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Los Angeles Eco-Village

Orientation Packet

What Exactly is an Intentional Community, Anyways?

An intentional community is a group of people who have chosen to live and/or work together in pursuit of a common ideal or vision.

Examples of common ideals or visions:

· “Our basic guiding principles are cooperation, egalitarianism, income-sharing, and non-violence.” Twin Oaks, Louisa, VA

· “The vision of the Cooperative is to create a sustainable society where people are cooperatively living, learning, and working together.” Walnut Street Co-op, Eugene, OR

· “A closer relationship with God as individuals and as a group.” The Gathering, Schuyler, VA

· “We are a diverse community in an urban neighborhood that joins together to create a higher quality of life and chooses a lower impact lifestyle for the good of all.” LAEV (draft), Los Angeles, CA

Types of intentional communities:

1) income-sharing (“commune”): members co-own property and financial assets

2) co-housing: collaborative housing which combines private spaces, such as single-family houses or apartments, with shared community spaces, such as a common house and gardens

3) housing co-op: a legal entity in which shareholders have the right to occupy one housing unit within a larger structure

4) eco-village: “a human-scale, full-featured settlement with multiple centers of initiative in which human activities are harmlessly integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of healthy human development, and can be successfully continued into the indefinite future.” (Robert Gilman)

5) religious spiritual communities: members share a particular spiritual orientation, community used as a tool for furthering spiritual practice

6) shared household: all community members live together in a single house

Note: these categories are not mutually exclusive! For example, LAEV is both an eco-village and a co-housing community, and aspires to be a housing co-op.

THE REALITY OF LIVING IN COMMUNITY
by Allen Hancock, Du•ma Community
Make no mistake about it, living in an intentional community can be the most rewarding and challenging experience you’ll ever have in your life. If living in community sounds appealing, why is it so difficult and why aren’t there more thriving intentional communities? The major barriers to creating community are the unspoken, internalized values we accept as part of the culture we live in.

To begin with, we all have romantic images about living in community imbedded deep within our psyche. The word “community” brings up pleasant images of the Waltons making apple cider and helping the neighbors build a barn. While these images can be a part of the group living experience, the word “community” doesn’t usually bring up images of 4 hour meetings or having to deal with people who are antagonistic and irresponsible. When our romantic images of community don’t match reality we feel frustrated and disillusioned. Because our society indoctrinates people to expect quick results, we are likely to yearn for some other life experience that more closely matches our romantic ideals. Thus, when living in community, “the grass often looks greener on the other side.”

Second, very few people have experience creating durable relationships with people who are very different from themselves. Communication and conflict resolution skills are extremely important in creating community. Without these skills, people who engage in conflict often leave the community and those remaining frequently don’t represent a diversity of viewpoints and backgrounds. Unfortunately neither schools, businesses, nor parents teach these skills, so most of us have to make the decision to consciously learn these skills as adults.

Third, living in community brings up all kinds of emotional distress within people. As we live with one another, we observe disturbing behavioral patterns in ourselves and in others. These include patterns of isolation, control, denial, addiction, etc. We must each face our own patterns and support others to become introspective if we wish to create a healthy, sustainable community. Again, many of us have little experience confronting others and honestly looking at our own patterns, so we must make a personal commitment to practice compassionately confronting one another and ourselves on these issues. Sadly, many people simply aren’t in a place in their lives to accept these challenges.

Fourth, establishing a community requires a lot of work to gain momentum. Communities don’t have the laws, tax advantages, private or governmental support that other enterprises receive. Organizational and financial systems are different than “mainstream” groups, so they take a long time to develop. Establish agreements, construction, planting gardens, and new projects take consistent energy to complete. Basically, “re-inventing the wheel” takes a substantial investment of time, money, and energy.

Fifth, people tend to prioritize community after work, school, travel, etc. In other cultures, people value community/family highly because they know that if they lose their job or they become ill that others will provide support. But in America, we are given the message that we must each “stand on our own two feet.” Many people, even those living in community, can hardly imagine receiving financial, emotional, or physical support from others when difficult times arise. Rather, we tend to resist such offers.

