Trip Report to Tamera Portugal – 16-18.10.09

I was invited to Tamera, a communal village in Portugal, www.tamera.org, for the opening of the Solar Village and to participate in discussions on “Creating Models for a Future without War”.  The initial arrangements and funding for my trip were made by Rina Kedem, in order to facilitate a long-term relationship between Tamera and the Arava Institute.  Because Tamera is a communal village and the Arava Institute is a research and academic institution, it was not completely clear to me on what basis the institute and the village would cooperate.  For this reason, the Executive Committee approved my trip to Portugal in order to get a better understanding of how collaboration between Tamera and the institute could be mutually beneficial.  I only spent two days in the village but I walked away deeply impressed with a clearer understanding of what Tamera is and how the Arava Institute could collaborate with Tamera in a way that could help to further the mission of the Arava Institute. I want to thank Rina personally for making this trip possible.  The following is an account of my short visit.
Friday  16.10.09
I arrived at Tamera after flying all night from Israel with a transfer through Brussels, landing in Lisbon and then a two hour train ride to a small village about ½ hour from Tamera.  I was picked up by one of the members of Tamera who drove me to the village.  I arrived at the guest house of Tamera around 11:00 in the morning and was greeted by Benjamin Von Mendelssohn, one of the three founders of Tamera. The other two founders are Sabine Lichtenfels who I also met and Dieter Duhm who was not present at the time of my visit.  After settling into the beautiful guest house, I had lunch with the other participants in the gathering and later in the afternoon attended the first meeting of the “Creating Models for a Future without War” group.  Some of the group had just finished a two week pilgrimage from Evora to Tamera.  Others like me were just joining the group for the weekend.  There were about 25 participants.   Most of the participants most of the members of Tamera were of German extraction.  Some have been involved with Tamera for a few years and others were, visiting Tamera for the first time.  The common theme was peace work and sustainability. One of the other participants was David Lisbona, an Israeli who I have contact with through the Israel Palestine Peace NGO Forum.  After lunch we all introduced ourselves and talked about what brought us to this type of work and what we hoped to achieve by visiting Tamera.  In the late afternoon, we took a hike around Tamera to see the restorative work that is being done on the property and to look at the water retention dam and the artificial lake that was designed by the Tamera’s ecologist, Sepp Holzer.  That evening, we were treated to a concert by the Israeli musician, Yair Dalal.  In addition to being an old acquaintance of mine and a past member of Kibbutz Samar, Yair is a world renowned violin and oud player specializing in Middle Eastern Oriental music.  Yair has been involved in Tamera for many years.  
Saturday, 17.10.09

Additional discussions were held on the subject of “Creating Models for a Future without War” on Saturday morning.  In the afternoon, Tamera held the opening of the Solar Village, whose technology was designed by Jürgen Kleinwächter, physicist and inventor.  The concept behind the solar village was to develop sustainable solar technology that would be accessible to people living in the developing world and that would not require a large initial investment or entail overwhelming maintenance costs.  

The basic system consisted of a hot house which holds solar thermal panels used to both heat vegetable oil and to allow 20% of the sun’s light through into the hothouse.  This is enough light to allow healthy plants to grow and minimize water loss.  If the average human being requires about 4,000 square meters of land to grow enough food annually to survive, this system reduces that amount to 400 square meters to guarantee a food supply.    
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The hot vegetable oil that is heated by lenses focused on pipes is pumped into a thermal storage tank which is then used to heat a Sterling engine in order to create mechanical energy. The mechanical energy can either be used to pump water or generate electricity.  The hot oil is stored in a thermal tank which maintains a temperature of around 200 degrees centigrade.  The oil can be used to heat the Sterling engine at any time including at night when the sun is not shinning.   The heat of the oil can also be used directly for cooking and steaming food.  Jürgen presented the project and gave an explanation of the technology.  The village, which was built for a group of about 50 people, is called Test Field 1 because the goal is to create a living model of a village in Africa.  Members of Tamera will live in the village and test out the technology on a daily basis in order to both prove its sustainability and to discover the flaws that need to be fixed.  Eventually, Jürgen and the people of Tamera hope to host villagers from Africa in order to teach them how to build with this technology.  
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David Lisbona, Yair Dalal, Jürgen Kleinwächter and David Lehrer
In the center of the village is an open air kitchen which is completely powered by renewable technologies – direct solar power, electrical power from the Sterling engine and direct heat from the hot oil power lights, ovens and stoves.  As part of the inauguration of the village, that night, the members of the project cooked a dinner in the open air kitchen for about 60 people including additional guests that came just for the opening.  The food was delicious and of course as is the case with all meals at Tamera; vegan!

After dinner the children of Tamera put on a play for the guests with a very strong political message about peace.  I had to leave early the next morning in order to catch my flight out of Lisbon, back to Tel Aviv.    

