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Approximat ion.
My journey  to  Sonnberg turned out  to  be  ext remely  p leasant :  by  IC  to
the prov inc ia l  capi ta l ,  then by  the  express t ra in ,  which runs at  hour ly
interva ls ,  to  the  d ist r ic t  town,  which l ies  in  one of  the  a l luv ia l  va l leys
of  the  pre -a lp ine  h i l ly  landscape where  the  munic ipal i ty  of  Sonnberg is
located.  Having ar r ived there ,  I  chose ,  among two opt ions ,  the  s lower
one ,  as  I  had t ime and wanted to  let  the  f i rst  impressions work  the i r
magic  on me at  my le isure :  namely ,  one of  the  h i l l  buses ,  which cru ise
each of  the  four  c lover leaf -shaped c i rcu lar  routes wi th  f ixed stops in
hour ly  interva ls ,  but  a lso a l low branch-offs  to  stops in  s ide  paths ,  as
long as  the  passengers  on the  bus se lect  them in  good t ime using a
keypad near  the  dr iver ’s  seat .  Indeed,  i f  I  had been pressed for  t ime,  I
could  have cal led  for  an  autonomous h i l l  tax i  (affect ionate ly  known as
Hüxi)  v ia  the  regional  app.  Each munic ipal i ty  has a  smal l  f leet  of  such
Hüxis ,  ranging f rom two-  to  f ive -  to  e ight -seaters ;  there  is  a lso a
l imited supply  of  smal l  t rucks for  h i re ,  but  for  that  i t  is  worth  booking
a few days in  advance ,  as  demand is  h igh.  The local  h i l l  buses are
owned by  the  publ ic  t ransport  companies  wi th  a  minor i ty  sharehold ing
by the  munic ipal i t ies.  Part icu lar ly  p icturesque routes are  popular  wi th
v is i tors  to  the  region in  hop-on-hop-off  mode.  However  the  h i l l  tax is
(Hüxis)  are  operated by  inter -munic ipal  consort ia  involv ing pr ivate  and
publ ic  operators.  They  are  subject  to  a  f ramework regulat ion that
guarantees equal  condi t ions for  passengers  across a l l  reg ions
throughout  the  country .

Beauty  emerges.
The landscape around Sonnberg is  beaut i fu l ,  wi th  i ts  ro l l ing  h i l ls  and
val leys ,  d iversely  st ructured into  f ie lds ,  meadows,  pastures  and
forests ,  especia l ly  beaut i fu l  are  the  t ree- l ined f ie lds ,  wi ld  f ru i t  hedges ,
dry  stone wal ls ,  f lower -st rewn st r ips  a long the  paths ,  which are  used
in  part  exc lus ive ly ,  in  part  in  mixed form for  walkers ,  cyc l is ts  and
horse r iders ,  but  a lso prov ide farmers  wi th  access to  the i r  f ie lds  and
forestry .  Asphal t  is  used spar ingly  -  on ly  on complete ly  or  a lmost
exclus ive ly  dedicated cyc le  paths.
Only  af ter  a  few conversat ions wi th  farmers  who l ivened up the  main
square  for  the  weekly  market  d id  I  rea l ise  that  the  landscape d id  not
present  i tse l f  in  such beauty  at  a l l  t imes.  The va l ley  f ie lds ,  dra ined
and homogenized into  large swaths of  farmland,  were  worked by
monstrous agr icu l tura l  machines in  day  and n ight  sh i f ts .  The
grassland in  the  so-cal led  unfavorable ,  because less  fer t i le  and 
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and hummocky parts  of  the  area ,  got  abandoned and turned wi ld .  Even
where  mowing took p lace ,  the  grass cut t ings were  lef t  ly ing around at
best .  The meadows became impover ished.  Oh wai t ,  th is  is  not  to
demonize wi lderness – at  least  10% of  the  land has to  be devoted to
nature  by  law,  and r ight ly  so – but  there  is  actual ly  more b iodivers i ty
in  st ructured landscapes ,  apart  f rom thei r  l ivabi l i ty  in  aesthet ic  terms.
Any b lessing turns into  a  curse ,  i f  i t  grows out  of  proport ion.
The decis ive  turnaround only  began when CAP payments  were  l inked to
labor  and the  reference to  area was made st rongly  degressive.
S igni f icant ly  h igher  premiums were  granted for  the  f i rst  20 ha.  Organic
farming has been set  the  defaul t  mode of  product ion and thereby  as
the basic  condi t ion for  any  subsidy  or  premium,  but  I  wi l l  come back to
that  later .  What  I  want  to  te l l  here  is  that  the  CAP reform led to  a
dynamisat ion of  smal l  and medium-sized farms that  even d ie -hard
opt imists  would  not  have thought  possib le :  wi thout  land subsid ies ,
one-s ided mass product ion s imply  no longer  paid  off .  Other ,  more
natura l ,  more  d iverse and more labor - intensive  product ion opt ions
have become avai lable  s ince then ,  meet ing the  growing demand for
h igh-qual i ty  products  f rom agr icu l ture ,  f ish  farming and extensive
l ivestock farming.  Landscapes don ' t  l ie :  agr icu l tura l  s teppes have
evolved into  f lower ing gardens.

