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What the critics are saying—

Peter Bane’s contribution to domestic self-reliant 
security in this comprehensive handbook is nothing 
shot of remarkable…A gem!
    —Joel Salatin

Bane has taken the single most urgent question of 
our times “How shall we live?” and given a real and 
viable answer.
    —Sharon Astyk

Peter Bane’s broad and well-tested experience in 
ecological living, expressed here in clear and engag-
ing prose, will guide home owners, gardeners, and 
small farmers toward designing and living in lushly 
productive and harmonious landscapes.
    —Toby Hemenway

The Permaculture Handbook is worth reading and 
rereading not only for its depth of insight but also 
for its storytelling charm. Peter Bane’s reflections on 
community-based efforts to realize permaculture’s 
potential across entire landscapes help us to real-
ize that this set of deisgn principles are not vague 
abstractions, but something that we can smell, taste, 
and see before our very eyes.
    —Gary Paul Nabhan
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congressional seat until the November General Election. Several 
Democrats, a couple of Republicans, an Independent, and I filed. 
Of three forums held before the election, I was invited to two. 
Like Greg Gerritt, I relied heavily on shoe leather. I studied previ-
ous voting patterns and chose a county and one particular pre-
cinct where I thought I had a good chance. By doing well there, I 
might get enough publicity to make a difference in the November 
election. It was close enough to home to spend weekends walking 
door to door. 

 I talked with people in their homes about what they consid-
ered important. Some were concerned about education, and many 
were worried about spiking gas prices, but without awareness 
of peak oil or the underlying reasons. One elderly woman, so 
overweight she could not stand up, welcomed me into her mobile 
home. When I tried to explain my positions on energy, education, 
healthcare for all, and the real keys to economic prosperity for 
our state, she asked me if I supported gay marriage, after which I 
was asked to leave. I also got an earful about gun control and 2nd 
Amendment rights. Before the Special Election, my campaign 
visited every county in the district. Walking every street and talk-
ing to people in at least 80% of the homes in my target precinct, I 
garnered exactly two votes there and about 0.5% district-wide.
 Design for community activism has to consider social zones 
and sectors, as well as cultural influences. In our case, we failed 
to consider the deep-seated antipathy toward social change in a 
Southern culture rooted in family and tradition. Real democracy 
is problematic in such a social clime, where the majority has and 
may well again enact laws that oppress. Do we still beat on the 
gates, or save our energies for a smarter fight? I’m not sure of the 
answer—conscience compels us to do something to bear witness. 
 Daniel Quinn once wrote an incisive essay called, “Just 
Talk,” in which he argued that the first step to change was to start 
talking about it (www.ishmael.org/Education/Writings/just_talk.
cfm). Maybe that’s what we should do—start to imagine and to 
describe the world we want to live in, translating our vision into 
the cultural dialect of wherever we happen to find ourselves. 
Plant beautiful and productive gardens, design new approaches 
to governance, develop low-tech and appropriate technology, and 
tell your story on the Web. In the words of Jill Henderson, show 
them Oz.                             ∆

Did you, too, O friend, suppose democracy was only for elec-
tions, for politics, and for a party name? I say democracy is 
only of use there that it may pass on and come to its flower and 
fruit in manners, in the highest forms of interaction between 
[people], and their beliefs—in religion, literature, colleges and 
schools—democracy in all public and private life.   
      ~ Walt Whitman

NOW tHAt 1984 IS HERE, it’s time to write the story 
of the world we want. the writers in this issue recog-
nize that, when the cards are stacked against us on the 

national stage, we can still act locally. As their stories tell us, we 
can make a difference, slowly, locally, one garden and one seed 
bank at a time. If we want our efforts to cross boundaries and 
change state and national politics, start small and slow and look 
for tipping points. Don’t expect to change everything the first 
year. Your reward IS the garden, and the community of souls who 
conspired to plant the vacant lot or resurrect the decrepit orchard. 
In your meetings, read poetry, create space for people to meet, 
make common cause, listen to each other, and imagine the future 
that might be (“the America that never was…and yet shall be,” 
—Langston Hughes). Keep your expectations reasonable, your 
efforts proportional, and hope alive.
 In 2001, Gwen and I moved home to northeast Mississippi 
and put our principles into practice. Despite having taken a PDC, 
we did nearly everything wrong—we started too many gardens 
without planning our workload; we failed to consider that the fer-
tility of soil would decline steeply after the first crop. Similarly, 
we plunged into local activism with an unrealistic assessment of 
local culture. We organized a demonstration against the Iraq inva-
sion, which attracted over 100 people. With a Quaker friend, we 
organized a community meeting on the Patriot Act in 2003, which 
was also attended by a new group calling itself the tea Party. 
they shared our objections to thse legislated invasions of privacy. 
Concerned about electronic voting machines and the potential for 
hacking the vote, I ran for the County Election Commission as a 
Green—and won. When decision time on the state’s new voting 
machines came around, the Board of Supervisors solicited the 
opinion of the election commissioners. I had my talking points 
ready, as well as a written recommendation with Options A, B, 
and C. As a result, my county was one of only three in the state to 
retain optically scanned paper ballots that made possible a mean-
ingful recount. Except for that one meeting, our monthly ses-
sions focused on the dreary work of purging the voter rolls of the 
deceased, people who’d moved out of the county, and convicted 
felons. Under state law, conviction for one of 21 specific crimes 
meant that one could not vote. 
 Perhaps encouraged by my local success, and tired of purging 
people from the voting rolls for things like writing bad checks, 
I decided to run in a Special Election in 2008 to fill a vacant 

Editor’s Edge
The World After 1984
John Wages

Do we still beat on the 
gates, or save our energies 
for a smarter fight?
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NAtuRE, OR LIfE AS A WHOLE, is not a political 
phenomenon in any obvious sense. Derived from polis, 
the Greek word for “city,” politics could be considered 

antithetical to Life because cities as they’ve existed so far have 
tended to destroy other-than-human life forms and natural 
systems. Historically, politics is about people. It favors people 
as if we were not a part of, but were larger than Life. More 
accurately politics is about—and most politics favor—some 
people. 
 But other-than-human species operate in some ways that 
resemble political activity. Life has lasted as long as it has 
because other-than-human species, beginning with bacteria, 
worked out—and Life encoded—organizational systems, 
methods of self-governance and economic behaviors and 
relationships that allowed them to live together in a fairly orderly 
manner, given all the chaos (both creative and destructive) that 
haunts Life’s hard-won, relative orderliness. That’s what politics 
is supposed to do: keep a lid on chaos. And to a certain extent, 
politics and governments do that. they facilitate people living 
together in a surprisingly orderly manner, given that both creative 
and destructive chaos is always trying to erupt, even in human 
societies. 

