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Bioregionalism: Tool for Sustainability - Don Alexander 

Introduction 

In what way is bioregionalism a tool for sustainability? In the same way that 
deep ecology, social ecology and eco-feminism are potential tools for sustainability. 
Each directs attention, with varying degrees of effectiveness, away from the 
"superstructure" of planning and management (where issues of sustainability are 
usually lodged) to the "substructure" or base of economic institutions, modes of 
organization, and cultural values and ideologies which created the ecological crisis 
in the first place. There are few better examples of how relatively ineffective 
planning and management strategies are in restoring a region to ecological health, . 
in the absence of profound structural changes, than the Great Lakes Basin (Weller 
1990). 

Beavis (forthcoming) has noted the anthropocentric assumptions underlying 
traditional planning, even when planners embrace concepts of "stewardship" and 
"sustainable development". A good example of this is the suggestion by a southern 
Ontario urban planner that "intensification" is the solution to the problem of 
disappearing farmland and destruction of natural areas. Intensification, in the case 
described by this author, provides a quick-fix means for accomodating the relatively 
affluent people that are streaming into her community. But once intensification has 
run its course, the community - and southern Ontario - will be back where it 
started. It will be confronted with the necessity to allow a further degradation of 
ecosystems in the name of accomodating growth, with no reference to the long-term 
carrying capacity of those systems. At no point has the issue of human beings 
having to recognize, and adapt themselves to, nature's limits been addressed 
(Pianosi, forthcoming) . In the Brundtland Commission's report, Our Common Future, 
- the bible for many born-again planners - the assumption that human needs come 
first, and that nature exists to serve those needs, is never questioned (World 
Commission on Environment and Development 1987). 

In 1976, Dorney and Rich delineated four kinds of site planning: flat earth, 
contour, feature and constraint, and ecosystem. Each was shown to be progressively 
more enlightened and sensitive to the cultural and natural context. Elevated to the 
level of urban or regional planning the typology still holds. However Dorney and 
Rich's description of ecosystem planning (which differs little from feature and 
constraint planning) is still anthropocentric and assumes that humans can 
manipulate the natural environment at will -- and for their own ends (Dorn~y and 
Rich 1976). 

Recently ecosystem planning has been adopted by David Crombie, Canada's 
Royal Commissioner on the Future of the Toronto Waterfront (Crombie 1990). At a 
conference organized by York Region (Ontario) where this concept was discussed 
by planners and managers it became clear that the term was in danger of becoming 
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a trendy buzzword and little else. Most of those in attendance wer~ no~ prepared to 
challenge, let alone question, the "inevitability''. of gr~wth, the dommahon ~f. 
multinational corporations, and the growing integration of southern Ontario mto 
the world market economy. Therefore, I suggest that a fifth type of planning is 
needed: bioregional. 

Bioregional Planning 

Bioregionalism challenges the anthropocentrism underlying dominant 
planning models and suggests that human beings need to learn to live in harmony 
with nature. However, bioregionalists also argue that the biosphere is compi:ised of 
discrete regions and that, to live in harmony with nature, humans have to adapt 
their economic and political institutions, technology and cultural values, to the 
specific characteristics of the regions in which they live (Andruss, et al. 1990). 
Bioregionalism is more of a vision than a critique, but its logic runs counter to the 
philosophy of globalism and the continued economic hegemony of transnational 
corporations. It also challenges the nation-state, and offers a world view which is 
critical of consumerism and "global monoculture" which, in turn, alienate people 
from nature and from the impacts their actions have on local, regional, and global 
ecosystems (Berg 1981). 

Bioregionalism, in effect, seeks to create an "information environment" where 
humans can see and feel the impacts of their actions, C)nd learn thereby, rather than 
shoving the "externalities" off onto others. As bioregionalist Kathryn Cholette (1991: 
32-3) writes: 

the earth's major ecosystems will only be maintained if societies change their 
values and goals, and begin to organize their economies in ways that do not 
hinder the ability of ecosystems to repair and maintain themselves. Thus, in 
this sense, bioregionalism is an effort to create economic and political systems 
which exist within a manageable physical area where it is possible for people 
to know, understand and control the impact[s] of their actions. 

Bioregionalism as a Strategy for Sustainability 

My main experience in dealing with environmental issues comes from 
involvement with grassroots environmental groups - most recently the Save the 
Oak Ridges Moraine (STORM) Coalition, which has been fighting to preserve a 
large landform of hydrological, biological, and cultural significance within the 
Greater Toronto Area. In the environment movement as a whole, I have tended to 
observe three organizational postures: defensive (trying to stop potentially damaging 
projects, and often involving the classic Not In My Back Yard response), transitional 
(going beyond opposition to-fighting for reforms that deal with more than the initial 
irritant), and radical (challenging the very structure of present-day institutions and 
values). Groups in the latter category are few and far between. 

All of these varied approaches and strategies are needed. For instance, there 
are those who see environmental assessment as a tool for sustainability in as much 
as it introduces an emphasis on alternatives and a consideration of ecological 
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impacts which are essentially contrary to, and therefore subversive of, "Busi.ness-as
usual" planning. Once the system allows such considerations - and concessions --
they can be enlarged. . . . . 

