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STARTING POINTS

“If humanity were to evolve into a healthy, integrated social super-

organism, it would signal the maturation and awakening of the

global nervous system.”     Peter Russell
1

The twentieth century saw the development of the global cancer to its

most destructive limits with globalisation, which at the same time, brought

with it the possibility of a global-scale organism. Could it be that the

progression to planetary organism has happened many times before

elsewhere in the universe? And perhaps a common part of that process is

that as life becomes increasingly complex it takes its planet to the very edge

of destruction before it makes that final leap to unity.

If the Earth is to become a global scale organism, it will need:

• a communication system linking the various parts, leading to
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• a global sense of identity, leading to

• symbiosis among the parts, so that they act in aid of each other and the

whole rather than in conflict and competition with each other.

This chapter looks at recent and current starting points towards these three

features including a review of some of the organisations whose work is

heading in that direction. They rarely make the headlines and haven’t

affected the dominant trends, but are beginning to link up, so that

significant changes may become visible within the next few years. Even this

only scratches the surface of what is developing. In her classic book, The

Aquarian Conspiracy,
2

Marilyn Ferguson chronicled many of those starting

points, as they appeared 25 years ago. There have been enormous

developments since then, especially because of the possibilities opened by

the Internet.

A communication system

Communication has been a human strong point since the early stages of

our evolution as ‘the co-operative ape’ when we developed language. Travel

has given humans glimpses of cultures other than their own since ancient

times. Conquests and migrations have long led to the mixing of cultures

and languages. But only with the development of electronic

communications in the last 100 years has our communication reached the

stage where it could be the basis of a global nervous system. 

The transition started in the late 19th century, with the invention of

the telegraph and telephone, especially when undersea cables linked the

continents. In the early 20th century, motion pictures and then radio

linked the world much more closely. In the mid-20th century, with TV

news sent by satellite, wars, famines and other crises became much more
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visible in homes around the world. Air travel became more widely

available. With so much travel and the globalisation of business, English

began to emerge as the first global language, spoken by at least some people

everywhere. But it was the end of the 20th century, with the development

of mobile telephones and the mass use of the Internet that provided the

necessary infrastructure for a global nervous system. It now pervades the

world. Even developing countries have rapidly growing Internet access,

with access points in many small towns and even villages. Across the world,

some 500 million people are on-line.
3

You Are you saying that the Internet is the global nervous system?

Me No, it’s not the Internet itself. That only provides the

infrastructure. It is the way people are coming to use it, and

could use it in the future, which might provide the global

nervous system. The change has been so dramatic within my

lifetime. When I was a child, my grandparents immigrated to
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New York by ship, and air travel was a luxury. A long distance

telephone call (to the one phone in the house!) was a rare and

exciting event. Now, our children travel to such far-flung

places as India and Guatemala and we worry if they don’t

email us from a cyber-café every few days. Friends with young

children casually check up on them during the day, mobile

phone to mobile phone. But this is only connection. It is the

results of connection that could make a global nervous system.

A global sense of identity

The enormous growth of communications has lead to the beginnings (and

we are still at a very early stage) of a global sense of identity. The availability

of comparatively cheap long-distance transport has led to a world that is at

the same time much more multi-cultural and much more culturally

convergent. Small communities of foreigners are now much more common

throughout the world, partially keeping their own languages and customs

and partially adopting local ways. Food, clothing and consumer goods were

once produced locally. Now there are familiar brands bought around the

world. 

There is at the same time a lot of cultural conflict in reaction to

immigrant groups and the growth of tolerance and acceptance of different

ways of living. The films, television programmes and advertisements of the

1940s and 50s show stereotypes of race, gender and cultural minorities that

would be considered intolerable today. Tolerance has the backing of law in

many countries and is enshrined in United Nations documents.

The realisation that human affairs are having a significant harmful

effect on the environment entered mass public consciousness only in the

1960s, creating a strong sense that we are all connected on that level at
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least. There have been various events that have so stirred the global

consciousness that they could be called ‘eGaian moments’.

• The first views of the Earth from space and the first moonwalks

dramatically displayed the whole Earth as a single, closed system

containing us all.

• The global aid events of the mid-1980s – Band Aid and Live Aid –

showed how universal musical culture was among the young and was a

global expression of concern for those people in the most need.

• September 11th was seen live on television – the second plane hitting

and the collapse of the twin towers – by millions of people around the

world. People were personally shocked by this in a global wave of

emotion. Local papers everywhere reported on local people who had

been involved. Amazing petitions circulated on the Internet in

response, with signatures that leapt from nation to nation. eGaia felt

pain and shock.

Symbiosis among the parts

The growth in a sense of the connectedness of all humanity and a global

sense of identity has lead to many initiatives and to the creation of many

organisations dedicated to resolving the world’s problems. As with the

growth of a global sense of identity, this is still at quite an early stage. At

present their influence is very much smaller than that of the global cancer

but it is growing rapidly.

The past few decades have seen a huge increase of non-governmental

organisations (NGOs) which are neither commercial organisations nor

governmental. Although they do not have much power, they have
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increasing influence, through very large numbers of supporters and good

means of communications. They range from think tanks that propose

policies and lobby governments to grassroots organisations taking direct

action.

NGOs have become a new force in world governance, taking on a

global role where governments are unable to. As a review of Julie Fisher’s

book on NGOs says:

"A living body of networking organizations has emerged to fill the niche

produced by dysfunctional post-colonial governments. A plethora of

unique interdependent organs assuming specialised functions which

serve the whole have almost magically become the body that promises

better life for the people in developing countries, and the whole Earth. 

Grassroots Organizations (GROs) formed by the people in remote

villages, have risen by the tens of thousand to solve local problems with

local skills and local resources. They network horizontally with one

another to provide mutual aid. Grassroots Support Organizations

(GRSOs) have emerged independently in the cities, capitals and

universities to answer their own need for social usefulness by providing

information, material and services, to the remote and the

disadvantaged GROs. 

Overseas International NonGovernmental Organizations

(INGOs) have recognized the failure of Governments and UN – run

Development Decades" to provide "direct aid" to the people in their

villages. This whole global Civil Society is a new phenomenon. It was

not planned by the bureaucrats, not even by the participants

themselves. It emerged and self-organized as a working whole within

the last two decades. It is now composed of hundreds of thousands of

new organizations each playing a unique role in the new body politic."
4
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The international search for peace

As technology advanced rapidly with the industrial revolution, so did the

technology of war. The Great War of 1914-1918 so shocked the world that

a global organisation, the League of Nations, was set up as a means of

ending wars. Unfortunately, the world was not ready for peace. The second

World War lead to a second attempt – the United Nations. The UN’s

peacemaking functions were severely limited before 1989 by the cold war.

Its principal function was to provide a forum at which the polarised

factions could shout across each other. However, it did at least establish the

principle that there was a global forum and a legal basis for international

actions for peace. Since the end of the cold war there have been various

international attempts to intervene and defuse conflicts, with limited

success. Old habits of power politics die hard. The newer approaches to

conflict resolution described in Chapter 8 are only beginning to make an

impact on international conflicts. There is a lot more to learn, but at least

there is the beginning of intervention for the sake of resolving the problem,

rather than simply to prop up one’s allies.

Efforts to reduce poverty

While the political influence of the United Nations has been limited, its

other agencies like UNICEF and UNESCO have had modest success in

reducing poverty and improving health and education. Parallel to the

growth of transnational corporations in the second half of the 20th

century, there has been a growth in transnational aid agencies, such as Save

the Children, Oxfam, Médecins Sans Frontières and many others. The

Internet era has seen an explosion of smaller NGOs throughout the world

dedicated to aid and development.

236

eGAIA



The International Federation of Red Cross and Red

Crescent Societies  is “the world's largest humanitarian

organization, providing assistance without discrimination

as to nationality, race, religious beliefs, class or political

opinions. Founded in 1919, the International Federation

comprises 178 member Red Cross and Red Crescent

societies, a Secretariat in Geneva and more than 60

delegations strategically located to support activities

around the world. There are more societies in formation.

The Red Crescent is used in place of the Red Cross in

many Islamic countries.”
5

Looking after the environment

As awareness of our environmental problems grew, so did the attempts to

do something about it. The first UN global conference on the environment

was held in Stockholm in 1972. Twenty years later, at Rio de Janeiro, the

UN Conference on Environment and Development (the ‘Earth Summit’)

brought together policy-makers, scientists, media and NGO

representatives from 179 countries in an effort to reconcile the impact of

human socio-economic activities on the environment. The next Earth

Summit in Johannesburg will be bigger still. Its potential to move us

towards an eGaian Earth is the subject of this book’s concluding chapter.