 But Life’s politics accomplish one other absolutely vital thing: 
they help other-than-human species live within Earth’s means. 
Life’s socio-political arrangements and relationships hold chaos 
and order in a creative tension that prevents other-than-human 
species from exceeding the limits of a finite planet and putting 
Life on Earth out of business. 
 Human politics and governments do not help us live within 
Earth’s means. Both have been compromised by and have yielded 
to an undeniably chaotic force: the viral global economy. for 
while leaders and Powers try to manage the economy and like to 
think they can and do control it, it has long since gone beyond 
human control. No combination of political efforts (equivalent to 

the medical efforts that produced an effective cocktail of drugs 
to check HIV) has succeeded in checking the global economy’s 
influence, aggressiveness and spread. In both its creative and 

destructive 
aspects, it 
has proven 
to be more 
unmanageable 
than the virus 
I’ve compared 
it to. 
 Since much 
of the activity 
we group 
under the label 
“political” at 
every level 
of every 
society has 
been distorted 
by money, 
and many 
politicians 
have become 
the playmates 
and servants 
of the Powers, 
politics has 
devolved into 
ancient, failed, 
chaos-fueling 
behaviors: 
bought-and-
paid-for 
politicking, 

rabid factionalism and partisanship, “me first,” “us versus them,” 
and “break out the big guns” attitudes. 
 the problem is that humans have thought of politics as having 
to do only with the ordering of human lives and relationships. As 
we accept that our well-being depends on the well-being of other-
than-human species, the communities they create and ecosystems 
they maintain, if we are wise, we will not only include them in 
our political considerations, we will make them—and the rules 
that permit them to benefit from both creative chaos and order—
the context of our politics. 

An evolutionary model of governance

 We customarily use “democracy” as a noun, the name of 
a thing, in particular, the name of a form of government. But 

Life rules―we don’t. 
Life gives us our lives. 
To respond appropriately 
to that gift, we need to 
preserve, not challenge, 
Life’s capacity to give life…

Organically Democratic Principles and Practices

Mimicking Life’s Politics
Ellen LaConte

Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
monument, Tupelo, Mississippi. Movements 
sometimes have unintended consequences. 
photo credit John Wages.
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 Leaders and representatives of Earthological communities will 
be chosen on the basis of familiarity with their human and natural 
communities, with many of their members, and with Life’s 
Rules—in short, for their eco-literacy and for their flexibility, 
fairness, and fidelity—rather than for wealth, power, influence, or 
political acumen.

Deep green dreaming

 Having said that Earthological politics and governance will 
need to work very differently than politicking and governments 
presently do, I must repeat that the closest we come to a political 
philosophy and social movement capable of helping us to 
envision, create, and manage ecological communities is through 
Green Parties and their widely accepted ten Key Values.
 Green Parties are making inroads in legislatures and 
parliaments around the world, but their impact is less than is 
needed to up-end politics as usual or provide a sufficient antidote 
to the viral economy. too often, Green candidates must yield 
principles, policies, and whole chunks of their platforms in order 
to forge relationships with other minority parties or to fund 
candidates and campaigns.
 the Green movement, on the other hand, if it were to become 
deeply, ferociously, and persistently green—if, that is, it were 
to take Life as its model and Life’s Economic Survival Protocol 

as its operating manual—might well, as Critical Mass worsens, 
be able to draw a worldwide critical mass of related single-issue 
organizations into a world-changing coalition powerful enough 
to alter politics forever. this Deep Green would embrace all of 
its constituencies’ issues not as separate issues, but as interrelated 
aspects of one overriding issue: mimicking Life in order to live 
within Earth’s means.
 A worldwide, self-conscious movement of the kind Paul 
Hawken and his WiserEarth colleagues are creating by 
cataloguing non-governmental environmental and social justice 
organizations in every country could make Green Parties the most 
influential political parties in the world.

like Life, in essence, democracy is a verb. It is a process. It is 
a ceaselessly dynamic, scrappy, creative, adaptive, and ever-
evolving process which, like any exercise repeated faithfully, 
makes its practitioners better at doing it. Accordingly, as members 
of Earthological communities, we will not organize ourselves 
once, establish “a government,” and claim “there, that’s done.” 
In response to what Critical Mass and Life throw at us, we will, 
like the diverse members of Earth’s natural communities, need to 
organize, disorganize, and reorganize as circumstances warrant. 
We will need to design political organizations with the kind of 
flexibility that immune systems have built right into them. The 
organizations we need should, in Dee Hock’s terms, be “infinitely 
malleable yet extremely durable. [they] should be capable of 
constant, self-generated modification of form or function, without 
sacrificing [their] essential nature or embodied principles.” No 
permanent capitol buildings or unalterable constitutions should 
stand in the way of an organically democratic community’s 
capacity to evolve.

Who governs?

 If we are to mimic Life closely, as many of us who are willing 
and able would participate in organizing and governing aspects 
of our communities. Our lives depend on it. But this does not 
mean that we all have to be hands-on or full-time involved in 
governance, just as not all of us farm or rehab buildings or run 
businesses full-time. Some aspects of community governance 
and maintenance require full-time attention and particular skills, 
knowledge, or experience for which we should select qualified 
members of the community to lead and represent us.
 Leaders and representatives need not be—in fact probably 
should not be—professional, tenured politicians. Natural 
communities build in redundancy: several or even many species 
fulfill roles necessary to the community’s well-being. Our 
communities should also build in redundancy by giving many 
skillful leaders the opportunity to contribute their gifts to the 
community and prospective leaders the opportunity to become 
skillful.

Deep Green politics 
should embrace all of its 
constituencies’ issues not 
as separate issues, but as 
interrelated aspects of one 
overriding issue: mimicking 
Life in order to live within 
Earth’s means.

