BIOREGIONS, THE AWARENESS TO LIVE IN A PLACE OF RELATIONS
 
     The bioregional idea is not a new ideology or a new political party nor a new form of religion, but a practice of life at the button of which is the awareness to be and act as part of the wider community of the place where we live. And community, in bioregional terms means: tress, animals, water courses, mountains, herbs, insects, rocks, seas as well as human beings. It’s not difficult to think in bioregional terms, we just have to leave behind the exclusivity and arrogance that characterize most of the modern society and start to think in terms of relations.
    
     To live in term of relations was the way the indigenous people lived at the time the Europeans conquistadors took their lands. For them the earth, the sky, the mountains, the rivers, the plants and the animals had to be treated with respect and humility because they were considered beings, with dignity and identity the people themselves had. They lived as part of the nature and he who broke its rules, it was said, incurred bad luck for himself, his family and tribe. That’s why, to the pioneer’s eyes, the land appeared uncultivated, virgin lands and its inhabitants were “savages”, because they didn’t knew how to develop it.
    
     Our modern technological society, in the attempt to improve the living conditions of the people, has systematically simplified the importance & complexity of nature at such an extent that it has reduced it to a mere substrate for structures, and infrastructures. For many centuries, a millennium already, we’ve isolated ourselves as a species apart, forgetting our ties with the natural world.
    
     In the last years it seems that, finally, many in the western world realized how everything is connected, especially since they are paying their dues with the quality and safety of their own lives. The air is unbreathable, the food altered, and by those very systems and means of production that lend well-being and so called economic success.
    
     Floods, desertification, violent weather, mountain slides, the greenhouse effect, ozone reduction, diminishing biological diversity, are non-other then the voice of the Earth telling us how deleterious our ways of being are and how much our cultural paradigms are orphan of humility and awareness.
     In opposition to this a growing sensibility and concern about the problems infused in ecological mechanisms is going on. New eco-sustainable solutions in agriculture and industry are slowly being adopted, the ecological themes are timidly appearing in school programs and every year new territories where nature is protected are added to the list.
    
     This last commitment, while very necessary and of good news, leaves one, despite it’s importance and merit, with the feeling it is insufficient, and in some ways superficial. Insufficient, because nature can’t be relegated to little ‘golden’ spaces, where one must pretend that the eagle and the elk will respect borders. To believe in such solution is to diminish their wildness and the extent of their necessary relationship and leaves us trapped with the idea that we are separated from them. Superficial, because what we need is a culture that knows nature and her mechanisms and understand their significance and relationship – beyond producing necessary political and technological changes. A culture inspired and connected to the seasons’ rhythms, to the cycles’ complexity and to the diverse forms of life. A culture which abandons  the objectivation of everything in nature and finally starts to learn its mechanisms – not to upset them – but to harmonize with them. A humble culture who knows to respect the apparent chaos of the wild as source and fulcrum of life – of all life.
    
     The bioregional idea comes exactly from this need to salvage our belonging in the widest mosaic of life. And it does so by starting from the awareness that we all live in places with relationships, places that are the bioregions. The earth, in fact, is organized in bioregions, homogenous territories defined by landscape continuity, ecosystem zones, entire watersheds – with their networks of water courses, valleys and mountain slopes – or following the porous borders of native plants and animals. Human beings and their cultures too can be a model for definition of a bioregion, at least to the degree to which they know how to interact and maintain a balanced behaviour with the natural circumstance.
    
     This too is a point that worth investigating for a while to see how in our country, like those in the rest of Europe and beyond, we have lost that sophisticated sensibility needed to see the place where we live as a network of beings and relationships. We substituted for it, or preferred to it, theories of territorial supremacy, race superiority, national, ideological, religious and economic power. This is the history taught in the schools, shared and accepted as unavoidable. But, from a bioregional point of view, it meant for the people the loss of the “Dream of the Earth”, and it is this “Dream” that the bioregional idea wants to propose again showing to the world and to the people the necessity of restoring the meaning of relationship with everything that runs, crawls, swims and fly; with the cycles, with the climates, winds, rains, snows and everything that create and sustain life. And to believe in it so much that whatever the differences of culture, class, religion, ethnic or language are, it represents that “common ground” that we all can refer to and finally find the agreements and the necessary joyousness in respect to the differences and necessities.
    
