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1 Ecolink Project Overview

Ecolink: ecocentres as a tool for local sustainable development and for environmental research implementation:
Project supported by The European Commission Fifth framework programme of the European Community for research, technological development and demonstration activities – Environment and Sustainable Development – accompanying measure project

References:
Project n°: Ecolink – EVG-2002-00509
Contract n°: EVG3-CT-2002-80011 Ecolink 
1st January – 30th September 2003

Work Packages
inventory of relevant research (lead partner: Barcelona Autonomous University)


inventory of ecosites, ecocentres and comparable organisations and projects 
(lead partner: CAT, Wales)


case studies of “best practice” ecosites and of ecosite projects (lead partner: Ecosite du Pays de Thau, France)


four thematic workshops (see table)


conclusions and dissemination (lead partner: Ecosite du Pays de Thau, France)

Web site
including workshop reports, inventory results, case studies and project report: www.ecosites.net 
2 Ecolink Project Partners

Ecosite du Pays de Thau

Parc Scientifique et Environnemental BP118 - 34140 Mèze – France. Philippe Brière www.ecosite.fr 
Université de Montpellier 1

Lameta (Laboratoire Montpelliérain d'Economie Théorique et Appliquée)
Faculté des sciences Economiques - Espace Richter, Avenue de la Mer - BP 9606 - 34054 Montpellier Cedex1 France

Jean-Marie Boisson www.lameta.univ-montp1.fr
EC Joint Research Centre (JRC) – Ispra

Institute for Environment and Sustainability (IES) – Land Management Unit

I-21020 Ispra (Varese) Italy

Jean-François Dallemand, Lucy Mottram 


http://ies.jrc.cec.eu.int and EcoDev ecosites web pages http://ecodev.jrc.it/ecocentres
Centre for Alternative Technology (CAT)

Machynlleth, Powys, Wales SY20 9AZ, UK. Peter Harper www.cat.org.uk 
Universität für Bodenkultur, Wien, 

Zentrum für Umwelt- und Naturschutz (ZUN), Gregor-Mendel Str. 33 - A1180 Wien - Austria

Wolfgang Holzner www.boku.ac.at/zun
Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona

ICTA (Institut de Ciencia i Tecnologia Ambientals), Campus UAB – Edifici C - 08193 Bellaterra (Cerdanyola des Valles)
David Saurí-Pujoll www.uab.es/cea/
De Kleine Aarde (The Small Earth)
P.O. Box 151, 5280 AD Boxtel, Klaverblad 1, The Netherlands. Marijke Kuipers www.dekleineaarde.nl
Folkecenter for Renewable Energy 

Kammersgaardsvej 16, Sdr. Ydby, 7760 Hurup Thy, Denmark. Preben Maegaard www.folkecenter.dk
3  Executive Report
3.1 Context and objectives of Ecolink
3.1.1 Context of the project

During the last two decades, the creation of many technical centres and scientific parks could be observed in most of European countries, often motivated by environmental, social and cultural concerns, to solve specific local problems of environment and\or to promote new approaches of development. 

Most of these centres are now well known beyond the limits of their region, and they play considerable economic and social roles, by generating directly important income and creating (or helping to maintain) many jobs. 

Besides these two types of impacts, which are generally perceived as the most important ones, because they are supposed to represent the essential part of the so-called “economic impacts”, ecosites also play essential roles in several domains where traditional economics still miss the mark. These site-based organisational structures, that we shall call here ecocentres or ecosites, serve:

• to limit, interrupt or repair past or present damages to natural resources, or avoid the degra​dation of sites and landscapes after the decline of those activities which have produced them;

• to work out, experiment and\or promote new technologies in various domains (transport, construction, agriculture, water, energy and waste management…);

• to train professionals (technicians, engineers, searchers, administrators…) for the sectors in which they innovate;

• to increase public awareness of new problems facing society, of corresponding risks, and of the efforts which are being made to confront them;

• to attract important influxes of tourists, in particular when they locally cooperate with other attractive sites to develop the same or other activities (sports, leisure, culture…);

• to encourage the emergence of a new philosophy for the management of the environment and of the corresponding policies, through better information, commitment and respon​sibility of actors (principles of governance)…

These “incidental roles” of ecosites share the fact that it is insufficient to value their contributions merely in terms of business and (maintained or created) employment. People generally not only recognize that these contributions are “important”, in thinking that ecosites will generate income and jobs in short or medium term, but agree on the idea that they are also surely “essential”, in the sense of being “not only material” and “of major interest” in long term. 

