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Brief 
 

‘To provide a documentary record of the Lammas low impact development project; its 
origins, rationale, development and the barriers experienced. The report will include a 

fairly in-depth exploration of social and economic implications of this type of low impact 
development. It will examine its potential as one constructive response to the 

environmental, economic and social challenges facing Wales in the 21st Century’ 
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About the Author   
 
As a young adult I was captivated by the concept of low-impact settlements. Having 
studied Architecture at the University of Wales (Cardiff), I went to live in Tipi Valley 
(Carmarthenshire) where I built and lived in nomadic structures. Whilst there I learnt 
survival skills and basic subsistence farming. Following that I moved to the Brithdir Mawr 
farm community (Pembrokeshire) where I explored low-impact building techniques and 
traditional farming skills specialising in working with horses. Subsequently I moved to 
Holtsfield chalet community (Swansea) and worked as a carpenter, building and 
renovating timber chalets. It was from there that I became inspired by the prospect of a 
pioneer ecovillage settlement in Pembrokeshire. I have been the driving force behind the 
Lammas project ever since.  
 
I am motivated by a need to nurture and experience my connection with the earth. In the 
Welsh language there is a word ‘hiraeth’, for which there is no direct translation. It means 
a heartfelt longing for a return to ones homeland/ roots. This is what the Lammas project 
has been about for me. 
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Intro  

With this report I intend to provide an overview of the history, current status and potential 
future of the low-impact movement in Wales, with reference to the role and experience of 
the Lammas project, and provide a balanced insight into the challenges, impacts and 
benefits of low-impact development.  
 
I will go on to consider recent government directives aimed at restoring the balance 
between humanity and the environment, and the potential role of low-impact development 
in the transition to a sustainable society. 
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Lammas: Origins  
 
Society’s origins stem from living on the land. It was an intrinsic part of our lives and our 
culture for countless generations. Indeed before the Industrial Revolution the majority of 
the population lived a land-based rural life because that was all we knew. However the 
labour demands of this lifestyle were harsh and life expectancy consequently short. 
 
Industrialisation brought huge benefits to our society, culture and standards of living. 
With the development of cheap and plentiful energy through fossil-fuel use we began to 
displace our lifestyle impacts to areas beyond the bioregion where we lived. The 
resources that supported our lifestyle were increasingly farmed, mined and worked 
somewhere else.  
 
We transformed into an urban nation and became exploiters, capitalists and consumers.  
 
Occasionally in times of national insecurity we returned to our roots. The depression in 
the 1930’s led to the formation of the ‘Land Settlement Association’ in which huge 
numbers of families were relocated from the industrial centres to government-subsidised 
smallholdings. The Second World War led to a need for self-reliance in food and the ‘dig 
for victory’ campaign in which the population embraced horticulture out of necessity. 
 
Following the War structures were established to protect Britain’s agricultural capability. A 
Planning System was designed to protect the open countryside1. Agriculture became a 
subsidised industry. 
 
Some people however became disenchanted with mainstream society’s direction and 
sought alternatives. A ‘back to the land movement’ developed throughout the 1960’s and 
1970’s. These early pioneers returned to their roots with a post-industrial education and 
as such they began to develop technologies and approaches that eased the labour 
demands of land-based lifestyles. Settlements like the Centre for Alternative Technology 
(Powys), Tipi Valley (Carmarthenshire) and Findhorn (Scotland) were established. 
Community structure was explored along with spirituality. Renewable energy, 
permaculture and alternative building methods were developed along with the more 
traditional skills of land management, crafts and horticulture. 

 

�������������������� �
�

    Centre for Alternative Technology (founded in 1973)                        Tipi Valley (founded in 1976) 
 

Meanwhile the European Common Market (formed in 1957) encouraged bioregional 
specialisation in agriculture through a combination of market forces and the provision of 
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targeted agricultural subsidy. This served to lower the cost of food through a Europe-wide 
market though was wholly dependent upon the availability of cheap fossil-fuel to grow and 
distribute the food. This had a detrimental impact on biodiversity and soil as entire regions 
were dedicated to monoculture and chemical fertilisers, insecticides and herbicides 
became commonplace. 
 
Within mainstream society the remit and power of the planning system grew. There came 
a point sometime in the 1980’s where low impact living (along with nomadic living) 
became marginalised to such a degree as to be impossible to initiate within planning, civil 
and criminal law. 
 
Despite increasing numbers of people who aspired to live low-impact lifestyles emigrating 
abroad to South-West Europe, where both the climate and strong rural culture created a  
more conducive environment for land-based living, the need for the movement to express 
itself in the UK grew. In 1994 the Tinkers Bubble settlement (approx 12 people on 40 
acres living in a range of low-impact structures) was established in Somerset and there 
followed a planning campaign that inspired a structured response to the situation. 
 
The concept of ‘Low Impact Development’ was subsequently articulated and championed 
by Simon Fairlie in 1996 in his book of the same name: Low Impact Development: 
Planning and People in a Sustainable Countryside. In it he proposed a policy framework 
that would enable people to live lightly on the earth. The book outlined nine policy criteria 
which could be used to define low-impact development. 

�

 

 “Low-impact development is development which, by virtue of its low or benign 
environmental impact, may be allowed in locations where conventional development is 

not permitted".  
 

Simon Fairlie 
 

For the most part the low-impact movement operated under the radar of planning, 
preferring to proceed without bureaucratic encumbrance. This was not always possible 
however, particularly when the projects consisted of several households. 
 
The Tinkers Bubble settlement finally won temporary planning permission in 1999. It was 
the first of a string of low-impact settlements winning retrospective planning campaigns.  
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Kings Hill, a development of 16 bender-homes on 4 acres in Somerset, begun in 1992, 
was granted planning permission in 2000. 
 
Steward Community Woodland, a development of 8 bender-homes in 32 acres of 
woodland in Devon, won temporary planning permission in 2002.  

 

   
              Tinkers Bubble                          Kings Hill                    Steward Community Woodland 

 
 

These low impact projects were driven by activists prepared to brave the blunt end of the 
planning system. For the most part the new dwellings were temporary, lightweight 
structures, which had the advantages of low-cost and speed of erection. In many ways 
this was a reflection of the insecurity surrounding the planning permissions which tended 
to be temporary and renewable on an ongoing basis.  
 
However there was a growing trend towards permanent low-impact structures which were 
able to perform much better than their lightweight predecessors by virtue of being able to 
incorporate thermal mass and increased insulation levels.  
 
By 2002 the campaign by Tony Wrench to get planning consent for his roundhouse in 
Pembrokeshire was in full swing. It served to raise the profile of low-impact development 
further, resulting in increasing pressure on the planning system to provide a structure for 
allowing such environmentally benign development. 
 

 
Tony Wrench’s roundhouse, Pembrokeshire 

 

The low-impact movement in the UK had by 2002 established itself as a grassroots force 
that deserved recognition and consideration.  
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In 2003 Chapter 7, an organisation providing planning advice for UK sustainable 
settlements, estimated that there were at least 10,000 people living in low-impact 
developments in the UK and that the vast majority of these did not have planning 
permission.  
 
