CAMP ALTIPLANO
ANNUAL REPORT:
APRIL 2017 - JUNE 2018

1 - As time to write this report became available later than expected, we have included the most recent month’s developments too,
to give an up-to-date picture of our achievements
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TIMELINE
First camper
arrives

April
2017

Swales dug

August
2017

Cover-crop
sown

September
2017

Apple
orchard
planted

January
2018

Grey-water and
irrigation systems
installed

May
2018

Ponds dug

Workshop
and house
completed

May
2017

June
2017

July
2017

First open
day hosted

Core team
formed

Compaction
layer ‘deep
ripped’ apart

October
2017

Outdoor kitchen
built and first
yurt erected

February
2018

March
2018

November
2017

December
2017

First people sleep out at
camp, second yurt and
three bell tents put up

April
2018

First PDC taught
at Alqueria de
Rosales

June
2018
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SALUDOS!
The region of Murcia is Spain’s leading fruit and vegetable exporter. Almost
half of the region’s exports are food, bringing things from lettuces to lemons to
northern Europe and further. Droughts and land degradation from industrial
farming are threatening food and water security, destroying wild areas, and
making farming an increasingly difficult vocation. This is a region worth
restoring, for us all.
In April 2017 the first camper arrived to an empty field on a remote mountain
plateau. We knew we had a long way to go. One year later, we’re well on
our way to an inspiring example of how to restore land with the power of
volunteers.

VISION
We envision a healthy, resilient regional
ecosystem made up of a mosaic of productive
and biodiverse farms, natural areas and a
regenerated economy.

MISSION
To bring people together to learn and
practice ecosystem restoration, both at Camp
Altiplano and in the wider region.
In this report, the campers begin with some
key overarching insights, followed by an
overview of the particular achievements,
challenges and solutions experienced in year
one. We hope you enjoy reading it!

2 - https://catafresh.com/murcia-leader/
3 - https://murciatoday.com/murcia-exports-up-by-24-per-centthis-year_123283-a.html
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RESTORATION
Earthworks

Biological life

The first few months saw earthworks put into
place to increase water retention and build soil,
which will restore a habitat for plants and animals
to flourish in. The landowner, Alfonso Chico de
Guzman, installed a series of three sediment traps
along the outer edge of the site to slow and retain
water on the site.

With an improved soil to support life, we then
introduced plants, fungi, and microorganisms
to begin repairing the damaged food web.
This included multiplying cultures of local
microorganisms harvested from beneath native
oak trees, planting an apple orchard with added
symbiotic mycorrhizae; preparing a biofertilizer;
and starting a composted, mulched vegetable
garden.

In the first summer, swales and additional
sediment traps were dug on site to intercept
water. Following this, the on-site team decided
to “deep rip” the first 70cm of soil, breaking apart
the compaction layer caused by years of heavy
machinery, and allowing water, nutrients and air
to flow through.
The restoration team made full use of the winter
precipitation by sowing a multi-species covercrop which was “watered” by the slow snowmelt
with the purpose of preventing erosion, adding
biological diversity, and fixing nitrogen. We
nourished the whole site with nutrient pellets,
and compost in one area.

When the spring brought biomass we began
experimenting with hot-composting methods,
to encourage beneficial bacteria and fungi to
multiply, with which to replenish our soil in
autumn.The spring reflected our work with a
vigorous flush of green and flowering growth
from the cover-crop. It was a huge success!

Continued restoration

We will to continue to enrich the ecosystem’s
soil structure and micro-biotic life, while also
introducing additional species of animals and
plants. To speed up the process of the cover-crop
material entering the soil, we are trialing a sheep
mob-grazing strategy at the time of writing. This
autumn/winter should see our first agro-forestry
system: one designed as an experimental model
that show-cases relevant poly-cultures to regional
farmers, hopefully providing a small-scale model
of how local cash crops (e.g. almonds) may be
grown regeneratively.
Over the remaining land, we intend to replicate
the de-compaction and cover-crop process to
increase the water storage capacity of the soil,
improve the soil structure, and increase nutrient
availability on the site. Each year, more sections
will be planted, as available funds and volunteer
power allow.
For our off-site restoration efforts, read more
under Outreach.
If this summary leaves you wanting to know
more, all the earthy technical details are recorded
in our Restoration Report -- a full account of all
restorative processes we explored during year one.
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BUILDING A CAMP
Since we plan to have an off-grid learning centre on the camp land as a hub
for restorative activities in the region, a lot of energy in this first year has been
directed to providing dwellings and facilities on site.