Economists call all these potential impacts “externalities”, which may be said to be positive (if associated with benefits) or negative (for damages), and are qualified as environmental, social, cultural, or political. 

The real economic “value” of these benefits and damages will finally be known, in the sense of being countable in monetary units, only when presently “emerging values” have been interpreted in terms of concrete and recorded economical acts and/or evolutions of law. Then all the functions of ecosites at all levels will justify new flows of money as well as new attitudes of actors, that is, new income and new jobs for many of them, of course, but also surely new constraints.

Beyond the employment that their activities directly imply, which are the jobs of their employees, ecocentres contribute to create or maintain many other jobs or parts of jobs. They do this for example by being customers or partners of other local companies; or by helping the development of new activities that can floourish in the improved environment, , notably outdoor and cultural pursuits; or through protection of the environment they help protectlready developed activities (tourism, agriculture, fishing or fish farming…). In every case, these centres thus contribute in different ways to the economic development of the territories where they were created. 

Recently the structures which were created with this philosophy have become known as ecosites or ecocentres. Their number and their success, now obvious on many subjects and in different contexts, naturally suggested the idea that the principles of their examples could establish the basis of a new model of local development generally of interest in Europe, at least in the current phase of the evolution of its economy, but preferably also for the next phase, in the idea of ensuring that local development is sustainable.

3.1.2 Genesis and general objectives of Ecolink 

The Ecolink project was born in 2001 from the idea of basing part of the European policy of R&D for sustainable local development on a network of ecosites. 
Many European ecosites can indeed be seen as essentially based on local realities, through their research of solutions for concrete problems; but most of their objectives and modes of action in this sense, notably concerning environmental and social policies, also meet the expectations of the EC in the field of sustainable development, in continuation of its previous actions which favour development based on research and innovation
. 

So ecosites could appear as especially interesting tools for putting in synergy the “bottom-up” and “top-down” approaches of sustainable development at different levels of a very strategic area “where the things happen” - from citizens to regions.

A rapid inventory of structures that help local development in this sense was made, while a more detailed reflection for clarifying the ecosites concept (definition, modelling, characterization, evaluation…) started in 2001, within a contract (opportunity study) between Ecosite du Pays de Thau and the JRC, Ispra (It).

These reflections led to the preparation of a demand of support for an Accompanying Measure which was put to the EC, in 2002
; it was intended to deepen these reflections in two directions: 

• Firstly, in terms of “state of the art” exercises and inventories by reviewing the past and current research on sustainable local development; of “potential ecosites”, in the sense above; and of their functioning (financing, management);
• Secondly, in terms of scientific coordination, by organizing meetings between the main actors of this field and particularly between: ecosite managers, researchers in environmental and social sciences (economy, sociology, law…); managers of firms working with ecosites; representatives of associations; representatives of communities and concerned adminis​trations; and elected members.

It was proposed to realize this through 4 thematic workshops, organised by 4 research institutions in 4 ecosites in different countries across Europe.

This work was expected to lead to concrete conclusions and recommendations to the European Commission, aiming to answer the question: “Can ecosites be envisaged as instruments of the European R&D policy for sustainable development?”, especially in the new dimensions of this policy which, within FP 6th, is strongly interested in the local dimensions of the development, and tends to favour at this level an integrated approach, as well as the networking of resources at the European level.

3.1.3 Principles of organisation of Ecolink 

The a priori framework of the Ecolink project was naturally within Europe, though non European ecosites were not excluded and could participate in its activities (such as networking activities). Its duration was fixed to 9 months (January-September 2003). 

Specifically, the Ecolink project involved carrying out the following tasks:
• Three parallel “horizontal” studies to establish: 

· an inventory of current research on sustainable local development; 

· an inventory of potential ecosites (existing, developing, or project stage); 

· a detailed analysis, through case studies, of the themes of activity and functioning practices of a variety of selected ecosites, existing or projects.

• Four successive workshops on the four “big questions” which were identified as the most strategic, and which on the whole seemed to embrace the totality of the problems, as well as identifying new and relevant areas of research on these problems, and researchers working on them. Each workshop was to be organized through cooperation between a scientific body, in charge of the conception of its program, and an ecosite, in charge of its implementation.