In the environmental area there has been a particularly large growth of non-

governmental organisations.

The Worldwatch Institute is “an independent, public

policy research organization that aims to provide the

information that brings about the changes needed to build
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an environmentally sustainable economy.” It publishes an

authoritative annual review. State of the World 2002

includes chapters on climate change, farming, toxic

chemicals, sustainable tourism, population, resource

conflicts and global governance, with a special focus on the

United Nations World Summit on Sustainable

Development. The Worldwatch Institute provides a

website for the public and a media centre to provide

information to journalists.

Greenpeace International is “an independent campaigning

organisation that uses non-violent, creative confrontation

to expose global environmental problems and to force

solutions which are essential to a green and peaceful

future.”  When its campaign of public protest and boycott

forced Royal Dutch Shell to reverse its decision to dump

the Brent Spar oil platform in the north-east Atlantic

Ocean the power of campaigning organisations was clearly

shown.

The new economy

As the global market creates more and more problems throughout the

world, many alternatives and experiments have arisen in reaction to it. 

The ethical investment movement allows people to put their savings

into banks and investment funds that have criteria other than maximising

returns. This may mean as little as a stock market fund which avoids

armaments and other harmful companies, or as much as the Triodos Bank

which specialises in investments in social and environmentally beneficial
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enterprises. Micro-credit banks specialise in making very small loans to

people in developing countries or deprived neighbourhoods in the West.

These people would normally be unable to obtain any credit at all.

Movements for organic food have become very widespread in many

Western countries, and there are also moves towards local food, in farmer’s

markets and other forms. The principle of ‘fair trade’ is growing as an

alternative to trade that simply seeks the lowest price. Instead it is

concerned with a different kind of relationship, including paying a fair

wage, providing healthy and safe working conditions in the local context,

engaging in environmentally sustainable practices and being open to public

accountability.

The Fair Trade Federation (FTF) is “an association of fair

trade wholesalers, retailers, and producers whose members

are committed to providing fair wages and good

employment opportunities to economically disadvantaged

artisans and farmers worldwide.

FTF directly links low-income producers with

consumer markets and educates consumers about the

importance of purchasing fairly traded products which

support living wages and safe and healthy conditions for

workers in the developing world. It also acts as a

clearinghouse for information on fair trade and provides

resources and networking opportunities for its members.

By adhering to social criteria and environmental principles,

Fair Trade Organizations (FTOs) foster a more equitable

and sustainable system of production and trade that

benefits people and their communities.”
6
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New currencies

There have been many experiments with local or complementary

currencies. These circulate only within a defined group. This encourages

members of that group to patronise other members. They are often set up

so that people can also get credit in the local currency at no interest, often

when the same people would be unable to obtain credit elsewhere, or only

at exorbitant interest rates.

Time Dollars are “a new, tax-exempt kind of money that

empowers people to convert their personal time into

purchasing power by helping others and by rebuilding

family, neighborhood and community. An hour helping

another earns One Time Dollar.

From child care to karate lessons to phone companion-

ship, to being a juror on a youth court, the ways of earning

Time Dollars are endless. Everyone's contribution is

valued the same: an hour for an hour.

Time Dollars are a tool to recognize, validate and

reward doing ‘the right thing’ for others. For the elderly,

Time Dollars look like a new kind of extended family. For

teenagers, Time Dollars provide a setting where kids can

level with kids and say: Don’t do something stupid. For

residents in public housing, they mean doing what

neighbors used to do for neighbors.

Time Dollars express four core values: 1. everyone has

strengths and assets; 2. raising children and building

community is valuable work; 3. mutual support is more

powerful  and empowering than one-way helping; and 4.

trust is the basis for community.”
7
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New communities and co-operatives

New forms of community and co-operatives would be the social basis of an

eGaian world. Taking a long view of human history, this can be seen as a

return to the kind of social support that shaped human evolution and to

which human minds and personalities are adapted (as discussed in Chapter

5, The co-operative ape). More recently, there have been many experiments

with communities and co-operatives such as:

• the pioneering efforts in the 19th century co-operative movement in

Britain

• the kibbutz movement in Israel

• the hippie communes and communities in the 1960s and 70s.

A review article in 1994 on the history of the co-operative movement said:
8

“In 1844, … 28 workers in northern England formed the first

successful co-operative… the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society,

taking their name from the town they lived in, Rochdale, which is

12 miles north of Manchester. …Their idea established the

fundamental principles of modern co-operation which were

eventually borrowed by 700 million people in nearly 100

countries.

The co-operative form is flexible and endlessly adaptable, and

in the 1990's co-ops provide almost every imaginable product and

service a person could ever need, from the cradle to the grave.

There are co-ops that sell bicycles, furniture, camping equipment,

appliances, carpeting, clothing, handicrafts, and books. There are

co-operative wholesalers, like those in the hardware, grocery, and

natural foods businesses. There are co-operatives that disseminate

news and co-operatives for artists. There are co-operative electric
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and telephone utilities. There are co-operatively managed banks,

credit unions, and community development corporations. There

are thousands of farm co-ops, along with co-ops that provide

financing to farm co-ops.

And every day in the rest of the world, another 600 million

people demonstrate that co-operation is truly an international

phenomenon …In many cases, in fact, co-ops are the dominant

players in their industries. Co-ops control 100 percent of Uganda's

cotton-ginning capacity, 99 percent of Sweden's dairy production,

95 percent of Japan's rice harvest, 75 percent of western Canada's

grain and oil seed output, 65 percent of India's sugar production,

and 60 percent of Italy's wide production. A co-op in Shanghai is

considered a world leader in waste management and recycling

techniques, and a co-op in Argentina is one of South America's

major book publishers. 

… particularly in developing nations – smaller co-ops are

making a major difference in people's lives. In India, for example,

the Shri Mahila Sewa Sahakari Bank is a co-operative owned by

and for self-employed illiterate rural peasant women who earn their

living as street vendors and seamstresses. Before Sewa was

established, in 1973, these women couldn't obtain even

rudimentary financial services. Today well over 25,000 poor

women have a place to build savings and get loans to buy

equipment.”
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The Global Eco-village Network (GEN) – “Ecovillages are

urban or rural communities of people, who strive to

integrate a supportive social environment with a low-

impact way of life. To achieve this, they integrate various

aspects of ecological design, permaculture, ecological

building, green production, alternative energy, community

building practices, and much more.

Ecovillages typically build on various combinations of

three dimensions:

• Social/Community

• Ecological

• Cultural/Spiritual.

Today, GEN counts the following members:

• 100 members for GEN Europe and Africa 

• 80 members for GEN Oceania 

• There are 500 in North America, 700 in South America.

• The GEN South Asia subregional secretariat is currently

communicating with 40 ecovillages outside Sri Lanka,

and is located at the headquarters of the Sarvodaya

Movement in Sri Lanka, with 10,000 member villages.”
9

Ross Jackson says of GEN: "It unites North and South in

a common agenda that cuts across all cultural, racial, and

religious differences. It is a remarkable fact that the

builders of ecovillages often have more in common with

each other than with their respective local cultures, no

matter where they come from. A common, global vision is

emerging that has the power to change the world."
10
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A case study: The Federation of Damanhur

"New forms of society are possible and practical. They are the

indispensable pathway to the creation of a new planetary balance in

social, economic, human and cultural terms."
11

Most GEN members have goals that are very much in line with eGaian

principles. They are trying to create sustainable communities along co-

operative lines. One, however, the Federation of Damanhur in northern

Italy, is especially interesting because of its highly developed social

structure. Damanhur has developed a collaborative, supportive, responsive,

organism-like social structure for its members that has many of the

qualities described in the eGaian Guide. This has enabled them to move

much further towards sustainability than their Italian neighbours. At the

same time, examination of Damanhur shows up some of the limitations of

eGaian principles in terms of what is possible in today's world.

You Are you saying that your eGaian principles aren't really

practical?

Me eGaia is a long-term vision. I think that some aspects aren't

possible as first steps, starting from where we are now. The

interesting thing about Damanhur is that it shows how far it

is possible to go socially while it is perhaps less possible to go

as far in terms of sustainability.

The group was formed in 1975, encouraged by the teachings of Oberto

Airaudi, who remains Damanhur's spiritual guide. In 1979 they

inaugurated their first community village. "The village was conceived to be

a miniature state through which it would be possible to demonstrate…self-

sustainability."
12

It has developed since then into a federation of communities,
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largely spread around the Valchiusella valley in the foothills of the Alps

north of Turin. It has around 1,000 citizens, most of whom are resident in

the communities. Those who are not are closely associated with it.