The taste  of  beauty.
Yes,  and there  I  was!  I  got  off  the  bus in  the  centre  of  town,  hav ing
booked at  the  main  inn  near  the  church on the  market  square.  The
journey  had whetted my appet i te ,  so  I  sat  down at  the  table  st ra ight
away.  The lunch menu was not  long in  coming.  How good i t  smel led ,
what  a  de l ight !  I  qu ick ly  rea l ised where  the  region 's  good reputat ion
comes f rom.  The k i tchens of  the  inns and restaurants  here ,  not  just
the  one where  I  dwel led ,  use organic  ingredients  only ,  wi th  declared
except ions:  therefore  they  don ' t  need to  declare  every  s ingle  d ish ,
because you a l ready know f rom the p laque next  to  the  entrance that
only  organic  food f inds i ts  way into  the  k i tchen whenever  possib le .
The menu only  ind icates what  does NOT come f rom contro l led  organic
product ion!
Dur ing my ent i re  stay  in  pret ty  Sonnberg ,  I  d id  not  exper ience any  inn
or  restaurant  that  d id  not  have the  t r in i ty  of  organic ,  reg ional  and
seasonal  wr i t ten  on i ts  banners ,  and d id  not  have th is  cer t i f ied  v ia  a
regional  brand.  Bel ieve  me,  you can READ that  commitment  in  the
features  of  the  landscape.
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Eco-fr iendly  regulat ions.
Most  of  the  inn  keepers  have invested in  recent  years.  The one where  I
stay  is  more reserved in  th is  respect ,  t ry ing to  keep her  indebtedness
with in  l imi ts .  Nat ional  construct ion regulat ions have been thoroughly
rev ised some t ime ago.  Certa in  bui ld ing mater ia ls  are  banned,  such as
polystyrene insulat ion e lements.  The use of  b io logical ,  renewable ,
c l imate- f r iendly  bui ld ing mater ia ls ,  energy  and water  sav ing dev ices
and prov is ions to  protect  the  employees ’  heal th  -  they  are  l is ted on a
posi t ive  l is t  –  have become a  basic  requi rement  for  subsid ies.  To
complement  the  advice  prov ided by  the  companies  offer ing the
serv ices ,  there  are  advisory  centres  in  every  d ist r ic t  which bui ld ing
appl icants  can consul t  for  expert  adv ice ,  be  i t  on  bui ld ing p lans and
mater ia ls ,  on  energy  supply  and bui ld ing serv ices or  matters  re lated to
heal th  and secur i ty .

Rural  renaissance.
Simi lar  pr inc ip les  apply  to  agr icu l ture  and forestry !  Af ter  organic
farming became a  basic  requi rement  for  a l l  k inds of  publ ic  support ,
inc luding decoupled payments ,  in  the  EU 's  Common Agr icu l tura l  Pol icy
20 years  ago (except ions are  possib le  i f  du ly  just i f ied) ,  unexpected
cascading effects  unfolded:  some farmers  gave up more quick ly  than
expected ,  but  were  immediate ly  taken over  by  the  next  generat ion or
by  new entrants  who fe l t  spurred on by  the  new f ramework condi t ions.
The boom in  new rura l  businesses that  now set  in  surpr ised everyone
involved.  Only  the  part ly  excessive  land pr ices and the  f inancing of  the
star t -ups threatened to  act  as  a  brake.  However ,  th is  could  be defused
by the  combined effect  of  generous star t -up subsid ies  and the
instrument  of  regional  land banks.  The regional  land banks have
emerged in  a  short  per iod of  t ime in  most  rura l  areas of  the  country .
They are  establ ished by  the  munic ipal i t ies  in  partnership  wi th  local
banking inst i tut ions ,  ind iv idual  companies  and socio-economic
interest  groups ,  and offer  f inancing models  as  wel l  as  professional
advice  in  a l l  munic ipal  off ices.  Locat ion and star t -up counsel l ing  is  by
the way an integra l  par t  of  a  wider  serv ice  offer  to  a l l  newcomers and
immigrants ,  be  they  people  who want  to  stay  in  the  countrys ide dur ing
thei r  ret i rement ,  young fami l ies  and company founders ,  job  seekers
from our  country  or  abroad,  or  refugees seeking asy lum in  our  country .
Not  every  concern  can be deal t  wi th  by  the  counsel l ing  centre  in  the
munic ipal i ty  -  but  people  seeking advice  are  re l iab ly  d i rected to  where
they  can f ind competent  support .
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Soon af ter  the  t ide  changed in  the  funding landscape,  the  share  of
organic  farms had c l imbed above the  two- th i rds  mark ,  and the  share  of
organic  food in  consumpt ion approached the  50% mark.