Finally, it takes a long time for folks to change their mind-set from “me” to “we.” We have been conditioned in our society to think of our own needs first while overlooking that often the group’s needs better satisfy the individual’s needs. People new to community speak of the group as “them” rather than “us,” and speak of “voting” and creating “policies” instead of reaching consensus and making agreements. And for those who have never owned a home before, it takes awhile to move beyond the rental mind-set to an attitude of investment, responsibility, and the freedom of home ownership.

If living in community is so difficult, why do so many people yearn to live together? Perhaps because we intuitively sense that living together for our mutual benefit is more fulfilling than the highly individualistic lifestyle that exists in our society. For most of human history people have been living with a much higher level of interdependence–we just have to re-learn the process. Community also provides an opportunity for immense personal growth, while providing a solution to many of the world’s problems. It’s profoundly satisfying to nurture supportive, trusting friendships in a turbulent and transient world….

If living in community sounds appealing to you, think about it carefully–the rewards are accompanied by numerous challenges.

Los Angeles Eco-Village Overview

Year Started:  January 1993

Purpose:  

Eco-Villagers demonstrate the processes for creating a healthy neighborhood ecologically, socially and economically. The strategy is to reduce environmental impacts while raising the quality of neighborhood life. The LA Eco-Village is a demonstration of sustainable community development that shares its processes, strategies and techniques with others through tours, talks, workshops, conferences, public advocacy and other media.

Location and Size:  

Approximately 3 miles west of downtown on Bimini and White House Place, one block east of one of Los Angeles most auto congested traffic corridors, Vermont Avenue. A two block neighborhood with approximately 11 acres. The Eco-Village is in 3 of the city’s special planning districts, including the Wilshire Center/Koreatown Redevelopment Area, the East Hollywood Targeted Neighborhood Initiative, and the Station Neighborhood Area Plan (SNAP).

Public Transit:  

The LA Eco-Village is within a 2 to 10 minute walk of 20 bus lines and 2 metro Redline subway stops. The closest Metro station is the red line at Beverly/Vermont. And buses #16 and #316 on Third Street, #14 or #11 on Beverly, #204, #201, and #754 on Vermont. For trip planning go to http://www.mta.net

Neighborhood Profile:  

The two block mixed use working class neighborhood has a rich geological and social history. Home of the historic Bimini Baths from 1901 to 1951, the Bimini Slough also wended its way around the neighborhood. The old trolley car, destroyed in the 50’s, had its turn around on Bimini place as well. Approximately 500 persons liven in 13 historically significant apartment buildings consisting of 164 units of housing. An alcohol and drug recovery home serving approximately 100 persons is also located on the block along two auto repair shops, a K-2 public school, the Bresee Community and Youth Center (http://bresee.org/), the Mijoo Peace Church and a public adult school for English as a second language.


Building Ownership, Finance and Rehab: 

The Cooperative Resources and Services Project -CRSP- owns two buildings consisting of 48 units of housing. CRSP’S Ecological Revolving Loan Fund (ELF), a community development loan fund, is the source of funds for these acquisitions. ELF monies are also being used for basic rehabilitation and ecological retrofitting of the buildings. Future plans call for conversion of the buildings to permanently affordable cooperative ownership. Rental cash flow from the buildings is sufficient to maintain the properties.

Demographics:  

Overall demographics of the neighborhood include approximately 15 ethnic groups. Incomes are very low to middle. A diversity of households includes singles, couples, single parents, nuclear families, room mates, and extended families. Ages range from infancy to the elderly. 500 neighbors in the 2 block area, about 75 now participate in some Eco-Village activities.

Intentional Community:  

Approximately 35 neighbors from diverse backgrounds and income levels have moved to the neighborhood intentionally to learn, share their knowledge and to demonstrate EcoVillage? processes. Many attend regular community potluck dinners, community meetings, workshops on permaculture approaches to sustainable urban living, community work parties, and provide a variety of public services to the neighborhood and the city at large on a broad range of sustainability areas.

About one half no longer own cars, and a few are starting small ecological cooperative neighborhood based businesses. Households which do not own cars receive a $20 per month discount on their rent. While 35 neighbors moved to LA Eco-Village intentionally, we share our buildings and the neighborhood with many pre-existing neighbors.