The Earth is seen as a living thing which the people are  expected to

look after. Damanhurian society is mutually supportive and organism-like

rather than competitive. From the beginning it was seen as a spiritual

community whose basic principles were:

• "the school of meditation as a spiritual and ideological prime mover

• the value of service attributed to managerial and political roles

• importance of the group and of others

• respect for Nature and the forces that inhabit it

• care of children

• solidarity

• positive thought and common sense

• value of work

• study and research" 

In many ways Damanhur appears much like a conventional, reasonably

prosperous Italian community. The people dress quite smartly, carry mobile

phones, have cars and neat homes and work very hard at their jobs. They

run about 50 businesses (mostly co-operatives) including farms,

restaurants, guest houses, builders, web design, and many more, but

especially creative crafts such as jewellery, hand-made fabrics, mosaics and

stained glass.

A closer look reveals some of the differences from their Italian

neighbours. Most of their buildings are decorated inside and out with

paintings (some walls have murals of giant painted plants and animals).

Statues, altars and various other works of art are placed around their
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grounds. Damanhur has built a magnificent underground temple, its walls

covered with murals, floors with mosaics and ceilings with stained glass. It

has to be seen to be believed. Notices on walls and bulletin boards

announce games, theatrical and musical events and courses of all kinds.

There is a strong sense that creativity and the arts have replaced the drive

for material consumption.

While Damanhurians are Italian citizens (and they seem very Italian),

at the same time they have overlain this with their unique culture. They

have their own customs, laws, social institutions and constitution that each

individual member has agreed to follow. While not in any way challenging

the Italian state, Damanhur provides social services such as education,

security and conflict resolution which replace those of the Italian state for

its citizens. Damanhur remains within the conventional Italian state, and

without significant conflict with it. (Thas not always been the case: it took

Damanhur quite a long time to be accepted by the authorities.) In fact,

Damanhurians are now members of some local councils and one is the

mayor of a local town.

Damanhur’s citizens are responsible for their personal maintenance,

while being part of a community based on sharing and solidarity. Much of

what is important to them – food, homes, jobs, social life – comes through

the community. They live in household groups of 10-20 people which they

call nucleos. These include parents and children, single people and elderly

people, as they believe in mixing different ages. Sometimes teenagers will

live in a different nucleo from that of their parents, to everyone's mutual

satisfaction. Within a nucleo all the adults share responsibility for the

children (but without replacing the special relationship with their parents).

Adults take turns feeding the children, seeing that they do their homework

and putting them to bed, so that the parents are much freer to do other
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things than in most western societies. Each nucleo has its own arrangements

about how much income its members must contribute, and jointly plans

expenditure. 

Groups of nucleos make up a community. Damanhurians believe that

beyond 200 or so people, it is difficult to relate well to everyone. So as

Damanhur grew larger it split into two communities, and now has reached

five, which together form the Federation of Damanhur. Each nucleo elects

a head (capo nucleo) who represents them at the level of the community and

the Federation.

At the Federation level there are various organisational bodies,

generally elected in various ways including a College of Justice and two

king-guides (usually one man and one woman elected for six months at a

time from the more senior Damanhurians). There is a constitution for the

Federation and detailed rules at the level of each community, determined

by the community.

At all three levels – nucleo, community and federation – the needs and

interests of the individual, the group and the needs of the Earth are the

driving force for decision making. From the individual's point of view, they

live in a local democracy without political parties or significant factions, a

democracy which is genuinely responsive to their views and needs. 

One especially interesting feature of Damanhur is their emphasis on

change: 

"Damanhur is a way of living and thinking based upon

experimentation, play and transformation, whose aim is to

overcome limiting habits and to open up new empowering visions

of reality." 

They have built in various institutions to ensure that they don't get stuck

in rigid ways of thinking. Their constitution and social structure have
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changed many times as their society has matured. If they make a decision

that doesn't work out, they have no problem with changing it. All of this

is very much in line with the eGaian principles of a social structure with

many feedback mechanisms to ensure it is responsive to its members.

Serious personal conflicts are quite rare and crime non-existent. This is

effected by a combination of their spiritual philosophy, the intimate and

deep connection between individuals and their supportive community and

educational system. 

"Human beings are gregarious mammals and find harmony and

well-being through relationships with others. Feeling accepted,

loved and satisfied with our place in society gives us a lust for life

and an openness towards the new."  

Communication, conflict resolution and seeing from another's perspective

are an important part of Damanhur's educational principles. Where

problems do arise they are dealt with informally. On those rare occasions

when it is necessary, the College of Justice intervenes using an approach of

restorative justice aimed at healing the social breaches rather than

punishment, just as suggested in the eGaian Guide. 

Economically, the various businesses of Damanhur function as

autonomous profit-making enterprises and are generally quite successful.

Most of the Damanhur businesses are run as co-operatives by their employees.

Although largely autonomous, they are subject to the principles of the

Damanhurian philosophy and Constitution. They are not in competition

with each other. Rather, each has its own niche and role in Damanhurian

society. "Damanhur's economic system is fundamentally based on the idea of

sharing."  Businesses serve the needs of Damanhur as well as that of their

external customers. They provide for much of the physical needs of

Damanhur as well as bringing in money from outside. Damanhur has its own
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complementary currency system, the Credito, which is currently pegged in

value to the Euro. This helps to encourage Damanhurians to patronise their

internal businesses rather than external ones.

However, as Damanhurians still buy a proportion of their goods from

the outside world, they rely on the commercial success of their businesses

and are subject to external competitive pressures. They have made their

economic niche the sale of high-quality crafts and art works, sold to

affluent buyers throughout the world. Their prosperity depends upon the

health of that market and not just on the quality of their work.

You And you say that in Damanhur they still do use money, even

if it is a complementary currency. That is not in line with

your eGaian guide or your Pinecone Network.

Me True, but Damanhur is operating now, in a world where

people are used to money and expect to be paid for what they

do, not in an eGaian future. Nonetheless, Damanhur's strong

social structure enables them to resist commercial pressures to

quite a remarkable degree even in today's world. I consider a

moneyless economy to be desirable at quite a late stage. The

development of an information-based economy needs to

develop before it is possible The use of local currencies is very

appropriate for the first stages. 

Damanhur is very advanced in its communication system, by any

standards. It produces a daily newspaper that is distributed to all

Damanhurians and an extensive web site in several languages. It also has an

internal network of computers in all the businesses and residences. As an

example of its use, they have regular discussions with their spiritual teacher,

Oberto Airaudi, which are broadcast on their internal network and on the
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Internet so that people can participate even if they aren't physically present.

Thus Damanhur has the physical infrastructure in place for an

information-based economy such as in the Pinecone Network. Although it

doesn't currently use its network for those purposes, Damanhur does have

a system of evaluation for individual, nucleo and national consumption,

agricultural production at all levels, and currency circulation. It regularly

runs statistical analyses of national consumption.

Sustainability is a major goal for Damanhur. Although quite advanced

compared with the Italian society that surrounds them, they still have a

very long way to go. The Damanhurians do a lot more recycling of their

glass, cans and plastic than their neighbours, but then Italy doesn't do

much recycling yet. But this is very far from the complete use of renewable

materials and the total use of waste streams as inputs to other processes

described in the eGaian Guide. Damanhurian buildings are relatively well-

insulated and they are experimenting with the use of solar photovoltaic

electricity, but much of their fuel use is conventional. They also do a lot of

travelling which must add significantly to their ecological footprint. By

living in larger households than is conventional they are able to share many

appliances, which keeps their consumption relatively low. 

Damanhur is planning to become self-sufficient in food by 2003 and in

clothing and energy within the next few years. This will require an heroic

effort, but if successful it will not only reduce their ecological footprint very

dramatically, but will also help isolate them to a significant degree from the

twists and turns of the larger economy. To become fully sustainable,

Damanhur would either have to become self-sufficient in everything they use

(impossible for a technologically sophisticated community) or become part

of a much larger network of communities which live sustainably as described

in the eGaian Guide. The latter seems to be their preferred strategy, and so

250

eGAIA



they are taking a very active role in the Global Eco-Village Network and are

forging links and offering help to other groups with similar aims. 

One clear lesson from Damanhur is that it is possible to live much

more sustainably when you are part of a community that acts as a whole

towards sustainable ends than it is for an isolated individual. They have

created a co-operative bubble within the larger competitive world. This

frees them to move towards sustainable living.

Finally, and perhaps most important of all, Damanhurians have moved

a long way towards the kind of extended sense of self described in the

eGaian Guide. To the Damanhurians, being a Damanhurian is a dominant

part of their sense of self. They see themselves as ‘a People’, with a

distinctive culture. Their philosophy gives them a purpose in life and a

sense of connection to the Earth and to all life. 
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eGaian 
co-operat ive networks

This chapter discusses starting points towards one kind of co-operative

network that would be a foundation of an eGaian world. This chapter is

practical, not Utopian like the story of Pinecone Network in Chapter 3. It

looks at the initiatives that can be started now, in the world we inhabit.

