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Biospher

FLIP PRIOR

The minds behind
a Kimberley
savannah want us
to rethink the way
we live

wy aind slight and wearing a
battered akubea har, Robyn
Tredwell fxes us with a

prercang gaze. We have just acrmved
an Birdwood Daowvns Statson, 1ekm
easl al Drerby down the Gabb River
Baad and our barrage of questions
has niot gone dawi well

Mo moare questions,” she says
“Hog, take o breath, chall out, take i
oy, There wall be lme for questions
later. [ can talk to v 1o the
miraing.

Surtably chastensd — and waried
al 1o bother amy other people we
might encounter — we fad our
coltage and flop on 1o the beds,

Later, a5 we tploe around the
homestead, Hstening Lo the bands
twitler in e L=t eVl i
msaddening questions arse. Why are
ther so many gensal Americans
aroand? Why aren't we allowed 10
talk 1o them? Whe on Barth are the
Baspherians? What i this place?
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Bush paradise: Robyn Tredwel

The next marndng 10 already hot
bt Ms Tredwell and her colleagie,
Mark Welson, don't care. Swean
tnckling dinwn thedr faces, Lhu:.-' hack
aaay al the mvasave calytrox shrubs
and wande seedlings trying 10
strangle the prass and legimes
planted m their paddack.

When be's at Bardwood Downs,
thas is how D Nelson spends the
it few bowrs each day — and
strangely enough, he loves . “It's
field murnletsiee, proledlmg our
improved pasture,” be savs “1 really
wish I could spend move of my life
here, ke 1 did m the carly yvears
after we started the project.”

Faor the softly spalken American,

amdl Institule of Ecotechnics director Mark Melson at Birdwood Downs. Foties: Mog:

bt in Mew Yo and lvig
betwesn the Kimbedey and an
affilianed ecologreal project in New
Mesaico, Birdweood Dvwins 15 Car
oz than a rural pastoral
enlerprise.

T laiss — amel the Glalaal
Ecotechnics Corporatzon, which
cownts 11— Bardwosd Diowns i a
L:\-:l;'.-:u.'al:iuvurl.nuh experunent afl
warldwide significance.

As a longstanding dorector of e
Lnstitute of Esotechnacs, whach had
ts origins in Mew Mexioo m 1973,
D Melson is among those living by
the mantra that humans must live in
balenced harmony wath technologsy,
ecology and culture. On Sepreohber

2, 101, lbe wras amiodg eight people
who shuat thensselves off fham the
workd — aloayg witly 3R specaes of
plants and animals — spsade 8 1. 2ha
“hiosphere™ 1 the desert berwesn
Tueson and Phoenix, SArzona.

The $2H0 millioa, ungh[-xlcln':.'

L5, sy m compannd, covensd by
gloss and steel structures, was
dubbed the weddd's most ambitiow
test tabe, o “closed ecologeal
syslem” iolended o represent a
ouin-Barth, or “biosplens".

It contadned five “hismes” —a
mnagnalicent ratmlarest, ocean with
coral peel, wetlands, a desert, an
agriculiural producion sysiem and a
savannah grassland — modelbed

Johansan

ataslly on Birdwood Do, D
Melwan says the basspherians wanted
v Cined out whether people could Lve
stccesefully as an ntegral part of a
complete ecalogical system — long
before the term “sustamabilivg was
[QEATa

In keeping with the ecotechnies
wiew that art and culture are also
essentil o human existence. the
archalecture msde wis mol st
practical, but beautafiel too.

“The eszence of the experiment
was can humans, technology and
agriculiure coexisl harmomonasly
with natural systems,” Dir Melson
savs. “The otler goal was to change
the way people wers looking at space
exploration, IF we're really pomg 1o
Live happily in space stations, on the

Maon or Mars or whatever . | . we
aeed 1o thank of pecple as living m
buwspherc systems, "

Inside tlve doume, certam species
thrivisd, whide others dsed out. When
the gardens faled o prodisce the
buspeed-for bounty of feod, crew
members sulfered dramatic werght
Loss af up o 23kg. Eighteen moaths
i, axygen levels dipped o
dapgerously low hevels alter
aticrabes in the rainforest
metabalised organic material at
abaermally high rates, meaning awo
had 1o be pumped o 5o the
oocipants coubd sirvve.

Millins of people aroand e
waorkd watched as the biospherians,
heaniter bul triumphant, emerged
froos the dome in Seplember 1993,

In ensuamg vears, the progect had
oeny spin-offs, Oie was the
comstructed wetland system
I.‘|I.".".']I:l]:|dil 11 Conyibnction with
MASA sesenlisls, a way Lo recycle
and rewse all the wastewater and
effluent from the people, workslops,
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laboraterses and animals maide.

Fuliage from D Nelson®s wetlind
was wied 1o feed animals, whale
treated efflwent was stecilised and
added v thee Garm’s iecigation
supply, recyvcling all the outrients.
Alter re-entermmg the “real wordd™,
Dy Melson continied to develop the
systen whech s now used worldwide
— including the Baidwood Downs
homestead and several Aboriginal
cofmiites in WA

While many laver radicabed the
Basplene 2 expenment amd
guestened s serentife valwiey, Dr
Melson beleves i was an icredible
U COESY

“T sish o way that we kad done
the project mow, becaus: publc
wwateness of ecalagleal challenge:
has grown so mach,” he says, “But
even 50, Brosphere 2 was Gollowed
wilh exalemenl by oullong of
people around the woadd, There
were unexpected surprises, like the
ctigen declme, bt to my ound that
llustzated why we needed 1o buld
such a facilivy . . . a ot of peaple
kaind of mussed the pout that it was a
very daring and visaonary
expertment.