By this time the awareness of mainstream society had accelerated to the point of 
questioning the direction that we were heading as a global culture. Increasingly the 
climate science surrounding global warming was becoming alarming. The concept of 
limiting greenhouse-gas emissions had been accepted by society and embraced by 
governments as an increasingly important issue. The concepts of peak-oil and resource 
depletion were also becoming widely recognised.  
 
Governments were now seeking solutions. Fortunately some of the groundwork had 
already been done. 
 

As part of the Agenda 21 process which followed the Earth Summit in Rio (1992), 
Pembrokeshire County Council launched a series of public consultations with 
Pembrokeshire residents. Given the pre-existence of a strong smallholder movement in 
the County these consultations highlighted the need for a low impact policy.   

The Welsh Assembly Government commissioned two research projects on low-impact 
development. The first report analysed 5 low-impact developments across Wales and 
concluded that: 
 
‘It is recommended that criteria-based national and local planning policies be developed 

for LID in rural Wales.’ 
‘Low Impact Development’, University of the West of England (UWE) and Land Use 

Consultants (2002) 
 
 
The second report2 proposed an outline policy framework that might accommodate such 
development.  
 
Pembrokeshire County Council adopted a low-impact policy (policy 52) as a part of its 
JUDP in July 2006. It was the first of its kind, setting out a clear framework for allowing 
development in the countryside for “exemplars of sustainable living”. 

For Lammas, news of this emerging new low-impact policy presented an opportunity 
simply too good to miss.  

Thus the Lammas project was born in the summer of 2005 from a unique combination of 
potential, opportunity and people. 

Five people conspired to launch the project. Each was at a place in their lives where the 
prospect of investing time and energy into the launch of such a venture seemed possible. 
Three had a wealth of low-impact and community experience that would prove invaluable 
in developing a model that would be both workable and would fit within planning policy 
criteria. 

For myself, the project became a passion. 
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Lammas; the rationale behind the project  
 

The Lammas founders, with their roots firmly established in the alternative culture, 
approached the formation of the project from a deep-ecology perspective: 

We, as human beings, are dependant on the earth for our needs. We are an intrinsic part 
of the web of life; indeed we hold a privileged position. With good stewardship the 
potential for diversity and abundance is enormous. This can best be achieved by bringing 
together the enlightened management of our natural world and integrating it with the 
management of the land to meet our own needs. This requires a personal and intimate 
connection with our environment, and requires people living and working with the natural 
rhythms and cycles that form our world. 

To live a low impact lifestyle is to establish a balance between resource consumption and 
production. In essence, this means to intelligently and intensively manage our 
surrounding environment in order to maximise return (in the forms of energy, water, food, 
shelter and products) and minimise waste (through recycling, composting and energy 
efficient systems). In practice, this means to adopt a land-based, simple, localised lifestyle 
that works with the land and natural cycles around us. Whilst low impact structures in 
themselves have an environmental impact (which is an important consideration), this 
becomes a minor consideration when compared to the environmental and resource 
implications of lifestyle. Development is therefore considered in a holistic and integrated 
light.  
 
In order to explore low-impact living, it is necessary to do so within the context of an 
integrated system of dwellings and infrastructure able to support holistic, low carbon 
lifestyles. This is much more readily achieved using a settlement model rather than a 
single-dwelling model simply because of the expanded resource base (in terms of skills, 
labour, social diversity etc). Thus it was that we decided to explore a large-scale 
development, reasoning that to work in this way would actually increase our potential to 
demonstrate success. 
 
The beauty of low-impact development is, to my mind, embodied in its integrated 
approach and joined-up thinking. It is concerned with creating lifestyles rather than 
serving an aspect of living (for example housing, recreation, career etc). It does this 
through relying on green technologies rather than fossil fuel based systems. Water, fuel, 
electricity, food, income and shelter (to a degree) are sourced directly from the land. 
Social needs are supported by the community. Transport is minimised through the 
localisation of services and opportunities.  
 
Permaculture has played a central role in the design of the Lammas settlement on a 
micro and a macro level. Permaculture originated in Australia in the 1970’s as a land-use 
design method. It has since been expanded and is now taught as a comprehensive 
design toolkit. Its brilliance lies in its approach of the lateral consideration of the whole. It 
is through permaculture techniques that the residents plan to realise the full potential of 
the land to support people and enterprises. The key difference between agriculture and 
permaculture is that agriculture tends towards monocrops for financial return and 
permaculture tends towards maximising diversity of produce through replicating natural 
systems. A permaculture landscape encourages biodiversity, soil health, the conservation 
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of water and moves toward a system in which human beings are a complimentary part of 
the natural landscape. 
 
As a result of the integrated autonomous approach, low-impact development has the 
potential to simultaneously address a whole range of issues including sustainability, 
affordable housing and rural regeneration.  
 
Thus the concept developed into a vision:  
 

The project will become a flagship permaculture development of eco-smallholdings 
that will demonstrate the possibilities of providing a modern lifestyle directly from a 
small area of land. The dwellings will merge with the natural environment that 
surrounds them. They will be highly innovative and earthy, using the latest 
environmental technologies combined with local natural materials. The dwellings 
will be unique, having been essentially created by the people living in them. The 
site will become a successful demonstration of low impact building and living. Each 
household will have access to approximately 5 acres of land, enabling residents to 
substantially meet their household needs from the land and to produce surplus 
goods for the wider economy. 

 
The settlement will, by the nature of its layout and legal structures, encourage and 
support a more sustainable approach to living. Its legal structure will be based as 
far as possible upon the conventional village model, whilst allowing for a governing 
body that will ensure the low impact objectives of the project can be guaranteed in 
the long term. Thus the project will allow residents as much social freedom as 
possible, whilst remaining true to the vision. 
 
The development will foster strong connections with the local and wider community 
whilst maintaining its own unique identity.  

Lammas website, 2007/2008 
 

A Cooperative (Industrial and Provident Society) was formed to provide a legal foundation 
for the project. Lammas Low-impact Living Initiatives Ltd currently has approximately 150 
members. Membership to the Society is open to anybody who buys a share (£50). The 
Society is directed by a voluntary, democratically-elected management committee. 
        

 
The Lammas logo 

 
“The Society shall develop research, promote, demonstrate and educate as to how low 

impact development can play a valuable role in the move toward a more sustainable 
society”.    

Lammas Mission Statement 
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Lammas; the project’s development  
 
The vision was honed and refined through a whole series of workshops and 
consultations, including meetings with local people, until clarity emerged. 
 
Lammas plans to develop 9 eco-smallholdings, a community hub building and a seasonal 
campsite on 76 acres of pasture and woodland previously forming part of Pont-y-Gafel 
farm, Glandwr, Pembrokeshire. The project will be completely independent of mains 
services, harvesting all its own electricity (by means of a hydro turbine), fuel (through 
biomass production) and water (from a combination of rainwater harvesting and the 
ffynnon-deg spring) from the land. 
 