A new party for a new century: the Green Party
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one species or members of a species, and (r)evolution. these may 
need to be among our responses to the forces that threaten Life as 
we know it.
 Resistance in the form of prolonged, large-scale protests, 
and acts of civil disobedience such as those which Gandhi 
practiced to bring an end to the British Raj in India, and 
resistance such as oppressive Venezuelan, Iranian, Egyptian, and 
Syrian governments have not been able to ignore or stifle may 
become—will likely become—more common. Acts of resistance 
are examples of democracy in action, too. And because they are 
among Life’s democratic, or biocratic, methods of survival, they 
are organically democratic actions.
 While the Powers will probably ignore our fledgling efforts 

Refusal, resistance, and (r)evolution

 Coming into the second decade of the 21st century, nearly 
every symptom of Critical Mass is worsening more rapidly than I 
had imagined, and they are converging and amplifying each other 
exactly as I had imagined. I find myself paying more attention 
to the proposals of those who call upon us to be more fierce than 
we have lately been in defense of Life as we know it—and of 
ourselves, our communities, our descendants, and their future. I 
am attending to the possibility of the kind of Life-saving love of 
which our spiritual leaders and many of our secular leaders speak.
 the solutions are constructive, collaborative, non-
confrontational, and nonviolent. But I would 
be remiss not to acknowledge, again, that while 
some of our leaders may yield some of their 
power, the Powers and most of our leaders will 
not yield easily or willingly their power, their 
vision of the future as more-of-the-same, or this 
economy and their control over the systems that 
maintain it. they will not yield to the Green 
vision or Deep Green politics willingly. Nor will 
we, so long as we believe the global economy is 
a healing force rather than a viral one. 
 Even when critical masses of us realize that 
we need to change dramatically, the Powers will 
not, for the most part, facilitate our efforts to 
heal Earth’s flagging immune system and save 
ourselves from the worst that Critical Mass can 
do. 
 the longer the present viral global economic 
system persists, the less money, stamina, and 
health; and the fewer resources we will have left 
with which to create any kind of desirable future 
when the system collapses—as it most certainly 
will. And as it does, conflict and violence at 
every level of society will increase. Along with 
the tools of disconnection of which Keith farnish 
writes, governments will be forced to use the 
tools of repression in order to maintain control, 
order, and something like the status quo. 
 We will not be able to love our way into 
what follows Critical Mass in the usual ways we 
understand love. Love may need an edge.
 Life gives us our lives. to respond 
appropriately to that gift, we need to preserve, 
not challenge, Life’s capacity to continue to give 
life and more life and more kinds of life to Earth 
and to us. Respond comes from a Latin word 
that means “to answer to or promise or pledge 
in return.” I’ve said that the members of natural 
communities and the communities themselves 
(the successful ones at least) are highly response-
able. But they cannot pledge anything and cannot 
choose to offer Earthonomical behaviors in return 
for the gift of life. Appropriate responses to the 
gift are encoded, built-in. And among those 
built-in responses are rejection of collapsing or 
corrupt systems, resistance to dominance by any 
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to localize some aspects of governance and economic activity 
(especially if it removes from them some of the increasing 
burden of responsibility for fixing things they cannot fix), they 
will not react passively and peaceably to political secessions or 
expanded and intensified forms of resistance and protest. These 
present a challenge to authority and to the flow of tax monies 
and political legitimacy. the Powers will doubtless condemn 
as terrorism such acts of resistance on our own, our children’s, 
grandchildren’s, and Life’s behalf. They may well treat resistors 
as if they were terrorists. In their continued efforts to get away 
with breaking Life’s laws, the Powers will accuse resistors of 
breaking their laws. Those of us who have not yet become fierce, 
who have stopped short of breaking sovereign laws, may have 
to be more fierce, including perhaps by breaking sovereign laws 
that facilitate the trespasses of the present system, perpetuate 
harms done to Earth’s immune system, and hamper Life-saving 
alternatives.
 In other words, secessionists, resistors, and protestors may 
not always be able to act passively and peaceably either. We in 
the US have the Founding Fathers’ example and Declaration of 
Independence to consider in this understanding of the courage 
that freedom entails. In the two and a half centuries since their 
acts of resistance, revolution, and reconstitution, and in the first 
years of the present decade, ordinary people around the world—
in the former Soviet union, in South Sudan (in northern Africa), 
in South Africa, and in Southeast Asia, as well as on the streets 
of many American cities—have risen to the occasion of their 
oppression, the destruction of their homelands, the outsourcing of 
their jobs, the inequity of their national economies, and the theft 

of their resources and rights. And they have sought, though they 
have not always received or yet achieved, organically democratic 
alternatives to Powers and pyramids.
 An increasing number of influential philosophers, activists, 
writers, and critics of the present system are advocating for 
revolution, for hobbling the system and bringing it down before 
it can take everything familiar down with it. they believe that 
infrastructure sabotage and activities both small and large in scale 
that undermine the system’s capacity to function reliably may 
push many typically patient and passive people to take charge of 
their own lives while there’s still a relatively tolerable climate, 

ecosystem 
services, and 
resources to 
support them.

 What I 
advocate here 
might best be 
called by the 
same name I 
give it when 
other-than-
human species 
engage in it: 
(r)evolution. 
But in this we 
cannot entirely 
take our cues 
from Life. 
Some other-
than-human 
species can 
choose to leave 
or withdraw 
support from 
larger living 
systems that 
are failing 
them; they 
cannot choose 
to sabotage 
or overturn 
those systems. 

We can. Our attempts to mimic Life’s survival methods may be 
punctuated with acts of sabotage, rebellion, disobedience, and 
even armed resistance. these acts may be necessary if we want 
to speed and support a (r)evolution and transformation equivalent 
in ambition to the one that put an end to prehistoric lifeways and 
brought us the Powers, civilizations, and patterns of dominance 
that have evolved over three millennia into the viral global 
system that threatens us now.
 Happily for us, the Great turning from empire to Earth 
community, from “power over” to “power with,” and from the 
Powers to democratically empowered people, is as old as the first 
empires. 