     There is a term that sum up well the path to follow, it is “Re-inhabitation”: we must inhabit our place again from a perspective that redefines the theories, the techniques, the practices, the temper and sensibilities so as to find a way to integrate with ecological systems at every levels: economic, technological, agricultural, educational, in term of energy use, politics, religion, anything useful for the society to live sustainable and with dignity in the bioregion we belong. But, let’s hear the most complete definition given by Peter Berg – one of the forerunners of the bioregional movement: “re-inhabitation means learning to live in-place, in an area that has been disrupted and injured through past exploitation. It involves becoming native to the place through becoming aware of the particular ecological relationships that operate either within and around it. It means understanding activities and evolving social behaviours that will enrich the life of that place, restore its life-supporting systems and establish an ecological and sustainable pattern of existence within it. Simply stated it involves becoming fully alive in and with a place. It involves applying for membership in a biotic community and ceasing to be its exploiter.
    
     Why do we put so much attention on the place, to the bioregion, when we well know how bad the things are in the world? First, we means to take our own responsibilities in the widest planetary rebalancing; in practice, we can’t demand the preservation of the land in other countries while we keep on banalizing and altering ours. This doesn’t mean diminishing the importance and dramatic character of the ecosystem or social damages at national and international level, but admits that everything relates and that we are all involved and that the ‘real work’ starts right in our own backyard, in the place/bioregion where we live. It involves re-learning the potential, the complexities, the connections and limits, as well as investigating the sources of the damages and their relationships at both local and global level, and acting with choices and appropriate lifestyles. The bioregion is the theatre for the practice, and for us the testing ground where we become “citizens” of the Earth again. A bioregion is a real and concrete place, it is where we sow suitable  grain, where we make appropriate tools, know which habitat the magpie prefers, where we gather to discuss the people’s problems, the educational systems and the productive choices; our connections with the river, the mountain, the plain….and finally, the learning we get from living with a sense of reciprocity and of limit, is maybe the best way to respect other people, other bioregions, and the whole Earth.
    
     At this point, maybe, a question is appropriate: from where and how to start the bioregional practice? It’s simple: from ourselves and from our capacity to restore our true and deep human dimension, that is: the capacity to feel okay in the larger assembly of living beings. It is a journey of the spirit, and so not easily relegated to notions or recipes. There is no guidebook for the perfect bioregionalist. Everybody has his own starting point, his own experience, his own emotions, weakness, particular situations and, above all, every place is different from others, with its own peculiarity, necessity and identity. As for me I can briefly share with you what my journey has been.
    
    As a peasant’s son I grew up in contact with and relating to nature in the place where I still live. The edges around the fields, the pond near home and the river in the distance were the stage of my games. I always showed a particular attraction toward everything that mysteriously moved in this Other then human world. At a certain point, I still remember well, I had like a “turning point”: deepen this intimate tie with nature or follow the echo of the coming “revolution” of the sixties. I decided for the second, and as many of my generation, I had my experiences, protests, trips and mistakes. It was an essential experience, where internal change was chosen over the paradigms of a mass and alienated culture. It was the kind of experience where it was hard to hold exuberance, but in change, sometime, it gave precious tracks to follow. And so it was, that to complete the circle, I came back to my edges, to my pond, to my river…and this time to stay.
    
     My idea was to go back to the basic practices and meanings of life: chopping wood for cooking and heating the house, gathering wild herbs and fruits to satisfy, at least in part, the need for food, sowing thousands of seeds and cultivating patience until they ripened; accepting and nurturing the vital plan of life, and….giving thanks.
    
     As the time went by, all of this revealed itself as a real introduction to the spirit of place. The edges, the pond, the river showed me their inhabitants, the tracks on the snow in winter told me about the most elusive ones, the smell of the plants introduced me to the seasonal cycle, the river made me aware that the place where I live was part of a wider whole. He, the river, told me of near and distant places, stories of pollution, devastation and a loss of respect for everything alive. So I started to join in groups and associations devoted to healing the situation, but, although it was a useful and deserving work, the lack of vision was frustrating, the inability to see that beside the good work of defending and protecting the environment, the awareness that we too are part of the problem was  necessary, as the way we plan and live our life is part of the solution.
    
     The bioregional notion of a homogeneous whole, and the example of other people on my same path put me in the right context, so what was just a perception started to take on the contours of a bioregion, mine, defined by the great Po river watershed, which in geologic time designed its contour, modelled its climate, distributed distinctive populations of plants and animals, inspired stories and cultures.
    
     To finish, what is the bioregional contribution to the planetary re-balancing, either socially and ecologically? None, if it remains just a theory or something that “comes from above”. Many, if it starts deep within ourselves and in the way we live and relate with our neighbours, both human and non-human. In nature the information runs as fast as on internet: if you act correctly and with humility it won’t pass unnoticed, nature will come to meet you. And so it is with people: if the message is honest and deep sooner or later it will be intercepted and made their own by others……..but, you know, we live in disconnected times, with lost hearts and the fog reign in our minds. It needs time.
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