Designs for the houses include a 4-unit terrace, an earth sheltered house, straw bale 
houses, a cob house, and more. All the designs use materials sourced from the site. All 
the buildings will blend into the landscape, indeed most of them are covered with 
elements of the landscape (for example, turf roofs, cob walls, timber cladding). 
 
The smallholdings will demonstrate a wide range of land-based enterprises. Initiatives 
include basketry, smoked hams, hazelnut production, horticulture, woodland products, 
wool crafts and medicinal herbal preparations. Lammas fully expects that residents 
livelihoods will evolve as various markets are explored and opportunities discovered. One 
of the advantages of the Lammas structure is that residents will be able to adapt their 
land-based enterprises as informed by time and experience.  
 
Along with the 9 smallholdings we are proposing a community-hub building and a small 
camping area. The community hub building will accommodate a Society Office and a 
meeting space. It will fulfil three roles: 

·  It will act as an organisational/ administrative centre for the nine smallholdings, 
providing facilities for processing and exchanging goods.  

·  It will provide a focal point for facilities and services provided for the local 
community such as a hall, seasonal shop (part-time), seasonal café (part-time), 
minibus etc. 

·  It will become a centre for the research, education and promotion of low-impact 
living through the provision of hands-on courses, tours, volunteer opportunities 
along with a range of outreach work. 

 
The seasonal camping area (open for 9 months of the year) will be provided to enable 
educational and working visitors to stay. It will accommodate up to twelve tents. Visitors to 
the site will be encouraged to choose sustainable travel options. They will be charged 
according to their transport arrangements. Those who travel in private cars will be 
required to pay a considerable fee to visit the project while those who travel using public 
transport will be required to pay a nominal fee to visit. 
 
Research has also been a central theme to the rationale behind the project. It plays a vital 
role in the successful dissemination of ideas and concepts. Each year the project will 
produce an annual monitoring report where it will publicise a range of research data on 
the progress of the development. This data will include ecological footprint assessments, 
productivity targets, traffic generation as well as biodiversity data and other research. 
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Lammas; the barriers experienced  
 

Lammas has identified three barriers to progress to date: 

 

Planning 

The planning process, even after the establishment of a favourable policy, has been an 
enormous barrier to the progress of the project. It has been very demoralising, costly and 
time consuming. 

The original planning application, the first to test Pembrokeshire’s innovative planning 
policy for Low Impact Development, was turned down on the recommendation of 
Officers in October 2007.  A new application was submitted in March 2008. This too 
was turned down.  

The difficulty that Lammas has experienced in attempting to attain planning consent has 
been thoroughly documented in the three documents: 

·  The Process (13 November 2008)3 
·  The Process Updated (11 March 2009) 3 
·  The Process part 3 (4 May 2009) 3 

These documents provide a harrowing insight into the workings of local government 
planning. They constitute a damning indictment of the planning system.  

It would seem that the Lammas planning application has been consistently obstructed by 
the Local Planning Authority (LPA) at every opportunity.  All the evidence points to a 
conclusion that regardless of policy, a strategic decision was made by Pembrokeshire 
County Council to block the project.  

That which should have been a relatively straight forward planning application turned into 
an epic 27-month planning saga.  

Incidentally the only other low-impact application4 to this LPA to date has had a similar 
experience. 

The application is currently the subject of an appeal hearing (held on 28th July 2009). The 
Welsh Assembly Planning Inspectorate is expecting to make a decision on the appeal by 
the end of August 2009. 

 

Local Opposition 

The project has received a mixed reaction from local people. There is widespread support 
from across the County. There is localised opposition to the project; nearly all the 
objections stem from people living within a 3 mile radius of the site. Unfortunately the 
approach taken by the local authority and the nature of the planning system itself has 
served to amplify local opposition.5  

This local opposition could be considered as a minor barrier experienced. It was a 
situation that was anticipated, the project founders having had experience of other low-
impact settlements receiving local opposition in their early days.5  

In an attempt to address this issue Lammas underwent a local consultation exercise in 
2006/2007 which resulted in significant changes to the proposed development.5  
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The following statistics6 give an idea of the extent of local opinion: 

In the 15 months between March 2008 and May 2009: 
126 households in Pembrokeshire wrote letters supporting the project. 
And 74 households wrote letters objecting to the project.6   

 
There are 76 houses registered with the Post Office as having Glandwr addresses. 
29 households from Glandwr wrote in opposition to the project.  
8 households from Glandwr wrote in support of the project.6��

�
The localised opposition to the project has created a division between certain sectors of 
the local community and the Lammas residents and local supporters. This will take time to 
heal.   
 

Agricultural legislation 

Agricultural livestock regulation is unhelpful; it is designed for large agri-businesses rather 
than a collective of smallholdings. The Welsh Assembly Government Department for 
Rural Affairs is insisting that each smallholding register independently. This will mean that 
it will become extremely difficult to share fields and grazing. It was, for example, originally 
planned to rotate grazing across the settlement to counter potential build up of parasites 
and also to share grazing and produce. The regulations mean that adjacent parcels of 
land nominally attached to different households will be required to conform to movement 
restrictions, livestock standstill-orders and movement documentation.  

 

These constitute the perceived barriers to the project to date. Lammas fully expects 
additional challenges to arise and in particular is aware that the issue of building 
regulations may be difficult given the unconventional nature of the proposed construction 
techniques. 
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The environmental implications of low-impact settle ments  
 
Climate change is the greatest environmental challenge facing the world today. Modern 
society is releasing unprecedented amounts of carbon into the atmosphere through the 
burning of fossil fuels. This is causing the global temperature to rise. 
 
Furthermore we have impaired our planets ability to regulate itself through large-scale 
bioregional destruction. The ice caps are melting. Deforestation continues at an alarming 
rate. 
 
Current rates of species extinction are at their highest since the age of the demise of the 
dinosaurs. Ninety percent of the large fish in our seas have gone. One third of amphibian 
species are considered threatened.  
 
It is imperative that global temperature rises are limited to 2 degrees; otherwise there is a 
risk of runaway global warming through positive feedback loops. We are fast approaching 
a notional ‘tipping point’, having already created 0.8 degrees warming and being already 
committed to 1.4 degrees warming (through the time-lag factor).   
 
Governments across the world recognise the calamity of this situation and are currently 
working towards an International carbon agreement (Copenhagen, December 2009). 
Meanwhile the UK government has committed to an 80% reduction in CO2 emissions by 
2050. 
 
To achieve this will require a seismic social and economic shift away from fossil fuel 
consumption. Given that modern society is wholly based on this supply of cheap energy 
this is going to present a huge challenge.  
 
Low-impact development is based on the principals of sustainability. It is centered around 
the concept of living lightly on the earth. It is based on creating lifestyles that are 
independent of fossil fuels. It has a key role to play in the transition towards sustainability. 
 