Sponsor:  

LA Eco-Village is sponsored by the Cooperative Resources and Services Project, a nonprofit 501(c)(3) community development organization founded in 1980 which is a resource center for small ecological cooperative communities. It is located in the LA Eco-Village neighborhood.

LAEV Structure Overview







LAEV Policies and Agreements

Los Angeles Eco-Village Policies and Agreements as of April 2010

Note: LAEV policies/agreements approved by community consensus are listed below. These remain in effect and applicable to all residents unless/until the community revisits and approves modifications to them. Even though new members have not been part of approving these, they do apply to all new members. From time to time, we, as a group may re-visit and modify these policies, but new members should be aware of these policies and should adhere to them. Prior to becoming a member, candidates should familiarize themselves with these policies, and perhaps discuss them with their liaison and/or other community members.

Note that there are also processes that were written by our founder Lois, but have not yet been approved by the community. There are also precedents of things that we generally do – kind of an unwritten culture - that have not been formally approved.

Mission And Vision

· LA Eco-Village Values – 7 core values that underlie all that we do.

· Vision Building Blocks – Vision statements reflecting what intend to do here.

· Urban Soil/Tierra Urbana Housing Co-op Mission Statement – establishes the mission for our forming housing co-op

Meetings and Consensus

· Decision-Making Agreements – establishes quorum, advance notice, and recording process.

· Agenda Planning Process – outlines how we plan for and facilitate community meetings

· Curbing Disruptive Behavior – allows temporary removal of disruptive folks from meetings

Animals

· Pet Policy (with Feeding Cats and Stray Cats) – establishes limitations on cats and dogs

Housing and housekeeping

· Resident Guidelines – requirements for Residents’ Group

· Move Request Policy – outlines how we decide on who gets what room

· Short Stay Policy – process for approving visits for 2 weeks to a few months

· Moving Out – says you have to clear your stuff out when you move out

· Rent Increase – agreement about a specific rent increase in 2004

· Harvesting Policy – establishes that folks who grow veggies havest them

· Job Contracting Process – gives qualified residents first opportunity for rehab work.

· Use of Common Space – a short housekeeping agreement that rhymes

· Rental Agreement Addendum – additional agreements that need to be signed to live in the buildings

Membership and Participation

· Participation Matrix – lists opportunities for volunteering for LAEV

· Supah Suppah Club – establishes revolving dinner hosting

· Work Parties Every Month – establishes last Saturday each month work parties

· Member Accountability Policy – establishes exit policy for not complying with agreements

· Conflict Prevention And Resolution – establishes how we resolve conflicts

· Bienvenidos Committee – establishes committee to welcome new members

· Membership Process – framework for membership process

· Returning Member Process – process for those who were members in the past and wish to return

Prospective Owners Group (POG)

· Transition of Ownership MOU - terms of transitioning the building from CRSP to residents

· Prospective Owners Agreement – terms agreed to by prospective owners
LAEV Core Values

· Celebrate & include joy in all our endeavors.

· Take responsibility for each other & the planet through local environmental & social action.

· Learn from nature and live ecologically.

· Build a dynamic community through diversity & cooperation.

· Inspire compassionate, nurturing, & respectful relationships.

· Create balanced opportunities for individual participation & collective stewardship.

· Engage our neighbors and broader communities in mutual dialogue to learn, teach, and act.

LAEV Vision Building Blocks

CONSENSED BETWEEN AUGUST 2005 AND JANUARY 2006

· We are an urban intentional community creating and facilitating innovative and responsible enterprises with the aim of building a vibrant, healthy and sustainable city.

· We demonstrate and apply alternative energy, water and other systems to lower our impact on the Earth.

· We are a social laboratory collaborating to explore and develop organic effective communication skills that embody the collective vision of our community.

· We design build and integrate art, sustainability & community into our space. Together, we create functionally cohesive projects that prioritize the use of green building materials & increase the visibility of sustainable strategies.

