
Choosing A Sustainable Future: 

Participative Planning for Rural Counties 

A project for completion of the Master of Arts Degree in Earth Literacy 

St. Mary-of-the-Woods College, Indiana 

Claire A. McGowan, OP, Ph.D. 

July, 2004 

Copyright 2004 

All rights reserved 

ST MARY-OF-THE-WOODS COLLEGE LIBRARY 
ST MARY-OF-THE-WOODS, IN 47876  



For Olivia Jane Karney 

whose wondrous development and much-anticipated birth 
coincided with the birthing of this project. 

May this work contribute to fuller life 
for her, her generation, 

their progeny, 

and the whole sacred community of life 
by which we are all embraced. 

 



Contents 

Words of Thanks 

Introduction 

I. Sustainability — What Is It? 

II. Rural Counties — How Can Sustainability Happen? 

III. A Case in Point - Washington County, Kentucky 

IV. County-Wide Planning for Sustainability — A Proposed Process 

Appendices 

 



Words of Thanks 

It takes a whole village to produce community-oriented research. I am deeply grateful to 

my “village” for the generous support, assistance and encouragement which have made 
this work possible. 

To my religious community, the Dominicans of St. Catharine, Kentucky, whose 

search for truth, commitment to mission, and determination to live simple, 

sustainable community not only energize my life but also motivated this study and 
provided the financial means to undertake it. 

To the Earth Literacy faculty and student community at St.-Mary-of-the-Woods 

College, who have opened up for me the breadth, depth, and urgency of the 
challenge of sustainability. 

To Dr. Mary Lou Dolan, SSJ, director of Earth Literacy and project advisor, 
whose leadership, wisdom, sense of humor, efficiency, flexibility and earnest 

search for the holy have inspired me and also confirmed that ‘the great work’ can 
indeed be fun. 

To Dr. Joy Jensen, SL, whose belief in the project and advice on community 
development got me launched in the right direction and helped me keep the 
course steady throughout. 

To the twenty-four citizens of Washington County who opened their doors and 

their hearts so readily in order to explore with me their community ’s potential for 
a sustainable future. 

To Dr. Ron Marstin, whose generous and able editing skills significantly 

improved the quality of this document, and whose wise guidance has deepened my 
understanding of my own mission. 

To my family and friends for their support, encouragement, and belief in me as we 

have walked the journey of life in all its phases together. In particular, to my 
brother Paul McGowan, whose assistance with Chapter Four was invaluable; to 
Barbara Harrington, OP whose insights expanded my understanding of 
sustainability; to Rose Marie Cummins, OP who taught me much during my 

internship at the Dominican Earth Center at St. Catharine, Kentucky; and to my 

dear friend Dr. Barbara Flores, SCN, whose love, good sense, and boundless 

confidence in my efforts never cease to sustain me .  



Introduction 

As we enter a new millennium, humanity finds itself faced with challenges of 

proportions never previously encountered by our ancestors. In the last 50 years human 

population on planet Earth has grown from 2.5 billion to 6.1 billion. This means that 

between 1950 and 2000, human population growth exceeded the total of the entire four 

million years since we emerged as a distinct species. 

Exponential population growth combined with widespread patterns of 

overconsumption and waste in the industrialized nations has led us to staggering global 

implications. In the words of World Watch Institute founder Lester R. Brown: 

...world grain demand has risen from 640 million tons in 1950 to 1,855 million 

tons in 2000. To satisfy this swelling demand, farmers have plowed land that was 
highly erodible...Each year billions of tons of topsoil are being blown away in 
dust storms or washed away in rainstorms. ..Demand for water has 

tripled... .outstripping the sustainable supply in many countries. ..Fossil fuel use 
quadrupled, setting in motion a rise in carbon emissions that is overwhelming 
nature’s capacity to fix carbon... The sector of the economy that seems likely to 

unravel first is food. Eroding soils, deteriorating rangelands, collapsing fisheries, 
falling water tables, and rising temperatures are converging to make it more 
difficult to expand food production fast enough to keep up with demand. 
(Brown 6-7) 

Adding steadily but subtly to the crisis is the phenomenon of rising global 

temperatures. The sixteen warmest years since record-keeping began in 1880 have all 

occurred since 1980. The three warmest years on record (1998, 2001, 2002) have 

occurred in the last five years. In addition to other effects, higher temperatures reduce 

crop yields: 

As the temperature rises above 94 degrees Fahrenheit, photosynthesis slows, 
dropping to zero for many crops when it reaches 100 degrees Fahrenheit. When 

temperatures. ..are 100 degrees or higher, ... plants suffer from thermal shock and 

dehydration... .Each such day shrinks the harvest....Each one-degree-Celsius rise  



in temperature above the optimum during the growing season reduces grain yields 
by 10 percent. (Brown 8-9) 

The Human Response 

Perhaps more alarming than the global facts themselves is the minimal role they 

seem to play in human consciousness. Since 2001, far more public attention in the 

United States, for example, has been focused on the threat of terrorism, the wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, and the national economy than on the potential collapse of major 

parts of the earth’s ecosystems. As Vinit Allen observed in a recent issue of the Journal 

of the Association of Humanistic Psychology: 

In spite of the abundant and verifiable evidence [of the accelerating rate of 

ecosystem destruction], political leaders continue to be elected, both in this 
country and abroad, who clearly do not have protection of the environment as a 
high priority, and so we drift rapidly toward further impending disasters of 
catastrophic dimensions. (Allen 14) 

Allen, a psychologist, diagnoses the widespread unwillingness to engage the 

imminent ecological crisis as a collective psychological disorder he terms Ecological 

Avoidance Syndrome. He lists the symptoms of the disease as ignorance, denial, 

distraction, cynicism, resignation, and apathy. The root, he believes, is fear: fear that we 

“humans ultimately do not have what it takes to turn the world predicament around.” 

Allen’s prescription for healing is threefold: 

e accurate diagnosis of avoidance strategies 

e getting informed about proposed alternatives, workable designs, and 

blueprints for a sustainable future 

e getting involved with others by making a personal commitment to be part 

of turning the tide wherever we are, starting now (Allen 16)  



The History of Sustainability 

Sustainability is “not a new idea. Many cultures over the course of human 

history have recognized the need for harmony between the environment, society and 

economy” (Sustainable Development Gateway 1). What is new to us is trying to find our 

way to creating that harmony in the context of a global industrial society. 

The Sustainable Development timeline, published by the International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, traces the beginning of the movement toward sustainability in 

the current context to the publication in 1962 of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. The 

following paragraphs trace the development of the movement as summarized in the 

timeline (Sustainable Development Timeline). 

The work of various environmental organizations and other authors in the 1960’s 

led in the 1970’s to the first Earth Day (1970), formation of more environmental 

organizations (Natural Resources Defense Council, Greenpeace, Worldwatch Institute), 

the first UN Conference on the Environment and establishment of the United Nations 

Environment Program (UNEP, 1972), and early environmental legislation (the 

Endangered Species Act, 1973) in the United States. Awareness was further raised by 

new research (Dubos and Ward’s Only One Earth, the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth, 

the International Institute for Environment and Development [IIED]’s report Banking on 

the Biosphere) as well as by such major negative environmental events as the OPEC oil 

crisis, the Amoco Cadiz oil spill, and the Three Mile Island nuclear accident. 

In the 1980°s the U.S. Global 2000 report officially recognized for the first time 

that biodiversity is a critical characteristic of the planetary ecosystem. The United 

Nations and other international organizations sponsored numerous environmental  



conferences and documents, including the Our Common Future (Bruntland) Report 

(1987) which wove together social, economic, cultural, and environmental issues for the 

first time and popularized the term “sustainable development”. World consciousness of 

ecological issues was further raised by the toxic chemical leak in Bhopal (1984), which 

left 10,000 dead and 300,000 injured; drought in Ethiopia (1984) which led to death from 

starvation of hundreds of thousands; the nuclear accident in Chernobyl (1986), which 

generated a massive radioactive explosion, and the Exxon Valzez tanker accident (1989), 

which released eleven million gallons of oil into the ocean near Alaska. During this 

decade also, world scientists first officially recognized a build-up of greenhouse gases in 

the atmosphere which they predicted would lead to global climate change (1985) and 

discovered a hole in the ozone layer near Antarctica (1985). 

In the 1990’s the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992) reached agreements on 

Agenda 21, biological diversity, climate change, and forest principles. In 1997 the UN 

General Assembly review of progress since the Earth Summit (Earth Summit +5) 

determined that little progress had been made in implementing Agenda 21 and ended 

without significant new commitments. During this decade the Canadian east coast 

fisheries collapsed (1991), hundreds of oil fires burned out of control in Iraq (1991), Asia 

experienced massive fires and collapse of its financial markets (1997), controversy 

erupted over genetically modified food products (1998), and unusually severe weather 

devastated parts of China, Central America and Europe. 

By 2000 global urbanization had increased to the point that almost half the 

world’s population was living in cities that occupy less than 2 percent of the Earth’s land 

surface but use 75% of its resources. The number of known species threatened with  



extinction had risen to 11,046, and the first extinction in several centuries of a member of 

the Primate Order, to which human beings belong, was declared. 

Sustainability in Rural Counties 

This project is one small attempt to break the silent social pact of “ecological 

avoidance syndrome” by providing practical tips designed to enable ordinary people to 

join forces to help create a sustainable future. It focuses deliberately on the small and 

the local. This choice results from the recognition that working to create a sustainable 

future is akin to eating an elephant: if it is to be accomplished at all, it must be eaten one 

small bite at a time. 

I have chosen in these pages to propose a tentative path for citizens in rural 

counties who seek to work together to create a sustainable future. I have focused my 

attention on rural counties for a number of reasons. On a personal level, I live in a rural 

area whose natural wonders and ways of life I cherish deeply and long to preserve. 

Second, because they still enjoy large expanses of open land, rural counties are the places 

where we still have the possibility of preserving the natural world. Third, rural counties 

control the sources of the world’s food supply. And finally, the social fabric of rural 

counties is small enough and often sufficiently intact to allow the community to 

participate fully in shaping efforts for a sustainable future. 

Chapter One will focus on exploring what sustainability means in all its 

complexity. Chapter Two investigates theoretical resources of community organization 

and community development theory in order to explore how rural communities might be 

assisted to embrace the changes sustainability will require. Chapter Three looks in depth 

at a particular rural county’s assets and potential for moving toward sustainability, first  



from a factual perspective and then through the eyes of two dozen of its residents. 

Chapter Four presents suggestions for practical steps which interested persons might use 

to lead a county toward choosing a sustainable future. 
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Chapter One 

Sustainability: What Is It? 

We stand at a critical moment in Earth’s history, a time when humanity must choose its future. 

As the world becomes increasingly interdependent and fragile, 

the future at once holds great peril and great promise. 

To move forward we must recognize that in the midst of 

a magnificent diversity of cultures and life forms 

we are one human family and one Earth community with a common destiny. 

We must join together to bring forth a sustainable global society 

founded on respect for nature, universal human rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace. 

Preamble, The Earth Charter 

“We must join together to bring forth a sustainable global society,” urges the 

Preamble to the Earth Charter, “a sustainable global society founded on respect for 

nature, universal human rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace.” What is a 

sustainable society? How would we know if we had one? And if we determined that our 

global society was not sustainable, how would we ever achieve sustainability unless we 

understood clearly what “sustainable” meant? 

Derived from the Latin verb sustinere (sus-, from below and tenere, to hold), to 

sustain literally means to “hold from below”. To sustain a society is to hold it by its 

roots, enabling it to embrace and be embraced by the deep sources that guarantee its long- 

term survival. 

The most common definition of sustainability in the literature is that in Qur 

Common Future, the 1987 report of the United Nations World Commission on 

Environment and Development (known as the Brundtland Commission Report in 

recognition of its chair, Gro Harlem Brundtland, first woman prime minister of Norway 

and international leader): “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs  



of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (Our Common Future 43). 

Another useful definition comes from the president of Context Institute: 

“Sustainability refers to the ability of a society, ecosystem, or any such ongoing system to 

continue functioning into the indefinite future without being forced into decline through 

exhaustion... of key resources” (Gilman 1). 

The philosophy of the Sustainability Institute, founded by the late Donella 

Meadows in 1996, adds additional insight to the meaning of sustainability: 

We believe that unsustainability does not arise out of ignorance, irrationality or 

greed. It is largely the collective consequence of rational, well-intended decisions 
made by people caught up in systems — ranging from families and communities to 

corporations, governments and economies — that make it difficult or impossible to act 
in ways that are fully responsible to all those affected in the present and to future 

generations. . . . Sustainable development focuses on improving the quality of life for 

all of the Earth's citizens without increasing the use of natural resources beyond the 
capacity of the environment to supply them indefinitely. It requires an understanding 

that inaction has consequences and that innovative means are needed to change 
institutional structures and influence individual behaviour. [Sustainability] is about 
taking action, changing policy and practice at all levels, from the individual to the 
international. (Sustainability Institute 1) 

With respect to agriculture, sustainable describes farming systems that are 

“capable of maintaining their productivity and usefulness to society indefinitely. Such 

systems. ..are resource-conserving, socially supportive, commercially competitive, and 

environmentally sound.” According to the US Congress (in the 1990 Farm Bill), 

sustainable agriculture means “an integrated system of plant and animal production 

practices ... that will, over the long term: 

e satisfy human food and fiber needs 

e enhance environmental quality and the natural resource base upon which the 
agricultural economy depends  



e make the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and on-farm resources 

and integrate, where appropriate, natural biological cycles and controls 

¢ sustain the economic viability of farm operations 

e enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole. (Gold 4) 

As is evident from the above, sustainability is not a simple concept, but one that 

reflects growing human understanding of the complexity and interdependence of systems 

on our planet and in the universe. Moreover, the concept of sustainability itself is 

evolving in human consciousness at this time in history in many regions of the world. 

