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            THE OWNER BUILDER ♦ 199 February/March 2017 ♦ © www.theownerbuilder.com.au 71 An earthship village Can you imagine not just one, but an entire village of earthships? An entire village of earthships sounds like a dream, but it nearly became reality in a small village in the eastern part of The Netherlands called Olst. Twelve of the 24 buildings have tyre walls, ﬁlled with rammed earth, supporting the roof. The other 12 buildings are built with a wood frame supporting the roof and straw bale walls. I was curious to see what it looked like and, being aware of the many challenges earthship projects face, was interested to ﬁnd out how they did it. What is an earthship? The earthships in Olst were inspired by architect Michael Reynolds. An earthship is essentially a passive solar house that is made of both natural and upcycled materials (such as earth-packed tyres). According to Architecture Republic, ‘an “earthship” is a type of house that exists on the delicious, lunatic-fringe end of the green building world’. The ﬁrst earthships date back to the 1970s and have been tested thoroughly by use. Discarded materials and local building materials determine the buildings and they are designed for off-grid living. I had heard about earthships, but they are not common in Australia. There are only a handful of projects around the country, including the very ﬁrst one in Queensland and a bed & breakfast in Ironbank in South Australia. All these projects are single homes or buildings. Similarly, in other countries, the projects that got off the ground were single buildings. The ﬁrst one in The Netherlands was a demonstration project in the town of Zwolle. The building is located in a park and used as an information centre and tea house. BY EUGENIE STOCKMANN 
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 What is an earthship?
 The earthships in Olst were inspired by architect Michael Reynolds. An earthship is essentially a passive solar house that is made of both natural and upcycled materials (such as earth-packed tyres). According to Architecture Republic, ‘an “earthship” is a type of house that exists on the delicious, lunatic-fringe end of the green building world’.
 The fi rst earthships date back to the 1970s and have been tested thoroughly by use. Discarded materials and local building materials determine the buildings and they are designed for off-grid living.
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 of choice did not want to co-operate. It seemed the end of the road until, out of the blue, the convenor received a phone call from a neighbouring local council. They had heard about the idea and were interested to have a conversation.
 In 2008, the local council received state funding towards a feasibility study into the earthship village idea. The participants in the project also contributed fi nancially towards the study. The feasibility study was abstract and focused on earthship case studies, owner building, insurance and fi nance options.
 The results were presented in May 2009 and support for the project was growing. The group recruited new members and an architect was chosen. Architect Michel Post of Orio Architecten (www.orioarchitecten.nl) modifi ed
 the earthship design to meet Dutch conditions (rains, temperature through the year and soil). The roofs are slanted 9° to catch a maximum of sun in winter and very little sun in summer.
 Preparing for construction
 Between 2009 and 2011, the group prepared for construction. Meetings were held for a full day every three weeks; this was called a ‘vision day’. The purpose was to get to know each other and learn how to make decisions together. In addition, there were a number of working groups that met on a weekly basis, including with external parties such as the local council and the architect.
 Work included negotiations about the purchase of the land. The group got the land for a good price, as it was purchased
 Amongst the reasons you do not see more earthships are issues with legislative approval, including approval of the structures. The unusual appearance can also cause concerns, particularly in urban areas. Being aware of these challenges, you can imagine my surprise when I heard about the earthship village in the Netherlands. Given the opportunity, I had to go see this!
 How it started
 In 2005, two people were inspired by an earthship project in Sweden. They started giving public talks and holding information sessions, aiming to form a group of people that would owner build a self-suffi cient earthship project.
 After two years of generating interest, it became clear that the local council
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 before rezoning from agricultural to residential. This meant that they had to provide and pay for services and infrastructure such as sewage, scheme water and street lighting.
 The strong focus on self-suffi ciency meant that the group chose alternative solutions such as reed beds to fi lter waste water before it is released into surface water, dwellings have some type of composting toilet (only the common house is connected to sewage) and street lighting is solar powered. The earthship village also pumps groundwater and fi lters it to meet drinking water safety regulations. Water is tested regularly.
 All homes are connected to the electricity network and are able to feed excess energy back to the grid.
 Demonstration homes
 When construction commenced, the group set itself two main construction goals. The fi rst was to build a large shed to store machinery, equipment and materials; the second was to build a pilot block of two earthship dwellings. This demonstration block would enable them
 to gain experience with the construction method and to get an indication of the required resources and timeline.
 Members were required to contribute at least one day a week towards construction. However, it soon became clear this system was not going to work; it would take too long and be too onerous for the members. Nevertheless, the two demonstration dwellings were completed as initially agreed before drawing conclusions and making changes.
 Reviewing the situationBuilding the two earthship homes in
 the demonstration block made it clear: faster, simpler and less stress were key
 After much deliberation and further research into the various options, at the end of 2013 the group made the diffi cult decisions to:• not proceed with only earthship
 construction but to include straw bale, • engage a builder for the site works and
 footings construction,• work within building teams (instead
 of everyone doing everything), and • stick to the planning no matter what.
 The group continued construction on an owner builder basis by completing the dwellings to lock-up themselves, albeit with paid professional assistance.