From Juggernaut to Jubilee

 throughout human history, myths and metaphors have 
changed people’s minds about how the world works and how 
we might best work with and in it. Here are two that can help us 
make the mental shift from larger-than-Life hubris to Life-saving 
Earthologic.
 the Hindu god Vishnu is known by several nicknames. One 
of them, Juggernaut—Jagannatha in the original Sanskrit—
means “Lord of the World.” In our time, he would have been one 
of the Superclass, the 1% of the Powers that Be. In his role as 
Juggernaut, the grinning Vishnu—wouldn’t you grin if the world 
was your oyster?—traditionally lived in a temple made to look 
like a chariot, with huge stone wheels at each of the four corners. 

Lording it over the Earth, 
riding high atop the 
prevailing pyramidal 
socioeconomic system, 
the viral global economy 
is our 21st century 
Juggernaut.

“In times of change, some monkey-
wrenching may be necessary.”  
 —George Washington Hayduke
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the chariot on which Juggernaut reclined regally represents 
the world, his world—Earth and everything and everyone in 
it—being pulled under his ostensible protection safely through its 
rounds of the heavens. 
 traditionally, once a year, Hindus put a statue of Juggernaut 
on a heavy wooden wagon and make a procession through cities 
and towns in order that the people, especially the scattered poor, 
the ill, lame, and elderly who could not get to the temple to see 

him, might worship and be blessed by the god. In the past as 
now, hundreds of willing pilgrims, along with an elephant or 
two, pulled the huge wagon on which the ponderous stone god 
sat while the worshipful ran alongside throwing gifts of food, 
flowers, money—what few material goods they had—and even 
themselves on the wagon. But in the distant past, Juggernaut’s 
parade was a mixed blessing. People were knocked about, kicked 
aside, and trod upon as the ecstatic procession rolled through 
the streets and towns where gongs and horns tolled its raucous 
approach. Heavy as it was, and heavier as it grew with the 
addition of each new tithe or body, Juggernaut’s wagon was very 
hard to pull up hill and almost impossible to stop when it was 
going down hill. 
 And so it was that Juggernaut often bore quite unsafely down 
upon his followers. the stony-eyed, greedy-hearted god in his 
faux chariot rolled over, crushed, or maimed some, sometimes 
many, of the worshipers, the pilgrims, the lame, ill, elderly, and 
any beasts who simply got in the way. Adoring, entranced hordes 
were swept willy-nilly along by the increasingly frenzied parade 
of worshipers and speeding wagon. Certainly the unfailing 
generosity and awe of the faithful left some of them poorer than 
they already were. And although some of them deliberately 
martyred themselves under the wheels, for the rest, loving 
Juggernaut was a mixed blessing.
 Little wonder that the word juggernaut has come into modern 
usage meaning any force, event, or power that is so heavy and 
huge or relentless that it seems both inescapable and unstoppable. 
Lording it over the Earth, riding high atop the prevailing 
pyramidal socioeconomic system, the viral global economy is our 
21st century Juggernaut.
 Several centuries after Juggernaut’s parades got under way 
in India, the Jewish people of the ancient Middle East had 
almost been crushed by one empire and exile, one plague and 
famine, one flood and enslavement, one Critical Mass event after 

another. According to their Torah, they were given by the divinity 
they called Yahweh a surprisingly democratic solution to such 
repeated juggernauts: Jubilee. 
 the word for the celebratory event called Jubilee derived 
from the Hebrew word yôbél, the name of the rams’ horns 
that announced it. By pronouncement of Yahweh through 
his prophets—democratically predisposed visionaries to a 
one—every 50 years the yôbél were to be blown throughout 
the land to signal that the Powers that Be and everyone else 
must free slaves, forgive debt, restore property and land to its 
former owners (the peoples and other living things from which 
it had been taken), leave some of the land untilled, fatted calves 
unkilled, fruit and nut trees unpicked, and the people unbowed. 
this meant that those Powers, lords of their worlds, would suffer 
a loss of tribute, income, and, yes, power. 
 Jubilee years were intended by the wise of that Critically 
Massed time in the Middle East to let the Earth and everything 
and everyone in it heal, to let Earth’s strained accounts refill and 
all beings find their own way. 
 As you might imagine, there have been very few Jubilees. 
Since the Powers in even ostensibly democratic nations still 
aren’t inclined to grant the rest of us Jubilee, we’ll have to grant 
it to ourselves, blow our own horns throughout all the lands, jam 
a stick or two through empire’s wheels, unseat Juggernaut, and 
take over the wagon. Or, better still, turn our backs and make our 
own Lifelike lifeways—democratically.     ∆

Ellen LaConte has written for magazines including the Sun, 
East/West Journal, New Perspectives, Odyssey, Country 
Journal, Countryside, Convergence, and Gaia: A Literary & 
Environmental Journal. During the 70s and 80s, LaConte and her 
ex-husband homesteaded on ten acres in Connecticut and then 
moved to mid-coast Maine, where they built an energy-efficient 
house and five outbuildings. In 1980, LaConte interviewed Helen 
and Scott Nearing. She subsequently became good friends with 
Helen and acted as executor of the Nearing estate after Helen’s 
death. This article is excerpted from Chapter 12 of Life Rules: 
Nature’s Blueprint for Surviving Economic and Environmental 
Collapse, from New Society Publishers, and is reprinted here by 
permission.
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a 1995 interview (Journal of the American Medical Association 
273:199). He knew the power of “local” precisely because he had 
butted up against it. He fought communities’ rights to make their 
own ordinances, pushing for federal and state preemption laws, 
and his explanation is a testament to the power of local action:
 

We could never win at the local level. The reason is, all the 
health advocates, the ones unfortunately I used to call health 
Nazis, they’re all local activists who run the little political 
organizations. They may live next door to the mayor, or the city 
councilman, and they say, “Who’s this big-time lobbyist coming 
here to tell us what to do?” When they’ve got their friends and 
neighbors out there in the audience who want this bill, we get 
killed. So the Tobacco Institute and the tobacco companies’ 
first priority has always been to preempt the field, preferably to 
put it all on the federal level, but if they can’t do that, at least 
on the state level, because the health advocates can’t compete 
with me on a state level. They never could. On the local level, I 
couldn’t compete with them.

 this reasoning says it all: the relationships on the community 
level are far more genuine and immune to political maneuvering 
than those on a bigger political stage. 