This vision of eGaian networks builds on the principles in the eGaian

Guide. It is an attempt to re-invent community in a way which enables

people to lead lives which are more sustainable and co-operative. It

provides starting points for an economy based upon trust where the

pressures of the commercial marketplace are significantly reduced. It builds

on the ideas behind eco-villages but without requiring people to give up

their existing homes and livelihoods and move to a new community. It

builds on experience with existing on-line community networks but adds

an economic dimension. It builds on experience with existing
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complementary (local) currencies but adds organised co-operatives so that

the whole plays a significant rather than a marginal role in peoples’ lives.

You So this is it. Your big idea of how to move towards your

Utopian vision. You’ve got it all worked out.

Me Well, sort of. I have thought long and hard about it but I

wouldn’t say I have it all worked out. I see this as starting

points, as far as I’ve got with it, ready for the details to be

worked out, applied and tested by any group who wants to

try it.

Essentially, an eGaian co-operative network is a group of like-minded

people coming together to support each other in ways like obtaining local

food, sharing transport, child care, health care or whatever is appropriate

for them, using a computer network as an aide to organising themselves.

They may do this for each other as an exchange of favours, or through use

of their own local currency, as well as through paying each other in the

national currency. 

The eGaian vision differs from many current local currency systems or

community networks in that it: 

• actively promotes co-operation and support through sub-groups that

organise food, transport, childcare etc for its members

• is actively concerned to maintain a basis of trust and connection among

its members

• uses the immediacy of the computer network to match wants and

needs on a daily basis.

Although the computer network is a central part, this is not a virtual

network where people meet only online. Most contact would be in person.
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The computer network provides organising facilities like notice boards,

sign-up sheets, discussion forums, accounts and polls for decision making.

In a traditional small community or a modern eco-village, people could see

each other daily and co-ordinate their activities easily. Today, people who

want a more co-operative life are likely to know others who do also, but

they will live scattered in a larger geographical community. The on-line

tools are to enable them to keep in touch more easily.

You So you have to have a computer, know how to use it, and

know how to get on-line to be part of these networks.

Me No, that's too strong. I think a lot of the members would

need to have computers. The rest would need access to a

computer, either through another member or through a

public computer in a library or cyber-café. A lot could be

done by telephone or word of mouth. But if networks like

this start being successful it will provide a reason for people

without computers to get one. 

The computer is there as infrastructure, to make things easier, in the same

way that email is simpler and faster than writing a letter. You don’t have to

look up someone’s address because the address is automatically inserted

when you type the first few letters of their name. It is that kind of low-

effort co-ordination that these networks need to provide. 

An eGaian network would allow its members to exchange goods and

services with people they trust, and pay for these using on-line accounts.

The on-line cheques, like email, would be much simpler to use than paper

cheques. They would also offer very low-cost credit, in some cases to people

who couldn’t otherwise get credit. 

Members could sign up on-line for a shift at a shared garden or co-
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operating local farm, or for a shift driving an informal taxi service or for

whatever work was needed. These would function as flexible part-time jobs

chosen to suit a member’s interests and free time. Moreover, these shifts

would be opportunities to provide a service needed by the community,

rather than jobs done just to provide a monetary income. Signing up for

these on-line is much easier than the normal hassles of arranging a part-

time job.  

The function of the computer network is to enable people living

separate, dispersed lives to co-ordinate their activities easily. However, no

matter how good the on-line service or how easy it is to use, it will probably

not be the main factor which determines whether an eGaian network will

succeed or fail. That is likely to depend upon the kinds of relationships its

members form with each other. They will need effective means of

maintaining trust, of making decisions, of coming to consensus on

important issues, and of handling conflict when it arises, as discussed in the

eGaian Guide. They will need to find areas in which their members want

to work co-operatively  (food, shared transport, childcare, health care, etc)

and to organise themselves appropriately. 

The success of a network will depend upon whether it offers its

members immediate, personal benefits, and must be set up with that in

mind. Particularly in the early stages, their larger effects on the world will

be extremely small and must be secondary.

Starting an eGaian co-operative network

An eGaian network is meant to be much more than a way for its members

to live more sustainably. It should provide a sense of community, including

social activities, support of various sorts, effective means of conflict

resolution, and also provide the basis of an economy based upon trust.
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Thus the relationships between its members will always be central to its

effectiveness. This is particularly important when it is being formed.

If a network is formed from a random group drawn from the general

public, a lot of effort will be required in its early stages to build trusting

relationships. This is an issue its organisers will need to take seriously. An

alternative is to grow the network from existing informal friendship

networks, so that a good relationship and a basis of trust are already there.

Another strategy would be for an eGaian network to grow out of an

existing group which already shares some of its characteristics and simply

takes on extra dimensions. 

Me To help bring these networks alive, and to add some detail

and colour, I shall again resort to fiction. Pinekernal Network

might be the grandparent of Pinecone Network described in

Chapter 3.

The birth of Pinekernel Network

Pinekernel Network was the brainchild of Marilyn who

had heard about them from her cousin, who was in one.

Marilyn began talking about it with her friends, and found

a few that were also enthusiastic about it.  Each of them

then began to canvas further friends who in turn invited

others until they had a nucleus of about 30 people

interested. Their first efforts were devoted to gathering

information about the first few eGaian Networks, and

about other communities and eco-villages. Marilyn’s

cousin arranged for one of her network’s organisers to

come to an early Pinekernel meeting.

The meetings and discussions were usually quite lively,
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and since the group had been assembled on the basis of

friendships, coming to their initial agreements was not that

difficult. Meetings often involved shared meals and tended

to drift into social events. The birth of Pinekernel Network

was as much a social opportunity as it was of practical

benefit to its members.

In its formative stages an eGaian network needs to consider a variety of

issues. One is the areas in which they are interested in supporting each

other (food, transport, childcare, etc). Each area will need a significant

amount of effort and organisation. Another set of issues is to do with how

the group organises itself. Do they want to set up their own currency?

Perhaps there is a local LETS, Time Bank or other similar local currency

that they can use already. How will they handle membership? How will

they deal with conflict? How big do they want to grow?  Are there other,

similar networks they want to connect with? What about making links

with local farms or shops? What will they do about issues of tax and

benefits on their transactions? How will they go about finding or setting up

the on-line software support they need?

Together, these issues will create a formidable challenge to the earliest

pioneer networks. Once a few are started, many lessons will be learned,

precedents set, and software developed. The second and successive waves of

networks will find it much easier to get started and become viable, building

upon the experience of the pioneers.

The set of areas in which members of a network can support each other

is likely to depend very much on the members’ interests and available time.

It might be quite different in an inner city area and in a country area, or

among the members of an existing organisation. 
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Food

The issue of food is so fundamental to existence that it is likely to be

included in any eGaian network. The opportunity to obtain locally grown,

very fresh, organic food could be a very appealing platform around which

to organise. It effects health and makes a difference to sustainability. It has

natural extensions to transport and social life. The sharing of food is a

fundamental part of all traditional societies and is at the heart of all human

cultures. Most eGaian networks are likely to want to set up a sub-group to

look after food.

At its simplest, those members of the network who like gardening

could agree to share whatever surpluses they have with other members. A

next step would be for members to help out in each other’s gardens or to

take on shared gardens or allotments. This would provide only a small

amount for the members, but that food would be very fresh and would be

a morale-boosting start. It would also offer many social opportunities.

The next steps would be to seek out other sources of local food. A sub-

committee could systematically check out local farmers’ markets. They

could look for local farmers who would be interested in supplying an

organised group. In exchange for a preferred status as food suppliers, some

farmers might offer discounts or accept part payment in the group’s local

currency. They could use that currency to pay members to do occasional

work on the farm. A related approach would be to look for local shops that

were already outlets for locally grown produce. As with the farmers, the

group could try to make special arrangements – either discounts or part

payment in the group’s local currency.

If the food available becomes more than marginal, then the issue of

distribution arises. The use of local shops may be one way of handling this.

Another is for the group to do its own distribution in an organised fashion.
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This offers the prospect of modest amounts of work opportunities for

group members. It could be one of the basic functions of a transport group,

should the group wish to start one.

The food group could organise a lot more than just basic raw

foodstuffs. Cooked meals and shared meals are likely to be very useful.

Some members may enjoy cooking more than they need for themselves and

could offer it to other members, either freshly-cooked or frozen as an

alternative to a take-away or frozen supermarket meal. Where it suits

people socially, eating together could be on offer. For the cooks, this could

be useful as a part-time job. The food group could canvas members to find

out who was willing to prepare food, either on a regular basis or on request.