Impressions of Tamera
I had a very positive experience at Tamera which left me with some strong impressions that I would like to share:

The Commune Tamera – Tamera, which was founded in 1995, is a 350 ha (3,500 dunam) commune located in the Portuguese country side.  It is rustic, with many old caravans, tents and recycled buildings on the property.  Fortunately, I was housed in a beautiful guest house in my own room and with a bathroom which I shared with one other guest.  The design and of the guest house was very southwestern United States and very comfortable.  Much of the physical landscape is under reconstruction as Tamera residents are trying to revive the land which has been over farmed, over lumbered and generally abused for centuries. A major effort is underway to build a number of small lakes which will prevent rain water from running off into the sea, prevent soil erosion and nourish the trees that are currently suffering from drought. What I found most interesting about Tamera was that despite the “Hippy/New Age” appearance and jargon of the leaders and members of Tamera, they are not afraid of science or afraid to embrace technology if it leads to more sustainability.  In many ways, their approach to ecology and the environment is very similar to that of Neot Smadar.  

The other interesting aspect of Tamera was the social organizational structure of the commune itself.  On a tour that one of the members gave me in the afternoon of my second day at Tamera, she explained how the commune works. There are three groups of people on Tamera, members, students and work groups residents.  The students all pay for their living expenses and the courses they are taking.  The work groups residents are people who come to Tamera to work on specific projects such as the Solar Village and who pay for their expenses as well.  Commune members receive everything they need from the commune including food, housing, education for children, medical care etc. Income for the commune comes from a number of sources; educational programs, book publishing, the guest house and craft sales.  The commune is not self sufficient, therefore each member is required to pay his or her share of the difference between income and expenses.  Every once in a while, members leave Tamera in order to work, earn money and bring it back to Tamera in order to cover the deficit.  Of course it is the hope of the members of Tamera, that the commune will someday be self sufficient.  Some crops are grown on Tamera but there is no intention to become self sufficient by growing their own food.

The People of Tamera – The people of Tamera were very warm and as I said, very “Hippy/New Age” in appearance and jargon.  There was a lot of talk about “energy”, “spirits”, “love”, “peace” etc.   Once I arrived at Tamera, I was surprised to realize that the members of Tamera as well as many of their international guests were of German origin. I guess I had expected a commune in the middle of the Portuguese country side to be made up of people from Portugal. The origin of Tamera is in Germany where two of the founders of Tamera, Sabine and Dieter first tried to set up their commune based on a philosophy of non-contractual sexual relations between men and women (what some call “free love”):  

“There can not be peace in the world as long as there is war in love."  - Sabine Lichtenfels
This philosophy was not well received in Germany and eventually, Sabine and Deiter left in order to find a more appropriate climate to start their new social/sexual revolution. Eventually, they were able to purchase the land on which Tamera is built in Portugal where people seemed less threatened by their “New Age” approach to human relations.  The sexual philosophy of Tamera is a very basic part of their whole Universalist approach to world peace.  On a personal note, though the members of Tamera mentioned this aspect of their life on Tamera, I did not at any time feel uncomfortable or see any visible signs of “free love” (everyone kept their clothes on).  Though clearly, this is an important part of their world view, everyone was very respectful and I did not feel pressured into accepting this philosophy or into participating in anything that my wife would have frowned upon.  In any case, I was only at Tamera for a few days and anyone who is planning on visiting for a longer period of time might find themselves more “exposed” to this aspect of life at Tamera (you have been warned). 

Tamera and the Middle East – Though one of the main goals of Tamera is to create an international peace network to establish a global force for peace through its Institute for Global Peace and the Grace Foundation, there seemed to be a particular interest in peace in the Middle East.  As one participant in the seminar stated, “If we can create peace in the Middle East, then we can create peace anywhere.”  I suspected that the commune’s interest in the Middle East ran deeper than simply the challenge of Middle East peacemaking.  This suspicion was confirmed when one of the members of Tamera revealed that their particular interest in peace in the Middle East goes back to their own German origins and a sense that Nazi Germany has some responsibility for the current ongoing conflict.  The heightened interest in the Middle East is expressed in Tamera’s literature, Israeli contacts, visits and the newly proposed Middle East Peace Research Village to be set up somewhere between Israel and Palestine and to be populated by Israelis and Palestinians.  Though Tamera is working to create Peace Research Villages (PRV) around the world, they have clearly given the Middle East PRV a high priority.

Arava Institute and Tamera 
As I stated in the beginning of this report, I had some concerns regarding the nature of collaboration between Tamera and the Arava Institute due to the different structures and missions.  I think, however, there is a basic commonality in belief and philosophy centering on a commitment to peace and sustainability.  Each organization tries to achieve these goals in a very different way however there are a number of areas in which I believe that cooperation would be mutually beneficial:
1. The Solar Village – the technology and concept behind the solar village was both inspiring and intriguing.  I believe that Jürgen Kleinwächter’s ideas would fit in very well with our own plans for the establishment of a Center for Sustainability in Arid Lands.  Jürgen has expressed a strong interest in coming to visit the institute and I think it would be extremely useful to organize a visit of our researchers to Tamera to see the Solar Village.
2. Summer Internships – The Alumni Projects is always looking for internship opportunities.  Tamera offers a wide variety of hands on experiences for our alumni. The financial issues would have to be resolved.
3. Middle East Peace Research Village – This seems to me to be another opportunity for alumni to put into practice what we teach at the Arava Institute.  A number of our alumni including Rina Kedem are already involved in this project based on a village where Israelis and Palestinians could create a human experiment in peace-building and sustainable living.  I believe this is a worthy project to which the Arava Institute could make a considerable contribution.
Respectfully submitted by David Lehrer  