Using Lammas as an example: 
The new homes at Lammas will be carbon neutral (that is to say that to run these homes 
will cause no net greenhouse gas emissions). The low impact livelihoods and lifestyles at 
Lammas will certainly be low-carbon and possibly carbon neutral, (this would be a good 
topic for future research). The land at Lammas will, by virtue of increased biodiversity and 
soil health, be carbon positive. This means that carbon will be locked into the soil and 
living biomass.  
 
The implications are that low-impact developments of this kind will have direct positive 
environmental benefits. 
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The social implications of low-impact settlements  
 
Using Lammas’ experience as a starting point I have identified a number of social 
implications that arise as a result of large-scale low-impact developments: 
 
The legalisation of low-impact living 
 

The most significant social impact that the Lammas project (and potentially other 
similar developments) will have is to inspire social change through establishing the 
necessary planning precedents for low-impact developments in the open 
countryside.  
 
During the planning process Lammas received several thousand third-party letters 
of support and the importance of establishing a new land-use precedent was 
undoubtedly the most common theme to emerge from this huge body of evidence. 
 
The considerable media interest that projects such as Tony wrench’s roundhouse 
and Simon Dale’s ‘low-impact woodland home’ have attracted is further testament 
to the popular interest in this topic. 
 
There is a universal, innate and somewhat romantic appeal in returning to a simple 
lifestyle living on the land. At present the common perception is that such a lifestyle 
is unduly physically demanding with a loss of home-comforts and in any case 
incompatible with modern society. The current image of low-impact dwellings as 
being small, muddy temporary shelters/ shacks has reinforced this notion. Herein 
lies the potential of a low-impact settlement model that on the one hand creates 
comfortable modern dwellings with attractive lifestyles and on the other hand has 
government support by virtue of being accommodated within the planning system. 
 
The establishments of such precedents would spark and facilitate a considerable 
shift in awareness as to the potential role of the countryside in a low-carbon future 
and in effect would be a declaration by government that alternative approaches to 
farming are being actively explored or even encouraged. 
 
 

The empowerment of people to act 
 

In my experience most people understand the problems facing society today, but 
consider themselves powerless to act. Project’s like Lammas hope to demonstrate 
that alternatives are available. Alternatives that do not require lots of money, nor 
lots of experience, nor even lots of people. The primary requirement is simply 
motivation. 

 
 
Local Impacts/ The ‘shuffle-up’ factor 
 

The Lammas experience provides some insight into the social impacts of large-
scale innovative developments on rural communities. 
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The majority of people living in the countryside seem to be either there by virtue of 
having been born and raised there or are there by virtue of being wealthy enough 
to be able to afford a house in the countryside. 
  
In many ways Glandwr is a fairly typical West Wales rural village, made up 
predominantly of English retirees. Both the Post Office and the Primary School 
have recently closed7 due to lack of support. The surrounding area is 
predominantly occupied by sizeable lamb/beef farms. All in all Glandwr is a very 
quiet village. 
 
One thing that Lammas has always acknowledged is that there will be a local 
impact. The most striking example of this is traffic. Lammas has committed to work 
within traffic targets (that have been agreed with the Local Planning Authority) 
which imply that this increase would be (at the very most) less than the equivalent 
increase experienced by a new development of 5 residential houses.  
 
Similarly there will be some noise impact (occasional tractor/ chainsaw), 
atmospheric impact (woodsmoke), visual impact (what was once fields will become 
covered in trees), and an increased pressure on some local services (for example, 
the local health service).  
 
The people in Glandwr have grown accustomed to a quiet spacious location and 
as a result of the Lammas project they are in effect being asked to shuffle up a little 
bit and make room for some incomers.  
 
Some local people have rallied together to provide a vociferous opposition to the 
proposed Lammas development. There is a perception that they are being asked 
to accommodate a settlement of outsiders with a different set of cultural values. As 
such the project is perceived by some as a threat to their own culture. In one sense  
local people are being asked to ‘shuffle up’ and share the quiet landscape to which 
they have grown accustomed with a group of dynamic eco-pioneers, and this has 
been (and continues to be) a very threatening possibility for some. 
 
A considerable amount of work and research has been undertaken regarding the 
concerns and fears of residents living close to the project as part of the Lammas 
planning application:  
 
Appendix 25, Commentary on the local perspective.3 
Appendix 26, June 10 report.3 
Appendix 27, Dissertation Cath Shaw. 3 
Response to third party representations. 3 
 
There were a huge number of third party representations submitted at the various 
stages of the planning process both for and against the project. The letters of 
opposition reveal key themes of objection and these give an insight into the 
perceptions of local people opposed to the project: 
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Table outlining perceived impacts of Lammas project  upon local people 
 
Perceived Local Negative Impacts 

Socio-cultural 
 

The social impact of a ‘hippy commune’8 being built on the edge of 
the village has caused considerable anxiety. 
  

Traffic 
 

Traffic increase is commonly articulated as a negative impact of the 
development. 
  

Visual Impact It has been suggested by some local people that aspects of the 
development (notably polytunnels) will have a negative visual impact.  
  

Smoke 
 

Smoke from using biomass (wood and miscanthus) as a heating and 
cooking fuel has raised some concern. 
  

Water pollution 
 

Water pollution from untreated or partially treated human effluent is 
considered to be a threat by some local people. 
  

Welsh Language Some local people have expressed concerns about the impact of the 
project on the Welsh language. 
  

 
On the other hand, Lammas has articulated what it perceives as local benefits: 
 
Table outlining perceived benefits of Lammas projec t upon local people 
 

Proposed Local Benefits 

Availability of local produce A wide range of fresh fruit, vegetables, and 
other land-based produce including craft being 
produced and made available locally. 

Provision of local facilities 
 

Including:  
A  Hall (available for local hire) 
A Minibus (with a timetabled service to local 
towns) 
A Seasonal Café 
A Seasonal Shop 
A Community Composting Scheme (with a pick-
up service) 

Education The project will work with local schools and 
colleges to support initiatives educating for 
sustainability. 

Increase access to land 
 

The project will conduct guided tours on a 
regular basis and will open up over a kilometre 
of permissive footpaths. 

Biodiversity Increase 
 

The project will undoubtedly lead to a 
considerable increase in local biodiversity given 
the current state of the land and the project 
objectives. 

Local Business Support The project will offer a marketing platform for 
other local land-based producers. 
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Due to the timescales involved in establishing the project’s infrastructure it will be 
some time before the majority of benefits will materialise. It would thus seem that in 
the short term (estimated as the first 3 to 5 years) the negative impacts will 
probably outweigh the benefits. In the long term, however, (estimated at year 3 to 5 
onwards) Lammas fully expects the local benefits to outweigh any negative 
impacts. 
 
Lammas plans ongoing research into the social impacts and perceptions of the 
project amongst local people over time in order to understand and map the 
inevitable shifts that will occur. 
 