Mendocino County: moratorium on GE Crops

 The fight against GMOs in Mendocino County, CA, was a 
striking example of this principle. Mendocino was the first North 
American county to outlaw the use of GMO crops within its 
boundaries.
 In the early 2000s, alarmed by the growth in GMO seeds 
and the federal government’s refusal to monitor them, people in 
Mendocino were talking about the need to label GMOs. Citizens 

…the relationships 
on the community level 
are far more genuine 
and immune to political 
maneuvering than 
those on a bigger 
political stage. 

Bringing Decision-Making Back Home

The Case for Slow Democracy
Susan Clark & Woden Teachout

A COuPLE Of YEARS AGO, the Washington Post com-
piled a ranking of approval ratings for various unpopular 
figures, ideas, and institutions. In a bar chart that doubled 

as a political cartoon, the Post revealed that with a 9% ap-
proval rating, Congress was even less appealing than the idea of 
America becoming a communist country (11%), BP during the oil 
spill (16%), and banks (23%). Nixon during Watergate, with an 
approval rating of 24%, was practically America’s darling.
 these numbers make us want to laugh—and then cry. With 
this much cynicism about the national political process, what 
hope is there that anyone can make a difference? How would we 
even try?
 One answer is to begin at a human scale: start local. While 
many Americans share a disdain for national politics, others are 
finding possibility in local action—taking their own states, towns, 
and communities back into their own hands. Citizens are working 
hard to regain control of decisions that affect them; and increas-
ingly, they are using local arenas to do it.
 Here, we are rediscovering one of the most elemental of 
American values: an impassioned interest in governing ourselves. 
 Claiming local power is not just about making a law. It often 
requires a change in the structures of government itself, one that 
shifts power from the state or federal to the local level, or into the 
hands of citizens themselves. Corporations try to push decision 
making to state and national levels because laws made at those 
levels inherently favor them. Victor Crawford, former lobbyist 
for the tobacco industry, made an excellent case for this point in 

Slow democracy doesn’t mean we have to attend every poorly ad-
vertised, badly run city council meeting. Instead, it helps us learn 
to create healthy, authentic community processes, address funda-
mental issues, and create real change. Photo by Mark Bushnell.
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formed an initiative called GMO-free Mendocino and started a 
series of community conversations about GMO foods. In 2004, 
they put on the ballot Measure H, which prohibited GE produce 
and livestock within the county. 
 the citizens were opposed by CropLife America, a big Wash-
ington lobby representing Monsanto, DuPont, Dow, and other 
huge industry names, who came into the county calling Measure 
H “the H-bomb.”
 Advocates for Measure H soon saw how powerful and neces-
sary the democratic process would be to their efforts. Environ-
mental activist Britt Bailey spoke at many events (environmental-
commons.org/measure-h.html):

I quickly realized my first words needed to focus on voting and 
registration. “Are you registered to vote?” I would ask. An 
unnerving, though common answer was “why should I register 
to vote—my view is never represented.” For many of the people 
who had become involved [with] the “Measure H” campaign, 
it was the first time in years they had voted much less been 
caught up in politics. Many had left behind the idea that they 
would see the benefits of their voting efforts.

 the process paid off. In March 2004, Measure H passed, with 
an impressive 57%. the vote of this one California community 
had national ramifications, provoking both action and reaction. 
Industry advocates responded by trying to shift power from local 
communities to the state level, where they were more likely to 
prevail. they launched campaigns to pass preemptive seed laws 
in California and 21 other states, laws that would ban local com-
munities from taking action like Mendocino’s and ensure that 
only the state would have authority over seed laws. While six 
of these bills failed, 16 of them passed. Sponsors of these bills 
insisted that local people were not smart or informed enough to 
be appropriate caretakers of this kind of legislation, and that it 
should be left to national experts and state agencies. As a Georgia 
representative said, “We wanted to keep authority pertaining to 
seeds within the Department of Agriculture. the Department has 
the knowledge—the brain trust if you will, to better control the 
types of foods we grow. We do not want a small voting segment 
of the population, which has limited knowledge, to wipe out a 
sector of our crops.”
 Since Mendocino, three other California counties have 
banned GMOs. At the same time, fresno and other Central Valley 
counties—where industrial agriculture dominates the economy, 
producing half of the country’s fruits and vegetables—have 
passed pro-GMO resolutions, actually banning the banning of 
these seeds. Still, local actions are far more likely to prevent 
GMOs. Eighty-three Vermont towns have passed resolutions 
against them.
 this is a startling contrast to the recent defeat of GMO label-
ing legislation in Congress, which would have allowed individual 
states to require labeling. Just as the tobacco lobbyist made clear, 
the higher the rung on the legislative ladder, the more the power 
structure favors big business over individual or community con-
cerns. And the converse is also true: legislation at the local level 
is the best bet for real citizen traction. 
 When local communities make their own policies, one of 
the most powerful legacies is not just the political effects of the 
action, but the sense of democratic possibility that it engenders. 

Britt Bailey described the scene at the party the night that Mea-
sure H was approved,

For me the greatest outcome from the victorious news embrac-
ing the crowd was witnessed in the eyes of everyone I saw. The 
eyes of the public were lit with the passion and enthusiasm that 
comes from being involved in the democratic process. People 
were ecstatic to find that their involvement in an internationally 
powerful and controversial issue effected change. And, folks 
were truly joyous to know that Mendocino County agriculture 
would be secured against the spread of GMOs. As I scanned 
the faces in celebration, I caught the eyes of one of the county’s 
supervisors present. I said, “it is like we the people retrieved 
our souls.” Before he offered a hug, he nodded in agreement.

 the campaign was powerful on levels that Bailey had not 
anticipated. It was certainly about protecting Mendocino from 
GMO seeds, but it was also about something more personal and 
transformative: a sense of engagement, empowerment, and self-
determination. 