Thinking about sustainability requires us to go beyond our society’s prevailing 

image of the machine: the notion of separate and distinct elements relating mechanically 

to create a whole. Sustainability refers not to the interdependence of parts of a machine, 

but to human, biological, and natural systems in relationships of extraordinary and often 

mysterious complexity: relationships that enable life itself to continue and evolve. The 

question of sustainability, then, is one of mutual enhancement: does the encounter of this 

being, group, or natural system with another being, group, or natural system, lead to both 

partners being fuller, better, more alive? (Harrington) 

Disturbing evidence suggests that planet Earth at this time is dangerously close to, 

if not beyond, the limits of sustainability: 

The alarms include climatic change, disappearing biodiversity, falling human 

sperm counts, troubling slowdowns in food production after decades of rapid 

expansion, the beginning of serious international tensions over basic needs like 

water. Wild storms, floods, and eerie changes in weather patterns are but the first 
visible harbingers of more serious trouble to come, trouble for which we are not 
adequately prepared (Atkisson, 2001 12). 

The concept of sustainability is also closely linked to the concept of time 

(Harrington). Joanna Macy, philosopher, teacher, and deep ecologist, puts it this way:  



“Humans today] hardly know what one generation means in terms of our 

planning. We tend to think in terms of the last quarter of the fiscal year... The 
moral will to care [for the future] depends on lengthening the time-span we allow 

ourselves to inhabit. 

Macy has developed, and leads, group methods which enable humans to enter into 

“deep time work,” to expand consciousness beyond “the shrinking time box in which our 

culture encloses us.” This practice involves learning to image time not as a straight line, 

but as intersecting and simultaneous cones that represent present, past, and future. Only 

by learning to feel future beings with us in some way in the present will humans be able 

to learn to make personal and collective decisions with future generations in mind. In 

other words, only by expanding our sense of time will we be able to create sustainability. 

“Whether we are talking about truth, or something like the seeds that we need to maintain 

a varied agriculture, what more important task do we have but to guard these things for 

the sake of future beings — to carry them forward? (Atkisson 1991 20). Macy describes 

her work as “The Great Turning from an industrial growth society to a life-sustaining 

civilization” (Macy 1). 

The Catholic Bishops of Appalachia, in their 1995 pastoral message At Home in 

the Web of Life, define sustainable communities as “communities where people and the 

rest of nature can live together in harmony and not rob future generations” (Catholic 

Bishops 3). One of their basic principles is that “our economic life must put back into the 

social and ecological community as much as it takes out, so that our communities will be 

sustainable for future generations” (37).  



Spirituality: A Fourth Dimension of Sustainability 

Human communities cannot be confident of their long-term well-being apart from 

a healthy environment, strong and just social relationships, and a wholesome economy. 

These three elements are interdependent. For example, economic development that 

ignores the consequences of inequitable distribution of wealth will inevitably lead to 

increasing crime, violence, and repression. Social development which ignores the limits 

of the environment’s capacity to offer water, food, energy, clean air, natural habitats 

which promote plant and animal biodiversity will inevitably lead to human hunger, 

disease, and decreasing life expectancy as well as to the general degradation of the planet. 

Environmental regulations which do not take into account the socio-economic needs of 

the humans who live in a region will inevitably lead to poverty, hostility, and general 

social upheaval, which in turn will become destructive of both economy and 

environment. Sustainability is “a paradigm for thinking about a future in which 

environmental, social and economic considerations are balanced in the pursuit of an 

improved quality of life” (McKeown 8). 

While environment, society, and economy are typically identified in the literature 

as the three legs supporting the stool of sustainable community, a fourth leg should be 

recognized as well: the dimension of spirituality. Spirituality is the sense that life is 

characterized by a depth and mystery that goes beyond the obvious. Whether or not it is 

expressed in the language of a religious tradition, spirituality grows out of the interaction 

of individuals and communities with the experience of sacred mystery as they live their 

lives, engage the larger issues, define their values, and make choices.  



At a surface level, it can appear that a community will always defend its own 

interests in the face of wider needs and a present generation will look out for itself 

without regard for future generations. But such a view fails to recognize the potential of 

spirituality to connect people at deep levels. Spirituality makes it possible for 

communities and individuals to become increasingly conscious of living on a planet and 

in a universe in which all systems—human, biological, and geological —affect one 

another. That sense that we live not just in a war zone or a marketplace but within a 

sacred space is the sense that is nourished by spirituality. It is a sense that can be 

awakened and that, once awakened, is the wellspring that will give us the energy to 

choose a sustainable future. 

Joanna Macy, describing the components of training for the Guardianship Project, 

an effort she has shaped to work with groups attempting to protect the world from the 

dangers of nuclear waste, refers to spirituality as perhaps the most important strand of the 

training because it is often the most neglected: 

We need to find the deep roots of our motivation, to reassess and redefine our 
most deeply held values. We need values that are life-sustaining. And we need to 

learn how to cultivate our strength to uphold them by looking to the spiritual 
traditions of our planet — the ones to which we were born as well as others 
(Atkisson, 1991 24). 

The Preamble to the Earth Charter, in the section headed Universal 

Responsibility, challenges all to the spiritual dimensions of sustainability: 

To realize these aspirations, we must decide to live with a sense of universal 

responsibility, identifying ourselves with the whole Earth community as well as 

our local communities... Everyone shares responsibility for the present and future 

well-being of the human family and the larger living world. The spirit of human 

solidarity and kinship with all life is strengthened when we live with reverence for  



the mystery of being, gratitude for the gift of life, and humility regarding the 

human place in nature. (Earth Charter 1) 

The final section of the Charter also calls for embracing the conversion of mind, 

heart, imagination and action that is at the heart of all the great spiritual traditions: 

As never before in history, common destiny beckons us to seek a new 

beginning... This requires a change of mind and heart. It requires a new sense of 
global interdependence and universal responsibility. We must imaginatively 

develop and apply the vision of a sustainable way of life locally, nationally, 
regionally, and globally. Our cultural diversity is a precious heritage and different 

cultures will find their own distinctive ways to realize the vision. We must 
deepen and expand global dialogue...for we have much to learn from the ongoing 

collaborative search for truth and wisdom... We must find ways to harmonize 
diversity with unity, the exercise of freedom with the common good, short-term 

objectives with long-term goals. Every individual, family, organization, and 
community has a vital role to play. (Earth Charter 6) 

Mikhail Gorbachev, former leader of the Soviet Union and current chair of Green 

Cross International, made the connections in a recent article for the Spanish newspaper 

El Pais: 

...we must replace the overriding culture of violence and conflict with a new 

culture of peace. This means not just strengthening and democratizing our 
institutions of peace and security to better respond to and prevent violence, war 
and conflict. It means developing, at all levels and in all spheres of life, a 

complex of attitudes, values, beliefs and patterns of behavior that promote not just 

the peaceful settlement of conflict, but as well, the quest for mutual 
understanding, and opportunity for individuals to live harmoniously with each 

other and the larger community of life. Above all, it means promoting a new 
global security and sustainability ethic. (Gorbachev 2) 

Sustainable Counties 

Since the specific focus of this study is sustainability at the county level, attention 

has been given to the literature related to sustainable counties. Not a great deal of 

information is available. The sparse information uncovered tends to have been published 

in the mid-1990’s, with little new material on sustainable counties since 2000. A  



promising section of the website of the International Council for Local Environmental 

Initiatives (ICLEI), launched in 1990 at the World Congress of Local Governments for a 

Sustainable Future, is “Tools for a Sustainable Community: One-Stop Guide for US 

Local Governments,” produced by the President’s Council on Sustainable Development 

(PSCD) in 1996 . The PSCD appears to have been completely discontinued by the 

current federal administration, since no new information has been added to the website 

since 2000. 

The ICLEI web page introduces a link to the National Association of Counties 

(NACo) in the United States. The website of the International Institute on Sustainable 

Development also offers a link to NACo. Through this link one finds a 1995 document 

outlining 10 Principles of Sustainable Development for the county level. The principles 

are as follows: 

1. Interdependence: To care for our communities, our decisions must not be short- 

sighted or negligent of our economic development; the natural, cultural and historic 
resources that our people and economy depend upon; and the ability to care for our 
people in an equitable way. 

2. Collaboration: County government will collaborate with other local authorities, 

regional, federal and state government, industry, not-for-profit organizations and our 
citizens, to ensure healthy and sustainable community development. 

3. Stewardship: County government is responsible for managing our resources through 
planned use in the present, to ensure continued use in the future. 

4. Diversity: Counties are responsible for governing a diversified, balanced economy 
based on naturally and socially diverse communities. 

5. Prevention: Counties have the capacity to prevent community instability by 
considering the broader implications of community decision-making and by avoiding 
problems instead of reacting to them.  
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6. Equity: County governments must actively balance economic, social and ethnic needs 
to create economically viable and sustainable communities by granting all community 

members access to information, resources and decision-making. 

7. Effectiveness: County government is committed to effective use of its human and 

natural capital to develop economically so that human, cultural, historical and natural 
resources are used and managed efficiently and for the greater good of the community. 

8. Education: County government is accountable to the community it serves and has a 
responsibility to facilitate the flow of information within its community, to learn from 

others and to promote awareness among its citizens. 

9. Flexibility: Counties recognize that implementing sustainability means different things 

in different communities. Counties are committed to demonstrating the flexibility, 
through the use of outside tools or incentive programs, necessary for each community to 

achieve locally defined sustainable development goals. 

10. Responsibility: 7o obtain sustainable development, all community members are 

responsible for contributing to and maintaining economic stability, social equity and a 
healthy environment in the present and for the future. (NACo) 

Measuring County Sustainability 

Given the complexity of the concept of sustainability, it is a significant challenge for 

county communities to evaluate their current level of sustainability. In order to set goals 

for greater sustainability, a county must be able to measure how sustainable it is at 

present. What indicators effectively measure sustainability? 

In 1996, the Izaak Walton League of America attempted to educate US high school 

students for the “emerging community sustainability movement” and “environmental 

action skills that [would] facilitate their participation” by publishing Community 

Sustainability: A Mini-Curriculum for Grades 9-12 (Hren & Hren 4). Included in this 

text is a set of indicators that are drawn from the municipal plans of several local US 

communities. These indicators are recommended to measure the sustainability of a local  



community. The authors list five characteristics of adequate community sustainability 

indicators: 

1) Results. Where possible, indicators should measure results rather than efforts, 

achievement rather than programs and expenditures. 

2) Comparability. Communities should be able to compare their indicators with one 

another, which requires using standard measurements and making data easy to 

understand. 

3) Long-range reliability. Indicators should be reliable for up to two decades or 
more, a typical time frame for strategic planning. 

4) Accessibility. Indicator data should be relatively easy to gather and analyze at 
regular intervals (a year, two years, five years). 

5) Documentation. Indicators should come from reliable sources, such as official 

records or commissioned research. (Hren & Hren 32) 

The following set of community sustainability indicators is recommended by Hren and 

Hren (32): 

eo Total population with annual growth rate 

Percent of population eighteen and older voting in elections 

Percent of students receiving formal environmental education 

Percent of student receiving population education 

Pounds of solid waste landfilled per capita per year 

Electricity consumption from nonrenewable sources per capita per year 

Days with the Air Quality Index (AQI) in the good range 

Acres of land available for agriculture 

Percentage of samples per year of rivers and streams meeting US 

Environmental Protection Agency in-stream water quality standards 

Acres of natural, restored and human-created wetlands  



eo Acres of forestland 

e Biodiversity as measured by the number of species in an annual bird count 

The primary advantage of this particular set of indicators is that all of them can be 

measured by using official sources such as government data. The disadvantage is that 

this set of indicators focuses heavily on the environmental dimensions of sustainability 

and not sufficiently on its social, economic and spiritual aspects. More work will be 

needed to create indicators which reflect an adequate balance of the environmental, 

social, economic, and spiritual dimensions of community sustainability. 
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Chapter Two 

Rural Counties: How Can Sustainability Happen? 

We are in an unusual predicament as a global civilization. 

The maximum that is politically feasible, even the maximum that is politically imaginable right now, 

still falls short of the minimum that is scientifically and ecologically necessary. 

Al Gore, 1992 

It is my observation that most people wish there were leadership, or an organization, 

that would assist them in changing those aspects of their society which cry out for change... 

Often in order to maintain stability, people bury their ideas 

and their desire to work for change in a self-protective mechanism. 

What looks like apathy is actually fear of caring too much, 

and what looks like denial is anger at helplessness. 

Fran Peavey 

The term rural is commonly used and variously defined. Broadly understood, 

rural can be a subjective state of mind, characteristic of country life, a way of life in 

which agriculture is a significant part of the economy, or a state of living in which the 

human population is sparse and well separated from one another. Objectively, rural can 

be a quantitative measure of human population. The Center for Rural Pennsylvania has 

created a simple way of establishing whether an county should be considered urban or 

rural: if the population density of a county, city or town is less than the average 

population density of the state (in Pennsylvania 274 persons per square mile), it is 

considered rural; if higher than the average, it is considered urban (Rural/Urban PA 1). 

The federal government uses three distinct methods of distinguishing rural from 

urban: one from the US Bureau of the Census, another from the White House Office of 

Management and Budget, and a third from the Department of Agriculture’s Economic 

Research Service. In March 2002, the Bureau of the Census released new criteria for  
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defining urban and rural areas based on the results of Census 2000 (What Is Rural? 1-2). 