· We create a culture of participation, stewardship and skill sharing, interdependence and cooperation. We all regularly participate in activities that contribute to the ongoing functioning of LAEV. Ways to participate are diverse, numerous, clear and welcoming. We continuously encourage and support ways to provide new opportunities to participate. We welcome and support ways to continuously provide new opportunities to participate. Individual participation is fulfilling, rewarding and is an opportunity for growth.

· We contribute to the local economy by initiating and supporting green and community-based businesses.

· We join the energy of the young people living in the greater Los Angeles Ecovillage neighborhood with the direction and ideals of the LA Ecovillage. This partnership benefits young people by giving them valuable leadership skills, as well as by empowering them with a sustainable world view and an awareness of their own potential for making change.

(Note that these were each approved, but this is not necessarily the full vision - the community may add additional items.)
LAEV New Member Process Overview



Consensus Decision Making Overview

There are many misconceptions of what consensus is exactly, and there are several variations of this form of decision-making. This document serves to provide a very general description of consensus decision-making. One main principle of consensus decision-making is that a group should have clarity of purpose. This allows people to voice concerns in a non-personal way, and gives the group guidance as it functions. Here at the LAEV, we turn to our Core Values in the event of strong disagreement over how to proceed.

Why Consensus?

The consensus model can be an effective decision-making tool because it:

· Allows people to collectively explore solutions until the best one for the group emerges

· Ensures that everyone has a voice in the decision-making

· Synthesizes all ideas into one

· Brings conflicts into the open

· Allows for minority opinions and concerns to be heard and considered

· Creates space for decisions to be thoroughly thought out

· Encourages cooperation

· Promotes solidarity; all are winners

· Minimizes domination; and 

· Promotes commitment to carry out decisions

How does Consensus decision-making work?
1) We begin with a discussion around an agenda item.

2) After the group has had enough time to discuss the item, someone makes a proposal for a specific plan of action. If people begin to repeat the same points and no one has made a proposal, the facilitator can call for someone to make one.

3) People ask questions which make sure that they and the group understand the proposal. This is not the time to speak for or against the proposal.

4) List out all the concerns people may have with the proposal. Attempt to resolve each concern individually through further discussion or amending the proposal. If there are no concerns, there is consensus.

5) The facilitator will ask if there are any stand asides. People who stand aside have concerns that have not been resolved, but will not block from moving forward. They may choose not to participate in what is being proposed.

6) The facilitator will then ask if there are any blocks. People who block have serious concerns that have not been resolved and cannot allow this decision to be made. The group will need to re-evaluate how to proceed. If there are no blocks, there is consensus.

Respectful Communications Introduction

Respectful communication is based on the premise that understanding others is as important as being understood by them.

Respectful communication builds trust, dispels stereotypes and enables people to be open to perspectives that are different from their own. This is an important approach to master when living in a diverse community.

Respectful communication is not about judging, weighing or making decisions quickly, but about understanding and learning. Respectful communication allows people to share their perspectives and experiences with one another even about difficult issues. It can facilitate both personal and collaborative action.

Respectful communication helps us engage in a sound decision-making process that involves all parties and explores all options, rather than addressing issues through the use of power or coercion. The trust, mutual understanding and relationships that are built by respectful communication allow community members to make better decisions in meetings and enjoy a higher quality of life.

Respectful communication helps us do many things important for maintaining a healthy community: to resolve conflicts and bridge divides; to build understanding about complex issues; to foster innovative solutions to problems and take action; and to reach agreement on policy decisions.

Community members utilize respectful communication in order to tackle issues and conflicts in new ways. Ways that enable us to share power effectively with each other, instead of ways that tend to leave people feeling overpowered and frustrated. Ways that welcome and validate all perspectives on an issue rather than hearing, once again, only from the most vocal and powerful parties.

The following steps can contribute to effective respectful communication in meetings:

Prep work

Get to know the issue, the stakeholders that are affected most, and other participants. When you are the presenter, prepare community members for discussing the issue by providing background materials.

Introductions

Facilitators introduce themselves and the agenda before proceeding. Participants should feel welcomed and appreciated, and should feel somewhat prepared for what’s ahead of them.