The on-line bulletin boards would be used to match cooks and eaters.

This first example of food shows much of the potential of an eGaian

network. It gives members the opportunity to give and receive something

from each other in a way that reduces their need for money and builds

relationships between them. Eating local fresh food is a move towards

sustainability that goes well beyond tokenism. It can also contribute to the

regeneration of the local economy by supporting local farms and shops.

The Food Co-op in Pinekernel Network

When Norma first became interested in Pinekernel

Network, she knew that the food side would be her main

interest. She loved both cooking and gardening and was a

good organiser. She enjoyed visiting the farms around her

town, seeking out those interested in organic production.

She started with one that already supplied a local

wholefood shop and arranged for a discount for Pinekernel

members. 
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The farmer now emails Pinekernel Network weekly

with a list of what she has available, and people collect

what they want at the wholefood shop. It has increased the

business of both farm and shop. Norma emails the farmer

regularly with comments and requests from the members.

Thus the relationship between farmer and members is

beginning to be determined by information rather than

just by money flows. 

Norma also now has a regular arrangement to provide

food for several people in the network. The children of one

family come to her for dinner once a week while their

parents attend an evening class. Two others collect food she

has prepared and frozen once or twice a week.

Transport

Transport is likely to be a promising area for eGaian networks. Arranging

transport is often a burden to people, whether it is the ferrying of children

to their many activities, transporting furniture or other bulky items, simply

getting about if you are elderly or unwell, or taking long journeys on your

own. Co-ordinating transport could make a significant difference to

people’s lives both socially and in terms of the sustainability of their

lifestyles. Again, it can provide flexible opportunities to provide service for

others in the group.

At its simplest, the transport sharing could be nothing more than an

on-line bulletin board in which people give their transport needs and offer

their services. Who has a van or large car that could be available to move

large items? Are there any regular journeys which people can share? Could

someone take me to the airport next week? Collect my children from their
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after-school club on Thursdays? Take me shopping tomorrow? Take us

home after the party on Saturday night? Distribute the food from the farm

to those members who had ordered it?

An active transport group could take this further than just a bulletin

board. They could maintain a register of people with vehicles to share or

lend, or who would be willing to drive people when desired. The transport

group could be the contacts for such information.

A further step would be to have something like an informal taxi service.

The transport group could poll the members to see if there were any times

when people were particularly likely to need transport. Is there a need for

morning or afternoon school runs? What about evening social times? A few

drivers could sign up for regular shifts when they are available.

You Surely telephone contact would be better for this than your

computer network.

Me Yes, I agree. The computer network isn’t there as a matter of

ideology. Phones and mobile phones are a much better way to

organise a taxi service.

The transport group could also make arrangements with local taxi firms, or

may have taxi drivers among their members. As with food, they could make

special arrangements, offering preferred status in exchange for use of local

currency. If there is sufficient demand from within the network, it might

be able to support a taxi business that served the general public as well as

its members. This would especially benefit members who didn’t own cars

and might allow families who had two cars to give up the second one.

Finally, there is the servicing and repairs. Having your car serviced by

someone you trust could be very attractive to many people. The network

might include people who have the skills to do basic vehicle servicing. It
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could make special arrangements with local garages. This could include

feedback from members to the garage and other members on the quality of

the service received, made public on-line to other members. This would

establish a relationship where trust is maintained by information and

feedback and goes beyond monetary exchange.

The Transport Co-op in Pinekernel Network

Olga is one of the organisers of the transport group in

Pinekernel Network. Her serious arthritis has left her

unable to drive. She was tired of always asking friends and

relatives to do her favours by driving her places. By acting

as a transport organiser for the network, she feels she can

then use its services freely. Olga has a list of about 20

members she can ask to drive when it is needed. Between

them they deliver and collect a lot of children to the local

schools, to the great relief of their parents. She has two

retired mechanics and several young people who work with

them who do a lot of the servicing for network members’

cars. 

She doesn’t get out much on her own, but seems to

spend half her life on the phone, matching people’s needs

to driver’s availability. She prides herself on being able to

combine trips for different people, by convincing them

that a small change in their plans will make a large

difference to the sustainability of their lifestyle.

Her biggest coup was to recruit a local used car dealer,

who was an old friend of hers, as a member. He has been

accepted as thoroughly honest and reliable by the members
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(proved by their ratings of him). He is known for his

willingness to put right all faults or to take back a car that

its new owner doesn’t like. Pinekernal Network now makes

up a large part of his business, which makes it a lot more

secure.

Childcare

In our fragmented modern societies, where we have lost the extended family

and often the nuclear family, looking after children can often be a tremen-

dous burden on their parents as well as a source of joy. A re-invented

community offers many possibilities for reducing this burden. There is a big

difference between asking friends and family for favours (if any are available)

and being part of a larger group which is set up explicitly to make it easy for

people to arrange to do things for each other on a reciprocal basis.

An organised childcare sub-group of an eGaian Co-operative Network

could canvas its members' needs on issues such as baby-sitting, advice and

support on health or behavioural problems, help with schoolwork or even

home education. It could then seek solutions from its members. A minimal

effort might be sign-up sheets for a basic baby-sitting circle. For childcare,

perhaps more than any other area, the trust between members will be a

crucial asset to an eGaian network. 

Services 

Any group of people has within it a wide range of skills and abilities which

can be of use to each other. This is the basis of most local currency systems.

These may include DIY skills, repairs, gardening, office skills, counselling

or advice on anything from health to relationships or legal matters,

temporary accommodation, lessons and tuition, massage and whatever.
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These should certainly be included in any eGaian network either in an

organised manner, or at the least, as an on-line database of available skills.

A network might simply include listings for whatever skills its members

have to offer. Alternatively, a services sub-group could actively investigate

what it is people want and then find ways of providing that. As with food

and transport, this could include making arrangements with external firms

for special status in exchange for discounts. The extra eGaian element in this

would be the two-way exchange of information, perhaps including ratings,

to maintain a basis of trust.

Problems/crises

The real test of a co-operative group is how it handles problems and crises

for its members. In the days when we all lived in close-knit communities,

emergency support would have been taken for granted. Whether the

emergency is physical, medical or emotional, people like to know that there

are other people around to whom they can turn for help when it is needed.

It may be much easier for people to turn to a friend or a friend of a friend

than to the law or social services when they are having serious problems

with a relationship or with children. If a relative is ill or dies and you have

to leave suddenly, it helps to know there are people who can step in to cover

for you in whatever ways are needed. One of the significant sources of

pressure on public health services is from people who need to stay in a

hospital for relatively minor illnesses because they have no one to look after

them at home.

At the very least, an eGaian network can have an on-line bulletin board

with prominent space for emergency needs. This could be the first thing

people see when they look at it. It allows anyone to offer help if they can.

Beyond that, there could be a problem/crises sub-group that thinks

264

eGAIA



through the kinds of problems that are likely to arise and seeks out suitable

resources. This may include lists of emergency plumbers, counsellors,

carers, accommodation, cleaners, or whatever. People who are prepared to

help sort out whatever problems arise could be on call on a rota basis.

Shopper’s guide

Even if an eGaian co-operative network provides a significant amount of

the food, transport, etc for its members, most of their consumption will be

through the usual commercial sources for some time to come. Nonetheless,

the network can help to put some of that on a better basis of trust and also

help its members to keep the environmental impact of their shopping low.

A shopper’s guide can help with that.

People are usually faced with a choice of shops and a choice of brands

within them for goods, and with a choice of tradespeople for services. It is

always useful to know what your friends’ experience has been so that you

can buy on the basis of their recommendations. A simple way of providing

this is through an on-line database giving member’s local experience. If you

buy an appliance or use a plumber or a lawyer, you fill out an on-line form

rating the results for the item or the firm. Before you buy you can look

through the database to see what other people have thought of local

choices. The database could also list the entries for any local firms with

which any of the other groups had made special arrangements.

If the network sets up a shopper’s guide sub-group there is a lot more

that can be done. There are various sources of information on the social and

environmental impact of consumer products, such as The Green Consumer’s

Guide
1

and Ethical Consumer
2

magazine , plus various web sites. The sub-

group can use these sources to identify the greenest products, find out where

they are available locally, and add them to the shopper’s guide database. 
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The overall purpose of the shopper’s guide is to give network members

some basis for choosing goods or services other than cost (although cost

can be included in your guidance). It can build up systematic ratings of

local firms and products both by its members and through information

obtained from other organisations.