The basic concept is that “rural includes open country and small settlements of less than 

2,500 persons.” Under these new criteria, Farming-Dependent Counties are those in 

which “15 percent or more of average annual labor and proprietors’ earnings were 

derived from farming during 1998-2000 or 15 percent or more of employed residents 

worked in farm occupations in 2000” (Measuring Rurality 2). 

As noted in the Introduction, rural counties are of great strategic importance in the 

movement for a sustainable future. Because the literature on sustainability has tended to 

focus on large cities and more prosperous towns (eg. Donahue, McKibben, Shutkin), the 

importance of the rural county to global sustainability efforts can be easily overlooked. 

In the first place, rural counties are the geo-political entities which still enjoy large 

expanses of open land, wildlife, biodiversity, and all the other benefits, material and 

spiritual, offered by open space. There is still opportunity within them to preserve the 

natural world. Secondly, rural counties control the future of the global food-supply. And 

thirdly, because of their relatively small populations, rural communities enable citizens to 

connect at a personal level in ways far less possible in the anonymous city. These 

personal connections can be the foundation for the face-to-face participation needed to 

shape strategies for a sustainable future. That potential will be the focus of this chapter. 

Community Organizing and Community Development 

Rural communities aiming to work together for a sustainable future have many 

resources from which to draw. Six are highlighted below as particularly useful:  



1) Rubin and Rubin. Community Organizing and Community Development. (Second 

Edition) 

In their classic 1992 text, Rubin and Rubin affirm that “the message of organizing 

is that a better world is achievable if people work together as a community” (Rubin & 

Rubin 2). They define community as “both the place in which organizing occurs and 

the group among which organizing is happening...In either case, community implies 

social integration, that is, the issues and bonds that link people together” (82). 

According to the Rubins, social integration is based on either affect or interest. 

People linked by affect tend to feel a certain way; those linked by interest have made 

certain choices. Ethnic ties, nationality, religion of birth and neighborhood or village 

ties are examples of affective linkages; ties of interest result from such individual choices 

as who to socialize with, what bank to invest in, or what hobby to take up. “People are 

linked by both affect and interest, but the mixture may vary from setting to setting” (83). 

Five types of community are identified: 

1) The neighborhood. People are linked by physical territory. They live in the 

same place, share a life-style, face similar problems, and have comparable 

resources. Because people feel less loyalty to their neighborhood than to their 

work, church, or relatives, they may withdraw from a neighborhood if it fails 

to serve their needs. 

The solidarity community. People of a common heritage, ethnicity, religion, 

or language choose to remain together and, in doing so, exclude those of other 

ethnic or religious groups. Members of a solidarity group feel loyalty to the 

group because it is part of their self-definition, but it is uncertain whether  
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these bonds can be relied on for collective action. A variant of the solidarity 

community is the traditional community in which people are linked by 

affective bonds reinforced by shared neighborhood. 

Social class. People are brought together by what they do for a living and 

how much they own. They typically have similar attitudes and enjoy similar 

power. 

Social network. Members are related through sharing help and information on 

a particular issue. Network ties can be based on shared affect or shared 

interest, but they are stronger to the degree that they include both. Networks 

based on shared interests tend to be easier to organize than those based on 

affect only. 

Community of interest. In a community of interest people recognize shared 

problems and act together to resolve them. Working together strengthens 

affective bonds, and stronger affective bonds energize joint action. A 

community of interest is the ideal product of community organizing (83-88). 

A rural county whose members choose to work together for a sustainable future 

can combine the strengths of the neighborhood community and the community of 

interest, a potentially powerful force for change. 

Rubin and Rubin define community organizing as “bringing people together to 

combat shared problems and to increase their say about decisions that affect their lives.” 

They describe community development as “people forming their own organizations to 

provide a long-term capacity for problem solving” (Rubin & Rubin 3). They articulate  



five goals for community organizing and development: 

i Improving the quality of life by resolving shared problems. 

2. Reducing social inequities caused by poverty, racism, and sexism. 

. Exercising and preserving democratic values. 

. Enabling people to achieve their potential as individuals. 

. Creating a sense of community in which people feel more efficacious as 
individuals and as part of a broader society. 

It is a mistake, Rubin and Rubin stress, to try to accomplish any one of these goals 

of community at the expense of another. The goals are interdependent: to create 

community all of them must be included and balanced. Moreover, the means used to 

reach the goals must be consistent with the goals themselves. For example, they write, 

“authoritarian decision-making in organizations striving to achieve a more democratic 

society not only sounds contradictory, it is unlikely to work” (Rubin & Rubin 10). 

Recall from Chapter One the four legs supporting the stool of sustainable 

community: environment, society, economy and spirituality. While community 

organizing as described by Rubin and Rubin is focused on the social, their five goals have 

environmental, economic, and spiritual implications as well. 

2) Dobson. The Troublemaker’s Teaparty: A Manual for Effective Citizen Action. 

The Troublemaker’s Teaparty is a Canadian text originally published as The 

Citizen’s Handbook: A Guide to Building Community and now revised. While the name 

change might lessen its appeal to conservative rural readers, the book is nevertheless 

packed with useful information.  



Dobson opens with a strong appeal for active local citizenship: 

At the beginning of the new millennium we face a range of large and difficult 
problems. What we need to address these problems are more active citizens— 
people motivated by an interest in public issues, and a desire to make a difference 

beyond their own private lives. Active citizens are a great untapped resource, and 
citizenship is a quality to be nurtured. (Dobson 1) 

Dobson adds to the Rubins’ articulation of the principles of community 

development the important concept of “social capital” -- the “networks, norms, and social 

trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation among people for mutual benefit” 

(Shutkin 30). Social capital is the essential seed of social organization as well as its 

abundant fruit. In the absence of adequate social capital, little in a community can 

change for the better. 

Dobson quotes Robert Putnam, author of Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 

Revival of American Community: “Social capital refers to connections among 

individuals—social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise 

from them.” Social capital “derives roughly from the amount of political engagement, 

the density of social networks, the level of participation in religious and civic 

organizations, and the degree of social trust” (Dobson 3). 

Dobson also notes that Putnam’s research uncovers decline in the United States in 

recent decades in most of the measurable indicators of social capital: membership in 

civic groups like the Lions and the Kiwanis; participation in political campaign activities; 

attendance at public meetings; church attendance; membership in unions and professional 

organizations; social visiting; entertaining at home; informal socializing during the 

workday; charitable giving; family dinners; attendance at rallies; letters to the editor;  
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membership in clubs and leagues (4). As we will see in Chapter Three, interviews with 

citizens of one rural county indicate that greater reserves of social capital may continue to 

exist in rural counties than in the urban and suburban communities surveyed by Putnam. 

Indeed, social capital may be the most valuable resource available to rural counties 

seeking to create a sustainable future. 

Dobson’s chapters “Designing and Running a Project” (45-56) and “Strategic 

Action” (111-122) will be of particular interest for those working with rural counties on 

sustainability. However, the entire book contains a wealth of clear, well-organized and 

practical tips. 

3) Parachini and Covington: The Community Organizing Toolbox 

For its brevity, accessibility (it is available free from the web), and succinctness, 

The Community Organizing Toolbox is another useful resource for those interested in 

promoting sustainability at the level of the rural county. Developed in 2001 by a 

coalition of foundations, the Toolbox is intended as a framework for grantmakers for 

“developing, expanding and fine-tuning funding of community organizing.” 

The Toolbox offers one of the fullest and clearest available definitions of 

community organizing: 

Community organizing is a values-based process by which people — most often 
low- and moderate-income people previously absent from decision-making 

tables—are brought together in organizations to jointly act in the interest of their 
communities and the common good. Ideally, in the participatory process of 

working for needed changes, people involved in community organizing groups 
learn how to take greater responsibility for the future of their communities. 

(Parachini and Covington 1) 

The Toolbox borrows from Borgos and Douglas (Borgos) four key principles for 

community organizing:  



e A participative culture. Community organizing groups devote considerable time 

and resources to enlarging the skills, knowledge and responsibilities of their 

members because they view participation as an end it itself. “Never do for others 

what they can do for themselves” is considered the iron rule of organizing. 

Inclusiveness. As a matter of principle, community organizing groups are 

generally committed to developing membership and leadership from a broad 

spectrum of the community, including those who have traditionally been “absent 

from the table”-- communities of color, low-income constituencies, immigrants, 

sexual minorities and youth. 

Breadth of mission and vision. Strong community organizing groups are able to 

integrate a diverse set of issues and link them to a larger vision of the common 

good. This function of bringing people and issues together is important because 

it has been largely abandoned by political parties, churches, schools and other 

civic institutions. 

Critical perspective. Because community organizing groups seek to change 

policies and institutions that are not working, they can be viewed in some contexts 

as polarizing. It helps to remember that while a critical stance may generate 

conflict, it can also stimulate participation and sharpen political discourse in ways 

that lead to deeper forms of social collaboration. 

Especially in the initial stages of pondering how to gather citizens to work 

together for a sustainable future, the Toolbox offers an alternative to the style of 

planning and decision-making often used in rural counties.  



4) Kretzmann and McKnight, Building Communities from the Inside Out 

While traditional community development strategies have begun with assessment 

of needs, problems, and deficiencies — the negative realities of a community-- this 

innovative and upbeat guidebook advocates asset-based community development. The 

authors assert that community building “starts with the process of locating the assets, 

skills and capacities of residents, citizens associations, and local institutions” 

(Kretzmann & McKnight 1). The book offers practical tools for mapping a community’s 

social assets and making them available for better use (see Appendix 1 for Community 

Assets Map). The authors see the community’s assets as located within three distinct 

levels: individuals, civic associations, and institutions. 

Individuals. Kretzmann and McKnight offer an Individual Capacity Inventory 

(19-25) whose purpose is to help individuals to uncover and release their own capacity to 

contribute to the community. To be practically useful, this tool would need to be 

abbreviated if it were to be used widely in rural county sustainability efforts. A special 

feature of the section on individuals is the attention given to efforts to discover the unique 

gifts of those often overlooked in building community: young people, people with 

disabilities, elderly people, and artists. 

Civic associations. Defined simply as “groups of citizens working together,” 

civic associations are usually groups of local citizens voluntarily joined together with a 

vision of a common goal. The members create the vision and are the key people in doing 

the work to solve the problem or achieve the goal. “A powerful community is a place 

where all kinds of different work is being done by local citizens” (109). A 

“Neighborhood Map of Associations” is offered as a tool for charting all the formal and  
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informal working associations in a local community (110). According to Kretzmann and 

McKnight, 

these associations, together with the capacities of individuals, are the basic 

community-building tools of local neighborhoods...An effective process of 
regenerating local communities requires an organization that identifies and 

involves as many of these associations as possible in creating and implementing 
a vision for the local community (110). 

Three methods are offered for identifying the associations within a community: 

surveying newspapers, directories and other printed sources; talking to people at local 

institutions (eg. parks, libraries and churches); and conducting a telephone survey of local 

residents. Community associations are mapped for two purposes: to recognize the kinds 

of community work already being performed and to estimate their potential to take on 

new responsibility. Because of the abundance of their resources for community-building, 

special attention is paid to the capacity of local religious institutions, especially to 

potential partnerships between religious organizations and other civic associations and 

institutions. 

Institutions. Every community includes some combination of three types of 

formal institutions: public, private, and not-for-profit. Public institutions include 

schools, parks, libraries, police stations, social service agencies, and community 

hospitals. Private institutions include stores, businesses, banks, industries, legal, medical 

and dental practices, funeral homes, and other for-profit corporations. Not-for-profit 

institutions include private schools, hospitals, religious institutions, and other service 

agencies. From a community assessment perspective, institutions themselves are 

collections of assets: “They bring together people with different skills, buildings, 

equipment, budgets, relationships with other institutions, etc.” (171). With good planning  
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and partnering, some of these institutional assets may be made available for community- 

building efforts, because “creative leaders of these institutions have begun to realize their 

own stake in the well-being of their local community, and their own, often unused 

capacity to contribute to the social, physical, and economic health of their neighborhood” 

(171). 

Kretzmann and McKnight offer and describe five steps that could help mobilize 

an entire community’s assets around a vision and a plan: 

eo Map completely the capacities and assets of individuals, civic associations and 

local institutions 

Build relationships among local assets for mutually beneficial problem-solving 

with the community 

Mobilize the community’s assets fully for economic development and 

information-sharing purposes 

Convene as broadly representative a group as possible for the purposes of 

building a community vision and plan 

Leverage activities, investments and resources from outside the community to 

support asset-based, locally-defined development (345). 

Because of its accent on the positive and its determination to begin from what is 

already strong and solid, the Kretzmann-McKnight asset-based community development 

model has excellent potential for sustainable community efforts in rural counties. The 

challenge simply to understand the multiple levels of meaning involved in sustainability 

is daunting enough. As it becomes clear that significant lifestyle changes will be 

required, sustainability can seem quite overwhelming indeed. Communities which begin  
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this exploration with a positive assessment of who they are and what they already have 

going for them will be far more likely to be sustained for the journey than will those who 

focus primarily on their deficiencies. 

5) Hoff, Sustainable Community Development 

The fifth of the resources in the “especially useful” category for rural county 

sustainability work is Marie D. Hoff’s 1998 book: Sustainable Community 

Development: Studies in Economic, Environmental, and Cultural Revitalization. In her 

introductory chapter to this global anthology, Hoff points to the deep changes in 

dominant social values (especially the values of individualism, consumerism, and 

competition) that will be required in the advanced industrialized societies in order to 

achieve sustainability. Given the depth of threat involved in such changes, Hoff observes 

that it is highly unlikely that local community members will change their values “without 

substantial engagement in the process of conscientization (consciousness raising, critical 

thinking) and decision making. ..Participatory planning is essential to development of the 

values which must undergird sustainable development” (Hoff 11). Moreover, she notes, 

participation in decision-making will help to foster the mutual trust necessary to enter 

into communal solutions to problems and needs, and to provide for the cultural continuity 

essential to preserve the healthy diversity of human communities (12). 

