animal, one which is specifically designed for short-term visitors. In some ways it is the very opposite of an ecovillage. Over the years it has become more and more adept at communicating with visitors, and at the same time the significance of its residential community has declined almost to vanishing point.

There is something fundamental here. It reminds me of Tom Stoppard’s observation in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead,. that actors are the opposite of people. An actor on stage, at the end of a passionate half-hour soliloquy, would be extremely disconcerted to discover that there had been nobody in the auditorium. In total contrast a private person (possibly that very actor) imagining they were alone for half an hour would be shocked and embarrassed to discover that they had in fact been watched. 

This symbolises the difference between ecovillages what we might call eco-demonstration centres or eco-centres for short. Although both have wider purposes, they have a different balance of internal and external relationships. In an ecovillage the internal links are more important than the external links. In an eco-centre it is the external links which are more important. The balance of links makes a surprising difference to almost everything.

How did this transformation happen at CAT? 

All ecovillages need an economic base. The inevitable failure of CAT’s original self-sufficiency programme led within a year to an economic crisis. This was solved by reorganising part of the site as an exhibition and opening it to paying visitors, who would also buy refreshments and other goods. Initially this was seen as a positive move in creating a ‘full-featured settlement’.

Meanwhile most of the staff continued living on the site, but there were constant tensions between ‘simply living’ and ‘putting on a show’. Our visitors were very keen to see how we lived. But the very act of strangers observing private life – or even the knowledge that they might -- utterly changes it. Some members responded by finding homes outside the site and negotiating a strictly working relationship with the organisation – already changing the balance. Others stayed on the site and tried to create visitor-free zones, but numbers dwindled; there were no children or retired people, no innovation or dynamism: the heart seemed to go out of the community. I must admit I found this puzzling: there is no strictly logical reason why a thriving residential community should not run a visitor centre as part of its economic base. To a certain extent the Findhorn Foundation has managed this, but I can think of no other examples of organisations who survived for long on this razor-edge. It seems the psychological pressures force you to go one way or the other.

So now CAT relates more to other eco-centres than it does to most ecovillages, and is unusual in that most other ecocentres were specifically founded as such, not originally as communities. Examples include De Kleine Aarde in the Netherlands, Centre Terre Vivante in France, Folkecentre in Denmark, and Energie und Umweltcentrum in Germany. Rather slowly a parallel universe to GEN is developing, creating an international network of ecocentres.  They are complementary. The role of ecocentres is rapid, standardised mass communication of knowledge and skills. In contrast the ‘results’ of ecovillage experiments and experience must be communicated in a softer, slower and more profound and personal way. Both are necessary.