 
A new perspective on quality of life 
 

The social implications of low-impact projects also include the effect upon the low-
impact residents themselves. 
Low-impact development has the potential to provide a modern lifestyle without 
costing the Earth. It does this by mixing traditional land-management skills with 
green technologies and understandings.  
My direct experience has shown me that low-impact living, whilst hard work, 
provides a higher quality of life. The water and food is generally organic and 
wholesome. The lifestyle is physical and outdoor, resulting in health and fitness. 
The pace of life is slower which allows for a more intimate connection with the 
natural world, including animals. An appreciation of the simple things in life 
develops. 
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The economic implications of low-impact settlements  
 
Low impact developments, by virtue of their subsistence approach, are conventionally 
recognised as having relatively small inputs into the economy. This however is based on 
a traditional GDP/ tax perspective. When a more complete accounting perspective is 
adopted, the results are quite intriguing. I consider a series of economic themes in turn:  
 
Land productivity 

 
In my opinion the biggest economic impact of projects such as Lammas will be to 
turn accepted understandings about land-use efficiency on their head. 
 
For the past 25 years the land at Pont y Gafel has produced one thing – lamb. The 
76 acres that Lammas has purchased was supporting approximately 195 ewes, 
bringing in an income of approximately £2,500 per year9. The land was managed 
by a tenant farmer who also managed 3 other farms locally. The land formerly 
provided a small part of one farming family’s income. 
 
Based on the Lammas year cashflow forecasts and productivity accounts (all of 
which have been thoroughly scrutinised by agricultural experts), after a 5 year 
establishment period, the land will be producing the equivalent of approximately 
£108,000 land-based produce per year10. The land will be substantially supporting 
nine families. 
 

 
Contribution to wider economy 
 

As mentioned previously the contribution of low-impact projects to the wider 
economy is generally considered to be small. Having said that the low-impact 
policy as articulated by Pembrokeshire County Council places considerable 
emphasis on this contribution and as a result low-impact developments are 
required to run land-based enterprises as a part of their justification. In Lammas 
these bring in an estimated profit of £64,000 to the nine Lammas families from year 
5 onwards (these goods being circulated in the wider economy). 

 
 
Land prices 

 
The Lammas project has received lots of publicity amongst the alternative press 
(Permaculture Magazine, Undercurrents films) for its innovative approach. Indeed 
there has been significant interest in the plots (approximately 100 families) with 
approximately 40 families taking the time to write and design plot management 
plans and apply for a Lammas plot. Of these families a significant amount have 
subsequently dropped out, largely due to the ongoing planning delays.   
 
I would expect the number of new low-impact initiatives (and acknowledging that 
the vast majority of these currently exist outside the planning system) to grow 
steadily over time as low-impact development becomes a more accessible way of 
living. I would not expect an explosion of interest in such a lifestyle (not 
withstanding an environmental catastrophe). In my experience it takes 



Page 20 of 35 

considerable time to prepare physically, mentally and emotionally for such a radical 
change in lifestyle. 
 
It must be recognised that whilst low-impact development currently has a very 
marginal impact on land prices, should the movement continue to grow from 
strength to strength, this may well change.  However to consider such a trend in 
isolation is misleading. Land-use pressures in general, such as biofuel production, 
increased food production (notably horticulture) and environmental services will 
probably continue to grow as society undergoes the transition towards 
sustainability. All these indicators would result in pushing land prices up.  

 
 
Local competition 

 
Competition amongst land-based producers is something that may occur as a 
result of such developments. Whilst Lammas residents have taken care to prepare 
business plans that complement rather than compete with other local small 
businesses, it is possible that there will be some competition amongst producers. 
Were this to be the case I would expect it to be short lived given that in a low-
carbon society most people will be consuming locally grown food, and therefore 
the demand on local producers will grow considerably. 
 
 

Ancilliary services 
 

The backgrounds of the Lammas families provide an interesting insight into the 
extent of appeal in such a project in that the Lammas residents come from all 
walks of life. As such they bring with them a wide range of skills that will feed into 
the local economy. In Lammas’ case, they include teachers, therapists, masseurs, 
nurses, carpenters, engineers and academics.
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The potential of low-impact development in Wales  
 
The Lammas project has been consciously designed to be a model that could be 
replicated on mass. The potential of such projects to play a significant role in Society’s 
future is inextricably linked to three inter-related factors: 
 

1. The first is the project’s ability to effectively spread awareness of the potential of 
low-impact development and its desirability as a lifestyle choice. This will be 
dependent on a whole range of factors including media opportunities, the charisma 
of the residents, the support of government institutions and the success of the 
building projects. Lammas is working hard to weight these factors in our favour. 

 
2. The second factor is the provision within the planning system for a national low-

impact policy. It is not possible to say whether this will emerge as the case, though 
current indications11 are suggestive that this is the current political direction. 
 

3. The third factor is the direction of society itself. It is very hard at this stage to be 
sure what direction this may actually take given the considerable number of 
unquantifiable factors. However let us assume however a future scenario in which 
current directives are indicative of future trends.  

“One Wales: One Planet”12, launched by the Welsh Assembly Government in June 2009 , 
states that “sustainable development is embedded into everything WAG does” and to 
achieve this it recognises that “radical change is required in all sectors of society”. It goes 
on to declare a raft of measures that will steer the nation towards a low-carbon society. 
However the scheme goes further than conventional carbon targets and has adopted 
ecological footprinting  as an indicator of sustainable development. Ecological 
footprinting gives a much more complete picture regarding sustainability than greenhouse 
gas emissions (which is more rightly considered a performance indicator of fossil fuel 
use).  

The ‘ecological footprint’ is a measure of human demand on the Earth's ecosystems. It 
compares human demand with the Earth's ecological capacity to regenerate. It represents 
the amount of biologically productive land and sea area needed to regenerate the 
resources a human population consumes and to absorb and render harmless the 
corresponding waste. Using this assessment, it is possible to estimate how much of the 
Earth (or how many planet Earths) it would take to support humanity if everybody lived a 
given lifestyle. For 2005, humanity's total ecological footprint was estimated at 1.3 planet 
Earths - in other words, humanity uses ecological services 1.3 times as fast as Earth can 
renew them. The result of this is that we are damaging the Earths ability to support life. 

The ecological footprint of Wales in 2003 was the equivalent of a three (3.0) planet 
footprint. The Welsh Assembly Government goes on to boldly declare that it is aiming to 
achieve a national one planet footprint within a lifetime12 and suggests that this should 
occur around the year 2050.  

In order to achieve a one planet footprint Wales will need to prioritise reconsidering its 
attitude towards land-use in order to more efficiently and effectively manage its key 
resource base; land. 
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Approximately 80% of the land is Wales13 is dedicated to Agriculture with an average 
farm size of around 40 hectares. Our landscape is shaped by agri-business. Whilst 
agribusinesses have become extraordinarily efficient at producing monocrops, this has 
been achieved at the cost of our environment (through CO2 pollution, soil depletion and 
loss of biodiversity) and resource base which is now threatened by factors such as peak 
oil and peak phosphate. Agribusiness plays an important role in a compartmentalised 
society which has access to cheap plentiful energy to support a transport infrastructure 
which in turn serves an urban population. 
 