Facilities

Building a new living and working place for
people takes plenty of love and effort! The past
year has seen the physical transformation of this
site from an open field into a space where people
can congregate, learn, cook, and work together.
Through our trials, sweat, calluses, and creativity,
we are seeing our dreams start to take physical
form. So far, that looks like a workshop outfitted
with power tools, a renovated camper-house in
the hamlet,two custom-built compost toilets, a
wind-proofed polytunnel and tool shed.
We also sought local experts, contracting

architects EcoProyecta to make beautiful, lowimpact designs for our communal buildings.
We didn’t have the funds to implement these
designs immediately, so we had to innovate to
create enough infrastructure for the camp to run
during year one. Thus, we built an economical
outdoor kitchen in early March, to be able to
prepare food and better host volunteers and
visitors. A greywater system is in place, ready to
feed our waste water to a nearby orchard, to be
planted up as soon as we can

Page 6

Sleeping Accommodations

Future Plans

From our base of eight beds in the house, we
began building spaces for campers to stay on the
restoration site itself. Recognizing the extreme
changes of a seasonal climate, we planned yurts
and bell tents for summer accommodation,
and for the winter, we designed a straw-bale,
reciprocal-roof roundhouse for up to three people.
However, it became clear that no one could live
reasonably at camp in the winter conditions
without extensive heated buildings.

Due to the successful beginnings of the 100
Founding Friends Campaign, we now have the
funds to move beyond our basic ‘boot camp’ and
begin construction on some of the EcoProyecta
plans. Construction is starting on the most crucial
infrastructure for extreme weather: an indoor
kitchen. Next, the roundhouse is planned to
be finished by winter 2018, so that it can house
volunteers involved in autumn tree-planting.
Following this, we will hopefully embark on
building the EcoProyecta Bunkhouse and
Learning Centre.

Our ambitious early plans had to be realigned
with the realities of our site. Our accomodations
currently include two beautiful yurts on wooden
platforms, another under construction, three bell
tents; and the main structure of the roundhouse.
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CAMP LIFE
Running the Show

This year we have developed a core team that
jointly and equally run the camp. It is this stability
that has allowed the project to begin to flourish,
with the skills and energy we collectively bring.
Each core camper is largely responsible for one
area of work in particular, but big decisions are

shared for feedback from the core team.
From this group, tasks are shared with
short-term campers and visitors. With this
model of management, group cohesion and
communication have improved, and the pace of
work has increased.

Daily Structure

Social Life

A structure has evolved to service both
practicalities and wellbeing, with an an average of
5 - 6 hours physical work a day. Morning meetings
are held, with whiteboards listing the tasks and
events that each person can volunteer to take part
in that day. These cover everything from cooking
lunch, to feeding the chickens, restoration or
construction. The meeting combines this practical
element with a personal round of ‘checking in’.

We’ve been learning fast about how to welcome
new campers into Camp Altiplano. We want to
ensure that everyone feels productive, valued,
and connected. We use a ‘buddy’ system, where
each new volunteer is assigned a companion to
introduce them to how it all works.

We complement our daily meetings with a weekly
team meeting: an open space to share whatever
issues arise, from the logistical, to the emotional.
This meeting also provides space for short-term
campers to raise deeper queries and engage with
the bigger picture of the ERC plan.

Events such as camp fires, jams, collective yoga,
and hikes have proved great successes to build
friendships and a healthy social atmosphere. We
have also noted the strain on the core team of
having a high turnover of short-term campers.
We are trialling only accepting campers for four
weeks or more, to hopefully improve interpersonal
connection.
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EDUCATION
Formal Learning

One of the Camp’s main goals is to provide
teaching and inspiration to all those hungry
for education in the possibilities of ecosystem
restoration. We finished the first year with a 10day Permaculture Design Course by ERC advisor
Rhamis Kent.
Campers and independent participants joined
us to deepen their understanding of ecosystem
design at an Alvelal farmer’s stunning local facility:
Alqueria de Rosales. The course included a dayvisit to the Camp with observation exercises and
tours.

The Future

“

Before coming to Camp, I thought ecosystem
restoration was about digging a few holes
and planting some trees in them. What my
visit made me realise is there’s so many more
factors involved. Once lots of trees grew here,
but now the landscape had changed so much
that nothing would grow without water being
able to be held on site, for which the soil
needed to be prepared… It really was quite
astonishing.
- Caroline Hunt,
short-term camper

Whilst providing a fount of experiential learning,
it is certainly true that formal education at
Camp Altiplano is still embryonic whilst the
infrastructure and course plans are being
developed. We hope that a successful 100
Founding Friends campaign will provide the
funds to build a geodesic dome Learning Centre.
Meanwhile, we plan to host shorter locally-focused
courses, and are looking at locations to rent for
running the exciting educational programmes we
are developing.

