RGS 2011 London, PERG Sponsored Session
Future Geographies: the place of visioning in developing strategies for more sustainable lifestyles, practices and places.
Convenors: Anna Davies, Ruth Doyle and Jessica Pape, Trinity College Dublin
While patterns of development have been clearly flagged as unsustainable in global policy rhetoric since the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, policy responses have achieved at best only incremental progress in promoting more sustainable lifestyles, practices and places. In response there are growing calls to create clearer visions of sustainable futures that, it is argued, might stimulate more significant transitions in development trajectories. Such futuristic work is not a new endeavour and has its roots in utopian literary traditions (see Thomas Moore’s Utopia, 1516) and the work of town planning visionaries (such as Ebenezer Howard and Garden Cities of Tomorrow, 1902). 
Contemporary visioning practices are often less encompassing in their remit, wary of the utopian nomenclature and generally predicated on the view that long term visioning should be used to orientate short term action. Also processes of modern visioning are often, but not exclusively, collaborative or participatory in some way. In response this session brought together papers that critically examine future visioning techniques, broadly defined, and their contribution (potential or real) to more sustainable lifestyles, practices and places. 
The first session focused on case studies where visioning for sustainability had occurred. The first paper ‘Future visions for sustainable personal washing practices in Irish households: reviewing processes of vision generation, elaboration and assessment’ presented by Ruth Doyle (TCD) reviewed experiences of participatory backcasting as an alternative and potentially more far-reaching means of conceptualising and promoting holistic solutions for unsustainable development. The second paper ‘Governing the (un)transformed park: the Olympian support of the unsustainable’ presented by Mark Davidson (Clark University), focused on Sydney Olympic Park as a self-proclaimed exemplar of sustainability (i.e. “the first green Games”). Mark argued that Sydney Olympic Park represents an attempt to produce an alternative urban landscape; one reflecting new societal goals. Constructed as part of the mega-event, the site’s parklands now sit alongside intensive urban development and are managed by the combination of a state authority and quasi-public foundation. As such, the parklands reflect the wider political problematic of thinking an alternative city. The third paper in the first session ‘Geographical perspectives upon the role of a vision in sustaining sustainable river futures’ presented by Claire Gregory (University of Auckland), explored the process of visioning for improving river health. Her paper highlighted how vision development and implementation provides a space for geographies to come together, recognising and debating place values; builds and forges new geographies of identity; and influences practices of river management at individual, societal, institutional and (inter)national levels. 
The second session brought together papers which reflected on visioning as a concept and methodology. The first paper, presented by Jessica Pape (TCD) ‘Spaces for sustainability learning? Future visioning as a geographical process for transforming production and consumption practices’ used empirical evidence from two participatory visioning workshops to reflects on the physical and intellectual spaces for sustainability learning that they provided. While documenting the positive personal experiences for participants she concluded that the challenge for visioning practices is to see how learning can become embedded in wider structures and societal change. Udo Pesch (DELFT University) then presented a paper ‘The challenge of participatory intervention methods: resolving conceptual ambiguity to facilitate sustainable innovation in long-term vision-based approaches’. His paper addressed the theoretical ambiguities and mutual interdependence of terms such as the 'long-term', the 'public interest', and 'learning'. Bringing together empirical evidence and theoretical discussion he provided more insight about challenges that face such innovative intervention methods. The third paper, presented by Angharad Saunders and Suzanne Jenkins (University of Glamorgan) considered the use of visioning as an educational tool within the classroom. The paper ‘Situating the ‘self’ in the sustainable vision’ explored the role of envisioning as a pedagogical tool for engaging students in sustainable futures thinking. They argued that envisioning challenges student understandings and expectations of higher education; it engages them in forms of knowing and practice that are local, personal and uncertain.  The fourth and final paper in the second session,‘Visioning for Urban Agriculture and Food Security: From vertical farms to agriculture in refugee camps (ARC)’, was presented by Andrew Adam-Bradford (University of Sheffield). Critically reflecting on two instances of visioning for more sustainable urban agriculture 1) vertical farms as envisioned by Dickson Despommier and 2) agriculture in refugee camps (ARC) as envisioned and actively promoted by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Andrew argued that ‘visioning’ has a clear role to play if urban agriculture is to reach its full potential and maximise its food security function. 
Overall the session provoked wide ranging and critical discussion of the benefits and limitations of contemporary adoption of visioning tools and technologies to assist in the development of more sustainable development trajectories. In particular key challenges remain in the translation and embedding of collaborative creative visions into concrete and sustainable practices.
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