These workshops were carried out in the following order:
· Workshop N°1: “What are the roles of ecosites in facilitating the implementation of environmental R&D?” (Content: UAB, SP - Site: De Kleine Aarde, NL);
· Workshop N°2: “What are the interactions between ecosites, nature conservation and applied scientific research?” (Content: BOKU, Vienna, A - Site: CAT, Wales, UK);
· Workshop N°3: “How do ecosites contribute to local sustainable development, and what research is needed support this?” (Content: UM1, F – Site: Folkecenter, DK);
· Workshop N°4: “What are the roles of ecosites in the development and implemen​ta​tion of European sustainable development policies, in the definition of rela​ted research policies, and in governance?” (Content: JRC, Ispra, It - Site: Ecosite du Pays de Thau, F).

3.2 Summary conclusions of study work packages 

3.2.1 Inventory of Research (Work Package N°1)

by David Sauri and Ana Tarragona
Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals - Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (UAB)
This study essentially involved a bibliographical exercise concerning environmental research in areas where ecocentres are active and in areas where there is potential for enhancing such activity. Its aim was therefore to seek for published materials, both by ecocentres and by more conventional research institutions in topics such as alternative technologies, environmentally sound products and processes, sustainable local policies, public participation, and stakeholder partnership/dissemination. 

The bibliographical research presented may be useful both for ecocentres and for other research and development platforms, especially those of a more scientific/ academic nature.

The main sections of the report concern: 

•
The ecocentre concept: a review of definitions and proposals on functions and characterization.

•
Ecocentres and environmental research and development

•
Methods and tools of environmental research relevant to ecocentres

•
Links with local sustainable development (environment, local economy, local governance)

The report presents a basic bibliography and a number of Internet websites on several areas of research on sustainable development for which ecocentres are already making a contribution, and on other areas of research not yet fully explored but of great potential for these sites. 

Its principal conclusion was that much of the research potential of ecocentres remains unrealized, particularly in what concerns integrated investigations that link the scientific, technological and social spheres. 

The references presented (with no claim of being complete) are themselves an example of this potential but also of the wide ground still open for exploration.

3.2.2 Inventory of ecosites and ecocentres (Work Package N°2)

by Peter Harper (CAT)

A systematic survey of European ecosites has not been previously attempted. For this work-package it was decided to adopt a wide frame of reference for gathering raw data, based on the definition of an ecosite adopted at the first ECOLINK workshop in the Netherlands (see section 6.1 below)  These data will prove useful for many purposes, and have been subjected to a certain amount of preliminary analysis (see section 6). For the present report however, the most important aspect is the relationship between ecosites and research.

Ecosites have contributions to make to substantive research; 

Ecosites can themselves be a subject for research; and 

Ecosites have a number of needs that can be furthered by suitably-targeted research. 

A recurrent theme in the Ecolink series of workshops was the distinction between formal, peer-reviewed ‘research’, and less formal ‘innovation’, usually of an ‘applied’ nature. Some argued that the distinction was unimportant and overdrawn; others that it was indeed fundamental, and necessary in order to maintain the special qualities of ‘proper’ research. It is significant that some ecosites are already part of the formal research community and produce high-quality peer-reviewed work (for example Ecosite du Pays de Thau, Elm Farm, HDRA, Folkecenter, Ökozentrum Langenbruck, Rocky Mountain Institute, Centre for Maximum Potential Buil​ding Systems). 

At the opposite pole, a large number of demonstration sites have no research function as such, but contribute to innovation by running and demonstrating new, or at least uncon​ventional, technologies. They might also be innovating ‘invisibly’ in new behavioural or organisational forms. 

A third class of centres do self-consciously innovate, but publish internally or though popular media, or via web sites, or simply communicate results by demonstration and diffu​sion (for example CAT, EUZ, Findhorn Foundation, CERES, De Twaalf Ambachten, Cen​trum Duurzaambouwen, Sunseed Trust). 