Establish/present ground rules

Also called “agreements,” ground rules are an important part of meetings. Ground rules such as “listen carefully and with respect,” “one person speaks at a time,” “speak for yourself, using I statements,” and “seek to understand rather than persuade” create a safe space for people with very different views and experiences. Adhering to ground rules that foster civility, honesty and respect is what makes respectful communication so different from adversarial debate and back-and-forth discussion.

Sharing personal stories and perspectives

Hearing from everyone at the table is a key principle in respectful communication. We may begin by hearing each other’s personal stories and perspectives on a potentially contentious issue. We may ask first “how has this issue played out in your life?” rather than “what do you think should be done about this issue?” or “What’s your take on this issue?” This builds trust in the group, establishes a sense of equality, and enables people to begin seeing the issue from perspectives other than their own. This is especially important when participants have different levels of technical knowledge or professional experience with the issue, or when some participants are not comfortable talking openly about contentious issues.

Exploring a range of views

When a wide variety of viewpoints on an issue are represented in the group, it is important to make sure the group explores a balanced range of those views. The facilitator’s role is to ensure that participants have the chance to explore and critique all of the primary viewpoints on an issue—even those unpopular with the entire group. This step prepares the community for answering the question “What should we do about this?”

Analysis and reasoned argument

We want meetings to be characterized by focused listening, deliberation, and thoughtful decision-making. Meetings aren’t just discussions to promote better understanding. They are the way we make the decisions that allow us to act together. People are challenged to consider the costs and consequences of various options and to ‘work through’ the potentially volatile emotions that are part of making decisions. The previous steps lay the groundwork for this important step.

Deciding on action steps or recommendations

If meetings do not move to action of one kind or another, participants are likely to leave feeling unsatisfied and frustrated. It is vital that community members understand how the process they just participated in will proceed. Participants may take any number of actions. They may commit themselves to establishing respectful communication groups to further explore an issue. They may establish new personal commitments to change how they handle an issue such as classism in their daily lives. Any member may make a new policy recommendation. Or members may start planning how to implement the solutions they came up with.

All of the steps above help to ensure that community members are able to create the collective wisdom that is essential for the development of sound, achievable decisions and policies, as well as the common ground and buy-in that is essential for effective, sustainable action to take place.




Cool Green Enterprises


Bicycle Kitchen


Food Coop


Other individual projects (greeting cards, electrical work, …)








Entities


Los Angeles Eco-Village


CRSP (Cooperative Resources and Services Project)


Urban Soil/Tierra Urbana Limited Equity Housing Coop (in formation)


Beverly Vermont Community Land Trust





Committees


Garden


Bienvenidos


“POG” transition


Membership


Finance


Governance


Building Rehab & Maintenance


Conflict Resolution Support Group


Facilitation Team 





Social/Community Building


Weekly Community Potlucks (Sundays)


Supah Suppahs


Maybe Fridays


Work Parties 


(last Saturday of the month + others)


Lots of other planned and spontaneous activities (trips to farmers market, ultimate Frisbee, movie nights, game nights, block parties…)





Weekly 


Community 


Meetings


(Mondays)





Meeting Agreements:


Emotions OK; aggression not OK


Silence = assent


If confused, ask.


I’ll try to be everyone’s ally.


I’ll be agreement-prejudiced.


If there’s no clear preference about what to do next; I’ll decide.


I’ll call on people in the order in which they raise their hands, but reserve the right to interrupt that order to preferentially call on those who have spoken less, and to follow a thread.





1) Discussion


Discussion around a specific topic





2) Proposal


after adequate discussion, someone proposes a specific plan of action for the group





3) Clarifying Questions


Opportunity to make sure that everyone understands the proposal





4) Concerns


List all concerns with the proposal, attempt to resolve each one individually





5) Stand Asides


someone has unresolved concerns, and may not participate, but will not block the group from moving forward





6) Block


someone feels strongly that this proposal is not in line with the group’s values or goals, and cannot allow this decision to be made





Communication


Meetings


Listserves


LAEV Wiki website


LAEV Website


Dry erase board in lobby


Posted flyers


Notes under doors


Informal
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