Hoff notes the emphasis in the sustainable development literature on local 

initiatives for economic development and for environmental renewal and protection: 

Both evaluation research and practical experience suggest that local ownership 

and participation in planning to solve local problems do maximize lasting 
improvement in the quality of community life. Representative and responsible 

governance ... requires that sustainability initiatives foster dense social  
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relationships [italics added] as the foundation from which to attack and solve the 

practical problems of economy and environment. (Hoff 15) 

Hoff leaves it to the local community, based on its unique situation and windows 

of opportunity, to prioritize where to begin, but lists the following as some of the 

challenges that must be taken into account when local communities plan for 

sustainability: 

More attention to the family as the basic social unit which must be supported for 

an economically and environmentally sustainable future 

Reduction of unemployment, underemployment and destitution 

Non-coercive approaches to population control and active promotion of 

development opportunities for girls and women 

Protection of clean air and water, arable land, and food crops 

Reversal of the rapid extinction of species and measures to protect and enhance 

the biodiversity of local ecosystems 

Development of energy and transportation systems that rely on soft-path, 

renewable sources and phase out dependence on fossil and nuclear energy 

sources 

Redesign of residential areas, including reducing and reusing waste materials, 

fostering local agriculture and green space, encouragement of denser living 

patterns, and human-scale building design (Hoff 16) 

Perhaps even more important, Hoff stresses the centrality of learning/education as a 

foundation for sustainable development: 

Popular education and consciousness-raising (critical thinking skills) should be a 

foundational component of every community ’s sustainability planning.  



Sustainable development is a concept and a social change methodology that is 
profoundly humanistic in its emphasis on the human factor in development. Thus 

the educational component of initiatives also should incorporate arts, humanities, 
and social science perspectives (Hoff 17). 

6) Hibbard and Harker, An Introduction to Sustainable Community Development 

Finally, we cannot overlook the resources for sustainable community 

development available by way of the internet. A recent Google search indicated more 

than 3 million items under the entry “sustainable community development”. The sheer 

volume of the material can be overwhelming. 

An excellent place for rural counties to begin is with the first item on this Google 

list: the webpage for the organization “Communities by Choice,” a part of the 

Sustainable Development Resource Network (“Communities...). This group offers a free 

web-booklet introducing the basic concepts of sustainable community development in 

language that is simple, clear and attractive: An Introduction to Sustainable Community 

Development (Hibberd & Harker). Its pages are gently illustrated with original art. The 

booklet defines the three E’s of sustainability: 

Sustainable community development is a process and a capacity to make 
decisions that consider the long-term economy, ecology and equity of all 

communities. The goal of sustainable community development is to build 

sustainable communities: communities with the ability to remain healthy and 
prosperous over the long term. (Hibberd & Harker 5) 

Hibberd and Harker identify and describe five traits that characterize sustainable 

communities. Such communities: 

e Value and respect all people 

e Cultivate trusting relationships among people, organizations and institutions 

e Cooperate for the common good  



e Provide opportunities for communication and learning 

e Seek to develop and not just to grow. 

The booklet also offers ten steps to help communities who choose to follow the path of 

sustainable community development. These steps will be integrated within Chapter Five. 

In summary, persons who seek resources to help lead rural counties to choose a 

sustainable future can draw from a wide variety of written materials on the themes of 

community organizing, community development, and sustainable community 

development. In the following chapter, we will examine in detail a particular rural 

county as we seek to understand better how these themes are experienced by real people 

in a real rural county. 
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Chapter Three 

A Case in Point: Washington County, Kentucky 

In our present times, we believe, the mighty wind of God’s Spirit is stirring up people’s imaginations 

to find new ways of living together, based especially on the full community of all life, 
including love of all nature and love of the poor. 

We call these new ways the rooted path of sustainable communities. 

Catholic Bishops of Appalachia 

The Great Work of our time is to carry out the transition 

from a period of human devastation of the Earth 

to a period when humans would be present to the planet in a mutually beneficial manner. 

Thomas Berry 

The potential for sustainable community development in rural counties can be 

usefully explored by examining in detail the reality of a single rural county. For the 

purposes of this study, the rural county selected was Washington County, Kentucky, in 

the United States of America. The information is presented in two parts: objective 

demographic data gleaned from a variety of written sources, and subjective data gleaned 

from personal interviews with citizens of the county. 

Part One: Demographic Data 

The Natural World of Washington County 

Land 

Washington County, Kentucky is situated almost in the center of Kentucky. (see 

maps, Appendix 2). Located at 37.699126 N Latitude and 85.27106 W Longitude 

(USGS), the county is part of the Outer Bluegrass geological region, characterized by 

gently rolling hills whose foundations are limestone. Elevations in the county range from  



475 to 1020 feet above sea level (KY Atlas & Gazeteer). The total land mass of the 

county is 300.59 square miles. 

Water 

Washington County is within the watershed of the Rolling Fork River, itself part 

of the larger Salt River watershed (KY Division of Water 2). Due to the average annual 

rainfall of 46-48 inches and snowfall of 16 inches (Spatial Climate Analysis Service 1), 

groundwater ordinarily is abundant throughout most of the year. There are no significant 

aquifers in the county. 

Since water quality is monitored in only 8.4% of Kentucky streams, it is difficult 

to assess accurately the quality of Washington County’s water. In November, 2002, the 

EPA estimated that “as much as 67% of Kentucky’s rivers, streams and lakes could be 

considered in the category of ‘high quality waters’; i.e. water quality that exceeds a level 

that supports aquatic life and recreation” (“EPA proposes” 1). There are indications of 

problems with pH and pathogens caused by human and cattle sewage in the county’s 

streams, as well as excessive nutrient levels in its lakes, reservoirs and ponds (Scorecard). 

The EPA estimates that water quality in this watershed is highly vulnerable to 

degradation (Scorecard 2). 

Air 

In terms of hazardous air pollutants, air quality in Washington County is ranked 

among the dirtier 40% of the nation (Scorecard 1). This means that the people of 

Washington County face a cancer risk more than 100 times the goal set by the Clean Air 

Act. According to Scorecard’s rating system, 91% of the hazardous air pollutants  



affecting the county (carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxides, PM-10, sulfur dioxide, and 

volatile organic compounds) come from mobile sources -- onroad vehicles and offroad 

equipment such as agricultural and construction equipment. The report also indicates that 

air quality is not monitored specifically within Washington County. 

Soil 

Soil quality in the county varies by area. Roughly one third of the county, in a 

continuous swath from north to south slightly west of the center, enjoys prime 

agricultural soils. These are Lowell-Faywood-Shelbyville soils that are deep and well- 

drained. Because this third of the county includes Springfield, the largest population 

center, and is traversed by the two primary county highways, KY Route 150 and part of 

KY Route 555, it is also the area most vulnerable to rapid development of housing, 

commerce and industry. This danger is exacerbated by the high levels of groundwater 

sensitivity characteristic of the area’s soil types. Groundwater sensitivity means the ease 

with which effluent can permeate the groundwater system. The vulnerability of this prime 

land to development is further increased by the fact that Washington County, unlike its 

neighboring counties, has no zoning regulations. 

The soil in the westernmost fourth of the county is of moderate quality for 

agriculture. The soils of the entire eastern half of the county, with few exceptions, are 

of low quality for agriculture, owing in part to the sharply sloping topography of the area 

(University of Kentucky 22-23). 

In 2001, as part of a new state program to eliminate illegal open dumps, 

Washington County became the first county in Kentucky to be certified a “Clean County” 

under the Kentucky Certified Clean Counties Program. Signs at each county entrance  



proclaim to all who enter that this is a county committed to protect soils, water, and 

viewscapes by ensuring that the illegal dumping of waste will no longer be tolerated. 

Biodiversity 

Because 78% of the land in Washington County is farmland, much of the natural 

habitat formerly provided by its native grasslands and deep temperate forests is no longer 

available to the wild flora and fauna that once lived here. Writings of the early European 

settlers describe Kentucky as a land so abundant with wildlife that clouds of passenger 

pigeons passing overhead were dense enough that the sky would be obscured for hours at 

atime. Today, passenger pigeon, gray wolf, red wolf, eastern cougar, ivory-billed 

woodpecker and other species have been extirpated from Kentucky. In 2001, 42 animal 

species in Kentucky were federally listed as either endangered or threatened. Five 

hundred sixty species, 18% of all the known species in the state, were listed as of special 

concern (Cole 121). 

At the present time there is no known presence in Washington county of species 

listed by the Environmental Protection Agency as endangered or threatened. One plant 

species (New York ironweed) and five bird species (sharp-shinned hawk, Bachman’s 

sparrow, Henslow’s sparrow, lark sparrow, and Bewick’s wren) in the county are 

currently being monitored (KY State Nature Preserve 1). 

Natural World at Risk 
  

A recent study of Washington County and its potential (University of Kentucky), 

taking into account the full picture of the natural world of Washington County in relation 

to its human population, led to a terse warning to the community:  



Washington County is at a pivotal point for growth, development, and 
preservation, a point where the most efficient use of resources, many of which are 
irreplaceable, is crucial. Unregulated growth in these highly sensitive areas will 

encourage infill between major corridors, consume irreplaceable resources such as 
prime farmland, and will require extensive expansion of infrastructure. . . .-With 
the knowledge that damage done to prime agricultural soils by urban land use is 

irreversible, serious consideration should be given when allotting land use. 

(University of Kentucky 28) 

Another indicator of county vulnerability regarding land use is large tract (100+ 

acres) land sales. Within the last five years (July 1, 1999-June 30, 2004), 10 % of the 

county’s larger land tracts have changed ownership (18,731 acres of the total county 

acreage of 192,384). Of the total acres sold in tracts of 100 or more acres, 6 percent was 

purchased by buyers with addresses outside the state of Kentucky, 49 percent by buyers 

with addresses within Kentucky but outside Washington County, and 45 percent by 

buyers with addresses within Washington County. Eighty-one percent of the large tracts 

sold during this period were purchased by private individuals, 16 percent by corporations, 

and 3 percent by farms. (Analysis by author of land sale records. (See Appendix 3 for 

more information.) 

The Human Population of Washington County 

History 

Washington County was formed by separation from Nelson County in 1792, the 

tenth county to be founded in what would become the new state of Kentucky. In the 

same year Kentucky was declared a separate state from Virginia, making Washington 

County the first new county to be named within the newly formed state of Kentucky. 

Springfield was and continues to be the county seat.  



Little is known about the indigenous inhabitants of the area now known as 

Washington County. In general the area now called Kentucky (“Caintuck™: “the dark 

and bloody ground” [Tunis 43]) was widely known to the native people as a happy 

hunting ground. By mutual agreement it was shared freely by the tribes who settled 

throughout the surrounding areas. No evidence exists of permanent settlements of 

indigenous groups in Kentucky before the early 1800’s, when the Shawnee Indians 

settled in Clark, Greenup and Johnson counties (Washington County Footprints 8). 

According to Edwin Tunis, a historian of the frontier: 

Kentucky was in fact a kind of paradise. Its soil was rich, much of it lying over 

limestone. Its forests were magnificent, with some trees of preposterous size 

.. . .Lowland was often covered by canebrakes which were good pasture. . . 
There were also open glades, called ranges, covered with buffalo grass. . . .Many 
varieties of mineral springs, including salt licks occur through central Kentucky. 
.. .The licks, coupled with the ample forage and plenty of sweet “freestone 
water,” made a perfect combination for grazing animals. The deer and buffalo 

population was denser here than anywhere east of the Mississippi. (Tunis 44) 

The settlement of Washington County by Europeans began with the efforts of 

explorers such as Daniel Boone and George Rogers Clark, who identified areas suitable 

for settlements as they traveled across the region. Often these areas were along creek 

beds, the typical settlement pattern of Kentucky due to the rich fertile “bottomlands” 

which bordered the streams. Samuel Cartwright, William Sandusky and Richard Parker 

are credited as among the original non-native peoples to settle in present-day Washington 

County. Sandusky made the first settlement in the county along Pleasant Run in 1776, 

the same year the Revolutionary War began (University of Kentucky 8). 

In 1785 a group of sixty Catholic families in Maryland formed a league whose 

intent was to emigrate to Kentucky (Noonan 17-18). The areas selected for their  
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immigration were lands along Cartwright Creek, Pottingers’ Creek, and Hardin’s Creek 

in Nelson County. Also in the 1780’s Scotch-Irish settlers began arriving in the area 

from Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley and from Pennsylvania. 

Tunis’s assessment of the relationship of the new settlers with the land is less than 

complimentary: “This was a population more mixed than that of pioneer Pennsylvania. 

Many were bad farmers who had exhausted their eastern land, and their practices in 

Kentucky were no better” (Tunis 44). Nevertheless the population grew, and by 1792 

the numbers were great enough to create a separate county. By 1830, the population of 

Washington County had risen to the highest peak it has ever attained: 19,144. 

The Human Population of Washington County Today 

In 2002 the population of Washington County was estimated at 11,103, comprised 

of some 4,120 households. During the previous five years the population had remained 

stable, within a range of 10,916 and 11,103. Modest gains of approximately 150 persons 

every five years are projected for the coming two decades (Think Kentucky 1). 