How i t  a l l  p lays  together.
Already dur ing my f i rst  walk  across the  main  square  and the  adjo in ing
market  a l leys ,  I  not iced that  every  shop was in  use ,  there  were  no
vacancies:  the  few shops that  were  apparent ly  not  in  use because of
an imminent  change of  ownership  were  avai lable  to  t raders  or
associat ions for  pop-up uses.  They  could  use them as communicat ion
space for  l i t t le  money.  The local  ar t  and youth  scene a lso made i ts
mark  there ,  somet imes charmingly  provocat ive  and a lways inspi r ing ,
because they  could  "p lay"  the  temporar i ly  unused shops and d isplays
for  f ree.
In  contrast ,  as  the  owner  of  the  paper  shop on the  main  square
assured me,  the  suburban shopping centres  had not  grown in  recent
years ,  on  the  contrary .  Bui ld ing gaps in  the  set t lement  core  were
closed by  gent le  intervent ions and incent ives  f rom the munic ipal
counci l .  Propert ies  on the  outsk i r ts  were  bought  back f rom the
regional  land bank af ter  the  business out  there  c losed down,  and the
landscape was renatura l ised.  In  contrast  to  bui ld ing permits  for
pr ivate  res idences ,  commercia l  fac i l i t ies  whose f loor  space exceeds
that  of  a  medium-sized local  supermarket  are  approved at  the  sub-
regional  leve l .  These permission processes are  overseen by  a  t r ipar t i te
advisory  board made up of  equal  numbers  of  representat ives  f rom
local  author i t ies ,  socia l  and envi ronmental  in terest  groups and of
c i t izens chosen by  lot .  A l though st r ic t  moni tor ing is  supposed to
ensure  that  there  are  no conf l ic ts  of  interest ,  i t  is  actual ly
advantageous i f  d i f ferent  stakeholders  s i t  on  more than one of  these
advisory  boards (which have been establ ished not  only  for  land but
a lso for  heal th  and educat ion issues) ,  area-based development
partnerships  (such as  CLLD)  and professional  associat ions ( tour ism,
water  management) .  Personal  cross- representat ion a l lows for  a  h igh
level  of  informal  coordinat ion ,  prov ided that  the  respect ive  actors  are
wi l l ing  to  use h is  or  her  connect ions for  the  benef i t  of  the  region and
not  just  for  promot ing the i r  ind iv idual  interests.
The centra l  ro le  in  the  coordinat ion of  p lanning leve ls  and funding
instruments  is  accompl ished by  the  coordinat ion off ice  for  susta inable
development ,  c i rcu lar  economy and c l imate  protect ion set  up in  each
sub-region ,  which in  our  country  are  s imply  ca l led  " regional
management" ;  in  ear l ier  years  – when funding for  ter r i tor ia l  cohesion
was st i l l  orchestrated at  European leve l  –  they  had pr imar i ly  been 
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responsib le  for  the  use of  EU funding ( regional ,  socia l  and rura l
funds) .  The coordinat ion off ice  acts  on behalf  of  a  regional
development  associat ion in  which the  pol i t ica l  forces of  the  region
work  together .  Severa l  in ter locutors  assured me that  most  of  the
issues concern ing the  susta inable  development  of  the  region are
decided by  consensus ,  as  they  are  based on a  mission statement  that
is  rev ised every  few years.  Moreover ,  content ious issues are  resolved
through a  sociocrat ic  process moderated by  independent  consul tants.
The winning solut ion is  the  one wi th  the  lowest  number  of  " res istance
points" .