“

What I learned here? Part of it is
understanding what the fundamental
issues of degradation and restoration
are. So knowing which areas need the
most attention, and having a system of
how to begin approaching the problems
of a particular landscape. I would have a
methodology... now. And the confidence.
- Jonathan Church,
long-term camper

“

There were no formal courses at the camp prior to
this PDC, but so much has been learnt. Campers
have picked up many skills and a great deal of
knowledge along the way, learning from each
other, the ERC advisory board, and their own
explorations of new tasks.

“

Experiential Learning
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OUTREACH
At Camp

Volunteer, La Muela Mountain

Camp Altiplano has opened its “doors” to
locals by hosting events. Two open days were
great successes, seeing around 30 local visitors
engaging in restorative and social activities. We
have also provided space for three events run by
local individuals: a talk on recyclable energy, a
Chi Gong workshop, and a meeting/workparty of
Repesei, the Permaculture Network of South-East
Spain. This event saw a total of 40 volunteers and
guests.

Camp Altiplano has also attended Repesei events,
and participated in ‘Las Ramicas’ events, wherein
people unite to help in short-term shared projects.
We have had campers volunteer with a local
Alvelal farmer, beginning to fulfil our intended
role as a hub for enthusiastic restorers to give
their energy to regeneration in the region.

In the Region

ERC Campers have regularly participated in
regenerative projects in the wider region. Our
most exciting partnership project has been the
reforestation of the eroded flank of La Muela
mountain. This was a venture shared between
the local municipality of Velez Blanco, the treeplanting search engine Ecosia, and the ERC.
Under the guidance of local experts, ERC
volunteers and local workers created check-dams
to divert water, dug strategically placed holes, and
later planted them with native trees and shrubs.

The Future

Moving into the future, we will focus on
our Camp’s participation in the local and
national cultures. Having recently presented
Camp Altiplano at the Spanish Permaculture
Convergence in Madrid, we hope to follow up
value connection in national permaculture
networks, and will strengthen bonds with Alvelal
farmers via restoration projects this winter.
Longer-term plans involve coordinating with
national schools and universities to offer research
opportunities and field trips.
We hope, too, that by developing our Spanish
Association Board, we will have the outreach and
leadership to move towards our goal of increasing
Spanish leadership of the camp.
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MONITORING AND EVALUATION
Monitoring Framework

In order to study the effects of the camp,
we developed a monitoring and evaluation
framework with natural and social indicators.
The natural indicators focus on soil quality,
water retention and infiltration, and biodiversity.
For example, to assess soil quality we are
working with the FAO’s Visual Soil Assessment
methodology; a microscope; lab-tests of soil
samples; and the results of our intern A. Patnaik’s
work for triangulation.

Impacts

The baseline measurements started near the
end of 2017, so the first monitoring report can
be expected in the first quarter of 2019 when
follow-up measurements have been done.
Here’s a glimpse of initial results:
•

Our five hectares has heterogeneous patches
of soil with varying mineral compositions
and levels of organic matter From four soil
samples, the average soil organic matter
content was 1.65%, while the desirable level
lies between 4-6%.

•

Of the 30 species of cover crop we planted, we
found 17 present in our sampling transects.
We are still analysing why some haven’t
surfaced. Additionally, we found 17 species
that we had not planted.

Camp Altiplano also expects to effect social change. We have started monitoring social indicators
that include what our participants learn, how farmers in the region are affected by the camp and
campers, and how we affect the local community’s economy and social life. A full list of our social and
natural monitoring framework is available here: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1w0HpVSyfGef8jh
HMqRQHfEqhX7Ck6572Qny8W1NUfEc/edit?usp=drive_web&ouid=104862948650415371912.
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SPENDING AT CAMP ALTIPLANO
The Camp is funded by the Ecosystem Restoration Camps foundation, who receive and approve our
monthly funding requests. Here follows our total expenditure per category. Our bookkeeping categories
were adjusted mid-year, so we present here the total expenditure per category in the right column, with
some examples of the main subitems in the left column.