Compared with its five adjacent counties (Anderson, Boyle, Marion, Mercer, and 

Nelson), Washington County has the smallest population and has experienced the lowest 

population increase over the past 100 years. With a total land area of 300.59 square 

miles, the average number of persons per square mile in the county is merely 36.3 

(Kentucky Atlas 1). 
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The 2000 national census indicates a fairly even spread of the county’s population 

across age groups: 

1-17 2.157 25% 

18-34 2,308 21% 
35-54 3,150 29% 

55-74 1,898 17% 
74+ 803 7% 

The same census figures indicate a small degree of ethnic/racial diversity 

in the county: 

White 10,160 91.5% 
Black 831 7.5% 
Asian/Pacific 35 0.3% 

American Indian 19 0.2% 
Hispanic 183 1.6% 

The primary population areas in the county are Springfield (pop. 2,701), 

Willisburg (304), Fredericktown (250), and Mackville (206). Some 27 other localities 

are named, all with populations smaller than these. 

Civic Associations 

The following are some of the civic associations active in Washington County: 

Rotary Club, Lions Club, Business and Professional Women’s Association, Chamber of 

Commerce, Historical Society, Women’s Club, Homemakers’ Club, Ministerial 

Association, Future Farmers of America, 4H Club, Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts. 

Economy 

In 2001 the average personal income in Washington County had risen from 

$17,460 in 1996 to $22,113. This 26.6% increase parallels personal income growth rates  



in Kentucky and in the larger United States during the same period. However, the 

county’s average personal income was 11% lower than the Kentucky average, itself one 

of the lowest in the nation. The Washington County average personal income was a full 

27% lower than the national average. The median annual income of $33,136 per 

household in Washington County was only $2700 more than the median annual income 

per person in the nation. (Think Kentucky 1-3). 

Agriculture represents 52% of the county’s income. In 2002 there were 1,119 

farms in the county, with a median farm size of 104 acres. More than 300 farms in the 

county were comprised of less than 49 acres and only 30 had more than 500 acres. 

Slightly more than half (56%) of the farms were operated by full-time farmers; the 

remaining farmers had a different principal occupation. In 2002 only 82 farms reported 

sales of $50,000 or more. The average net farm income reported was $2,634, in 

comparison with a state-wide average of $9,788. In that year some Kentucky counties 

reported average net farm income as high as $135,000 (USDA Kentucky 1-16). 

According to the same USDA agricultural census, in 2002 Washington County 

crops were as follows: 

44,874 acres of hay 
2,069 acres of corn for grain 

1,447 acres of tobacco 

1,336 acres of corn for silage 
1,115 acres of soybeans 

278 acres of wheat 

Traditionally dependent on tobacco, agriculture in Washington County is 

experiencing a major transition due to the recent sharp decreases in tobacco quotas. The 

County Cooperative Extension Service for Agriculture and Natural Resources has  



provided leadership to seek suitable alternatives that will enable county residents to 

continue farming. A hopeful sign in the last census was the decrease in the average age 

of county farmers from 58.5 to 54 years of age (Greenwell). Currently the trend is 

toward expansion of beef cattle (the 2002 census reported an inventory of 38,000 cows 

and calves) as well as goats and sheep, aquaculture, vegetable production, vineyards, and 

possibly organic grains such as soybeans. In addition to diversification assistance, the 

Extension office has provided extensive leadership training. As a result of its efforts, 

Washington County boasts of 153 trained leaders, farmers and others, the highest number 

of any county in central Kentucky (Greenwell). A growing number of immigrants from 

Mexico and Central America continue to join the ranks of the county’s agricultural 

workers, particularly on horse farms and in tobacco production. 

Manufacturing comprises 32% of the remainder of the county’s economy. 

Automotive-related manufacturing is by far the dominant industry, relying heavily on 

production of parts for the Toyota plant in Georgetown, Kentucky. Two of the larger of 

the new factories in Washington County are owned and managed by Japanese 

corporations. County residents are concerned about diversifying the types of industry in 

order to reduce the vulnerability of the present situation. In 2003 Springfield was among 

12 Kentucky towns rated by Site Selection Magazine as “Top US Small Towns.” The 

ranking is based on the number of corporate real estate projects completed within the 

previous year. 

Other occupations within the county include: services (13.5%), retail trade (13%), 

construction (10%), wholesale trade (5%), state and local government (4%), 

transportation and utilities (3%), finance, insurance & real estate (3%), and other (14%) 
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(University of Kentucky 15-16). There is considerable enthusiasm in the county at 

present for the Renaissance/Main Street project currently underway. This project aims to 

revitalize downtown Springfield by restoring the old Opera House and creating new 

businesses that will attract tourism as well as more local patrons. 

About 45% of Washington County residents work within the county, leaving 

more than half to commute to work in surrounding counties. This percentage has 

remained relatively stable over the past 5 years. If more employment were provided 

within the county, an important benefit would be the increased payroll taxes which could 

offer improved services for all county residents. 

Education 

Elementary and high school education in the county is offered through the 

Washington County public school system and St. Dominic School, a Catholic parochial 

school in Springfield. Washington County High School serves the entire county. A 

middle school serves Springfield, and elementary schools are located in Springfield, 

Willisburg, and Fredericktown. 

Formal schooling has become more important to the people of Washington 

County in recent decades. Census figures show that between 1970 and 2000, the number 

of students in the county who did not complete eight years of elementary education 

dropped from 52% to 17%, and the number who completed high school increased from 

34% to 67% (University of Kentucky, 18). 

In recent years the Washington County school district has consistently ranked 

among the top ten of Kentucky’s 176 school districts for attendance (Graves). 

Washington County Elementary School has established a mentoring program for at-risk  



students cited as one of the best in the state. The program has attracted 74 high profile 

adults to commit to meet weekly with their student partners at school. Washington 

County High School recently established an innovative leadership-training program for 

groups of students selected annually. Its attractiveness is indicated by the high level of 

competition among students to be chosen for the program. 

A unique educational resource of Washington County is St. Catharine College, 

founded in the county in 1935. Since that time St. Catharine has been offering two-year 

Associate degrees in liberal arts, education, early childhood education, business, 

computer systems, and agriculture. Recently the college has undertaken a significant 

expansion program, focused especially on nursing and the allied health sciences. It has 

now been approved by the Southern Association to begin four-year baccalaureate-level 

education. The opportunity for a two-year college foundation offered locally has enabled 

many county residents, non-traditional older students as well as youth, to go on to 

complete their higher education. Between 1970 and 2000 the number of county residents 

who completed four or more years of college increased from 5% to 13%. The availability 

of bachelor’s level education at St Catharine in the future promises to further improve the 

county’s educational level. 

Health 

The most recent state health report, Health Status of Kentuckians 1999, indicates 

that, in comparison with the rest of Kentucky, Washington County has relatively low 

rates of death from cardiovascular diseases, heart disease, cerebrovascular disease, 

chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases, and unintentional injuries. However, the rate of 

deaths from malignant neoplasms (cancer) is significantly higher than that of the  
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surrounding counties. In particular, the rate of breast cancer in Washington County falls 

within the highest category rated by the state (Kentucky Cabinet 5-19). 

The Washington County Health Center provides basic preventative services such 

as screenings and immunizations to residents whose economic situation does not allow 

for private medical care. There are currently three primary care physicians and one 

pediatrician to serve the medical needs of the 11,000 county residents. There is no 

hospital or urgent care facility within the county; the nearest hospital is 9 miles from 

Springfield in Marion County. The county, like the rest of Kentucky, likely has a high 

rate of uninsured workers. 

Religion 

According to a recent issue of the county newspaper, there are 47 churches in the 

county (Springfield Sun A10), an indication that the people of Washington County are 

strong in their religious affiliation. Five congregations of Roman Catholics comprise 

46% of the population, fourteen congregations of the Southern Baptist Convention 

constitute 38%, four congregations of the Christian Church comprise 8%, six 

congregations of mainline Protestant churches make up 4%. Six congregations of other 

denominations constitute the remaining 4% of the religious groups in the county. 

(American Religion Data Archive 1) 

Since 1793 the county has been influenced by the presence of the Dominicans, a 

Catholic religious order founded in France in 1217. It was to Washington County, 

Kentucky that four Dominican friars from England traveled to make the first foundation 

of the Order in the United States. For over two centuries St. Rose Priory has served the 

county variously as a Catholic parish, a school for boys, a college, an elementary school,  



and a seminary, in addition to being the cradle of the US Dominican Order, which 

numbers over 10,000 working throughout the United States and around the world. In 

Springfield the friars also established St. Dominic and Holy Rosary parishes, both now 

operated by the archdiocese of Louisville. 

In 1822 nine Washington County women responded to an invitation from the 

friars to educate the young as Dominican Sisters. Thus was born at St. Catharine’s, less 

than a mile from St. Rose, the first congregation of Dominican Sisters in the United 

States. The Sisters have been an integral part of life in Washington County ever since, 

serving as educators, health care providers, pastoral workers, administrators and social 

service providers. Over the decades they have established on the campus and continue to 

sponsor St. Catharine College, Sansbury Care Center, St. Catharine Farm, St. Catharine 

Motherhouse, and the Dominican Earth Center. In addition they have collaborated with 

other religious orders and the public for the founding of a Hispanic center in Washington 

County, and a tri-county shelter for abused women and children in adjacent Marion 

County. 

Part Two: Results of Personal Interviews 

In order to deepen understanding of the inner reality of one rural county, 

I selected twenty-four persons from Washington County for individual interviews. 

Interviewees were chosen to include diversity of gender, ethnic heritage, location, and 

primary employment. Ten of the group are female and fourteen male. Two are African- 

American and twenty-two are Euro-American. Seven reside in small communities other 

than Springfield and seventeen within Springfield city limits. Two are elected county  
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government officials and three are appointed to county government positions. Two are 

from the agricultural sector, four from business, two from civic associations, three from 

education, four from health-related fields and four are religious leaders. To protect the 

confidentiality of participants, the exact roles of the interviewees will not be identified. 

Appointments for interviews were requested either in person or by telephone. A 

brief explanation was given of the nature of the project, followed by a request for a thirty- 

minute appointment. No one declined to participate. Most seemed curious and eager to 

be part of the project. 

The length of individual conversations ranged from 25 minutes to 120 minutes. 

Eight questions were posed to the interviewees. Responses were recorded in writing on 

individual forms, transcribed verbatim into typewritten form, and then analyzed to 

discover common themes. The exact questions and general summaries of responses are 

reported below in the sequence in which they were discussed: 

1. Strengths of Washington County 

Question 1: What do you see as the strengths of Washington County? 

While responses to this question were wide-ranging, by far the strongest thread 

was appreciation of the strong fabric of community within the county. Two-thirds (18) of 

the 24 responders named being a friendly, caring community as one of the county’s 

strengths. One-fourth (6) included the natural beauty of the land. Other strong threads 

were the presence of a growing college within the county (5), the reliable work force with 

a strong work ethic (5), strong extended family connections (4), the high quality of the 

current leadership in county and city government as well as in many agencies and 

institutions (4), strong moral values (3), strong faith/spirituality (3), the improving public  
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educational system (3), citizen loyalty and care about the county’s future (3), proximity 

to Louisville and Lexington while still being rural (3), the presence of the Dominican 

Sisters and their commitment to education (2), signs of economic growth (2), the low 

unemployment rate (2), good infrastructure and roads (2), safety (relatively low level of 

violence in schools, on streets, as well as low threat of terrorism) (2), and hospitality and 

growing openness to newcomers (2). Additional strengths of the county named by single 

individuals were the slower pace of life, the stable population, the good ecumenical spirit 

among the churches, the strong emphasis on agriculture, the quality of the county 

recycling program, being the first certified “Clean County” in Kentucky, having a core of 

people who want the county to grow in the right way, having an excellent Economic 

Development board, the availability of land and labor for growth, good economic 

collaboration with neighboring counties, a population not too caught up in consumerism, 

the way people are working together on the Opera House project, having a progressive 

newspaper editor willing to “say it as he sees it,” and being a “bedroom” community 

where people come home from work for peace, low cost of living, and safety. 

2. How positive change occurs in Washington County 

Question 2: How do things get done in this county? How does positive change come 
about? 

The strongest thread in the responses to this question was a conviction that change 

requires leadership. One fourth (6) of those interviewed specifically cited leadership as 

the road to positive change. Some emphasized the grassroots leadership of small groups 

of people who can entice others to join and help an effort (6); some put the onus of  
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leadership on county, city or state officials (5), and one said leadership for change always 

begins from the private sector. 

A concomitant strong thread in the responses to this question was the perception 

that this county resists change (5). In general the population likes things the way they 

are, and therefore does not easily embrace options that might alter the status quo. 

Effective leaders trying to bring about change in the county factor this tendency into their 

planning. The following practical tips to leaders were included among the responses: be 

clear about the vision, where you want to go (2); determine who is needed to accomplish 

the goal, identify their interests, and help them see the linkages between their interests 

and your goal(2); know who has the skills needed and seek them out (1); create a 

positive attitude that change for the better really is possible (1); keep pushing (1); lead 

by example (1); get local institutions behind the proposed changes (1); use good 

marketing techniques and wide communication to create momentum (1). 

Other insights offered included the importance of communication among all the 

county systems (4); relationship-building (2); supporting what is already here rather than 

simply looking for new industries (2); getting the younger people involved (1); and 

learning the skills to be able to attract grants (1). Two persons noted that often change 

comes when people are hurting enough. Two believed that change continues to come 

from a “good old boys” system, but one of those saw other developments beyond that 

system taking place. Seven concrete instances of positive change in the county were 

cited: the contributions of Susan and Len Spalding to bringing new life into many 

aspects of the community (6); the economic advances being brought about by the 

Springfield/ Washington County Economic Development Authority (SWEDA) (4); the  
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positive changes being undertaken by St. Catharine College (3); the productive efforts of 

the County Extension office in helping farmers diversify beyond tobacco (2); the 

broadening horizons effected by the recent arrival of Japanese and Hispanic members 

into the community (2); the impact of the Historical Society in spawning the 

Renaissance/Main Street project (1); the new preventative programs initiated by the 

County Health Department (1). 