From local action to slow democracy

 Measure H is an inspiring example that offers a glimpse of 
where real local political engagement can take us. But the fight 
leading to its passage is also testimony to the fact that not just the 
content of the laws themselves, but the system of making them, 
needs to change. 
 Local, community-based empowerment, like Measure H in 
Mendocino, is critical. But while local power is absolutely neces-
sary, it’s not sufficient. We need a political system that is about 
sustainability, about respect, about relationships, about transform-

Corporations messin’ with you with their fracking, GMOs, and 
dirty oil? Who you gonna call? The Crimebusters, from the 
Nader-Camejo campaign. Tupelo, Miss. 2008. photo by J. Wages.
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Slow democracy: the time is right

 Slow democracy offers broad principles, tools, and vocabu-
lary that citizens can use to create a healthy local democracy. It 
weaves together three key elements of local democratic decision 
making: 
 Inclusion—ensuring broad, diverse public participation 
 Deliberation—defining problems and weighing solutions 
through a public process based on sound information and respect-
ful relationships 
 Power—defining a clear connection between citizen partici-
pation, public decisions, and action 
 these principles are inspired by the emergence of new ways 
of thinking, new fields of inquiry, and the exciting real-time 

experiments that are happening in communities right now. Across 
the country and the world, citizens and local governments are 
feeling their way toward self-government and better decision 
making. Some are addressing painful issues like racism and 
crime; others are taking on the too-hot-to-handle concerns—like 
local budget cuts and planning controversies—that often rend 
communities or go unaddressed because of lack of political will. 
Some are using formal deliberative dialogue methods (there is 
even now a surprisingly fast-growing National Coalition for 
Dialogue and Deliberation); others are simply working with plan-
ners and facilitators to engage citizens more creatively, making 
it up as they go along. But one thing is clear: most communities 
aren’t thinking about paradigm shifts. They just know that the 
old methods don’t work, and are trying to solve real problems by 
using their community assets. And what they are doing is slow 
democracy.

Spending the People’s money

 One example of this fundamental shift in governance is the 
blossoming participatory budgeting (PB) movement. In PB, rath-
er than the city council taking the lead on local issues, the citizens 
themselves frame, advance, and ultimately vote on neighborhood 
proposals.
 In PB, citizens take part in a neighborhood assembly to brain-
storm and deliberate on their discretionary funding options. No 

Across the country 
and the world, citizens 
and local governments 
are feeling their way 
toward self-government 
and better 
decision making. 

ing the way we do things. We need to change the traditional, 
adversarial political model in which most issues are divided along 
lines determined by interest groups. Sometimes those groups are 
political parties, sometimes industry groups, sometimes environ-
mental or social justice organizations; sometimes we like those 
groups, and sometimes we don’t. But they are the ones who de-
termine the menu of choices, and it’s an awfully short menu, with 
usually two or sometimes three items. People choose their side 
and vote for it. there is a debate, with winners and losers, instead 
of public deliberation, out of which something creative might 
emerge through a synthesis and reshuffling of the original terms. 
  If we want democracy to be sustainable and creative, it has 
to be more than the same old political system transposed to a 
community level. We will need a transformative shift from local 
action to what we call “slow democracy.”
 We know that “slow democracy” sounds like a punch line. 
Who wants their democracy to be slow? Yet slow democracy is 
not a call for longer meetings or more time between decisions. 
Instead, it’s a reminder of the care needed for full-blooded, 
empowered community decision-making. If our future holds an 
increased focus on local food, local energy, and local economy, 
then surely we will need to improve our skills at local gover-
nance. 
 Paralleling slow food’s push for authenticity in what we eat, 
slow democracy calls for firsthand knowledge of the local deci-
sions that matter to us. Just as slow food encourages chefs and 
eaters to become more intimately involved with the production 
of local food, slow democracy encourages us to govern ourselves 
locally with processes that are inclusive, deliberative, and citizen-
powered. Reconnecting with the sources of decisions that affect 
us, and with the processes of democracy itself, is at the heart of 
21st century sustainable communities.

After initial brainstorming and deliberation, neighborhood as-
semblies choose delegates to create specific budget proposals 
based on their wishes. After several months of committee work, 
the public gets to vote on the proposals, with leaders publicly 
committed to carrying out the results. 
Photo courtesy of the Participatory Budget Project.
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elections are necessary; participation is open to any resident in 
that district. Discretionary funds generally don’t exceed 20% of 
the budget, because fixed costs like labor contracts, infrastructure 
responsibilities, and debt payments make up the bulk of most uS 
cities’ budgets. However, this sum is still plenty to change daily 
life in a neighborhood—in many cities, it equates to millions of 
dollars—enough that it’s well worth citizens’ time to come to a 
meeting. 
 After the initial deliberation, the neighborhood assemblies 
choose delegates to create specific budget proposals based on 
their wishes. After several months of committee work, the public 
gets to vote on the proposals, with leaders publicly committed to 
carrying out the results. 
 Pioneered in 1988 in Porto Alegre, Brazil, PB has caught on 
in more than 1,200 cities and towns across the world. the system 
has been instituted at the local level across Europe, Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, and Canada. While the uS has been compara-
tively slow on the uptake, since 2009, eight wards in Chicago and 
four council districts in New York City have adopted it. Vallejo, 
CA, became the first in the US to embrace PB city-wide, and the 
practice is now being considered or piloted in a number of other 
American cities.
 While far from perfect—for instance, a World Bank report 
notes that low-income people are empowered by the Porto Alegre 
process, but that the very poor are still not well represented—
most cities report positive experiences with the process, and its 
use continues to rise. In San francisco, Board of Supervisors 
president David Chiu explained that he supported a PB pilot in 
2012-2013, “because the experiences in other cities led to better 
decisions, made government more accountable, and increased 

public confidence in government.” This year, citizens chose to 
target funds toward youth employment training, neighborhood 
noise abatement, facility improvements for specific parks, and 
other projects. Chiu noted that the pilot experience, “not only 
generated new ideas from our residents who best know our com-
munity needs, but it also built more community between our 
neighbors as well as stronger working relationships with City 
staff.”
 Proponents of PB report that new citizen-leaders, many of 
them young, are emerging from the locally empowered process. 
One study reported that almost half of PB participants said they 

had “never worked together with others in their community,” 
and a similar percentage had not contacted elected officials for 
at least a year. Says San francisco activist Oscar Grande, who is 
with People Organizing to Demand Environmental and Eco-
nomic Rights, PB is about “opening up governments, reconnect-
ing people with decision making, and giving them real power 
to make real decisions with real money, which is a fundamental 
break from how democracy has been run.”