Something that emerged repeatedly during the workshops was the demonstrated potential of ecosites to innovate in non-technological areas that nevertheless have a bearing on sustainable development. Examples include sophisticated collective management systems, new hybrid legal frameworks, low-differential wage structures, shared transport systems, models of community ownership for installations such as wind farms. Many ecosites emphasise the importance of lifestyle change in sustainable development, and are attempting to ‘live out’ the implications. This can sit uncomfortably in a conventional research context, or in the corridors of Brussels, but might well contain the seeds of many future developments and must not be simply ignored. 
There are also innovations in pedagogy and the communication of sustainability concepts. This is not surprising in the case of dedicated demonstration sites, but is an important part of research into promoting concepts of sustainability

Ecosites have great promise both as sources of useful research in sustainable develop​ment and as subjects in their own right in socially important research fields. Links and partnerships should be sought between the formal and informal wings of research, broadly considered, into sustainable development.
	How the research community can help ecosites improve their research capacity
	How ecosites can help the research community

	· Help define research programmes, 

· Design trials correctly

· Analyse and interpret results

· Formal funding applications

· Writing up; various formats

· Training staff in research methods, recording

· Starting a dedicated research department or programme 

· Staff secondments 

· Providing ecosites with a peer-reviewed track record through joint authorships

· New systems of peer-review?

· Creation of inter-site databases

· An inter ecosite e-journal? 

· Help with intellectual property problems, patents

· Advice on starting spin-off companies
	· Immediate practical applications

· Supervised trials of new hardware

· Special (scarce) combinations of hardware and behavioural or organisational change 

· Studies of unique situations

· ‘Camouflage’ for unorthodox explorations 

· Safe trials of new methodologies

· Can combine with higher education training

· Raising profile of participating institution (attracts students)

· Locations for student placements

· Ideas for thesis topics

· Natural inter-disciplinarity

· Repository of certain skills 

· Raw material in the social and organisational sciences

· Model SMEs? Ecopoles? Social enterprises

· Raw material for science policy research

· Hotspot for analysing public attitudes to science

· Potential sources of social innovation

· Could allow public participation in research

· Partnerships where required for certain funders

· Vehicle for transmission of research findings into the community at large

· Societal testing and stakeholder feedback




3.2.3 Ecosite case studies (Work Package N°3)

by Christopher Thornton (Ecosite du Pays de Thau www.ecosite.fr )

The case studies of ecosites and ecosite projects show the variety of different types of ecosites, coming from different origins, and operated by different types of organisations (local authority public bodies, NGOs, non profit companies). However, looking at those centres which have a number of years of operation, it is apparent that there is a strong tendency for centres to establish, over time, a range of different ecosite functions, in order to benefit from the synergies possible between these.

Thus centres initially established as NGO activist eco-communities have developed R&D and training activities, and centres initially established by local authorities to provide environmental services have developed s. These different functions “feed” one another, proving operational synergies, and also providing a spread of different income streams.

Ensuring a balance of several independent income streams (visitors, subsidies, trading, R&D, training, conferences …) appears as essential for centres’ survival. Public visitors, in particular, clearly appear as a generally inadequate and unreliable income source. The public is not willing to pay entrance fees for environment centres adequate to cover the high maintenance and staff costs they generate (the public maybe feels that like museums or nature, access should be subsidised or free). Schools are an important educational target, but often have little or no funds to pay entrance fees. Visitor numbers also fluctuate with tourism trends, or the weather. Income sources such as shop and restaurant are dependent on visitor numbers. For this reason, a number of centres initially established as s, have developed R&D and training activities, with the visitors providing an important potential for feedback or testing for R&D, but not the centre’s core income.

This convergence shows the pertinence and interest of the ecosite concept, as developed in the “10 ecosite functions” and by the European Federation of Ecosites.

All of the more longstanding ecosites studied (established in the 70’s and 80’s) prove to be, in fact, the “work of one man”, a visionary creator, capable of not only having an idea, but also of motivating the men and women necessary to enable it to happen. A majority, but not all, of these longstanding centres also have survived and developed because of their “flat wage structure”, with all staff being paid similar or even identical wages, at a level exceptionally low for research and management work. Exceptions are RMI in the USA, and centres which were direct local authority initiatives or which received ongoing structural public “core funding”.

This situation has however changed considerably over the last five years, with strong demand from local authorities for ecosite establishment as a focus for local sustainable development. This is shown by the number of ecosites and ecocentres established over recent years (some of which have survived and are developing healthily, others of which closed after only a couple of years or are currently going through restructuring processes). The case studies of successful ecosites show the validity of the ecosite concept and functions, indicating the need to now extend this concept towards a practical methodology for assisting projects in the field, and to a structured ecosites “label”.

The studies of a number of projects show that key challenges in implementing ecosite projects, once appropriate local competence, motivation and resources have been mobilised, is to integrate environmental R&D into the project, in particular applied environmental innovation susceptible to lead to income sources and spin-off activities and jobs. This is particularly true for ecosite projects based around nature protection / biodiversity themes, because these are areas where R&D may not readily lead to economically self-funding activities. Public visitors and schools education, except in specific circumstances, are unlikely to enable an ecosite to be economically viable. Eco-tourism and conference hosting are areas of increasingly fierce competition between actors across Europe.