“W'hat [ really got from Blosphere
2 15 that every small actwn ot there
had conseguences. I we lad taken
comventzonal agriculture and
technology o there, we would have
been dead from toxie chimicals and
pullutan. The public educatzon,
even il we were 50 years ahead of our
o, was Lhe best [|:|UL3 Lhat
Bansplen: 2 aceomplashed ™

A second “missen” iato
Baosphere 2 lovolvasg o different
crew of seven was abandoned in
I aller yust % moeaths, amsd
fusancial squabbles, relatonship
breakdowns amd allegations of

Lesaais from the domse: Mark Melson says Blosphers 2 was ahead of its time.

‘What 1 really got from

Biosphere 2 is that every
small action in there had

conseqguences.’
OF KARE RELSON

sabatage. Today, Busphere 2 15
uperaled h:.-' Ll LII'LI."."'l.'I.'."iI.!':.' aff
Arniona as a research laabry

Bt the rropacal sovannab baomme an
Bardwond Dowmns bives on, Thanks
largely to the elforts of Ms Tredwell,
a former Australian Fural Woman of
the Year.

Togh and no-nemsense bul with a
ready grin, she 1 as hardy as the
lankscape she cares for — and it's
il as well, becamse i's
backbreaking wark.

Born mio a hith-generation
fumaily of pastoralists and fishermen
from aorthern Queensland and
WA she travedls] the waordd
working in midwabery and neonatal
anbensgve care,

Lis the late 19705, she set up a
health chne or refugee Tibelans 0
Eathmandu before encountering the
Inseitwte of Ecotechnics’ research

ship Heraclintus — a saalsng ship lake
a Chamese junk — o Tiber m T9ED.
Afver “a collisson of mimds®, she
numped aboard, spending the mes
frve vears subing tropical climates,
collecting medicinal and agnculwral
plants and seeds,

Sl arrived at Bodwood Dowans
six years alter the institute wook i on
o LO9TE, when D Welson was s
general manager Back then, the
landscape was beavily degraded by
eergrazing, aver burnmg and
trampling from three stock rouwtes
runing thraugh i

The WA Government had sold the
Lend om the provision thal 1 pasture
was improved with drovght-resstant
grasess and legumes, To fisance tha
Burdwoud Downs produced seeds
which 1t exported.

s Tredwell says mnitaally, the idea
of creating a sustamable system in
the tropleal dry savannab had been a
“huge challeng:".

“Partiewlacly as my colleages had
chosen the mos depraded plece of
b, ghe chuckles “We had e
leacn by doing, as there was o
oeaniee] on how it could be dene,

Aller about eight vears of

Take a breath: Robyn Tredwell

“mlensive Wark aisd sveal equily
and capatal investorent”, Birdwood
Dowens became frechold and is the
secand longest continuously owied
and opecated station m the
Eamberley

Since those bean early years, M
Tredwell has developed a stock
rotataon syslem, successfully using
prazng ammals to assisl seed
producton and inereasng Bindwood
Downs” sustamable stockmg
capacity Lo 10 tmes that of
Eamberley native pastures,

Bardwood Diowns has diversafued,
bt ot stll follws the princples of
ecalogy, technology amd beauty, A
decade ago, Mz Tredwell started the
Eamberley School of Horsemamshap,
which oflers accrsdated tramang and
she breeds Chaarab horses — a cros

between the Arab and quarter bors:.

In keeping with the belied that
hiumans mist have a erealive owtlet
for a satmfying Life, the Crow and
Cockateo theatre was established
Moze recently, toursts hive been
walcomed o Birdwoeod Dawne,
where they can taste the oatural life
by campdng among the coconun
pabms and pattve trees and l=ornimg

about the envirenment by taking
bomestead or ecological tours.

O, they can sleep in
ecnlogically-lriendly Bimbecey
colourstone solar-powered collages,
with double-vented pyramid rocds
and no ar-condiliomrers; en)oying Lhe
sovind of bredsong and the croak of
frogs through the Qyscreen walls,

“We don't let those motorsed
things with the TV and the radio
comme blarag in,” Ms Tredwell says.

e e edpang o o, because
people cofse here for the gajer ™

s Tredwell says while Bidwood
Downs o3 suilll & work dn progress, it
has consi a long way

“Ecology develops slowly and
foang it develops slowly™ shi savs,
“If your make sistasmability part of
your lafe, then you're always
adjusting and always recalibrating.
Yous dear't dis vt all inoa dayg ™

[ Melson says the growmg public
mterest in climate change wday s
ERCGLTAEE, 34 1] oreans peaple ane
starting o take responsibny for
thewr role i looking after the planer

“Evei the greatest denders of whal
s actually happenuig oo the planet
can understand that what we're
didng i 15 wisustainable — and
i's paing to gel barder and harder,
and more personal for everyane, ' he
sys. “We need to rethink how we
bive, bearn to really bive sustadnably
and healthier with our precions
bmsphere, but thas showlda't be seen
as a hardship.

“People tend 1o pet dwarfed by
thi magnitude of the Earth — that's
ool the sight way to think, We wani
Lo demonstrate here 31 Birdwood
Drvwens that hving ecologieally, 1o be
haoids-om moa real way al a small
scabe, i a really great way of life . . .
if s pat yoursell mnoan mielligent,
real relatzonship with the biesphere
and your cwn litle chunk af o
that’s really very satssfying.™ Ao