This is an incrementalist approach and 1t has 1ts ments, but 1t does not get to 
the roots of the crisis. These roots lie deeper in an economic system which treats 
people and land as mere "factors of production"; in modes of organization based on 
patriarchy, bureaucracy, and mystification of expertise; and in cultural values 
premised on human beings having dominion over nature, and the purpose of 

- human life being material accumulation. 
We need a more radical form of praxis which, instead of accepting the 

inevitability of growth and the need to "mitigate" environmental damage, asks what 
kind of institutions and values would be appropriate in a given ecological context. 
This praxis would offer a critique of existing institutions and values, and would 
promote fledgling alternatives where these exist. This requires a coherent outlook, 
preferably one that is relatively undogmatic. 

Possible Advantages of Bioregionalism 

While bioregionalism suffers from a number of defects, such as a tendency 
toward ecological reductionism and ahistoricism (Alexander 1990, 1991), it also 
possesses a number of advantages. First of all, it expresses in a systematic way a 
truth that citizen activists are coming to on th~ir own - that human activities and 
approaches to management should respect natural boundaries and should make 
preserving the integrity of ecosystems their first priority. Secondly, activists find 
bioregionalism to be relatively non-threatening, despite the philosophy's radical 
implications. The concept of "bioregion" has even been popularized in the recent 
report of the Crombie Commission (1990), which refers to the "Greater Toronto 
bioregion", and discusses the necessity of treating the watersheds in this area as an 
interconnected system, from the headwaters to the waterfront. Finally, the concept 
of bioregionalism appeals not only to peoples' intellectual side, but also to their 
intuitive, poetic side with its emphasis on place as lived experience - embodying all 
those ineffable qualities that planners often ignore. 

Toward a Bioregional Institute for the Lake Ontario Basin 

I have argued that, in contrast with traditional planning, bioregionalism 
focuses attention on the "deep structures" and ideologies which have spawned the 
ecological crisis, and on the need to foster the creation of more ecologically
appropriate institutions and values. What more could be done to promote a 
bioregional alternative? 

I would like to see a bioregional institute established for the Lake Ontario 
Basin, an area I'm specifically interested in. A bioregional institute could perform 
three functions. First, it could research the history of specific bioregions (in this case 
the Lake Ontario Basin) and expose the driving forces historically behind ecological 
degradation. What cultures have evolved or taken root in the basin? What 
bioregionally sustainable patterns of resource use have existed? How have the 
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ecosystems changed in the three centuries since Europeans penetrated the region, 
and what aspects of the value structure, social organization, and economy 
(including technology) are responsible for the r~gion's decline? 

Second, an institute could develop regionally-specific critiques of past and 
current growth policies - essentially developing a more complete balance sheet of 
true "costs" and "benefits".People do not know, and have not been told, what the 
long-term costs of our short-term affluence are. These include ecological 
degradation, social decay, massive debt on the part of individuals, companies, and 
governments; and exploitation of the Third world, and Canada's native peoples. 
When the bills come due -- when it comes time to pay for new infrastructure and to 
"clean up" the environment - the public is going to discover that there's little money 
left. The multinational corporations - which have paid less than their share of taxes 
and gorged themselves on grants and subsidies, while using the environment as 
their private garbage can - will have moved on. The costs, meanwhile, will have 
been "charged" to future generations. 

Third, an institute could help to create bioregional models in the fields of 
economics, politics, and planning. This would require knowing current patterns of 
land use, identifying available resources, and discovering ways of meeting basic 
human needs and managing the bioregion that would restore and maintain the 
integrity of the basin's ecosystems. Each of these tasks is inter-related: the first helps 
to identify partial models in the past and provides historical perspective on the costs 
of growth, while the second helps to establish the context and the need for the third. 

i 
"Think Globally, Act Locally" 

While bioregionalism might encourage a tendency towards regional 
parochialism, it is important to implement the "think globally" part of the slogan -
not only because of our moral obligation to the rest of humanity, but also because 
many of the problems we confront cannot be solved only, or perhaps even mainly, 
in a regional context. 

At the York region Conference I attended, it was suggested that a "no-growth" 
policy would require turning away immigrants and condemning people in the 
Third World to economic and social stagnation. In fact, quite the opposite is true. By 
implementing bioregionalism, North Americans would be providing a model of 
how it is possible to live with less and still enjoy a full quality of life, while 
preserving the environment for future generations. Moreover, by reducing the per 
capita demand on ecosystems (expressed through resource use and pollution), we 
could quite possibly accommodate the same number of immigrants sustainably. A 
final point is that developing a bioregional economy _ 

stops the industrial world from using, and in a real sense, from wasting, the 
resources from other areas of the world, the contention being that this type of 
organization would also facilitate third world efforts to create viable 
economies (Chelette 1991: 33). 
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Conclusion 

To repeat the point we started with: the strength of bioregionalism is that it 
enables us to examine the core structures and ideologies which have produced the 
ecological crisis, and to pos~ possible solutions in a non-anthropocentric way. To 
continue to focus on planning and management when the problem lies deeper is to 
continue to offer bandaids as a remedy for cancer. 
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