The European Federation of Ecosites network should provide a key tool in structuring links between ecosites and R&D, and thus facilitating the implementation of innovation and demonstration activities in ecosite projects.

3.3 Summary conclusions of workshops 

3.3.1 General conclusions on workshops

Some 200 people took part in the workshops, representing countries across Europe and in some cases other continents and from a wide range of organisations (environment centres and ecosites, NGOs, local authorities, research institutes, large and small companies). The workshops brought together ecosites who had never met before, and allowed direct exchange with a number of promoters of ecosite projects. It was emphasised that there are a very wide variety of environment centres active in Europe, and that it is important to define what specifically is meant by an “ecosite”. 

The bringing together of different actors in the workshops resulted in agreement on a definition of an ecosite, and led to the establishment of the European Federation of Ecosites. This will enable a clarification of ecosite status, through the future development of a “label” and a structured ecosite R&D “offer” to research institutes and other stakeholders looking for applied R&D services, testing, dissemination, demonstration or other facilities.

3.3.2 Conclusions of Workshop N°1: ecosites and environmental R&D

Work Package N°4 - Content: UAB, SP - Site: Die Kleine Aarde, NL.

by D. Sauri (UAB)

1. The workshop showed that there was an important gap between research in formal research institutions and research in ecocentres. The recent orientations given in the EU research programmes (6th Framework Programme) and in national research programmes may help in bridging the gap since applied R&D and implementation/dissemination are key aspects to be enhanced in the future. Hence, ecocentres, characterised by fast, flexible, responsive and problem-driven research, can offer the conditions increasingly requested by funding institutions. The explicit recognition of ecocentres in the 6th Framework Programme confirms the opportunity to continue work in this direction.

2. Links between research and external users or stakeholders (another objective of EU research policies) also appear to correspond well to the potential offered by ecocentres since they can fill in technology gaps, be places of demonstration of good environmental practices and provide unbiased advice to local users. Collaboration with SMEs appeared also as potentially important but did not appear to receive much attention in the workshop despite the positive signals from Mr. Elliot’s talk, and examples cited by a number of ecocentres, such as Folkecenter. One very interesting example of these links was mentioned by Mr. Ruud Van Rijn who admitted the key role of DKA in stimulating environmental action and public policy in the Noord Brabant Province.

3. Environmental technology remains one of the strongest areas of collaborative action between ecocentres and more conventional research institutions

4. The workshop showed the importance of developing collaboration with the social sciences (a key aspect of sustainable development). Ecocentres provide a “living place to learn”: experimentation of life styles, interpretation to the public and decision makers. This is a new area for ecocentres, or one which has not been formally identified and documented before, but one having much potential. Given the increa​sing difficulties in the funding of social science research, ecocentres can also offer in this area an important avenue for successful collaboration. Possible interactions with the 6th FP “Science and Society” theme should be explored.

5. The workshop attendance by several participants from accession countries showed that ecocentres have an important role in linking research and development under difficult social and environmental conditions requiring strong problem-oriented approaches.
3.3.3 Conclusions of Workshop N°2: ecosites and nature conservation

Work Package N°5 - Content: BOKU, Vienna, A - Site: CAT, Wales, UK

by W. Holzner and M. Kriechbaum

1. The core activities of most Ecosites are based on environmental technologies, while issues of landscape development and nature conservation are neglected. Although nature conservation is unlikely to lead directly to commercially viable products or spin-offs, there are important economic factors at stake in preserving natural resources, e. g. new opportunities for tourism. Besides that, the protection of our natural heritage has played an increasingly important role in EU policy for the last years.

2. Promoting “integrative nature conservation” would be an important task for Ecosites. A holistic approach integrating and harmonising nature conservation with other utilisations of the landscape in a multifunctional way is needed. The task is not merely ecological or economic but also a cultural one: a well planned and in that sense sustainable utilisation of our biotic and abiotic resources, including landscapes, to meet our human needs now and in future.