Liv ing democracy.
Sociocrat ic  methods are  a lso used for  c i t izen pol l ing.  The wording of
quest ions is  prepared by  c i t izens '  counci ls ,  whose members  are  drawn
randomly  f rom the l is t  of  inhabi tants  o lder  than 16 years.  The c i t izen ’s
counci l  a lso ensures that  the  pol l  is  preceded by  comprehensive  and
fa i r  informat ion campaigns and publ ic  d iscussions.  Thus ,  there  is
rare ly  a  s imple  yes/no vote ,  but  rather  a  d i f ferent iated choice among
not  too many solut ion var iants ,  whose "points  of  res istance"  are
sampled.
Many of  my inter locutors  refer red to  a  part icu lar  vote  that  had taken
place about  25 years  ago:  the  quest ion was whether  some new road
construct ion pro jects  that  had been p lanned for  many years  should  be
cancel led or  drast ica l ly  downsized so that  the  funds that  would  be
freed up could  be used to  create  cable  broadband coverage in  the
ent i re  set t lement  area at  record speed,  no matter  how far  f rom the
local  centres.  The only  except ions were  to  be "d ig i ta l  detox"  areas
designated by  the  local  communit ies ,  where  no internet  or  mobi le
te lephony was desi red.  The harsh choice between " road construct ion
or  broadband"  was part icu lar ly  sensi t ive  pol i t ica l ly  because there  was
no solut ion that  would  not  have d isadvantaged some group,  at  least
superf ic ia l ly ,  even though the  c l imate  balance of  th is  st rategic
real ignment  would  have been c lear ly  in  favor  of  d ig i ta l izat ion.
Moreover ,  the  reduct ion of  road construct ion pro jects  was to  be l inked
to corresponding measures for  publ ic  t ransport .  Broadband expansion
should  be supported in  rura l  reg ions pr imar i ly  by  pr ivate -munic ipal
partnerships  in  the  form of  bonds ,  which a lso proved to  be a  regional
f inancia l  investment .
To take the  heat  out  of  the  pol i t ica l  d iscussion ,  the  forms of  d iscourse
part ic ipat ion and sociocrat ic  procedures had been developed
throughout  the  country  at  that  t ime,  which now help  us  to  complement
representat ive  democracy  wi th  d i rect  and del iberat ive  forms of  
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part ic ipat ion.  Hate  campaigns and fake news no longer  f ind fer t i le
grounds to  thr ive ,  just  as  fast  food out lets  (wel l ,  they  st i l l  ex ist ! )  can
no longer  make b ig  prof i ts  here.  Thei r  customer  base is  dwindl ing -  in
a  very  b io logical  way.

Local  economy,  c losely  networked.
Inspi red by  many conversat ions wi th  the  mayor ,  counci l lors  and
experts  – I  just  ment ion the  ut ter ly  interest ing v is i t  to  the  recycl ing
and waste  mater ia l  yard  on the  edge of  the  industr ia l  estate  of  the
local  munic ipal i ty   –   I  came round to  some of  the  local  businesses ,
among them a colorfu l  mix  of  food processors :  an  o i l  and gra in  mi l l ,  a
chocolate  factory ,  a  sp ice  manufacturer ,  a  f ru i t  d ist i l le ry ,  a  pasta
factory ,  even a  packaging company that  exclus ive ly  uses b iogenic  and
recyclable  raw mater ia ls :  they  a l l  have d i rect  market ing shops ,  as
farms use to  have ,  where  a  wide range of  local  food and cul inary
specia l t ies  are  avai lable ,  not  only  those that  are  produced on s i te :  The
farms work  together .
I t  may be that  the  producers  in i t ia l ly  or iented themselves to  the
highest  qual i ty  standards of  the  industry  by  br inging the i r  products  to
customers in  the  c i ty  regions fur ther  af ie ld .  A l l  par t ies  involved have
mastered the  c lav iature  of  onl ine  market ing.  Gradual ly ,  local  demand
has fo l lowed sui t  and is  a lso a l igned wi th  the  standards set .  With  the
rediscovered va lue of  growing food in  the  garden and on the  ter race ,
consumers themselves are  becoming barter ing partners  in  the
neighborhood.