3. Understanding of “sustainability” 

Question 3: What does the word “sustainability” mean to you in relation to life here in 

Washington County? 

Wide diversity was expressed in the responses to this question. One-fourth (6) of 

the respondents understand sustainability as providing enough jobs to sustain families to 

be able to stay in the county. One sixth (4) saw sustainability as being able to provide for 

the county’s needs locally instead of relying on other people or nations to meet basic 

needs. One-eighth (3) related sustainability to organic principles such as cutting back on 

use of chemicals and using alternative sources of energy. Two persons each mentioned 

the following aspects of sustainability: limiting population and industry to what the 

ecology can handle; respecting the environment and making enough to live; creating a 

happy balance between growth and preserving farmland; being careful with economic 

growth because what is done now will affect those who come later; being able to live out 

our values generation after generation. 

One respondent defined sustainability as maintaining a quality of life that 

includes: open space, controlled traffic, protected natural resources, controlled 

development, agricultural diversity, and a thriving sense of community in the populated  



areas. Another said it requires offering enough that people can stay here and sustain 

themselves, including earning a good living, good education for their children, 

appropriate diversified housing, and assisted living. Another described sustainability as 

being able to carry on from generation to generation in a way that is pleasing to residents. 

Other understandings of sustainability included the following elements: being in 

right relationship with God, one another, and creation; recognizing the connectedness 

between humans and the earth; ensuring “smart growth”; moving forward with sustaining 

life for the future; being a strong community that cares for its children; having an 

outward vision; working for the good of all; drawing on the strengths of all of the people; 

partnership and connectivity; diversity; attracting new people into the community; being 

able to walk the streets safely; preserving good air and water quality; retaining the 

industry we have and keeping our infrastructure sound; access to good education and 

health care; and good progressive leadership. 

4 Indicators of sustainability 

Question 4: In 20 years how would we know if Washington County had become a more 

sustainable place? What would be the same and what would be different? 

Two themes were most commonly cited as indicators of future sustainability — 

quality of education and population growth. Almost one-third (7) of those interviewed 

named improved education as a key to a sustainable future. Some emphasized improved 

discipline in the schools, and others skills for improved job performance to enable higher 

levels of employment. Equally strong was the hope that the population of the county 

would grow through retaining more of the descendants of families already present in the  



county (7). Another highly important goal for sustainability was planning for land use 

through some form of zoning regulations (5). 

Three responders each named the following indicators: employment that pays 

enough to sustain a family; balance between rural identity and growth; more diversity of 

appropriate housing; more vibrant churches and more families living their faith; 

identification of the causes leading to and reversal of the county’s high cancer rate. 

Two each of those interviewed listed as indicators of sustainability: passing on of 

good moral values from generation to generation; improved senior services (including 

assisted living and locally-based home health care); environmental friendliness; more 

organic farming and more Farmer’s Markets; more rigorous water quality standards; 

diversified agriculture; a tax base adequate to fund what needs to be done (e.g. a new 

high school); better education of the people before trying to initiate changes. 

One person each identified the following indicators of sustainability: more new 

industry; fewer people on welfare; young people taking pride in where they live; 

proficiency in all who graduate from our schools; fewer and smaller farms farming more 

intensely; continued high level of support from the County Extension office; more effort 

to buy from local farmers; keeping cattle out of streams and ponds; increasing small- 

farm-pastured poultry over factory-farmed chickens; producing grass-fed beef; creating 

our own dairy system producing milk, cheese and ice cream for local consumption; large 

areas of green space; more tourism (with enough parking in Springfield to support it); 

initiating a micro-brewery or winery to attract tourists; having more clean air, sunshine, 

trees, and clean water around one than new buildings; non-polluting industrial 

development; industrial-commercial activities in a separate section of the county; more  



discretionary income; more consciousness among workers of their impact on the 

environment and community; a healthy tax base to sustain air and water quality; better 

and more affordable health care; diminished drug abuse; more bike trails and other 

alternative transportation modes in Springfield; improved parks and recreational areas; 

more adult education and cultural opportunities; a vibrant downtown with locally-owned 

businesses, including African-American businesses; more restaurants that will bring 

people together; roads that connect us more with Kentucky parkways; diminished 

“territorial issues”; and a new regional library, a gym, and a performing arts center at St. 

Catharine’s that would be shared with the county community. 

Leverage for change 

Question 5: What would need to be changed now in order for your dream(s) to become 

real in 20 years? Where would you begin if it were up to you? 

Responses to this question were even more broadly scattered than those for 

Question Four. When the responses are grouped into categories, patterns of 

concern/desire within the responders can be discerned. 

Planning for growth, including for land use: Eight responders indicated they would begin 

with stronger planning. It appears that there is a consensus that the people of the county 

want growth, but a growth that is gradual, controlled, and preserves the rural character of 

the county. Some called for processes that enable county residents to be better educated 

on the pros and cons of zoning regulations before making decisions; others for more 

participation by citizens in land use planning and writing regulations. One suggested that 

a county mission statement is needed.  
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Education: Six responses focused on beginning with education, including all levels from 

adults through children. Several mentioned the potential of civic associations and 

churches to become more involved in creating the future if they can be helped to educate 

themselves on the issues. Two saw St. Catharine College as the key ingredient of a 

sustainable future for the county. One each spoke to the importance of improving 

education to create a stable workforce for the retail industry, to create a stronger sense of 

self-discipline, and to ensure future leadership. 

Agriculture: Five responders would begin with agriculture. Two suggested limiting the 

amount of industry, commercial development and housing in order to preserve farmland; 

one continuing to find alternative crops to tobacco; one demonstrating that income can be 

earned through traditional rather than conventional methods of farming; and one 

influencing the Kentucky state universities to include more earth-friendly methods in 

their education of farmers. 

Business: Three responses focused on beginning with business planning: solid 

partnerships among businesses, institutions, and agencies; create more “Mom and Pop” 

stores downtown; and import risk-takers with capital. 

Civic Associations: Two persons believe that civic associations are the place to begin. 

One suggested encouraging the St. Catharine Chorus to become part of educating the 

county to sustainability. Two others spoke about the increasing difficulty of attracting 

volunteers to serve the community.  
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Health: One person would begin by asking physicians in the county to ensure that more 

preventative health education is offered. 

Media: One person would ask local media to make it known that here is a little county 

where you can have community, clean air, good food, clean water, and proper sewage. 

Youth: One would begin by helping youth to take leadership. 

Elder services: One would begin by improving senior services in the county. 

Leadership: One would start by developing leaders who can see beyond what is to what 

can be. 

How to begin: Some responders described not where but how they would begin: Begin 

small and where you are; keep building relationships; throw out our TV sets; get rid of 

the plastic lobby in Washington; begin from our assets, not what is lacking; use the UK 

Master Plan, Washington County: Footprints for Tomorrow (University of Kentucky), to 

help people be aware of exactly what our resources are; create a team of interested, 

capable, and committed people who would be able to talk with the leaders in many of the 

county communities; create monthly lunches for county leaders so they can talk more 

with each other; create more and more committees, each with responsibility for different 

areas, to reach out to all the community. 

6. Rating of interest in sustainability by members of various county systems 

Question 6: On a scale of 1 to 10 (1 being low), to what extent do you think the average 

person in your system is interested in “growing” sustainability in Washington County?  



Those interviewed were asked to consider the “system” in which they are 

currently employed in order to gauge the level of interest of the overall membership of 

that county system in creating a sustainable future for the county. “N/A” indicates that an 

individual was not asked or did not answer the question. 

System: Ratings by Individuals Average for System 
  

Agriculture: 4,3 3.5 

Business: 8 

Civic Organizations: 4,7 55 

Education N/A, 5.5, 3 4.2 

Government: Elected 3,9 6 

Appointed 10, 5, 4 6.3 

Health Care 9,4,8,8 7.3 

Religion 5.1.52 3.3 

Overall average: 5.7 

As indicated by the numbers above, a considerable degree of diversity is manifest 

in the responses to this question, not only across systems but within systems as well. 

While the number of participants is too small for statistical significance, it is noted that: 

1) All of those interviewed from the business community rated the interest of their 

peers in a sustainable future as high.  
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2) Although one from the health community gave a rating below 5, the other three 

interviewees estimated high interest among their peers in creating a sustainable 

future for the county. 

3) Among the five participants from government, two ranked peer interest in 

sustainability below 5, one at 5, and two others at the highest levels possible. 

More exploration is needed to understand this discrepancy. 

4) The interest perceived among members of civic organizations diverged, but 

clustered around the midpoint. 

5) Those from the educational, religious, and agricultural sectors estimated low to 

mid-level interest in sustainability among their peers. There was strong similarity 

of response both within and among these three groups. 

7. Actual numbers of system peers interested in sustainability 

Question 7: How many persons do you know in your system who are interested in 

helping Washington County become more sustainable? 

The purpose of this question was not to speculate but to count actual numbers of 

persons within the individual’s “system” of employment whom they consider to be 

interested in increasing county sustainability. “N/A” indicates that an individual was not 

asked or did not answer the question. 

System: Number of Persons Known 

Agriculture 2,4 

Business: N/A, N/A, 6, 50 

Civic Organizations: N/A, 20  



Education: N/A, 0, 35 

Government: Elected 5, N/A 

Appointed N/A, 3, 10 

Health Care 3,24, 3 

Religion 2, N/A, 8, N/A 5 

Overall Average: 11.6 

As is indicated by the number of N/A’s in the chart, a relatively large number of 

participants either were not asked this question because interview time was running out 

(2) or chose not to answer this question with a number (6). One participant who had 

rated the sustainability interest of her system peers at 8 surprised herself when she could 

only think of three other individuals in her system whom she would consider interested in 

helping the county become more sustainable. The participant chose not to change her 

initial rating of 8 in the face of this discovery. 

Again, there were sizeable discrepancies in the numbers estimated. 

Acquaintances within system groups known to be interested in helping the county 

become more sustainable ranged from 0 to 50, with an average of 11.6 and a mean of 5. 

One pattern possibly discernible across the groups is the low number of 

acquaintances known by government, religious leaders, and agricultural sector 

participants to be interested in sustainability. More questions need to be asked to better 

analyze why this might be so. 

8. Methods of establishing cross-system community efforts for a sustainable future. 

Question 8: In your estimation, what would be the best way to enable folks from the 

various systems in the county to work together to create a sustainable future?  



In this final question there was also a considerable degree of diversity in the 

recommendations offered, though no obvious conflict among them. Two persons 

recommended starting with a common mission, a common vision. Two persons 

recommended using local media, The Springfield Sun and the Channel 6 local cable 

channel, since both are widely valued in the community. Two persons observed that 

often a crisis or a tragedy is what brings the community together. 

One person each made the following recommendations: 

Create awareness of the positive growth that is already here. 

Recognize that planning and zoning are the common denominator 

Educate people first 

Find a way to channel the energy of all our trained leaders 

Encourage much more “volunteerism” 

Create a place for people to gather 

Create more communication across systems in a setting where people can talk 

with one other 

Name an interested person from each of the systems to the county Economic 

Development Authority 

Encourage pastors of churches to be strong community leaders 

Work through churches and community leaders 

Work through the youth, who can educate their parents 

Start with a small group and “eat the elephant one bite at a time” 

Begin with existing civic organizations and present the ideas to them 

Address the needs of the people one is trying to affect  



Lead by example (e.g., don’t shop at Walmart) 

Create a county list serve or a website 

Create a diverse council, representative of the community, and be guided by its 

input 

Summary 

Washington County is a small rural county with striking potential to create a 

positive and sustainable future. The list below summarizes some of its more obvious 

assets:: 

Assets of Washington County for a Sustainable Future 

Environmental assets: 

beautiful open land with abundant picturesque viewscapes 

78% of county land still farmland 

one-third of county enjoys prime agricultural soils 

abundant water supply 

excellent countywide recycling program 

first certified “Clean County” in Kentucky 

mandatory trash collection 

Social assets: 

e small stable population with gradual growth rate 

e strong “social capital” 

friendly, loyal, collaborative, not overly consumeristic 

strong ties of extended family  



hospitable to newcomers 

generous commitment to reach out to needs of one another 

core of talented, honest, energetic, collaborative leaders with long-term 

commitment to the county 

residents feel safe from violence and terrorism 

e viable institutions 

improving county schools 

growing local college 

new programs from health department 

long-term presence and commitment of the Dominicans 

viable media communication through weekly newspaper and local cable 

Economic Assets: 

e active Springfield/ Washington County Economic Development Authority 

(SWEDA), collaborating with two other local counties 

excitement about Renaissance/Main Street project 

growth of light industry 

solid work ethic 

low unemployment rate 

availability of land and labor for development 

proximity to urban areas of Louisville and Lexington 

good infrastructure and roads 

core of leaders committed to “smart growth”  



Spiritual Assets: 

e strong faith/spirituality 

long tradition of connectedness with the land 

slower pace of life fosters contemplative stance 

shared moral values 

community supports a large number of churches 

good ecumenical spirit among churches 

As stated previously, the above list is only a beginning enumeration of the 

county’s assets. More will be uncovered as community groups gather to explore their 

own views of what is most precious about their county. The essential challenge is, as 

stated by the interviewees, to begin from the positive -- and to invite everyone into the 

conversation. 

