The Great Lakes Bioneers Detroit Conference… What we felt.
By Helene Bienvenu (www.detroitjetaime.com)
Before our arrival in Detroit (we’re working on a transmedia documentary film on the Detroit’s brighter future), we had stumbled on a website called the Great Lake Bioneers Detroit. We looked at the program with excitement.  In August when we got to the D, we met GLBD leaders Gloria Rivera and Paula Cathcart at a food justice taskforce meeting, They convinced us to come to the Detroit Bioneers 2011 conference.
So what is the Bioneers conference all about? Let’s start with the name “Bioneers” which stands for Biological Pioneers. The Detroit conference is part of a broader Bioneer coalition, with conferences being held at the same time in various cities in the US. So, yes, the Bioneers conference talks about the environment. And no, the Bioneers speakers are not here to tell you we should all be concerned by the North-pole goose or the rainforest crickets. The conference is all about practical knowledge and hands-on experience. The environment = your neighbors, your yard, the air your breath, the water you drink... In the ‘(post)-industrial’ context of Detroit, these daily issues take a particular twist. If you think about it, all the ongoing debates relate to the environment. 

And the good news is that the Bioneers conference is really for everyone, not just for the nerdy gardeners and the staunch environmentalists. 
At the Detroit Bioneers, day one is especially geared toward the youth and starts with a morning bus tour. It was hard to choose which tour to join, but we finally decided to go for the environmental justice tour with Rhonda Anderson from Sierra Club. It was quite a lesson for us and the middle school kids who where there too. The Bioneers tours are truly something. The lunch breaks too. Our hungry stomachs were fed with tasty local food, served in the vast European-looking « dining hall » of Marygrove College in northeast Detroit. This century-old cathedral of knowledge turned out to be the perfect place to get to know creative and like-minded people. There is also an exhibitors space where you’ll get to know some of Detroit urban farmers and others involved in the local sustainability movement.
More than a hundred students attended day 1. We were just amazed at how much they knew. It appeared to us during the Undoing Racism and the Youth Leadership learnshops that some of these young ones are meant to be leaders! 

Day 2 and 3 were more for adults and included the options of attending learnshops in the morning and plenaries broadcasted from California in the afternoon. At Bioneers, we saw a wide range of interests and people coming together, with professional knowledge shared throughout the day. It was nice to see 20 something’s discussing with older people on where to put a chicken house in a yard. In fact, a lot of the workshops this year revolved around the interesting concept of permaculture.

The Bioneers conference is a great way to put your citizenship to use and to consider our rights and duties towards the environment. The conference gives you all the clues on how to reduce your carbon footprint and make a difference. It all boils down to positively impacting your world and the people that are a part of it. More practical you can’t get!