Social events

Social events are the glue which hold a community together. Enjoying

yourself regularly in the company of people you like is one of the keys to a

good quality of life. As a minimal effort, network members could simply put

notices of social events on an on-line group bulletin board. If there are

people who wish to be pro-active, they could organise events to suit

members’ interests, and notify them of public events of interest in their area.

Exchange issues

The type and nature of the exchanges between members of an eGaian

network are likely to be one of the key points in its success. On what basis

are members giving their time and effort to all the areas discussed above? Is

this purely voluntary? Are they to be paid in some way? Do they pay for

what they receive and if so, how?

In conventional society, people either exchange formally using money

or informally through gifts and favours. In the Pinecone Network story,

and as discussed in the eGaian Guide, exchange is guided by real costs such

as ecological footprint and other physical and biological implications of

consuming, and the number of hours and conditions of work of the human

input. Exchange in an eGaian network is meant to include steps in that

direction, to the extent that its members find comfortable. Ideally, it should

offer opportunities to exchange using the national currency, an internal,
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local currency and also simply through gifts and favours. By combining all

three, the network can start with the current needs of members and evolve

gradually towards much less use of conventional money.

Members who are in full-time employment are likely to have relatively

little spare time to put into the various network areas, but will be able to pay

in national currency. For them the network offers a sense of community and

common purpose and a much greater degree of trust in their transactions

rather than an opportunity for part-time employment. By spending their

money preferentially with other members, they are providing support to

people who, through the network, are supporting them.

Members who are partly employed or unemployed will appreciate the

opportunities the network offers to reduce their need for conventional

money and also to obtain both conventional and local currency through

contributing to the various network areas. (And they too will appreciate the

sense of community and trust.)

For an eGaian network to set up its own local currency, with its own

on-line cheques and accounts, is relatively straightforward. For it to

combine the local currency with national currency on the same on-line

cheques is not so straightforward. It could provide an internal accounting

system for its members in the national currency. The difficulty would be in

getting money into and out of its members’ (conventional) bank accounts.

Doing this would require a link to the conventional banking system, as well

as credit limitations and charges. This might be arranged through one of

the ethical banks or through a credit card company, but that is really

beyond the scope of this book. In the early stages, transactions between

members using conventional currency would have to be made using

conventional means.

When setting up the network, members would have to decide on a
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name and a unit for their internal currency. They would decide which of

the various forms of local currency to use and what form the fees to cover

overheads would take. All of these decisions could be kept under review

through membership polls and discussion, so that it remained open to

change over time as the network matured. Is the currency meant to

represent hours of effort? Is this a strict rule, or are some hours worth more

than other hours?

Exchange in Pinekernel Network

The founding members decided to have an internal

currency, which they called the “Kernel’. They decided that

as a guideline, 5 Kernels should represent one hours’ work,

but that this needn’t be strictly adhered to. For example,

two hours caring for some active children in an afternoon

isn’t the same as babysitting for the same children in the

evening when they have gone to bed. This decision took a

lot of discussion and was very controversial, and came with

the recommendation that people should have good reasons

for deviating from the 5 Kernels per hour norm.

They set up a Community Account with a flat annual

fee plus a small excess charge for anyone whose account

was either very heavily in credit or in debit to encourage

people to be active. Members had the option of paying the

annual fee in national currency or in Kernels.

For transactions in the national currency, they joined

in a scheme that had been pioneered by an earlier eGaian

Co-operative Network in connection with the credit card

arm of one of the ethical banks. All members who wished
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to use it needed to have a credit card on record with

Pinekernel Network. Each month their credit card is either

debited or credited with the net result of their transactions

with other members.

Membership issues

When it is formed, an eGaian network will have to consider various issues

to do with its membership. Will there be a limit to the number of

members? Will it be open to anyone or just by recommendation of existing

members? What approaches will it take to conflict resolution and to

decision making? Will there be elected organisers?

Membership issues in Pinekernel Network

The founding members of Pinekernel Network decided to

limit their membership to 100 people. Beyond that size

they might split into two groups. Membership was to be

only by recommendation by an existing member and

subject to the approval of the existing membership.

They set up a conflict resolution sub-group whose

members were to be elected annually and who. were

expected to have skills or training in mediation,

counselling or similar areas. Any conflicts that arose were

to be handled by mediation and through the principles of

restorative justice, if appropriate. As a condition of

membership in Pinekernel Network, people were asked to

agree that any conflicts arising from their membership or

with other members were to be referred to the conflict

resolution group. 
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Deciding how to make decisions was one of the most

difficult discussions the founding group faced. They were

torn between habits of thought that demanded group

involvement in all decisions on the one hand, and the

amount of effort they were finding in coming to agreement

on the other. They decided that for the first year or two

they would try what they called ‘elected benevolent

dictatorship plus consensus’. There would be two ‘Chiefs’

to be elected annually, one male and one female (following

the model of Damanhur). All significant decisions were to

be open to discussion by all members, with polls to

determine the state of members’ views. If conflict arose, the

Chiefs were to try to find solutions that most nearly

obtained consensus, but in the end, they made the

decisions based on their own views as to what was best for

the community.

External links

The eGaian model may strongly emphasise local production and local

community, but it is in no way a return to the ideals of self-sufficiency of

the 1970s or of early human settlements. It is an essential part of the

picture that groups are connected to others of all sorts, ultimately forming

a global nervous system.

There are various types of links the organisers of an eGaian network

will probably need to consider: links with similar networks, with

commercial organisations, with national and global NGOs concerned with

the environment and social change, and with their governments. If there
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are several eGaian networks in the area, it would make sense for them to

co-operate closely with each other. If one network gets too large, so that

people have difficulty knowing each other and maintaining trust, it may

choose to split or to bud off a new group. Overlapping memberships are a

good way of spreading trust between networks. They may choose to share

a local currency or have some convertibility between different ones.

The members of an eGaian network are likely to include a fair number

who are also activists in the major organisations working for environmental

and social change, especially in their earlier days. These organisations may

provide support and information and the local networks may reflect their

concerns.

Any organisation that has an economic function will need to consider

its position on tax and benefits and that will involve its local or national

government. For example, the Australian government has agreed that

activities in LETS are not subject to tax, and the UK government is actively

promoting a Time Bank scheme which they have agreed is similarly free of

tax and benefits considerations. However, a government could, for

example, decide that active members of an eGaian network who were on

benefit were not seeking work and thus should lose their benefit. This

would probably exclude all members on benefit.

However, if these networks are ever to play a significant economic role

in their member’s lives, it is not desirable that their activities should be

entirely separate from tax and benefit considerations. If they are

regenerating a community, they should reduce their members’ needs for

benefit. They should make a contribution to the larger community services

currently provided by taxation. Anyone who sees them as a tax dodge or as

an extension of the black economy is missing the point.

Various sensible strategies can be imagined.
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• There might be a clear division between those activities that members

are doing as extensions of their normal working life, and those that are

more in the nature of informal favours or gifts. Only the former would

be considered for tax and benefit purposes.

• A network could give the local government an account and contract to

undertake various services in lieu of some portion of its members’ taxes.

• Graded systems of benefit reductions could be negotiated at rates

comparable to national tax levels. With sufficient network activity a

person might come off benefit entirely.
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The software

The availability of good supporting software is likely to be one of the keys

to the success of eGaian networks. It needs to be easy to use by people with

little aptitude for computers. Moreover, it needs to be exciting, something

that people look forward to using because through it they are in touch with

the people and events which matter to them. Would email ever have

become popular if it hadn't been easy to use?

There is no software currently available that could support an eGaian

network in full, but there is quite a lot which supports aspects of it. First

there are the eGroups. There are various public web sites that allow people

to set up an on-line group. Perhaps the largest is Yahoo
3
, which provides a

large number of public discussion groups on almost any conceivable

subject. Moreover, any group, club, organisation which wants to use the

Internet to support their activities can set up a Yahoo eGroup very simply,

and without charge, provided they don’t mind the advertising they will get. 

The main feature of an eGroup is group email that is provided in the

form of a mailing list. Members address their email to the eGroup’s address

and it gets sent automatically to all other members. Egroups offer other

facilities, such as on-line chat, space to post photos and files, databases,

polls and group calendars. All of this comes automatically when the group

is set up. Setting up a new eGroup involves little more than filling in an on-

line form with the group’s name, purpose and then listing the members’

email addresses. There are various group settings such as whether the group

should be private or open to the public.

In a similar way, software to support an eGaian network might be made

available on some public sites. Perhaps it could be hosted by some of the

larger environmental organisations, such as Friends of the Earth or

Greenpeace. In some places, they may be hosted by progressive government



organisations, seeking to regenerate an inner city or a declining rural area.