3. Important tasks of Ecosites are:

· to promote holistic research approaches that include humans and their activities, attitudes and emotions

· to promote a system approach, managing ecosystems in such a way as to assure that their sustainablity is the goal (not for instance just the preservation of red data species)

· to be mediating platforms between the advocates of nature and those of human needs

· to demonstrate that the integration of utilisation and preservation or promotion of nature and biocultural diversity is on one and the same site possible

· to demonstrate the law that regional problems need regional solutions

4. In cooperation with Universities and research institutions, Ecosites can play an important role in:

· developing practical principles for sustainable development based on basic principles which can be generally accepted

· developing and evaluating practical methods and tools for sustainability assessment and conflict resolution

· developing practical examples for how these methods and tools can be used in participatory decision processes involving many stakeholders

3.3.4 Conclusions of Workshop N°3: ecosites and local development

Work Package N°6 - Content: UM1, F - Site: Folkecenter, DK.

Conclusions by J.-M. Boisson and F. Valette
1. Several types of ecocentres (eco-museums, R&D centres, sites for technological demons​tration, eco-parks) actually contribute to the local development where they are established. They do it in different fields, according to their purpose, with different types of impacts: financial (via subsidies, investments, salaries, receipts from activities); social (via job creation, in places where it is often a major issue); cultural (through consciousness raising on environmental problems, popular education, training); environmental (by direct action on the quality of their environment, and/or through long-term influence on society); and finally political (at all levels, from local to international, contributing to governance). 

2. Their financial robustness supposes a large diversity of resources, day after day (sale of admission tickets, souvenirs, books and gadgets, accommodation) as well as on medium and long term (for installation, equipment, maintenance). 

· Outside supports are generally necessary for them, and have to be researched to recognise their utility on several functions and at several levels. 

· Different balances should be respected in this field, between public and private, local and international, regular and exceptional aids. 

· The variety of these supports has to be searched at every level: for example, at the European level, where the DGs for Research, Regional Policy Environ​ment, Agriculture, Employment, and Development may be involved; several ministries at the national level; several sectors of regional and local action. 

· And because programmes and priorities of institutions evolve, as well as those of ecosites themselves, a continuous search for supports should be organised by each ecosite, professionalized rather than considered as a reserved mission of its founders. 

3. The activities of ecocentres should be based on several durable functions (sensi​tisation, popularisation, training, innovation…). Ecocentres which were created to accompany the development of only one technology risk dying out at the end of this development. The key-function of all ecosites is doubtless the innovation, the need for which is permanent by definition, and which can imply or justify all the others. 

4. Ecosites are obviously strategic places for the achievement of public policies for sustainable local development, as meeting points between “bottom-up” and “top-down” approaches of this development, and first places where all necessary direct contacts are possible between its “real actors” (project leaders, investors, politicians, bankers, administrations, insurers…). This can imply efforts to respect a large diversity of ecosites, to take into account the diversity of the contexts in which they have been created. 

5. The links between existing ecosites, that Ecolink helped initiate or intensify, should be multiplied and valorised through a dynamic networking process, of which the EU might be the main sponsor, to consider the network of ecosites as an instrument for European policies for local sustainable development, based on research and innovation. 
3.3.5 Conclusions of Workshop N°4: ecosites and European sustainable development policies 

Work Package N°7 — Content: JRC, Ispra, It - Site: Ecosite de du Pays de Thau, F.

Conclusions by J.-F. Dallemand and L. Mottram
The fourth and final workshop of the series, with over a hundred attendees, was held at the Ecosite du Pays de Thau (Project Coordinators) and organised in collaboration with the Joint Research Centre. This Workshop concentrated on the contribution of ecosites/ecocentres towards the implementation of European Union policies, both in Environment and Sustainable Development.

This Workshop was attended by participants from the European Union, Enlargement coun​tries, and also from Switzerland, Norway and the USA. The topics discussed covered, for example, renewable energies, the eco-renovation of industrial buildings, exposure to air pollution, water quality monitoring in coastal lagoons, barriers to the implementation of new technologies and public awareness raising and education. Possibilities of a follow-up under the Sixth Framework Programme of Research & Technological Development or under other Programmes were discussed. 

From a Joint Research Centre perspective, the main conclusions of this Workshop, based on the presentations, questions-answers & round table, are as follows:
1. After the 9 months of implementing the Ecolink Project, and thanks to the support of DG Research, a network of contacts has now been established between, on one side, ecosites/ecocentres/Initiatives of sustainable development at local level and, on the other side, Universities & Research Institutions. The Ecolink Project has also indirectly supported the creation of the European Federation of Ecosites that will continue to grow and exist after the project is concluded. The ecosites/ecocentres network is not limited to the original Ecolink Members (already over 20 member ecosites or projects for ecosites) and is expanding to include others.