Items

Expenditure between 1st of
May 2017 - 30th of April 2018

Volunteer upkeep, among which:
•
Rent of house and workshop: € 605 per month
•
Food: average € 5 pp/day
•
Second hand 4x4: € 7216
•
Second hand road vehicle: € 500
•
Car repairs, insurance and MOTs: € 1012
•
Fuel for cars and cooking: € 2500
•
Car rental for visitors and Ecosia project: € 2000
•
Household and office items (bedding, kitchen equipment,
printer, etc): € 2663

€33,619.48

Restoration activities, among which:
•
Fee for local worker earthworks labour and machine
rental: € 3080
•
40 tonnes of organic compost: € 4590
•
Standard compost: € 720
•
Cover crop seeds for 5 hectares: € 1000
•
Fee for local worker deep ripping + sewing seeds incl.
Machine rental: € 1200
•
Restoration and kitchen garden materials (tools, seeds,
IMO materials, etc)
•
Monitoring materials (soil lab tests; own materials): € 610

€16,424.10

Camp build, among which:
•
Trailer: € 1200
•
Yurt cover: € 1500
•
Second hand yurt: € 3025
•
Workshop equipment (machines, screws, safety gear)
•
Wood and sundries for roundhouse, yurts and platforms

€18,984.43

Outreach, communications

€57.14

Business development (cosmetics materials)

€342.76
Total: €69,645.32
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INCOME AND BUSINESSES
Camp Altiplano has been funded entirely with support from ERC members
and donors. We are working to ensure that the camp can generate some of its
own revenue. Therefore, we have been developing business ideas and looking
for direct funding from institutions.

Services

Goods

Since July, we have started implementing a tiered
camper contribution system, where short-term
campers provide financial support to cover the
costs of their stay, varying with their length of visit
and financial capacity.

Successful trials for natural cosmetics (sunscreen
and deodorant) have been made, which can
already be bought on donation basis. We are
developing ideas based on locally abundant
resources such as aromatics and wild seeds, for
sale as herbs, teas, or seed stock. In the coming
year, we will work to solidify and trial such
income-generating ideas.

We are also developing educational courses,
as well as Ecosystem Restoration Experiences,
which we will be trialling this autumn. These
are 3-5 day holidays where guests will take part
in restoration activities at a leisurely pace and
receive workshops about local craft, restoration
techniques, etc. Examples may include traditional
grass-weaving, rug-making, composting science,
and landscape design.
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THREE LESSONS LEARNT
1. Creativity Leads to Success

3. A Camp Nests in its Nation

This first year has taught us how much a big new
project – with cross-weaving parameters and
evolving needs – requires creativity, flexibility,
and resilience. We’ve learnt the balancing act
of finding creative, intelligent solutions that
allow the project to blossom in challenging
circumstances. Furthermore, due to the nascent
nature of the ERC, we have also called on our
creativity to define organisational strategy and
intention. This has taught campers to step
up, think creatively, and form the path of this
organisation as we go.

The place and people in the region carry cultural
and ecological knowledge that brings our work
here to life. Just like ecology, cultural learning
happens in many layers - from language skills,
shared work, exchange of ideas, laughing
together and sitting around a campfire under
the stars - our learning builds with experience
and reflection. We are still at the beginning of
our relationship with the town and this region,
sometimes bucking farming ideas that have been
in place for hundreds of years, and sometimes
finding friends with amazing local knowledge.

2. Care and Communication are Key
Working and living in a close community has
taught the core team at Camp Altiplano the
vitality of s elf-care and caring communication.
Core campers carry the weight of the camp’s
success and feel external expectations keenly,
which can lead us to overburden ourselves.
Stresses also arise from living each day with
limited personal space, especially when
interpersonal tensions occur.

We know after our first year that we have much
more learning to do, and have developed plans to
expand Spanish leadership in our project, build
meaningful relationships in the region, and to
improve our Spanish. Southern Spain is filled with
history and experience, giving us clues to think
about the future we are creating together at ERC.

We have been learning deeply about the
importance of looking after ourselves, and
continue to develop our caring communication
and mutual support systems to help each other
find what we need to be happy and peaceful.
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CONCLUSION
One year after the first camper set foot on an empty cereal field, we now have
a camp that can host up to 15 campers increasingly comfortably. A strong core
team of 7 long-term campers will continue to lead the way forward into the
second half of 2018, with a focus on strengthening local connections, building a
Spanish association board, developing business cases and continuing to build
structures for campers.
The tree-planting will be the next iconic phase of this restoration project, with
which we hope to continue to attract, inspire and educate new campers and
supporters alike. Let’s go!

“

“I believe the Ecosystem Restoration Project
is a very a realistic programme to establish
camps all over the world to heal the land,
the food and the lives of people. Too many
people are forced to watch the landscape
dramatically degrade... and are forced to eat
food which is not healthy and contributes to
Climate Change.

“

Final Words from a Camper

My experience in Camp Altiplano was vibrant
and eye-opening as I saw all the challenges
involved. I hope Camp Altiplano moves
forward, and all the people involved in the
Camp... bring satisfaction to their lives as they
see Nature work.”

- Berta Almudena García Martínez
Madrid, Secondary School Teacher
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