Of course, the physical location of the software is quite irrelevant to the

place where it will be used. When a group sets up their software, they

would automatically get a range of facilities, as with the eGroups. This

would include:

• an account system for transactions between members, complete with

local currency and on-line cheques

• a database set up for a shopper’s guide, complete with links to the local

currency system to allow ratings of products and services

• blank bulletin boards ready to take news of various areas like food,

transport, childcare or whatever the group wanted

• discussion spaces and polling facilities.

Another web site of relevance to this discussion is ‘Slashdot, News for

Nerds, Stuff that matters.’
4

It is an on-line hangout space for the comm-

unity of people who are interested in such subjects as the Free Software

Movement, Open Source Software, the LINUX operating system and the

Apache web server. One way of looking at Slashdot is as an interactive

community newspaper. Many people can add stories and there is a

discussion and perhaps a poll attached to each story. 

Slashdot serves that part of the software-writing community that

believes software should be written co-operatively and distributed freely.

The convention within that community is that the source code of a

programme – ie the author’s original work – should be distributed freely so

that anyone with the relevant skills can see how it was produced. That is

why it is called open source software. Of course, Slashdot itself is built as

open source software. This has enabled a small group of developers to take
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it and modify it for other uses. Some of these look very different on the

surface, and versions are available in very many languages. These groups are

in touch with each other and help each other. Thus as Slashdot develops, a

whole cluster of similar software follows it.

That is very much the approach that would suit the development of the

software for eGaian networks. (In fact, the Slashdot source code might be a

useful starting point for parts of it.) It should certainly be developed as

open source software. There should probably be a number of variants each

tailored to the needs of the groups using it, but sharing ideas all round.

What is important is that the software evolves rapidly. We cannot know

exactly what will be needed at the beginning. 

Pinekernel Network On-line

Paula is checking to see what’s new in Pinekernel Network

this morning. She notices two new receipts in her accounts.

To enhance security, when a Pinekernel cheque is written,

a receipt is sent by email to the person who wrote it. The

cheque is credited only when the sender confirms that it is

correct.

She notices that Glenda needs help, and makes a note

to phone her a little later. She then has a look at some of

the news stories. She subscribes to several news sources that

give the kind of news analysis she likes and covers the

topics that interest her. She then has a browse through the

Flea Market looking for second hand children’s clothes.

Besides the on-line notices, the Flea Market organisers hold

a monthly event at which Pinekernel members bring their

old things along to exchange with each other. It also is an

275

eGAIAN CO-OPERATIVE NETWORKS



excuse for the Food Co-op people to show off their best

cooking, and the Pinekernel musicians tend to turn out in

force.

Paula has a quick look at what is currently on offer by

the Food Co-op and, simply by marking a few boxes, puts

in her order for the week. She has been thinking about

buying a new vacuum cleaner and so looks to see what is in

the Shopper’s Guide. She finds one that is recommended

by a couple of people in the network. There is a link to a

review of it, which says that its manufacturer is relatively

good with its suppliers and makes efforts to build parts that

can be re-cycled. It is available in a shop in her town that is

associated with Pinekernel Network and will accept 20%

payment in Kernels.

Summary on eGaian co-operative networks

An eGaian co-operative network could make a difference in people’s lives

which may start small but has the potential to be quite significant, if its

members wish it to. Their initial benefits are likely to be largely social and

economic. They are a step towards the re-invention of community, and

with it, the basis on which to grow a peaceful world. Members will be

practising and developing their skills of working in a self-organising co-

operative organisation and skills of conflict resolution. These are the key

skills for an eGaian world and are not very advanced in many human

cultures.

The initial impact of eGaian Co-operative Network on the

sustainability of their members’ lifestyles is likely to be noticeable and
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worth doing, but nowhere near full sustainability, as described in the

eGaian Guide. 

• More of their food will be locally grown, 

• more of their transport will be shared, 

• more of their purchases will be informed by environmental

considerations,

• more goods will have their use shared and lifetimes extended, thus

lowering members needs to purchase more. 

The most important impact of eGaian co-operative networks will come as

they grow in number and become linked to each other. This will increase

their members’ sense of connection with those other members of humanity

who are trying to grow a peaceful, sustainable world. They may begin to

feel that the transformation is happening.
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TOWARDS AN eGAIAN EARTH

“One of the most important effects of 11 September has been to

highlight the fact that we are living in one world, and 

that no part of that world can afford 

to ignore the problems 

of the rest."

UN Secretary General 

Kofi Annan 
1
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This preliminary edition of eGaia is intended specifically to help people

and organisations prepare for the World Summit for Sustainable Develop-

ment to be held in Johannesburg, in August/September 2002. The Summit

is an extremely important opportunity for humanity. It could mark an

important step towards an eGaian Earth and hence this concluding chapter

is devoted to it.

The Johannesburg Summit

The Johannesburg Summit is being organised by the United Nations,

which is expecting over 60,000 people to attend, substantially more than

the Rio Earth Summit in 1992. A few thousand of those will be

governmental delegations. They will include many of the world’s heads of

state and high-ranking ministers and will be the focus of the world’s news

media. Many people are very cynical about the likely outcomes of the

Summit. That is because they see the outcomes of the Summit in terms of

what the government delegations will produce, and are not expecting the

dramatic breakthroughs which most people think are needed. 

The Rio Earth Summit produced Agenda 21, a “comprehensive plan of

action that was to be taken globally, nationally and locally by organisations

of the UN System, governments, and major groups in every area in which

humans impact the environment”.
2

Agenda 21 is a marvellous document

that has produced many initiatives from governments all around the world.

It has produced a useful change in global consciousness. But compared to

the strategies for sustainability in Chapter 13, its practical

accomplishments (eg widespread recycling schemes for glass, cans and

paper) have not much been much more than token. Since then our impact

on the environment has continued to worsen, as have problems of

entrenched poverty, hunger and ill health on a global scale as outlined in
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Chapter 2, Humanity as a global cancer. The official view, from UN

Secretary General Kofi Annan is that: "Progress towards the goals established

at Rio has been slower than anticipated and in some respects conditions are

worse than they were ten years ago." The official goals of the Johannesburg

Summit are to get Agenda 21 implemented more meaningfully.

It is extremely difficult to get detailed agreement, particularly if it needs

to be approved by pretty well all of the world’s governments. If the

government delegations involved allow the commercial needs of their

national industries to take precedence over the needs of the environment

and development, strong regulatory treaties are very unlikely. How many

members of those delegations accept that the present economy is

fundamentally flawed, or envisage the alternative described in Chapter 12,

A co-operative economy?

Fortunately, most of the people attending the Johannesburg Summit

will not be part of government delegations. They will be from a wide range

of organisations committed to principles of sustainable development and

social justice. The aims and goals of most of them will be broadly similar

to those in this book – a peaceful, sustainable Earth. These delegates are 

not likely to be as inhibited as the governmental delegates. Moreover, this

Summit is different from previous summits in some vital respects.

Its UN organisers officially recognise that there are useful outcomes

other than governmental treaties and pronouncements. 

'At Johannesburg, governments will agree on a common plan of

action. But the most creative agents of change may well be

partnerships – among governments, private businesses, non-profit

organizations, scholars and concerned citizens such as you.' Speech

by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, delivered by Mrs. Nane

Annan, New York, 14 May 2002
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There are two types of Summit outcome planned – Type 1: negotiated

outcomes for adoption by all member states and Type 2: non-negotiated

outcomes, which the UN envisages as coming from ‘multi-stakeholder’

coalitions, and the many groups that have been part of the planning

process for the Summit. And of course, there will be many unofficial

outcomes of the Summit, due to the presence of the non-governmental

delegates who are organising many meetings of their own in parallel with

the official meetings.

Moreover, this is the first Earth Summit of the Internet age. That opens

the possibilities of groups of people around the world co-ordinating their

actions locally and globally in ways that this book has been describing. It

opens the possibility of attending groups planning their input in advance

with each other, and with the general public through web portals such as

Earth Summit for All
3

Possible projects for the Johannesburg Summit

What sort of initiatives could become part of the Type 2 outcomes and the

informal outcomes at the Summit? Very many are being developed and

proposed by the organisations attending. The six described below are

examples of projects that would embody the principles in this book. They

may or may not become part of the Summit outcomes, but are meant to

implement the basic eGaian principles described in Chapter 2.

You So this is your personal plan for the Johannesburg Summit?

