The Debt Reduction Landscape

An anthropic landscape (created by human activity) is the direct result of an economy which binds   the occupants of the land to its management. In Europe, it is a result of the CAP (“Common Agricultural Policy”). Landscape aesthetics, resulting from organized land management plans, is thus directly connected to a specific view of the economy and its application.

Landscape as a consumer commodity from a touristic point of view is directly linked to a cultural vision which defines beautiful and ugly according to the subjective standards of each civilization. For a Japanese, the wide open spaces in the Beauce (in the center of France ) are a marvel compared to the tightly circumscribed horizons of his island; for an inhabitant of the Limousin,  it is a dreary plain, for a “ Beauceron ” an ordinary view.

While it is unnecessary to comment upon the aesthetic quality of a landscape (more in the sphere of travel agencies) the question can be asked whether it “corresponds” to its  fundamental reason for being.

In a rural context, the farmer, primary shaper of landscape, is not its aesthetic manager: its form emerges from techniques 98% dictated by a current economic vision over which he has no control. Contrary to long-standing practices today no longer applied, modern agriculture reflects a technology which, due to the considerable investments necessary, binds the farmer to debt reimbursement.

The ensuing landscape bears the trace of a violent combat between an individual attempting to preserve his financial situation, and nature, free from such obligations, which resists.

Nature, which  through its diversity, could evolve on its own both in unexploited areas and in fields and managed  woodlands, today is reduced to untended spaces (friche) , the domain of the Third Landscape. Elsewhere, it is violently expelled. In such a landscape, a visible, grotesque partition appears between man and nature, as if humans were not to be part of it.

The development of the concept of  ecology as well as the failure of   dominant economic systems have changed our sense of how we relate to nature and nature’s role, which is to ensure our survival. Perhaps we would be better off seeking harmony not opposition. The farmer instead of  yielding to the tyranny of the market system, should perhaps take charge of his finances, not submit to them.

What would the debt reduction landscape resemble? What would the region of the Indre look like between Champagne, Boischaut and Brenne? What position would the Limousin, the Nord or the Bouches du Rhône occupy? Should the given landscape be considered as a part of a region or of Europe? What is the appropriate scale or point of reference?  Is there really a difference between rural debt reduction and urban debt reduction?  What does “economic downscaling” or “sustainable degrowth” mean, in the light of the above? Toward what type of economy are we headed?

The expression “debt reduction landscape” was first used by a group of students at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure du Paysage  in Versailles  (ENSP) – Emeline Brossard, Thomas Orssaud, Jean-Christophe Pigeon, Thibaut Guezais - during a workshop on “Great  Rural Spaces”which took place between October 2010 and January 2011, situated in the Valley of Chambonchard, between the Allier and the Creuse, along the Cher River. My colleagues, Miguel Georgieff and Matthieu Picot, and I directed the workshop.
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