The Centre for Alternative Technology has done some excellent work on exploring what a 
low-carbon Britain might look like. As part of this research they have considered future 
land-use and agricultural trends in detail.  
 

“It is increasingly acknowledged that rapid ‘decarbonisation’ of the world economy is 
necessary to avoid risks of triggering runaway feedback effects in the global climate 
system. Less widely acknowledged is the sheer scale and pace of change this would 
entail for the UK….There is a compelling case for rapid and radical reorganisation of 
priorities in many aspects of UK economy and culture, including farming and land-

use…The result of following these re-ordered priorities would be a substantial revolution 
in land-use, in farming practice, in the appearance of the countryside, and in the food 

system as a whole.”14 
 

Peter Harper, Head of Research and Innovation, 
Centre for Alternative Technology  

 
 
The Zero Carbon Britain project15 concludes that expected changes to agriculture will 
include: 
 

·  Greatly reduced numbers of livestock and land dedic ated to feeding them . 
This would be as a result of increased pressures on land to produce food and a 
recognition that livestock farming (particularly ruminant meat farming) is an 
inherently grossly inefficient way of producing food for humans. In addition 
pressures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions will soon be applied to all sectors 
of society, including the livestock industry, and the high methane emissions 
associated with keeping livestock would force a reduction in livestock numbers 
(and in particular ruminants). 

 
·  Relative re-localisation of production within Brita in . 

As a result of food production, processing and transport becoming increasingly 
expensive. 
 

·  A move towards low-input farming methods 
As a result of chemical inputs being phased out and fuels becoming increasingly 
scarce and expensive.  
 

Our agricultural industry, and as a result our landscape, will need to undergo radical 
transformation. However, considering land-use is just the beginning. For Wales to 
become a one-planet nation will require a transformation of Society. 
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Let’s look at the Ecological Footprint of Wales in detail12: 
 

Ecological footprint of Wales by theme

Private services
5%

Public services
12%

Consumer Items
15%

Transport
18%

Food
20%

Housing
25%

Capital Investment
4%

Other
1%

 
 

Ecological footprint of Wales in 2003 =  
5.25 global hectares per capita  (gha/cap.), a 3.0 planet footprint 

 
 

Target ecological footprint of Wales in 2050 =  
1.88 gha/cap (a 1.0 planet footprint). 

 
 

Contemplating a 67% reduction in the resources allocated to developing and maintaining 
these sectors provides an insight into the enormous scale of the challenge at hand.  
 
The Welsh Assembly Government are to be commended on making such a clear bold 
directive and all the scientific evidence suggests that these are the kind of steps that are 
required to stabilise the Earth’s environment. However when reading through government 
publications on these directives, it becomes apparent that we are now entering into 
unchartered waters. It would appear that there is a distinct lack of clarity about how such 
a society would work on the ground. This is completely understandable given that no 
modern society has actually made such a transition to date.  
 
This is where the alternative movement and in particular the low-impact movement has 
something to offer. I would venture to offer that the majority of people living low-impact 
are doing so with a relatively small ecological footprint, albeit on a very localised level. 
Furthermore those people not living within a one-planet footprint are working towards 
such a lifestyle and they have a very clear vision of what such a lifestyle entails.  
 
For example, Landmatters permaculture project, a low-impact permaculture settlement in 
Devon consisting of 8 households living on 42 acres, recently measured its ecological 
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footprint at 2.4 gha/cap (approximately a 1.3 planet footprint). This is approximately 46% 
of the Ecological Footprint of that typical of a Welsh citizen.  
 
This is how they have achieved such a low ecological footprint: 

 
Transport: 
All vehicles (a maximum of 5) are shared and all journeys coordinated. As far as 
possible residents and visitors are encouraged to walk, cycle or use the bus. 
 
Shelter:  
The temporary low-impact residential shelters (benders) have the following 
features: 

• They have no foundations. 
• The materials used have a low embodied energy. 
• The materials used are predominantly locally sourced and reclaimed.  
• They can be dismantled and removed with no permanent damage to the 
land on which they sit.  
• They are not connected to any mains services. 
 

Community Structures:  
Most community structures (2 compost toilets, a firewood store, a tool shed, a 
timber store and a communal bender) are also lightweight and temporary. There is 
one permanent barn that was constructed using timber harvested from their own 
woodland. 
 
Food:  
The community currently grows most of their own vegetables and a significant 
amount of their own fruit. That food which is purchased (mostly grain products and 
dairy) is sourced locally as far as is possible. 
 
Waste: 
Water is recycled through grey water filtration systems. All raw and cooked food 
waste is composted or fed to the animals. All human waste is composted in 
compost toilets. 
 
Energy: 
Landmatters is totally off grid. Most of the structures use small scale stand alone 
photovoltaic systems. Some also use micro-wind turbines.  These systems power 
lighting, phone chargers, radios, music systems, computers, power tools and the 
occasional film screening. There are no electric kettles, vacuum cleaners, fridges 
or toasters. 
Wood harvested from the holding is used for heating and most of the cooking, 
though this is partly supplemented with bottled gas.  
Energy use is further reduced by such measures as cooking shared meals and 
adequately insulating residential shelters. 
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Family outside their home at Landmatters Permaculture Project16 

 
The people at Landmatters still have a way to go before they are living a one planet 
footprint. It is still a relatively young project (established in 2005). There are plans in place 
to produce and sell food locally, to introduce dairy livestock and install a solar passive 
water heating system. 
 
Similar low impact developments have reported similar results. Steward Woodland 
Community, a low impact settlement of 8 dwellings established in 2000, recently reported 
an ecological footprint of 2.1gha/cap, a 1.1 planet footprint. 
 
It is interesting to compare these ecological footprint results with those from conventional 
green housing developments. Beddington Zero Energy Development (BedZED) is a 99-
home eco-housing development near Wallington, England, in the London Borough of 
Sutton. It has won many awards for its radical and innovative green architecture and yet 
the ecological footprint of its residents (recently calculated at 2.6 planets) is strikingly 
similar to the national average (3.0 planets). This serves to demonstrate that green 
architecture alone is not enough.  
 
To live a one-planet footprint requires a complete restructuring of lifestyle. It cannot be 
achieved by considering aspects of lifestyle in isolation. A one-planet footprint is only 
possible through consciously designing a localised lifestyle in which all your needs can be 
met as locally as possible, coupled with a minimum use of fossil fuels.  
 
This task is made considerably easier in a rural location where access to land enables 
home-grown supplies of fuel, food, water and electricity. The more challenging needs to 
meet in a rural location are children’s education needs, shopping for those items which 
are not produced in the immediate locality and any recreation/ supplementary income 
needs that require travel.  
 
Creating a one-planet footprint in an urban location is a far greater challenge simply 
because of the limited access to the source of our needs – land. Nonetheless the key is a 
holistic approach to restructuring lifestyle. 
 
It is clear that for our society to achieve a one-planet footprint by 2050 there will need to 
be a massive shift in our lifestyle expectations along with a redesign of our society’s 
approach to land-use so that we can better provide, share and distribute the multiple 
resources that stem from it. 
 