People  as  researchers  and pract i t ioners.
Not  only  products  are  t raded at  local  markets  and in  the  neighborhood,
but  a lso seeds and p lant lets .  Changes in  seed management
regulat ions fac i l i tate  the  breeding and propagat ion of  robust  var iet ies
of  vegetables ,  herbs and f ru i ts  that  were  prev iously  thought  to  have
disappeared a l together .  Pr ivate  in i t iat ives  and inst i tut ional  research
and teaching inst i tut ions complement  each other  in  th is  endeavor .
Rura l  vocat ional  schools ,  cooperat ive  and regional ly  funded " fablabs" ,
agr icu l tura l  un ivers i t ies ,  farmers ,  processors  and consumer  in i t iat ives
team up to  reconci le  nature  wi th  human interference.  So i t  is  not
surpr is ing a  group of  students  stays  in  my inn ,  conduct ing f ie ld
research about  new bread gra in  var iet ies.  Bui ld ing on the  t reasure  of
t radi t ional  seeds ,  a  broad spectrum of  new phenotypes is  emerging.
This  happened some t ime ago in  v i t icu l ture ,  which has been 100%
organic  in  th is  area for  a  good ten years.  This  k ind of  research is
dr iven by  and wi th  farmers  and food processors :  agr icu l tura l
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respect ive ly  food research and pract ice  are  two s ides of  the  same
coin.

A l ivable  land.
Further  af ie ld ,  there  are  a  number  of  companies  that  produce cut t ing-
edge technology (contro l  systems,  hardware and software  components ,
prec is ion equipment) ,  operat ing on a  g lobal  scale.  They  are  not  only
important  employers  for  h ighly  qual i f ied  people  f rom the region and a l l
those who are  at t racted by  the  region 's  h igh qual i ty  of  l i fe  and le isure.
The aforement ioned regional  land bank ,  in  associat ion wi th  munic ipal
and cooperat ive  housing and rev i ta l izat ion in i t iat ives ,  ensures that
housing remains affordable ,  wi th  indiv idual  or  community  access to
green space guaranteed for  a l l .  To encourage people  to  grow thei r  own
food in  and around the i r  pr ivate  areas ,  the  maintenance of  a l l  non-
agr icu l tura l  green spaces (pr ivate  and publ ic  gardens ,  parks ,  avenues ,
cemeter ies ,  ra i lway l ines ,  embankments  and meadows lef t  for  genera l
use)  is  mandator i ly  t ied  to  organic  cr i ter ia .  Here ,  too ,  ( temporary  and
wel l - founded)  except ions are  permit ted.

Effects.
From one of  the  regional  pr int  media  ly ing around in  my inn  -  they  are
main ly  f inanced by  local  business advert isements  -  I  learn  that  the
region produces far  more energy  than i ts  inhabi tants  and businesses
consume.  Local  energy  cooperat ives  (main ly  photovol ta ic  users)  have
formed a lmost  everywhere.  Renewable  energy  product ion is  a lso
str ict ly  l inked to  bui ld ing permits .  Depending on the  type of  bui ld ing
and i ts  locat ion ,  a l l  possib le  precaut ions must  be  taken for  energy-
sav ing construct ion ,  so lar  power  generat ion and thermal  use of  solar
energy.  Even asphal ted road and park ing areas must  be  used for
photovol ta ic  purposes i f  possib le .
In  fact ,  the  region is  not  only  CO2 posi t ive.  Populat ion is  stable  and
thei r  age d ist r ibut ion is  wel l -ba lanced.  For  some t ime now,
b iodivers i ty  ind ices and even the  Farrmland Bi rd  Index have been on
the r ise !  Recent ly ,  a  few pai rs  of  meadow nest ing b i rds ,  which had not
been seen for  a lmost  ten  years  and were  thought  to  be  lost ,  have
reappeared.

The end of  my journey looms…
Oh how t ime f l ies !  A  n ice  excurs ion to  a  nearby  aquacul ture ,  where  a
biotope is  run wi th  the  res idual  heat  f rom one of  the  thermal  spas in
the area ,  producing f ish ,  shr imps,  wasabi  roots  as  wel l  as  g inger ,
turmer ic  and other  de l icacies ,  was the  crowning g lory  of  my stay  in  

A 
Jo

ur
ne

y 
To

 So
nn

be
rg

 *
 D

ia
ry

 fr
om

 th
e f

ut
ur

e

p.1



www.forum-synergies.eu

Ru
ra

l E
ur

op
e 

in
 A

ct
io

n

Sonnberg.  Feed for  the  f ish  and shr imps is  obta ined f rom crops f rom
the surrounding agr icu l ture  and by-products  of  the  food industry .  
Now i t 's  t ime for  me to  make my way to  the  next  stop of  the  se l f -
dr iv ing h i l l  bus ,  because my t ra in  home wi l l  be  leav ing soon.  But  even
i f  I  miss  the  connect ion -  so  be i t ;  I  can wai t  for  the  next  one ,  t reat ing
myself  to  another  hour  in  the  stat ion café ,  sweeping the  v iew over  the
landscape.

Robert  Lukesch ,  November  2021
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