Why local? environmental education lessons

 Let’s take a moment to explore the reasons behind starting 
change at the local level. Here, slow democracy takes three key 
lessons from the environmental movement.
  for decades, environmental groups have offered compelling 
images of habitat destruction in an effort to move us to action. 
Clambering playfully on its mother’s neck, a baby polar bear 
adorns the poster in a second-grade classroom as a poignant 
reminder of a topic the children have been hearing about: melt-
ing polar ice caps. Meanwhile, on the adjoining science bulletin 
board, a colorful toucan sends a message of similar concern to the 
students: save the rain forests. 
 Although classroom materials about endangered species, 
polluted oceans, and toxic spills have been well intended, all of 
this bad news hasn’t done the cause much good. In recent years, 
those in the field have discovered a disturbing trend. Environ-
mental educator David Sobel calls it “ecophobia:” children have 
been so inundated with news of ecological catastrophe that they 
start to fear the natural world (David Sobel, Beyond Ecophobia: 
Reclaiming the Heart in Nature Education. Great Barrington, 
MA: the Orion Society and the Myrin Institute, 1996). Smaller 
children should be shielded from distant environmental tragedies 
until they are emotionally and cognitively ready, Sobel says. 
Environmental educators now take into account the importance 
of children’s developmental stages. Rather than learning about 
the huge, the faraway, and the systemic, children should first be 
allowed to focus on the small, the local, the touchable. 
 Ideally, a youngster in the southwestern uS will learn about 

Lee County Election Commissioners take the oath of office, Jan. 
4, 2005 in Mississippi. Two Democrats, two Republicans, one 
Green (John Wages, center). Photo by Gwen Wages.
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time—loose, unstructured dreamtime—to experience nature in a 
meaningful way,” Louv argues.
  What happens if we heed Lessons 1 and 2—if we make the 
time? What if we do allow ourselves to open, to feel the pull of 
place, to fall in love? What difference might it make? 
 for decades, environmental educators had assumed that of-
fering sound information to people would change their attitudes 
toward nature, and that with changes in attitude would come 
changes in behavior. But at a uN conference in 1990, educators 
Harold Hungerford and trudi Volk presented a landmark paper 
arguing that environmental education had “not been successful, 
on a widespread basis, in convincing world citizens to act in en-
vironmentally responsible ways.” In fact, they argued, if the point 
of environmental education was to create environmental citizen-
ship, the field had been going about it exactly backward.
 facts are important, but what really gets environmental citi-
zens out of bed in the morning are three interconnected factors: 
whether they feel empathy toward the environment, whether 
environmental issues resonate for them personally, and whether 
they feel confident that they can effect positive change.
 In other words, we become citizens when we go out and get 
our hands dirty. It’s those issues that we care about personally, 
and for which we can take action and make a difference, that will 
create that democratic “click.” for decades, environmental educa-
tion conferences featured some variation on the theme “from 
Awareness to Action.” But all that time, the theme should have 
been “from Action to Awareness.” 

 Again and again, studies show that we do make time for 
democracy if we can see our personal role in human-scale issues. 
And real life bears them out; just ask any political leader how 
he or she got started, and you’ll almost always hear that it was 
through a local issue—the development proposal in his backyard 
that got him involved in the planning process, or the need for a 
school bus stop that inspired her to run for school board. 
 And yet, over and over, we create policies that shift power 
from local entities to state and federal ones. (Ironically, these 
so-called efficiencies often even replace local volunteers—free 
labor—with paid employees.) Local, empowered school boards 
are forfeited in favor of the superintendent’s office staff, and town 
decision making is supplanted by federal or state mandates.
 Democracy requires citizens who are willing to put time into 
the systems that keep us free. But like the students who are scared 
by images of a failing ecosystem, adults’ democratic impulses 
have been worn down by attending pointless public hearings led 
by far-off bureaucracies, and filling out yet another ballot in an 
election in which we feel we won’t make a difference. 

As goes our local power, 
so goes our connection 
to place, to community, 
and to each other. 

desert flora and fauna. He will come to appreciate the smell of 
sage when it’s rubbed between the fingertips, and to notice the 
shadow cast by a golden eagle. Meanwhile, a child in New Eng-
land will explore a northern hardwood forest and all of its myster-
ies, with bluejay feathers, squirrels’ nests, and club mosses that 
look like tiny trees—a perfect place for a fairy house. “What’s 
important,” Sobel emphasizes, “is that children have a chance 
to bond with the natural world, to learn to love it, before being 
asked to heal its wounds.”
  Child advocacy expert Richard Louv agrees that these per-
sonal bonds are important, and adds that such elements as a lack 
of metropolitan park space and an increase in societal fear, as 
well as simple over-scheduling, have further decreased the likeli-
hood of children bonding with nature, or even venturing outdoors 
(Richard Louv, Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children 
from Nature-Deficit Disorder. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books, 
2005). Skyrocketing screen time has compounded the problem. 
Now quoted mournfully at environmental education conferences 
nationwide, a fourth grader interviewed by Louv put it best: “I 
like to play indoors better ’cause that’s where the electrical out-
lets are.” 
 Louv makes a compelling case that this alienation from the 
natural world—in his book Last Child in the Woods, he calls it 
“nature deficit disorder”—is directly linked to troubling trends 
including attention deficit disorder, obesity, and depression. The 
solution, says Louv, is not more complex educational program-
ming—it’s more time. Young people need the lazy afternoons, 
muddy adventures, and surprising explorations that add up to 
falling in love with the outdoors. they need the freedom to build 
treehouses, catch turtles, lie in a field and look at clouds, and 
develop a bond with the natural world around them. “It takes 

Authors Woden Teachout (left) and Susan Clark (right) explain 
that “slow democracy” is not a call for longer meetings—it’s a 
reminder of the care needed for empowered community decision 
making. Photo by Jeb Wallace-Brodeur.
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 Removing opportunities to play freely, get our hands dirty, 
and build treehouses in the natural world causes a nature deficit. 
Removing opportunities for citizens to sit on empowered boards, 
craft creative local solutions, and experience real, hands-on deci-
sion making has a similar effect: a democracy deficit. 
 As goes our local power, so goes our connection to place, to 
community, and to each other. As citizens, we need opportunities 
to get personally involved—to roll up our sleeves, dig into an 
issue, exercise our dreams. From there, we will move on to reflect 
on the larger purpose of our work. from action to awareness. And 
that action begins with the very local.