 The changes made the project more expensive, which was diffi cult for some members; internal loans were provided to ensure these families could remain with the project.
 Member contributions
 The members were very hands-on during the project and responsible for the project management and decision making. The group adopted sociocracy as their preferred system of governance. Sociacracy is a whole systems governance method that makes collaboration, self-organisation and distributed authority practical and effective; it is based on transparency, inclusiveness and accountability and uses consent decision making. The group invested in education for its members on this type of governance and decision making and stressed the importance of continuously checking in with regard to what is done and whether everyone agrees.
 2014 2015 2016
 ‘New Perspective’
 Block 6 complete
 Start Phase 2
 Campsite removed
 All homes at lockup
 Community House
 Roads, paths and parking
 Green spaces
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 There were a number of working groups. They covered fi nance, communication, labour and facilitation, technology and sociocracy. The roles and responsibilities of these working groups were documented to make clear what the tasks were.
 Initially, there were very strict rules around member contributions. For example, everyone had to provide a set number of owner building days each week. If they couldn’t make it, they had to either fi nd someone else to replace them or pay €100 (approximately A$145). When the decision was made to start building with straw instead of tyres, the members let go of these rules and simply said, ‘just do what you can.’
 All member contributions were voluntary. No fi nancial compensation for time was paid; there was a strong belief that this would not have been appropriate. Reasons included that people’s contributions varied during the project, and that it would have made it unclear what to pay people for and how to value someone’s contribution. The members felt it was important for individuals to make the personal decision that this was something you did on a voluntary basis, with heart and soul and that you were equal to others.
 Remaining homes
 In 2014, the temporary campsite for the members and volunteers was removed and the builder started with the second phase of the construction. At the end of that same year, all dwellings were handed over to the members!
 All dwellings were at lockup stage only and all internals still had to be fi nished,
 including kitchens, fl oors, painting, tiling and the like.
 Mid 2015, the communal building was also completed, again with some additional professional help. At the end of 2015, the parking lot and paths were done and the village no longer resembled a construction site. Work on the common green space and gardens could commence.
 At completion of construction, three of the homes were sold to a housing corporation and are now rented out.
 Lessons learnt
 While it was disappointing to hear that not all dwellings ended up being built as earthships (12 of 24 in total), the resilience and achievements of this group of people provides inspiration and a showcase as to what is possible. Such a project would never have been possible using traditional development models; the self-development approach was key.
 A good relationship with, and support from, the local council was also crucial. But the earthship project paid off. It has generated a lot of interest and has put this little village on the map, no doubt creating a positive spin-off effect for local retail and hospitality businesses. �
 Thanks to Meriam Zijp for input and contribution to this article.
 Eugenie lives and breathes sustainability; her purpose is building sustainable communities. Her personal desire for a more sustainable and community oriented lifestyle led to The Green Swing, which initiates unique, sustainable, and community focused property development projects.
 � The Green Swing
 Creating small scale inner city living environments in Perth that are sustainable, and promote community and creativity.
 0438 718 247, www.thegreenswing.net
 � Olst Earthship Association
 Information about the project; the English version is limited, but has many photos.
 www.aardehuis.nl/en
 � Earthship Biotecture
 USA organisation providing design, build and consultation services.
 www.earthship.org
 � Earthship Ironbank
 B&B and test site for earthship research, located in Ironbank South Australia.
 0450 555 719www.earthshipironbank.com.au
 � Green Fabric
 Co-operative housing project opportunities in Australia.
 0438 718 247, www.greenfabric.com.au
 � Architecture Republic
 Environmentally-aware design, creating sustainable and beautiful Australian spaces.
 0404 654 225www.architecturerepublic.com.au
 Links & resources
 Above left: Tyre walls – fi lled with rammed earth – supporting the roof have been used for 12 of the buildings.Above right: Low power consumption is just one of the results of the outstanding energy performance of the buildings.
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 As Vereniging Aardehuis Oost Nederland, it is our intention to build, work and live in our homes and in our lives, in harmony with nature, in constructive relationships with one another and as a source of inspiration to the world around us.
 This goal is to be realised through the construction of an ecological housing project of self-suffi cient earth houses whereby all aspects of sustainability are taken into consideration and balanced with each forming a harmonious whole.
 Planet – Ecological
 • The project makes optimal use of existing local waste materials, resource commodities and natural processes.
 • Households and communal systems are fully self-suffi cient in terms of energy, water and sanitation requirements.
 • Reducing the carbon footprint of residents to a fraction of the Dutch average.
 People – Social
 ‘Community Living’ where:• solidarity is an underlining
 guiding principle – refl ected in the pursuit of environmentally friendly building and living, accessible to all budgets
 • communal property is shared and cared for collectively
 • mutual respect, open communication and shared responsibility, balanced with individual freedom.
 Profi t – Economical
 • The project has an educational objective to promote sustainable lifestyle choices in general, and CO
 2-neutral building and
 housing in particular.• The project has small scale
 employment and housing combined. This employment is largely created through the creation of educational and recreational projects.
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