2. Prior to and during the Ecolink Project, in addition to the cooperation with EC DG Research, a valuable and useful technical relationship has been established between the Ecosite du Pays de Thau, the ecosites community and the Joint Research Centre, following 2 study contacts on the specification of ecosites. 

3. The insertion of ecosites/ecocentres into programmes of EC DG Environment or other environmental programmes is a weak point. Until now, ecosites have benefited from LIFE funding on an ad-hoc basis. Ecosites/ecocentres are seen by some as a tool for environmental risk reduction and their contribution to hazards (natural or industrial) mitigation could be developed.

4. Although in the past some ecosites/ecocentres have received support from EC DG REGIO through regional funds, the methods and extent of this support are not clear and the insertion of the ecosites/ecocentres into the current programmes of EC DG REGIO is also a weak point.

5. The future success of the newly created European Federation of Ecosites will depend upon its capacity to provide an additional and specific contribution with regard to existing well-established networks such as, for example, Local Agenda 21 country networks, the Copernicus Campus University Network for Sustainability and the Global Ecovillage Network. This seems feasible as ecosites offer a specific methodology using the synergy of different functions.

6. Energy is the starting point of many initiatives of local sustainable development and ecosites/ecocentres play a unique role in the field of renewable energies and energy conservation in activities such as education, awareness raising, applied research, innovation, field testing of new systems and the diffusion of new technologies to local communities (see experiences of Folkecenter for Renewable Energies in Denmark, Fabrica del Sol in Spain, Centre for Alternative Technology in United Kingdom, Montagna-Energia in Italy).

7. The experience of De Kleine Aarde in The Netherlands is a specific example of education about ecological footprints having a local impact. Ecosites can also play an important role at local level in the field of technical/scientific documentation of best practices, in the practical use of indicators of sustainable development and in strengthening the use of Information Technology at local level, for example, in public participation or information. Another possible role is to provide a local dimension to analyses and scenarios related to the diffusion of clean technologies (see the experience/research of the IPTS).

8. The role and usefulness of ecosites/ecocentres in activities in European Union Enlargement countries & overseas countries was not properly covered by the Workshop and should be dealt with specifically in further discussions.

9. Ecosites/ecocentres often have active links with SMEs. Nonetheless, the integration of sustainability principles & practices into private business is still a relatively new field in Europe and the experience of USA partners (Rocky Mountain Institute & Natural Capitalism Group) should be further described and studied for mutual benefit.

10. There is a prospect for project formulation in the field of training on the local use of environmental technologies and in implementing the ecosites approach in the ultra-peripheral zones of the European Union, and in the Mediterranean Area.

3.4 General conclusions and recommendations

3.4.1 Conclusions

Sustainable innovation

· The Ecolink project enabled a definition of an “ecosite” to be agreed, confirming that the ecosite corresponds to a specific and identified concept. The interest of ecosites is to combine, on one site, demonstration of sustainable development innovation (R&D) with public visitors, outreach, training or other dissemination activities. The synergies between these approaches enable ecosites to create jobs and self-funding activities, provide a focus for sustainable development, and be self-funding.

· Innovation is central to ecosites’ activities, in particular innovation in applied research, in development and adaptation for implementation of environmental technologies and systems.

· Ecosites provide inspirational showcases of innovative, exemplary, positive and successful sustainable development practices, for targets ranging from the general public to enterprises, researchers and decision makers.

· The independence of ecosites is important for their credibility in testing and promoting environmental innovation or products, and in facilitating the emergence of new environmental industries and the development of new markets by SMEs. 

· A diversity of different types of ecocentres exist (NGO or local/regional authority initiative, range of themes, varying emphasis on visitors, research, technology, economic development, training …) but with a tendency for “convergence” of the different types as centres try to widen their functions to achieve better stability of income and of recognition. The ecosite concept, and in particular the importance of synergy between different ecosite functions is thus effectively validated in practice by the development of centres in the field. 
Interest 

· Ecosites are attractive to local/regional authorities and NGOs as offering the following potential for local development, resulting in a significant number of ecosite projects: 

a) creation of self-funding jobs and activities in environmental protection/ sustainable development, 
b) provide a “focus point” for local/regional sustainable development, offering political, communications and demonstration potential beyond that possible through a diffuse sustainable development policy (e.g. Agenda 21). Such a focus site can serve an important role in rendering sustainable development credible and in accelerating local initiatives in this area,

c) a tool for developing eco-tourism. 