Conclusion 

Precisely because of its assets, Washington County is a highly vulnerable small 

county. Its proximity to both Louisville and Lexington places it directly in the path of 

urban and suburban sprawl from both northwest and northeast. With no land use 

regulations in place, it is virtually unprotected from the propensity of unscrupulous 

outside forces to use purchased land in whatever ways they wish. Without careful 

planning, the county’s prime agricultural land will be irretrievably lost to development. 

If the beautiful rural landscape foundational to this closely-knit community 

disappears in over-development, the fabric of community will unravel as well. If 

vulnerable water, air, and soil resources are further damaged, it is likely that the  
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unexplainably high cancer rate of the county will escalate. If climate change continues 

in the face of exponential growth of carbon dioxide emissions from motor vehicles and 

equipment, severe weather and climate patterns will continue to disrupt the county’s 

agricultural, economic and social fabric. 

All of these factors, together with the less obvious effects of shrinking 

biodiversity, are bound together in the one interdependent web of life. In the next 

chapter, we will examine the options available to a rural entity like Washington County 

to gather together its human resources in order to choose wisely for its future: to choose 

together how to preserve, protect and maximize its assets in order to enhance its quality 

of life now and for the generations to come. 
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Chapter Four 

County-Wide Planning for Sustainability: A Proposed Process 

We are on the threshold of a “tipping point” for humanity. 

Our collective actions in the next 50 years 

will determine whether we — and the other key species required for ecosystem health—can survive. 

Vinit Allen 

Sustainable communities will not come easily -- 

they require significant change in our structures, attitudes, and values. ... 
The key to a sustainable future lies ...in making us more perceptive, 

more able to realize what we have, what we need, and what are 

the long-term consequences of the short-term choices we are making. 

Paul Wachtel 

This chapter aims to offer a practical process for citizens of rural counties who 

perceive that the global challenge to embrace sustainability begins at the local level—one 

family, one classroom, one neighborhood, one county at a time. While the great turning 

of consciousness required by the current planetary crisis begins within individuals, only 

communities of conscious individuals working together can garner the resources, skills, 

wisdom, and energy needed to take appropriate action. No individual, regardless of 

prominence or level of expertise, knows how to reverse the global devastation of life 

systems initiated by our species, especially since the invention of the internal combustion 

engine some 150 years ago. It will take the gifts, creativity, and commitment of many 

partners working together in learning communities to find our way toward a sustainable 

future.  
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The task of encouraging and gathering a local community to explore its capacity 

to choose sustainability is daunting at best. One perceptive observer describes the 

mandate thus: 

You are introducing us to a concept that frightens us — not just that we could all 

walk into hell together if we don’t change our ways, but worse, that we will have 

to change our ways. We vacillate between despairing that human communities 

would ever have the altruism and foresight to make the choices you suggest, and 
fear that they just might — with an intolerable restriction on our freedoms and way 
of life. Your task is to get us used to the idea, to help us with our anxieties, to fan 
the spark of hope, and, hopefully, to persuade us that the changes are not only 

necessary but they are also doable and even more, could be fun in the doing 

[Emphasis added}. (Marstin) 

Resistance to change is not the only obstacle to movement toward social 

transformation. Another is the sheer extent and complexity of the task. Since all systems 

in a local community are interdependent, where do we begin? How do we begin? How 

can would-be leaders, whether in formal leadership positions or from the grassroots, help 

their local county communities explore options and then choose action steps that will lead 

them to a sustainable future? This practical question will be the focus of this final 

chapter. 

Attitudes 

The first and most obvious response to the “how” question lies in the realm of 

attitude. The personal attitude, the stance toward others, of leaders themselves will be the 

first influence on the receptivity of local communities to their message. It is no surprise 

that people do not respond well to judgment, blaming, or self-righteousness on the part of 

those who seek to bring them to change. Yet those with heightened consciousness of the 

extent and urgency of the planetary ecological crisis can easily slip into attitudes of 

impatience with or superiority over others who appear to be less conscious. Such  



72 

negative attitudes toward others, however unconscious, can abort well-intentioned efforts 

even before they start. In this “great work” (Thomas Berry) there is no substitute for the 

homely virtues of respect for others, relishing diversity, honoring individual freedom, and 

habitually appreciating the goodness of others, no matter how different their views may 

be from our own. 

A second constellation of attitudes essential in those who aspire to sustainability 

work is clarity about who owns it and who is responsible for making it succeed. While 

leadership is absolutely essential to an endeavor of this magnitude, it is not the leaders 

who own or are responsible for its successful completion. The work of choosing a 

sustainable future belongs to the community as a whole. Regardless of how hard or well 

they work, no one, five, ten or fifty individuals can cause a community to change. Only 

the community can do that. Leaders who have learned the internal disciplines of 

mindfulness and spirituality will likely be more effective than others in making this 

distinction. They will be more in harmony with one another and less likely to exhaust 

themselves if they can learn to do their best and trust the rest to forces larger than 

themselves. 

General Principles 

Based on my research, I conclude that three general principles will underlie 

successful planning for sustainable community development at the local level: 

1. Ensure broad participation. The most critical dimension of any effort to encourage 

communities to embrace the path toward sustainability is participation—as broad, as 

diverse, and as early as possible. Recall Hoff’s important observations in Chapter Two 

(24): “given the threat involved in the changes sustainability will require of us, it is  



unlikely that local community members will be willing to change their values without 

substantial engagement in processes of consciousness-raising, critical thinking, and 

decision-making.” The transformation comes about through involvement in the planning 

process (Hoff 12). 

2. Begin with small, potentially successful steps. As one interviewee advised, 
  

“Everyone wants to be on a winning team. No one wants to join the losers.” As another 

observed, “You’ve got to eat this elephant one bite at a time.” As noted in Chapter One, 

the concept of sustainability is unfamiliar to or only vaguely understood by most 

Americans. For the minority who are more familiar with it, the complexity of the 

challenge can daunt or even overwhelm at times. Those working with community 

sustainability processes will do well to plan, especially in the beginning, for small 

incremental steps which have a good chance of offering success, however rudimentary. 

3. Engage playfulness. Working groups who know how to laugh and have fun with each 

other while attending to their task are far more likely to continue working together than 

those who don’t. Working groups bold enough to take on the challenge of whole- 

community transformation for sustainability will be sustained themselves only if they are 

energized, nourished and rejuvenated by frequent doses of play and laughter amidst the 

challenges of their demanding mission. 

Twelve Steps toward Rural County Sustainability Planning 

Given the low population density in rural counties, a challenge for grassroots 

leaders will be communicating with and fostering participation by those at a distance 

from the more populated areas. Be creative about this: email, web pages, local  



newspapers, village stores, local cable channels can all help. Ideally you will want at 

least two residents of each village actively involved in the process. The experience of 

many small neighborhoods working together toward a specific common goal, however 

simple that goal may be, will create its own synergy and begin to strengthen county 

identity and unity. 

Based on the material synthesized in Chapters One to Three, the following outline 

suggests possibilities for leaders to work with, adapt, jump off from, or reject outright 

and reinvent as they work with their counties to create a sustainable future. The specific 

steps listed here offer a framework for thinking through your own process of working 

with your rural county toward creating a sustainable future. Be creative! 

Step 1. Gather Data. 

The first step toward a sustainable future is to find out as much as possible about your 

county at present. Start collecting data. You may think of more than these, but some 

important aspects to include in your investigation are your county’s: 

e geographical features 

natural resources: water sources, energy sources, air quality, soil quality, food 

sources, biodiversity, endangered or threatened species of plants or 

animals, etc. 

history 

demographics 

economic indicators 

infrastructure 

education  



health 

religious faiths and denominations 

civic associations 

institutions: public, private, and non-profit 

Much of this information is readily available. Below are some good places to look for 

county data: 

local library 

internet listings under “counties in (name of your state)” 

clippings from local newspapers 

phone calls or visits to utility companies and local government officials 

To make your research more manageable and more fun: 

Gather a group (family, friends, neighbors, colleagues -- include young people, 

elders, differently-abled people if possible) and divide up the task 

Agree to gather regularly (in person or electronically) to share what you have 

learned 

Spice up your gatherings by regularly offering prizes to the person who has 

discovered the most interesting (surprising, mysterious, embarrassing, alarming, 

humorous, etc.) fact about your county. Prizes don’t have to be expensive or even 

material — here is a good opportunity to practice creative sustainability 

yourselves! 

Ask someone in the group who is a good synthesizer to create brief summaries of 

the learnings shared at each meeting. Give other group members the chance to 

suggest revisions before summaries are finalized.  



e Decide together on an interesting and secure way to compile and preserve your 

learnings about the county. Try to ensure that no information gets lost! Some 

simple organizational systems are: 

e Scrapbooks 

Binders 

Folders 

Computer files 

Posters or display boards 

Step 2. Share your learnings 

Your work will be valuable to the whole county community. Consider how your 

group can start sharing your discoveries with others. You might be surprised how little 

some county residents know about the place and the community where they live; many 

will appreciate the chance to learn more. Here are some simple ways of sharing the 

findings from your research: 

e with neighbors 

with organizations you are part of 

through a simple display at the public library 

at a school 

via an email list of interested others 

in a “county tidbits” column in your local newspaper 

on your local cable channel  



Step 3. Talk around 

In order to gain more “inside” information and to build outside interest, encourage the 

research group to initiate as many informal individual conversations as possible with 

individuals from the county’s various “systems” (agriculture, business, civic 

organizations, education, government, health, religion). You might want to agree that 

each of you will chat informally with a certain number of persons. Be sure to clarify 

beforehand: 

e what you seek from these conversations. Examples: 

assessing morale and hope for the county’s future 

evaluating residents’ level of interest in sustainability issues 

gathering opinions on how to move forward 

identifying influential leaders in various systems 

planting seeds to create curiosity about a possible community project 

discovering who else should be included in these conversations 

how you will record the information gained (on a form the group creates and each 

uses, in notebooks, via tape recordings, etc.) 

how you will protect and honor the boundaries of confidentiality appropriate to 

these conversations. 

Write brief summaries of the learnings from these informal conversations, and share 

them with the research group. When the conversations are finished, combine the 

learnings from the informal conversations into one summary. Keep a separate list of 

themes, trying not to lose any of them, as themes are significant and may guide your 

future process.  



Step 4. Talk with county officials. 

The next step is to begin conversations with county officials. Work with your 

research group to decide on a few basic questions you wish to discuss with county 

leaders. 

Divide into teams and make appointments to visit with selected county officials. 

Consider offering to share your questions with them in advance to honor their need to 

reflect before you meet. Do not overwhelm an official with too large a group—two to 

three representatives of the research group are enough. 

In these conversations, share with officials your concerns about a sustainable 

future for your county, significant learnings from your research, and your questions. 

Listen well and note their responses. Be wary of asking for commitments from officials 

at this time. The purpose of these visits is to demonstrate that you recognize the essential 

role of elected officials in the work ahead, to ensure that they are well informed about 

what you hope to do, and to manifest your intention to work cooperatively with them 

rather than in an adversarial manner. Keep clearly in mind that support from elected 

officials will go far in enabling you to accomplish your goals — and that elected officials 

are among those who enjoy being part of a winning team too! 

Write a brief summary of what you learned from visiting your official. Share it 

with the research group. Combine into one summary your learnings from conversations 

with various officials, and make a list of all the themes that emerged from these meetings.  



Step 5. Seek invitations to interact with members of local civic associations and 

institutions. 

Often Rotary, Kiwanis, historical societies, business and professional women’s 

clubs, homemakers’ clubs, garden clubs, ministerial associations, Eagle Scouts, and 

similar organizations seek interesting speakers for their regular meetings. These are 

people in your county who care enough to come regularly to gatherings for the sake of 

looking with others at a bigger picture and working with them toward common goals. 

School faculties, health care professionals, and business people in counties also 

meet regularly and could be interested in your efforts. 

Ask to be invited to address members of these organizations. Share with them 

your dreams of creating a sustainable future for your county. Include examples of what 

the research group has learned about the county from data and from informal 

conversations with others. Seek their feedback and let them know that you intend to 

incorporate their input into the process. Leave an email address or phone number so they 

can make contact if they want to offer further input or discussion at a later date. 

Write a brief summary of what you learned from the organization you visited. 

Share it with the research group. Combine into one summary your learnings from 

conversations with civic associations and institutions, and make a list of themes that 

emerged from these meetings. 

Step 6. Solicit the help of local media. 

Most county media representatives are interested in opportunities to communicate 

“good news” to their audiences. Your efforts to learn about your county from data and 

from talking with others will be considered good news to many. Ask your local  



newspaper editor, radio station manager, and cable channel representative to help you 

figure out the best ways to spread the word about your dream of working for a sustainable 

county. Enlist their support for future efforts, and listen well to their advice. They will 

be key players in the future in helping this project be successful. 

Write a one or two page summary of what you learned from local media 

representatives. Make a list of the themes that emerged from these conversations. 

Step 7. Initiate planning for a County Assembly Steering Committee (CASC) 

In this step we approach one of the moments that is both most complicated and 

most important in the journey toward creating a sustainable future. Key to the success of 

this process is the leadership of a group which is small enough, representative enough, 

competent enough, and committed enough to keep it moving forward with the trust and 

cooperation of the county community. The challenge in creating this steering committee 

is to gather the best combination of essential skills, the broadest diversity of 

representation, the personalities most likely to influence various constituencies to come 

on board, and the most positive interpersonal chemistry possible, all within a group small 

enough to be able to act expeditiously to move the planning process forward. A group of 

eight to ten members would be ideal. The diversity within the committee would 

hopefully include geographical location, age, gender, racial/ethnic composition, and 

professional/non-professional status. 