This report is not suggesting that low-impact development is the only way to achieve a 
one-planet footprint. Rather it is suggesting that it is the only development type to date 
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which has come anywhere near to achieving this goal, and as such has an important role 
to play in society’s shift to a one planet footprint.  
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Future scenario – low-impact development in the Wel sh landscape  
 
I would like to consider for a moment the potential role of low-impact development as an 
alternative land-use over the coming decades and consider the implications of a 
significant proportion of people relocating to a low-impact way of life.  
 
In order to do this I will first describe a possible future scenario, then go on to consider the 
wider impacts of such a vision. 
 
 

Vision 
 
Imagine, if you will, clusters of low-impact smallholdings occupying that marginal 
land which is on the one hand uneconomical in terms of conventional agricultural 
production by virtue of being too steep, too poor or too high and on the other hand 
has potential for permaculture by virtue of being of a southern aspect, and of a 
climate, altitude and soil type that has the potential to revert to woodland.  
 
These regions, currently for the most part under permanent sheep pasture, would 
become reserves of wildlife and biodiversity, in which a complex and inter-related 
mosaic of land-uses and ecosystems would provide a multitude of benefits to the 
people living and working there. 
 
The clusters of dwellings, barns and greenhouses would be built largely using 
materials from the landscape, and would be screened from the surrounding 
countryside by a canopy of trees. There would be a spectrum of domesticated 
animals scattered around, though the mainstay of the productivity would be down 
to forest gardening and horticulture. These low-impact clusters would support local 
towns and villages with an array of fresh produce and craft.  
 
The dwellings would be innovative, comfortable and efficient, forming an integral 
part of the landscape itself. They would be designed as part of a holistic land 
pattern by the people living there to directly meet their individual needs. The 
residents would be engaged in physically active lifestyles and eating home-grown 
produce. The children would be growing up in a safe and vibrant natural 
environment.  
 
These settlements would provide an educational and skill resource pool that would 
serve society’s ongoing transition towards self-reliance. They would offer courses 
in topics such as permaculture, renewable energy generation, food and fuel 
production and alternative construction. 
 

 
Scale 
 
In order to properly explore the potential implications of such a vision, I would like 
to consider what might be an appropriate scale for such an initiative. To do this I 
intend to make some back-of-an-envelope calculations. It must be emphasised that 
these are just that and that there is a pressing need for further research into this 
topic.  
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In my opinion the ideal scale of such a vision would enable low-impact 
development to exert a direct and positive influence on society without unduly 
undermining existing infrastructure networks and cultural perspectives. 
 
During the past decade (1998 – 2008) an average of 10,000 new homes have 
been built in Wales each year17. This has been considered necessary to house 
natural population growth. Let us assume that this trend continues unchanged, and 
consider the impact of a future scenario of just 10% of new homes being low-
impact over the next four decades (totalling 40,000 homes by 2050). 
 
One of the advantages of low-impact development is that it can happen anywhere. 
However it is necessary to consider those activities that would be displaced as a 
result of these 40,000 new holdings. As already suggested there will be increasing 
pressures upon land in the future to support a one-planet nation. These will involve 
a shift away from meat production and towards horticulture, biofuel production, and 
a decrease in holding size.   
 
I would suggest that low-impact development is best placed upon south facing 
marginal land. In this manner it would not impact on either the horticulture or 
biomass industries and would be unlikely to significantly impact on the dairy 
industry. It would have a minor effect on the meat-production industry (in particular 
sheep/ cattle farming) which would already be under pressure to minimise itself in 
a transition to a low-carbon economy.  
 
The total land area in Wales is 2.1m hectares (ha), of which 1.7m ha is currently in 
agricultural use. 60% of this land is more than 150 meters above sea level and 
27% above 300m. The altitude, combined with steep slopes and high rainfall is 
reflected in the high proportion of low grade land. 1.4m ha (83% of agricultural 
land) is under permanent grass or used as rough grazing.18  

 
Based on the average holding size in Lammas (3.2 hectares), this 40,000-holding 
development would occupy approximately 128,000 Ha. This would be the 
equivalent of 9% of that land which is currently dedicated to pasture/ rough grazing 
(or 6% of the total land area). 
 
This scale of change would be significant enough to exert a positive social 
influence whilst having a relatively minor displacement impact on the nation’s 
agriculture, biomass and energy production industries. In balance these areas 
would become high-productivity regions which would be directly supporting the 
low-impact residents and indirectly supporting the wider population through a 
multitude of micro-enterprises.  
 
In accommodating approximately 5% of the population (40,000 holdings 
accommodating 150,000 people, based on an average household size in Lammas 
of 3.6 people)19 on 6% of the land area, low-impact settlements would significantly 
increase the nation’s capacity for self reliance, both directly through land-based 
productivity and indirectly through providing a viable alternative. 

  
 
 
Impact on existing mains service Infrastructure 
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Such development would not place any additional strain on existing mains service 
infrastructure (such as water provision, electricity provision, sewage treatment), as 
independence in this regard would be a criterion for planning permission (as is 
currently the case under Pembrokeshire’s policy 52).  
 
 
Food/ Fuel and Energy production 
 
Wales currently produces 4 times as much mutton and lamb as it consumes20, and 
nearly 3 times as much beef and veal.20 
This is currently one of the main commodities exported from Wales and constitutes 
a key income for the nation, as well as being intrinsically linked to the nation’s 
sense of identity. 
 
Wales currently imports 96% of its fresh fruit, 93% of its vegetables (excluding 
potatoes), 78% of its fish and 74% of its bread.20 
These foodstuffs currently form one of the main imports (along with energy) to the 
nation. 
 
A redesign of this national food import/ export balance would be an essential part 
of the shift towards a one-planet nation not only from the perspective of better 
maximising land-use efficiency, but also from an energy perspective. It currently 
takes huge amounts of energy (largely available through the cheap and plentiful 
supply of fossil fuels) to grow, process and distribute food. Thus a shift away from 
international food markets and towards localised food production is an integral and 
essential part of a sustainable transition.   
 
Whilst such low-impact development would displace meat production currently 
taking place in these grassland areas, it would result in increased food production 
in other sectors. Given the current configuration of land-based productivity in 
Wales and the declared policy intention (of a one-planet footprint), such change 
would appear to be desirable. 
 
The proposed scale of such development would not be sufficient in itself to 
threaten or undermine the traditional meat-farming economy, occupying less than 
10% of the total land area currently down to pasture/ rough grazing. 
 
The issue of the role of meat farming in the context of national identity is a 
consideration, though low-impact development along the lines suggested would in 
turn support an evolving national identity of a nation embracing sustainability, with 
a vibrant smallholding sector. 

 
 

Local traffic Implications 
 
There would be an increase in localised rural traffic as a result of such low-impact 
development. The Lammas projections of a maximum traffic increase 
approximately equivalent to half that of conventional development is insightful and 
ongoing research and evaluation into this area is needed. However it would seem 
at this stage that the impact on the rural road network would be relatively small and 
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the implications of ongoing social change (towards a one-planet footprint) would 
imply that this aspect of society (national traffic density) would in any case continue 
to decrease on an ongoing basis. 
 