· The key challenge in responding to local/regional authorities’ desire to establish an ecosite (assuming that other necessary factors are present, in particular motivation of key stakeholders and relevant competence), is that of structurally integrated R&D/innovation into the ecosite project. For an ecosite to become economically stable, the development of specific R&D competence, based onsite, and liable to lead to spin off activities and jobs, is essential. 

· A number of ecosite projects have met economic difficulties, in some cases leading to failure. In particular, reliance on income from visitors is often problematic.

· One of the key interests of the ecosite concept is to provide a structured model for local/regional authorities wishing to develop/establish a centre for sustainable development activities, in as much as ecosites benefit from an established methodology, defined functions, enabling the fixing of objectives and evaluation of progress for local projects. 

Understanding

· An essential aspect of the ecosite concept is the “site”, whereby R&D, testing, demonstration, training etc. are located at one given physical site (centre), or concei​vably several very closely linked sites in a given area. It is this “localisation” (site) aspect of the ecosite which enables the effective synergy between the different functions and allows the site to act as a showcase and focus for sustainable development initiatives. 

· Contacts between existing ecosites and ecosite projects in the past have been limited, whereas the effect of existing ecosites could be largely increased by improved communications presenting the network and the diversity of ecosites (web sites, video, brochures etc.) and by sharing of experience, communications tools and exhibitions. 

· Ecosites have an important role in the transfer of environmental innovation from R&D into society, including testing sociological aspects, and demonstration – dissemination. Researchers and companies in contact with ecosites confirm the interest of these functions in extending and providing feedback to research. 

3.4.2 Recommendations

Recognition 

· Ecosites play specific roles at each of the local, regional, national and international levels (from local development to knowledge transfer and innovation…) and the ecosite concept needs to achieve better recognition within each level within. Recognition at the European level, through the development of the newly formed European Federation of Ecosites, around a clearly stated ecosite definition, should contribute to achieving this. 

· Development of the ecosite concept, from the abstract evaluation system defined in studies, towards a practical methodology for assisting ecosite projects and ecosite development. 

· Establish clear criteria for defining and evaluating ecosites and ecosite projects – a structured “ecosite label”. This needs to take into account both the objective of a structured concept and methodology, but also the wide diversity of existing centres. 
Tools and networking 

· Develop specific support tools for local/regional authorities and NGOs which have ecosite projects, to ensure realism and enable projects to be appropriately targeted, avoiding the risk of confusion, wasted local energies or even economic failure. 

· Several ecosites are innovative models of implication of local/regional authorities in R&D, with the establishment of joint research institute/public authority initiatives and direct involvement of local/regional authorities and other stakeholders in research policy definition, joint funding, R&D testing and dissemination. Further study is recommended of this specific aspect. 

· Facilitate sharing of experience and of communications tools (e.g. exhibitions) between ecosites. 

· Develop applications of the considerable data base on practical sustainable development implementation held formally or informally by ecosites. Develop data base sharing between ecosites and with researchers. 
· Develop links between ecosites and nature protection/interpretation associations, through for example, introduction of interpretation activities into ecosites, integration of nature and natural science centres, city farms and other comparable organisations into the ecosite network, sharing of exhibitions and education tools. 

· Use the thematic strong-points of ecosites across major European/peri-European regions to develop specific competence and experience transfer. 

Research and development 

· Identify and make known the R&D capacities offered by the ecosite network (themes, facilities, approaches, experience), in order to enable research institutes to find the partners they need for R&D. 

· Bring together the information available in ecosites concerning obstacles to and pathways for sustainable development innovation and technology uptake, and make available this experience for R&D dissemination. 

· Develop a structured scientific research programme to accompany ecosite development including the following actions: a) a dynamic catalogue of R&D possibilities offered by the ecosite network: themes covered, type of R&D, stakeholders … and make this available to the research community, b) independent scientific evaluation of the ecosite concept, c) define a scientific methodology for supporting ecosite projects, supporting the development of ecocentres, and evaluating ecosites, including a science-based labelling system, and objective criteria for evaluating ecosite success. 






























































































































































































































































































































� Notably through the five first R&D Framework Programmes of the EU (1982-2002).


� As an answer to the last call for offers of the EESD program (Energy, Environment and Sustainable Development) of the 5th DG Research’s Framework Programme for R&D.






