[A New Year’s wish from Gail Taylor – January 4, 2001]

Dear Friends, Family, and Colleagues,

I recently purchased and read the book, Gaviotas: A Village to Reinvent the World by Alan Weisman. This reading provided clarity for me as to what I wanted to say in my New Year's greeting. It is one of the hopeful books I have read in many, many years. 

Gaviotas is the story of a small community in Columbia that has grown in one of the harshest regions, not only in Columbia, but perhaps the world. In the words of the author, "this community has elevated phrases like sustainable development and appropriate technology from cliché to reality." 

Here are a few quotes from the book:
During a dialog between the founder, Paolo Lugari and a musician, Gustavo Yepes as they shook hands… "Tell me, Gustavo: How do you composers' creative passions, which are born of random, nonlineal emotion, deal with the structure of music, which is mathematical and therefore lineal?"

“It was a strange, remarkable question, but Yepes had heard that this was a strange, remarkable person. ‘Imagine it’s much the same,’ he replied, ‘as what happens at Gaviotas. People who dare to build a utopia use the same materials available to anyone, but they find surprising ways to combine them. That’s exactly what composers do with the twelve tones of the scale. Like you, they’re dreamers. In a dream you aren’t limited by what is assumed to be permissible or possible. “

“Gaviotas isn’t a utopia, Lugari interrupted. ‘Utopia literally means no place. In Greek, the prefix ‘u’ signifies no. We call Gaviotas a topia, because it’s real. We’ve moved from fantasy to reality.
----------
“What he saw — and heard — belied Lugari’s protestations; to Yepes, Gaviotas seemed not only proof that utopia on earth was possible, but that it was arguably more practical than what currently passed for conventional society.  Five hundred kilometers away from his increasingly frightening city, Yepes had found himself in a tranquil village, shaded by the gallery forest of a tributary of the Rio Orinoco and filled with flowers and dazzling, melodious birds. The people of Gaviotas collectively exuded a quality so novel that Yepes wasn’t sure he’d seen it before — but once encountered, it was unmistakable: They were happy.  They rose before dawn, worked hard and productively, ate simply but well, and were peaceful. The machinery they used dominated neither them nor their landscape: it was mostly of their own design or adaptation, and mostly quiet. May I retire here? Yepes had asked Lugari, after watching children playing on a seesaw that was also a water pump, which tapped kid power to replenish a reservoir for the Gaviotas school.”

Think how many best-seller books tell us — as part of modern society — how to get happy.  The authors question the possibility of having both a meaningful work life and a personal life. Yet here is a brilliant example of the AND possibility instead of the either or so prevalent in our modern society.  
On how the Gaviotas community worked to share learnings with other communities:  “The Gaviotas plan, by contrast, sent teams of rural people trained as technical social workers in trucks already loaded with everything needed — pipes, cement, pumps, windmills — directly to the community. ‘If people agree, everyone pitches in on the spot. Something that takes a government two years gets done in a week. While they install in one pueblo, they invite neighboring communities to watch. They give classes on how to combat water-related illnesses. By the time they finish in one place, they have the next one already organized.’
What a great model for Design/Build/Use! 
And when communities asked to become as Gaviotas by getting some programs, Paolo cried: “It’s one thing to sell them windmills. It’s another to replicate the spirit of Gaviotas somewhere else. How can we sell that? The governments of Thailand and all those other places think in terms of programs. We don’t have programs. Gaviotas is a sum of random occurrences born out of chaos. Gaviotas is the Uncertainty Principle. It’s a place where chance can incubate, where cooperation replaces competition.” 
I think of George Leonard’s book called Mastery and how he points out how we — at least in America — demand simple answers requiring little or no learning. Any yet I know that each of us cherishes the times when we are really challenged to learn and renew our curiosity and creativity. This is what has fueled the new economy and given birth to the current wealth of our nation.  Why is it so important to take the chaos and learning out of our lives when this is on one hand, the most exciting and natural aspects of a healthy life? Is it because of unnatural splits between work, life, family, community? It because we are asked to choose between corporate goals, environmental and physical health — between family and work — between short term profits and long term renewal and learning? How do we find the AND for our civilized society?

-------
And about monthly meetings: “This was a monthly meeting, which, by general consensus, often didn’t meet because nothing much ever seemed to need discussing. No one was sure why. Gonzalo Bernal’s theory was that because everyone chose the work they liked best and, once there, were actually expected to suggest improvements, people were basically content. At the very least, since such a system encouraged communication, Gaviotas had enough internal correction mechanisms to address most problems on the spot, rather than wait for a staff meeting to render a ruling. “

But when they did need to meet and decide: “They proceeded to the main issue: the planting. They had to decide whether to labor around the clock, or work normal shifts and take two weeks longer, as they had done in 1995, when they planted two million more trees. Either way, Pompilio would need extra hands from other groups, such as the shops and maintenance. “
“This raised problems, because Abraham had a long list of work orders that must be filled, including the library roof. ‘You can’t take all my men,” he told Pompilio, so they talked about it. As they did, Paolo Lugari listened in frank admiration at how the Gaviotans arrived at decisions by discussing calmly, always looking each other in the eye. No one was intimidated, everyone was respectful. Eventually, they reached a solution and moved on. This was a characteristic, he realized, of a community where everyone had a real stake.” 
Is this a self-organizing system, or what? No feudal society here!

And finally, as the book closes with a small group of Gaviotans enjoying a full moon: “Among the few sweet consolations to llaneros displaced during La Violencia from their ancestral highland homes was the immense, gorgeous full moon that blossomed faithfully each month over the flat sweep of the equatorial savanna. This wasn’t the pennyweight moon that was already shrunk to a high, wan spotlight by the time it finally cleared the lofty Andes. This was a huge, pregnant, shimmering, crimson globe, swimming in the thick belt of tropical atmosphere at the earth’s midriff. This was a moon to convince lovers that it’s all true, a moon to make humans believe that anything is possible. It was a moon that reminded Paolo Lugari that the Universidad de Los Andes would soon be sending them an engineer to design a dirigible to float over this llano, one as big as the colossal red ball out there, rising up for them to catch.
“... clapping each other on the back, they made ready to leave. They were unassuming, at ease in the bed of a pickup truck, fewer than half of them with degrees or pedigrees sanctified by universities. Yet on that day and in that moonlight, they believed that they were doing a good and enormous thing. Surrounded by a land seen either as empty or plagued with misery, they had forged a way and a peace they believed could prosper long after the last drop of the earth’s petroleum was burned away. They were so small, but their hope was great enough to brighten the planet turning beneath them, no matter how much their fellow humans seemed bent on wrecking it. Against all skeptics and odds, Gaviotas had lighted a path through a magnificent but darkened land, who sorrows mirrored a beautiful, embattled world.”
And so the story continues, having grown from the vision and passions of a single person in the mid 1970’s. Through the years, it has survived through creativity, passion, expertise, community, chaos... and a very, very different form of control than what most of us are used to.  When in trouble, the Graviotas community constantly worked hard, learned fast and waited for emergence. Throughout the years, multiple tries over time consistently brought a higher order into their lives, and into our world. There are so many worthwhile solutions, products, and processes to gather from this community.

So in this new year, may we all bring some Gaviotas spirit into our daily lives. In doing so, we too, will know that there is a difference we are making. 

This year, knOwhere plans to create a Group Genius community that brings us together in different ways to constantly seek and create higher order solutions. It should be fun and prosperous for us all. 

Happy New Year! 
Gail Taylor, CEO
knOwhere, Inc.
www.knowherestore.com
Palo Alto, CA