 
Biodiversity 
 
There would be an inevitable and significant biodiversity increase as a result of this 
development. From Tony wrench’s ‘Permaculture land’ (1992) 21; 
 

‘Why the relatively young discipline of permaculture offers so much hope in this 
context is because it integrates care of the earth with care of people and an 

awareness of natural limits. It takes account of the effect of a settlement on the 
community around it, and of the needs of wildlife at all times and levels. If, 

therefore, people can be educated in the principles of permaculture design before 
they develop a site, and if it is a requirement that certain agreements be kept 

during its development, we would be certain to see biodiversity increase along with 
human settlement - the opposite trend to normal housing development.’ 

Tony Wrench 
 

Rural regeneration 
 
Few initiatives have had any impact on the decline of rural communities over the 
past decades. Key factors in this decline include the availability of affordable 
housing for local people. Low-impact development can provide this opportunity (for 
people who want land-based livelihoods) and ensure that a local land-based 
economy is invigorated as a result.  
 
The projected average cost of establishing a smallholding in Lammas is £83,000 
(including land and building costs). The average house price in Wales is currently 
estimated at £147,555.22 

 
 
Economic Resilience 
 
The land-based economy that would be generated by such development would be 
resilient by virtue of its independence from both fossil fuels and international 
finance markets. This factor could be very important given the scale of radical 
change ahead and the possibility of disruptions/ fluctuations in existing 
infrastructure systems during this period. 
 
 
A message of intent 
 
The most significant factor of such development being supported across the nation 
would, in my opinion, be its social implications. For more than a generation we 
have accepted the planning division of our towns and countryside and have come 
to passively accept the rigorous enforcement of planning regulation that protects 
our ‘open countryside’ from undesirable development. 
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For Government to create an exception that would allow exemplars of 
sustainability to create homes and livelihoods within the open countryside (under a 
low-impact policy akin to Pembrokeshire’s policy 52) would communicate a clear 
message of intent to the population that as a nation we really are going to embrace 
the transition to a one-planet society. 
 
Low-impact development would thereby create a positive example of living lightly 
on the Earth in a manner that potentially provides a high quality of life.   
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Low-impact development - moving forwards  
 
Low Impact development offers an alternative land-use model in which people meet their 
lifestyle needs directly from the land they manage and occupy. It has the potential to 
deliver a one-planet footprint at a localised level and is based on the precept of 
empowering people to redesign their own lifestyles and live lightly on the earth. It is 
brilliant in its simplicity and adaptability and potentially has widespread appeal. 
 
At a micro level the only requirements that would allow people to create such autonomous 
systems are;  

·  a modest amount of capital  
·  land 
·  access to alternative technology information  
·  a supportive community 
·  and government approval 

 
 

A modest amount of capital  
 
Capital is needed to purchase land and initiate new infrastructure development. It 
should also be borne in mind that there will be a set-up period during which residents 
will need to support themselves while the necessary ecosystems are establishing 
themselves. Because low-impact development is an exception to development in the 
open countryside, land can be purchased at agricultural rates; this affordability is key 
to the accessibility and viability of low-impact development by people at grass-roots 
level. 
 
 
Land 
 
Access to land is key. It does not have to be high quality land and in fact there are 
many benefits to marginal land being considered. Equally it does not have to be lots of 
land. The results of the Lammas Permaculture consultation process23 would suggest 
that between 1.5 and 5 hectares is ideal. Any smaller and it becomes difficult to 
produce fuel sufficient for a household as well as food. If a household is managing 
more than 5 hectares then generally large machines need to be employed and the 
holding becomes agri-business rather than permaculture. 
 
 
Access to alternative technology information  
 
Techniques and practices such as permaculture play an invaluable role in 
understanding just how to establish an autonomous holding. The beauty of 
permaculture is that it is holistic and encompasses the full spectrum of issues 
associated with living lightly. These include: 

·  Dietary requirements and the varying impacts of vegan, vegetarian and meat-
rich diet on land impact and resource consumption.  

·  Alternative waste processing technologies (compost toilets, reed-beds and 
wetland solutions) 

·  Green Building 
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·  Alternative Energy production 
·  Integrated landscape water-flow patterns and networks. 

 
 
A supportive community 
 
This is an essential element for success. The range of skills and resources that a 
community group can offer cannot be equalled by a single household. The emotional 
and energetic support that a community can offer cannot be replicated by any 
alternative. This is not necessarily to say that a low-impact initiative must be of a 
large-scale. For example I have witnessed situations in which an already established 
member of a village community has undertaken a low-impact initiative within that 
community with their blessing and support. Moreover I am acknowledging the vital role 
of a supportive and sympathetic community in assisting such developments. This is 
particularly important during the early years when the holding(s) are being established. 
 
 
Government approval 
 
Low-impact development will not really be able to explore its potential until it has 
government approval. People quite naturally want to work within the planning system 
and until low-impact development is redefined as lawful development it will remain a 
fringe movement. It is therefore imperative to create a policy framework that permits 
such development. 

 
To date Pembrokeshire is the only county in the UK with a fully fledged low-impact 
policy. Current indications from the emerging Local Development Plan would indicate 
that the future of this policy is currently in question24. The importance of this policy for 
the low-impact movement cannot be understated. 
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Conclus ions  
 

·  Low-impact development is a viable, simple and effective land-use approach that  
meets people’s lifestyle needs directly from the land using a holistic, complex and 
inter-related design approach. It is the only development type to date which has 
been able to demonstrate significant progress towards a one-planet footprint.  

 
·  The Welsh Assembly commitment to achieve a one-planet footprint within a 

lifetime is a bold and commendable directive. If implemented it will result in a 
complete transformation of the agricultural sector and thus our landscape as well 
as radical change throughout society. 

 
·  There is sufficient land-area in Wales to comfortably accommodate a significant 

section of society adopting a land-based low-impact lifestyle with a relatively minor 
impact on current agribusiness-markets and potentially a considerable positive 
social impact. 

 
·  Low-impact development has a key role to play in the transition to a one-planet 

footprint: 
 

o Environmentally 
Through demonstrating low-impact lifestyle patterns that work with complex 
ecosystems through restoring soil health and biodiversity. 
 

o Socially 
Through the creation of localised sustainable lifestyle patterns that are 
healthy and nourishing. Through the education of the skills and technologies 
involved in living lightly on the Earth. 
 

o Economically 
Through supporting the establishment of resilient, land-based local 
economies that are independent of fossil fuels and global financial markets. 
 

·  Lammas has played a key role in bringing low-impact development into the 
mainstream through endeavouring to establish a replicable model as well as a 
viable route through the planning system. 

 
·  It is imperative that the Welsh Assembly Government continues to support the 

development of low-impact development policy at a national and local level. 
 

·  It is important that further research is undertaken on the impacts of low-impact 
development and its role in the transition towards a one-planet society. 
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