


Turn Deserts into
FARMLAND

We often assume that human impact on the
environment must necessarily be destructive. At

best, we think, we can make an effort to be
“sustainable” — something the United Nations has
defined as “development that meets the needs of
the present without compromising the ability of

future generations to meet their own needs.”

But what if we could do better than that? On a planet where

humans dominate so much of the land and resource base, what

if we could do better than simply not compromising the

future? Creating regenerative systems — those that revitalize,

restore, and rebuild — moves us beyond sustainability.

Regenerative design builds up life; it is expansive, additive,

affirmative. It enables us to repair the damage that humans

have wrought on the environment.

All living systems are naturally regenerative; they renew

and rebuild their materials and energy over time. A forest

grows more complex as the years and decades pass, adding

species, biomass, and interconnections. Disturbance — brought

by a storm that blows down limbs, or loggers who harvest trees,

for example — will knock it back, but the regrowth process

inevitably begins again. Trees will heal their wounds, and

saplings will fill in open land. Soils are another example of



regeneration; they grow in depth and fertility over time, given

the right conditions.

Some environments are more fragile than others, however.

In some parts of the world, human interaction has degraded

landscapes to the point that they have lost their ability to

regenerate without some assistance. In vast swaths of dryland

ecosystems, for example, human interactions have promoted

desertification, with almost complete loss of vegetation and

animal life. Drought and climate shifts also play a role, of

course; it’s harder for a natural area to regenerate if there’s no

water.



ABOVE: The Loess Plateau in northwest China suffered from
centuries of overuse and had one of the highest soil erosion
rates in the world before it was restored (above in 1995). A
large-scale restoration project not only revitalized the land

(shown below in 2009) but reduced sediment runoff into
streams and brought millions of people out of poverty.





ABOVE: Legumes (members of the pea family) like this pigeon
pea tree (Cajanus cajan) help enrich the soil by “fixing”

nitrogen from the atmosphere, which makes it available for
other plants to utilize.

REGENERATE, RATHER THAN
DESTROY

Although humans have contributed to the degradation of these

lands, we can also take part in healing them. By using contour



swales to help capture the small amount of water that is

available and by planting crops that return nutrients to the soil

(such as leguminous trees, which fix nitrogen) and serve as

windbreaks to slow erosion, we can reverse the process of

desertification.

In some areas of Africa, farmer-managed natural

regeneration (FMNR) has been successful not only in

preventing and reversing desertification but also in restoring

degraded cropland, grazing land, and forests. In many dryland

areas, this “underground forest” of resprouting trees had been

neglected and even removed for cropping and tree-planting

projects. Under the FMNR system, farmers now encourage and

manage the natural regrowth of woody plants and support the

cycle of healing. The trees and shrubs are managed carefully

with traditional coppice and pollarding practices — pruning

methods that produce harvestable wood without removing the

tree. By supporting the lands’ impetus to regenerate, farmers

receive benefits such as firewood, fencing, crop shade, soil

improvement, and fodder for livestock. Farmer-managed

natural regeneration is a low-cost, low-input, large-scale

regenerative approach led by locally knowledgeable people.

When we are in sync with life’s processes and working with

natural systems, we can build up the soil, the health of the

land, and the ability of communities to support themselves.

Rather than degrading the land, and thereby

fraying our connections in the web of life, we can



reinvest in forms of regenerative caretaking, so

that the land can support a diversity of life, both

human and not.



REGENERATING COMMUNITY

Just as we can help foster regenerative systems in the
physical environment, we can design systems that build up
capital in other capacities, whether it’s social, material,
financial, cultural, intellectual, experiential, living, or
spiritual. Thinking of capital in these many forms moves us
away from the idea that only money can help build
resilience and strength in communities. In each of these
areas, we have resources to rely on, build, and expand.
How we act can either restore or degrade any of these
forms of capital. For instance, places without agriculture
and resilient food systems are low in living capital: plant,
animal, soil, and water resources. Communities can build
living capital by developing community gardens,
establishing plant exchanges and seed libraries, and
connecting consumers to regional food growers through
farmers’ markets and community-supported agriculture
farms. They can protect agricultural land that is under
threat of development and help connect small farmers with
affordable land.

How do we know if an activity or system is regenerative?
Any system, whether it deals with environmental or some
other form of capital, is not regenerative if it passes a
problem along to some other group or some other system,
or if conditions are degrading rather than improving.



There are simple ways to gauge this. Are people employed
and able to support their families? Does the community
benefit from the activity? Are youth mentored and elders
respected? Does money cycle many times through the
community before leaving? Can people afford to live on the
land? Do gardens and farms support the community with
locally produced food? Is the soil improving? Regenerative
practices make life better for everyone involved and help
communities move beyond sustainability to a healthy, vital
future state.



ABOVE: Shopping locally at a farmers’ market is one way
to contribute to and regenerate your community.



P R O F I L E

Village Homes: Designing an
Integrated Community

In most suburban developments in the United States,

little consideration is given to community life. Common
space is limited. Homes are designed for individual
families, each with its own yard, garage, and lawnmower.
Houses are set as far apart from each other as possible
and separated by driveways, for privacy.  is
channeled off-site as quickly as possible, and productive
parts of the landscape are separated from decorative
parts. Everyone has separate lives, and the connections
between people, young and old, are lost. You might live
next door to someone for years and never meet them.

But there are better ways to design a subdivision and,
in the process, create a healthy, vibrant community. Village
Homes in Davis, California, is one such example.

This 70-acre subdivision was designed and built in the
1970s and 1980s by Michael and Judy Corbett. Many of
the design concepts are drawn from earlier “greenbelt
communities” — residential areas that are organized
around open space. As an example of integrated design at
a community scale, it is unique. Bill Mollison, one of the
pioneers of permaculture, called Village Homes “the village
of the future.”

Stormwater



The community consists of 225 homes and 20
apartments, each uniquely designed, many of them with
active or passive solar. The houses are clustered on the
property, to provide significant open space for the
community, and are oriented along east–west running
roadways, to allow for solar electric generation at each
home. More than a third of the land in this community is
set aside in greenbelts, orchards, vineyards, gardens, and
parks. The land is managed mostly organically, and
residents can freely harvest from the edible landscaping.
An almond orchard along one edge of the land is cultivated
for a commercial crop, with the revenues helping to pay
for land maintenance. A central area has a large
community gathering space, which also acts as a
stormwater collection basin during storms.

The streets are narrow and tree lined, and cars are
parked in a lot that is separate from the living and
community spaces. The houses are connected by bike and
walking paths. The neighborhood is also well connected by
bike paths to Davis; many of the residents commute into
town or to the nearby university, UC Davis.

In Village Homes, we see the weaving together of
homes, a few businesses, community, food, open space,
stormwater management, foot-powered transportation,
and energy conservation and production. The elements
are combined into an integrated whole that allows
residents to live as co-creative members of the
community. The focus on sustainability, with solar power,
green design, open space, community gardens, and water
runoff management, allows Village Homes to be less



destructive and more regenerative than almost any
suburban development on record. Many more such
developments can and should be designed and
constructed to replace our aging suburban infrastructure
and begin to transform the way we live today.

ABOVE: Walkable communities like Village Homes
increase the amount of interaction residents have

with each other and with the landscape they share.