In order to communicate inclusivity from the beginning, invite local media to 

communicate your plans to form this steering committee, describe its mission, 

responsibilities, and timeline, and invite interested residents to volunteer. Of course that 

means including in the publicity a return address, email or phone number and a deadline  
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for response. Stipulate that because the committee will be as diverse as possible, not all 

volunteers will be selected for membership on this committee, but other opportunities for 

participation will be open in the future and many volunteers will eventually be needed. 

Rural counties which have invested heavily over the years in leadership training for their 

residents will reap the benefits when significant numbers of qualified leaders come 

forward to take on this new challenge. 

If elected officials in your county are open and county laws permit, you may 

choose to seek official authorization of this committee, perhaps under the umbrella of the 

county planning commission. The advantages of official authorization could include 

heightened public credibility and increased access to public resources. Disadvantages 

could be excessive external control, negative political connotations, or loss of the energy 

often generated by grassroots initiatives free to move forward as they see fit. If you 

decide to seek official county authorization, consider asking that committee members be 

chosen from a list of recommendations generated by your research group, since you 

likely are the ones in your county most familiar by now with the current status of 

sustainability issues. 

If you decide to maintain a grassroots status for the CASC, attention will need to 

be given to working out a positive relationship between the committee and the official 

county structure. Much ground will be lost if competitive dynamics divide the two 

groups from each other, especially this early in the process. 

Step 8. Orient the County Assembly Steering Committee 
  

Plan a day-long or two half-day gatherings to orient the new committee. Expand 

the county’s ownership by inviting the public to join you for this event. Even if few  



additional county residents actually come, you are spreading the message that you are 

serious about this being a participative process open to all. 

The purpose of the orientation is to help the members of the CASC understand 

and clarify their role and responsibilities. This process will be assisted by recommending 

that all participants before this meeting study the web booklet An Introduction to 

Sustainable Community Development available at 

<http://www.communitiesbychoice.org>. 

This meeting is the time to bring forth the best of the information your research 

group has compiled: county data of all varieties, gleanings from your informal 

conversations with members of different county systems, learnings from interviews with 

county officials and media representatives. This is also the time to recommend to the 

steering committee members and others useful books, articles and materials on 

sustainable community development—many of which are available through the many 

internet websites referenced throughout this study. Your local librarian may be willing to 

help the project by assembling resource materials and making them available to assist the 

project. 

The tasks of the Steering Committee are five: 

1) Initiate planning for a county-wide assembly on sustainability to be held within 

12-24 months. Very likely the goals of this assembly would include 

strengthening community identity and pride, facing the challenges to a sustainable 

future, and generating possibilities for collective action toward sustainability 

within the county. Participants would clearly not have the power to make 

decisions for the county, but only for themselves.  



2) Create and publicize a mission or vision statement for the assembly. 

3) Identify the tasks involved (e.g., scheduling, venue, model, artists, facilitators, 

finance, publicity, etc.), including those that will need to be completed by others 

in order to hold a successful community assembly. One of these tasks will be 

continuing education of the community regarding what sustainability means and 

why it is important to the county’s future. 

4) Create, support, and coordinate as many small committees as needed to take 

responsibility for what needs to be accomplished prior to or during the county 

assembly. 

6) Ensure that local media regularly keep before the public the significance of 

the county assembly through as many means as possible. 

Step 9. Hold a county-wide community assembly on creating a sustainable future: 

Throughout the preparation period, careful consideration will need to be given to 

choosing the method most appropriate for your county to use at its assembly. The goal is 

to make choices together about creating a sustainable future. The means of arriving at the 

goal will differ according to the culture, resources, and desires of your particular 

community. One of the four models below could be beneficial in your efforts to decide 

how to organize your assembly. More information about each is available on the internet 

and in libraries. 

e Future Search 

Future Search is a technology for a planning conference which brings together 8 

to 10 equal-sized groups of an organization’s various “stakeholders” for 2 full days in  



order to create a shared vision of the future for that organization. The method of 

preparing, meeting, and following up is tightly structured so that both process and end 

product will maximize participants’ experience of common ground and generate 

energy to create a positive future. Advantages: builds in in-depth analysis of the 

situation; every step of the way clearly spelled out by the technology; designed to 

bring out the best in everyone present; generates recommendations to larger 

community and decision-makers; establishes a follow-up committee to ensure that 

results do not get lost. Disadvantages: many who want to participate could be 

excluded; could be too structured for your county’s culture; hiring an experienced 

Future Search consultant can be expensive. More information on Future Search is 

available at www.futuresearch.net. 

eo Open Space 

Open Space is a technology for a planning conference which decentralizes the 

process and invites the participants to decide for themselves what part of the overall 

goal they want to work on. Within the timeframe of the conference they are given 

free reign to join up with interested others to “just do it”. There is room in the 

technology for groups to try to influence the entire assembly to join their effort, or 

small groups can go ahead and carry out their plan later themselves. Advantages: 

inclusive of as many participants as your space can hold; maximizes energy by 

getting everyone working at the part of the goal they care most about; encourages 

flexibility; technology for beginning, middle, and end clearly spelled out; chaos can 

be exciting and fun for many people. Disadvantages: needs a large assembly space 

plus multiple spaces where small groups can work; chaos can be frustrating for many  



people; hiring an experienced Open Space consultant could be expensive. More 

information on Open Space is available at www.the-open-space.org. 

e Dialogue 

Dialogue is a forum designed to allow a group to reflect together about an issue or 

concern. It is based on the native American practice of gathering to explore the 

community’s feelings and ideas on a important issues through attentive respectful 

listening. Honest speaking, respectful listening, and waiting for insight are the 

hallmarks of this process. When all three are present, a larger space of community 

wisdom forms that is beyond the sum of the individual parts. Advantages: Simple, 

can be done in smaller or larger groups; embraces differences; focuses on 

understanding differences first before attempting to resolve them. Disadvantages: 

Requires of each participant a good sense of self and respect for others; requires time 

and experience to settle into an unfamiliar mode of meeting; may not eventuate in a 

plan. (Stevens and Peddigrew 2-4) 

e The Earth Charter Initiative 

The Earth Charter Initiative is an international movement which began in the 

1980’s to enable the global human community to join together to bring forth “a 

sustainable global society founded on respect for nature, universal human rights, 

economic justice, and culture of peace.” It defines four interdependent principles for 

a sustainable way of life. These are meant to serve as a common standard by which 

individuals, organizations, businesses and governments can be guided and assessed. 

According to its web page on the Earth Charter and Local Communities:  
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The Earth Charter provides a unique framework for assisting local communities 

to move towards sustainable development, environmental protection and a 
culture of peace. The Earth Charter can be used to help define shared values 
and goals, and evaluate progress towards sustainability. (Earth Charter 1). 

More information on using the Earth Charter as a framework for your county 

assembly can be found at http://www .earthcharter.org. 

Step 10. Select an assembly follow-up committee. 

During or soon after the county-wide assembly, be sure responsibility is clear 

regarding who will follow up on the assembly’s outcomes. Much good will be lost for a 

long time to come if community members and leaders do not see that their generous 

investment of time and energy for the assembly ended up making a difference for the 

community as a whole. 

Step. 11. Determine your sustainability indicators. 

Part of the work of the follow-up committee will be to help the community 

determine which sustainability indicators they will use to evaluate results, and the 

timeline for using them. Remember that in matters of transformation as in so many 

others, nothing succeeds like success. Help your community feel successful by giving 

them the opportunity to see definite markers of progress toward the county’s long-term 

ecological, social, economic, and spiritual wellbeing. 

Step 12. Create a county sustainability plan. 

Based on assembly input and the multitude of other data gathered, the follow-up 

committee creates and recommends a ten to twenty-year county sustainability plan and 

decides the process by which it will be endorsed by the county community. Options for  
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endorsement by the community could include approval by official leadership, bringing it 

for vote as an official referendum, or simply asking individuals to sign on to a pledge for 

sustainability. 

Once the plan is endorsed, ritualize and celebrate it, publicize and post it 

everywhere, and get to work living it. Like all plans, the county sustainability plan will 

need to be evaluated regularly and revised as needed. 

Conclusion 

Participative planning for sustainable county communities is a learning process. 

No one knows exactly how county communities can become sustainable, partly because 

sustainability is so complex and partly because each county community is unique. 

Together, in a shared process of trial and error, community members will learn how to 

create a sustainable future. We will do it because we must — there is no other choice. 

Participative planning for a rural county’s sustainability is an organic ongoing 

living process. It will never be “done.” The process will, however, become easier as 

county communities grow comfortable with being learners together and sharing their 

learnings with other county communities in expanding circles. The adventure of trying 

will in many ways be its own reward. There is, after all, no greater gift a rural county can 

offer to the future, for 

We are on the threshold of a “tipping point” for humanity. 

Our collective actions in the next 50 years 

will determine whether we — 
and the other key species required for ecosystem health— 

can survive. 

Vinit Allen  
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Large Tract* Land Purchases in Washington County: 
July 1, 1999 - June 30, 2004 

Purchased by private individuals with: 

  

No. of Acres Location of Buyer 
  

Address outside Kentucky 682 AZ, TN, TX 
  

Address in KY but outside WC 6,678 
  

Address in Washington County 7,813 
    Total     15,173         
  

Purchased by corporations with: 

  

No. of Acres Location of Buyer 
  

Address outside Kentucky 396 CA, OR 
  

Address in KY but outside WC 1,976 
  

Address in Washington County 605 
      Total   2,977         
  

Purchased by farms with: 

  

No. of Acres % Location of Buyer 
  

Address outside Kentucky 0 
  

Address in KY but outside WC S581 3   

Address in Washington County 0 
      Total   S81     3       

Total Large-Tract Purchases = 

Total Large Tract Acres: Combined buyers with: 

18,731 acres 100% 

  

No. of Acres 
  

Address outside Kentucky 1,078 
  

Address in KY but outside WC 9,235 
  

Address in Washington County 8,418 
        18,731         

* Large Tract defined as 100 acres or more   

  

  

 



Resources that Will Sustain Me for Sustainability Work 

As I complete my project, “Choosing A Sustainable Future: Participative 

Planning for Rural Counties”, and simultaneously begin the groundwork to implement 

the project in one rural county, I am aware that the path ahead will not be an easy one. 

Already it has become clear that not everyone in my religious community grasps the 

urgency of work for sustainability or its relationship to our mission. Many would be 

happier if I would get “a real job”. I suspect that the same reluctance will characterize 

the response of many in Washington County. These encounters with unawareness and 

resistance are depressing, and can cause me to doubt my own sense of mission. So the 

question is a good one: what will sustain me as I go about trying to advance the aims of 

sustainability? 

On a personal level, I believe that the “tap-root” of sustenance will come from 

staying in touch with my profound sense of being called to it. In the depths of my being 

I know that this is the work to which I am meant to give the rest of my life. I just do not 

know exactly how living out that call will unfold itself. More and more I am aware that 

in a unique way I AM an expression of Earth’s own self-sustaining power. Through me, 

and all the other humans experiencing this call, Earth is doing her best to make way for 

the transformation of our species. So easy or not, the work has to be done, and I have to 

do it. If I cannot do it exactly as I have planned in the project, I must be open to being 

led to do it in another way. 

How to stay in touch with that sense of call? Some things I am aware of at this 

time are as follows:  



1) Ihave contracted with a wise and practical woman, a Dominican spiritual 

director rooted in the New Story, to be my “coach”. Via email and/or phone, 

I will keep her informed of my process with the project and benefit from the 

gift of her feedback. 

I will meditate for at least 20 minutes daily in order to put myself in conscious 

contact with the Source of this call and draw on its energy daily. 

I will continue to be part of a small local group of women religious, “Earth 

Care of Kentucky,” working on sustainability issues. In particular, I will 

collaborate with interested members of the Loretto community to see how we 

might work collaborative toward moving this agenda forward in their county 

as well. I will strive to discover other Earth-lovers in our local area and build 

connections with them also. 

If it continues to appear that there is openness to undertaking the project in 

Washington County, I will form a board of directors for the project that can 

support and challenge me in a mutual way. 

I will seek competent assistance for the financial and legal issues that will 

enable the project to be funded adequately and me to earn a living. 

I will regularly read journals that communicate stories of others trying to 

succeed at similar difficult tasks (Hope, Earth Light, Orion, Yes! Magazine). 
  

I will stay in touch with the energy generated in me by the multitude of 

personal stories told at the July, 2004 Sisters of Earth meeting by women who 

for many years have succeeded in doing the impossible toward sustainability 

all over this nation.  



8) I will continue to learn new ways to practice sustainability within my own 

home and in my overall lifestyle. 

I will not slide back into my lifetime tendency to overwork, but rather 

integrate the healthier rhythm I have created in the last two years through 

living in contact with the natural world (especially within my own back yard) 

and with the needs of my own being for leisure and renewal as well as for 

meaningful relationships and work. 

10) I will consciously strive to integrate playfulness and fun into this work, as I 

do believe that it is the only way we will have any chance of enabling it to 

succeed. 

The end result of the exercise of writing this essay is a clearer awareness 

within me that the first challenge of the project “Choosing A Sustainable Future” 

is to me personally. In the project I define sustainability as a four-legged stool 

which includes the ecological, the social, the economic and the spiritual. Much to 

my surprise, those are exactly the dimensions included in the ten steps articulated 

above! What becomes clear is that my own mindfulness and creativity in choosing 

the ways to sustain myself will have everything to do with my capacity to help a 

county choose a sustainable future. Thanks for requiring the essay and thus 

bringing this message home to me!  