Me Well, I will be there, and my personal goals before and during

the Summit are to get these six projects (or something

equivalent to them) taken up and agreed.
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They are designed to create a sense of global identity and community,

using electronic communication tools. They aim to use these tools to

promote links and mutual understanding within groups of people and

between different cultural groups. They are designed to create the

beginnings of a globalised economy that is no longer out of control, in

which trade is subject to the needs of the environment and social

development.. The six projects are:

• Global green information networks with green ratings

• The Co-operative  and community networks initiative

• Fair trade networks

• Global emergency aid and development fund

• Media initiatives for peace 

• Education for sustainability

The six projects are each worthwhile in their own right, but they also

interact and would be much more effective as a co-ordinated set. The

outlines that follow need to be fleshed out through the sorts of discussions

intended on the Earth Summit for All web portal.

Global green information networks 

These networks would provide information of three types: 

• green consumer information and ratings on products and companies at

both local and national/transnational levels

• green ratings of non-commercial organisations, including national and

local governments

• tools for creating personal green ratings, to enable people to evaluate

their own lifestyle.
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The major purpose of this initiative is to provide the public with a buying

guide so that consumption choices can include knowledge of their impact

on the health of the environment and social well-being. Getting the best

price should not be the main much less the only criterion. It is a first step

towards an economy that is driven by information about the real costs –

social and environmental – of consumption rather than just on

conventional economic considerations. It is the basic tool for growing an

economy based upon co-operation and trust. 

Information would be provided by many different organisations and

also by individuals, at a local level, based upon their own experiences.

There is a huge amount of collective information the groups attending the

Earth Summit  have about the environmental impact of different products,

of the social conditions under which they have been produced, and of the

political pressures which shape those conditions.

In the early stages of the project, ratings and information would be in

many different formats, some incompatible with each other and perhaps

contradictory. Over time, standards will emerge and evolve. It is far better

to start with the large amount of information already existing and to

develop common standards than it is to attempt to establish standards at

the start, when the needs are not yet known.

For commercial organisations and products, ratings would incorporate

separate evaluations in areas such as life-cycle environmental impact,

conditions of employees and contributions to local and global community

well-being. These would be represented in a simple graphical form using

separate icons and also combined into an overall green rating. League tables

highlighting best and worst would be included.

At the local level, information would be provided on the availability of

high rated and low rated products. Information would come from the
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general public and from members of the organisations co-ordinating the

network. It would also provide personal ratings of local firms by customers,

somewhat like the rating systems of on-line auctions such as eBay.

For other organisations, such as local and national governments, the

ratings would have components including environmental policies and

actions, democracy and civil rights and openness. Again, league tables

would be included at various levels. 

For individuals, the tools would enable people to calculate their

ecological footprint through simple software that is already widely

available. In addition, tools could be developed to estimate a ‘personal

connection index’. It would give a crude comparison, in hours, of what an

individual gives to the community compared to what they receive from it.

It would calculate the hours an individual contributes to the community –

by paid work or other activities – to the hours provided by others in the

goods and services they consume. This is a personal green index in which

wealthy, large consumers come off badly. Its purpose is primarily in support

of fair trade.

Co-operative and community networks 

If a peaceful, sustainable world is to become a reality, it will need to build

on co-operative and community groups to a much greater extent than

today. The purpose of this initiative would be to promote and support such

groups. They are likely to take various forms: from community co-

operatives in cities providing local regeneration; to farming, craft or

industrial co-operatives in the developing world strengthening the

prospects for fair trade.

Community co-operatives take the form of like-minded people coming

together to support each other in ways like obtaining local food, sharing
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transport, child care, health care or whatever is appropriate for them.

Chapter 12 described in detail one form of such groups, applicable in areas

where a significant fraction of the population have access to a computer. In

poorer areas, a single computer might serve one or more whole

communities. Where there is a lot of face-to-face connection, there might

be much less need for a computer.

The initiative could promote such co-operatives and set up secondary

co-operatives to provide advice and support and to fund development

workers to get them off the ground. On-line links would share best practice

and provide mutual support. For producer co-operatives, micro-finance

agencies could be set up.

Fair trade networks

The principle of fair trade is trade that takes into account the social needs

of the producers and which respects the environment. It presumes that

these considerations take priority over simply getting the best price. This

initiative builds on that principle and extends it considerably, even to trade

within the more affluent parts of the world.

This initiative links closely with the previous two. It would seek links

between co-operatives and other groups in different areas, to create a

relationship between groups that leads them to trade preferentially with

each other, even if the cost may be somewhat higher. It would take the

form of a global, on-line market linking groups world-wide. The basis of

trade would be that the price enables the producers to live in modest

comfort, in terms of the standards of their own culture. Working

conditions would be expected to be reasonable by the standards of those

affected. Production would be expected to respect the environment.
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Producer groups would be encouraged to include information about

themselves and their products to establish the fair trade nature of their

offerings. This might include a breakdown of the costs of their products

and the wages of those employed. It should also include personal

information about their community to help build a relationship with

consumer groups. A major part of this could be through school children,

making links with each other as part of cross-cultural education.

Information about participating groups would be part of the global

green information networks to assist contacts and links between groups.

The fair trade principle is consistent with obtaining high green ratings.

Global emergency aid and development fund

The purpose of this initiative is to set up a new channel for aid, outside of

existing governmental aid and world financial institutions, to bypass the

usual complaints of the developing world. Projects would be led by

recipients, without conditions and ties to spending specified by the donors.

Aid would normally be in the form of grants, but with repayment if

conditions make that possible.

A multi-sectoral consortium, probably led by businesses with a green

commitment, would raise funds. Contributions to this fund – including

from governments and private individuals – would afffect donors' green

ratings. The other initiatives listed in this chapter would be used to

publicise and promote the campaigns of this fund. 

Allocation of funds would be on the principle of priority to the most

needy. Two early, high profile campaigns for this fund might be Food

Security for All – tackling regions of endemic malnourishment; and

Advancing Africa – An African-led campaign to reduce the environmental,

social and political problems of the region.
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Media initiatives for peace 

This initiative would target parts of the world that are sites of endemic

inter-ethnic conflict. It would target attitudes such as that of the Israeli

official who was asked about the ‘continuing spiral of violence’ and said

“There is no spiral. The Arab terrorists are attacking us and we are

retaliating.” It will promote the view that promoting peace means seeing

how both sides are involved in continuing the conflict, rather than seeing

your own side simply as the victim of the other.

This initiative will use a variety of mass media, local contacts and

events to present to each side in a conflict the realities of life on the other

side and how their side is affecting the other. It will promote the global

value that mutual understanding is a necessity of peace. It will seek to

transform the view of conflict from ‘us versus them’ to ‘those who seek

mutual understanding versus those who don’t’.

The mechanism for this project might be a UN-sponsored annual

media peace initiative award: a sort of Academy Awards for Peace. Media

organisations would submit their work, which could be judged both by

panels of specialists and public voting on-line. The on-line public voting

should include members of the communities affected.

The initiative could also provide grants to artists proposing projects of

the type that could be entered for an award.

Education for sustainability

The focus of this initiative is to encourage schools and school children

around the world to take responsibility for monitoring and preserving the

natural environment around them. It has the dual purposes of substantially

increasing the attention paid to issues of sustainability in schools, and of
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promoting an approach to education through active involvement and

project work. It should also include a heavy emphasis on cross-cultural

contact between children. An additional benefit would be to bring issues of

sustainability to the attention of the parents and local communities.

The initiative would provide sets of tools, largely on-line, for use by

schools wishing to undertake local projects. These might take the form of

looking at local wildlife diversity, air and water pollution, local energy use,

sustainable practices in local businesses and industry, creating wildlife

sanctuaries etc. It would provide regional databases into which children

could add the results of their investigations, to be compared with those of

their peers locally and around the world. It would include facilities for

cross-cultural discussions between different schools to explore these

comparisons.

The beginnings of an eGaian Earth

Only some and perhaps none of the six initiatives described above are likely

to succeed. But suppose that these six did become part of the official or

unofficial outcomes of the Summit and became well established. What

would be the results?

The first three – Green information networks, Co-operative and

community networks and Fair trade networks – are the basis for the

beginning of a globalised economy which is under the control of social

needs and the needs of the environment rather than being driven by

random, disconnected money flows.

The next two – Global emergency aid and development fund and

Media initiatives for peace – are ways of easing the most serious crises

facing humanity in the short term. Humanity taking responsibility for
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humanity is the essence of creating a sense of global identity and

community.

The final initiative – Education for sustainability – looks to the future,

by pointing children in the direction of a peaceful, sustainable Earth. The

cross-cultural aspects enhance the most fundamental of all human social

skills needed for an eGaian world, seeing through another’s eyes.

All are different ways of linking up humanity to look after itself and the

Earth. These six together would be sufficient to be considered the

beginnings of a global nervous system. 

And what might be the emergent properties of such a global nervous

system?  The coming to self-awareness of a being of planetary scale – a self-

aware eGaia?
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