Local is a school for democracy

 If we leave all the policy and decision making to the “ex-
perts,” the rest of us will lack the experience we need to be part 
of a democratic society. Slow democracy means everyone gets 
involved, at least some of the time. this will lead to stronger 
citizens, and better decisions. Human-scale, local democracy can 
foster millions of informed citizens, who will work every day 
to shape the sustainable energy, food, economic, and education 
systems of our communities.
 the uS and the rest of the world will face excruciating deci-
sions in the coming years. Indeed, the time for many of these 
decisions has already come and gone—with no action taken. We 
desperately need leaders with clarity, wisdom, and courage—and 
voters to elect them. these voters need to be wise in the ways of 
leadership, able to recognize integrity, and able to distinguish—
immediately—between deliberation and bullying, policy making 
and politicking. 
 If we have been in leadership positions ourselves, we will 
have a much better idea about how to do it 
right. When we elect leaders, we will know 
enough not to expect miracles; we won’t ex-
pect agreements to be reached overnight. But 
we will also expect leaders not to waste their 
time and our resources on political posturing 
when a viable compromise is at hand. We will 
know how to spot B.S. when we see it.
 Relying on far-off elected officials to 
make decisions for us is an integral part of the 
American system. Indeed, our representative 
government was designed that way. But when 
official accountability is too far out of reach, 
and deftly obscured by professional spin, it’s 
easy for citizens to lose interest in the political 
process. Indeed, citizens’ democratic skills can 
atrophy. 
 Slow democracy is not just an add-on 
to representative government. Ideally, the 
two systems will complement each other. As 
communities become more engaged and more 
skilled at decision making, larger entities such 
as state legislatures and government agencies 
can step back from their micromanagement 
and work instead to support and connect local 
efforts. 
 At the same time, these agencies draw 

their authority from the consent of the governed. Engaged and 
informed citizens will be that much better qualified to strengthen 
and support government’s legitimacy.
 Slow and local democracy can set off a virtuous cycle: discus-
sions that create connections and reveal creative new solutions; 
citizens who become more open-minded and ready to help imple-
ment their problem-solving initiatives; and smart, sustainable 
results that could, slowly but surely, change the world.    ∆

Susan Clark is a facilitator focusing on community sustain-
ability and citizen participation. She is coauthor of All those In 
favor: Rediscovering the Secrets of town Meeting and Com-
munity. Her community development work has included serving 
as communication director for a statewide environmental group, 
coordinating a rural grants program, and directing a community 
activists’ network for the northeastern US and Canada. She has 
taught community development at the college level for ten years, 
and serves as her community's town meeting Moderator. Woden 
Teachout  is an historian and cultural critic interested in the 
relationship between history, politics, and civic engagement, and 
the author of  Capture the flag: A Political History of American 
Patriotism. She holds a Ph.D. in the history of American civiliza-
tion from Harvard and is professor of graduate studies in history 
and culture at Union Institute and University. In addition to her 
historical work, she has been involved with politics on the state 
and local levels; her advocacy revolves around education, family, 
and children’s issues. This article is adapted by the authors from 
Slow Democracy: Rediscovering Community, Bringing Deci-
sion Making Back Home by Susan Clark and Woden Teachout 
(Chelsea Green, 2012).
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A REVOLutION IS SPREADING across the nation as a 
grassroots effort to reclaim what has always been consid-
ered public domain: seeds. While Big Agriculture and its 

companies scramble to create and patent every seed they can, a 
different vision has been growing in the hearts of many. Our food 
system is under assault. the right to save a seed and grow it out 
again is threatened, and we will not stand for it. We will SAVE 
seed and we will SHARE seed, no matter what the multinational 
corporations say or whom they sue. 
 In the quiet buildings that have long housed our books, a new 
program is being explored. take a good look around your near-
est public library, and some of you may find something new. If 
you step into the Basalt Regional Library in Colorado’s Roaring 
Fork Valley, you’ll find seeds. These offerings are seeds to grow 
in your garden with the goal that you will save some seeds from 
your plants and return them for another community member to 
take out next season. 

 I’m an avid seed saver, and in early 2012, while doing some 
research online, I ran across the seed library idea. I was hooked 
and immediately presented the idea to our local library. the 
library director, Barbara Milnor, was onboard from the start! 
Over the course of the next few months, a great partnership was 
formed between the Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture In-
stitute (CRMPI) and the Basalt Regional Library. We developed 
a program to allow equal access for every community member 
to open-pollinated seed to grow in their gardens. With the seed 
planted (pun intended), the vision took on new life; with the help 
of countless community partners and volunteers, we started our 
valley’s first seed library.
 the Basalt Seed Lending Library opened this past January, 
with over 100 community members present for the event. the 
program was welcomed with eager arms, and patrons checked out 
65 seed packets that very evening. the launch party was marked 
by great food, a raffle to support the program, a presentation, and 
even a small seed exchange to get things moving! 

…our hope is to encourage 
the regional adaptation 
of a diverse mix of 
food crops to support 
our local gardeners…

A Grassroots Effort to Save Our Seed

David vs. Goliath
Stephanie Syson

Local seeds for global crises

 One of the main goals of the Seed Library is to build up a 
collection of vegetables that are well adapted to the particular 
growing environment found in this area. With regular droughts 
and short growing seasons, the Roaring fork Valley needs hardy, 
short-season vegetable varieties. Over time, our hope is to en-
courage the regional adaptation of a diverse mix of food crops to 
support our local gardeners in their goals of growing vegetables 
for their households.
 In addition, there are many issues that put seed saving on the 
top of my list of important skills to maintain, one being the rapid 
loss of diversity in our food system. Over 75% of our vegetable 
seed varieties have been lost over the last 100 years according 
to a recent uN food and Agriculture Organization study. With 
the changing climate and ever-evolving insects and diseases, a 
loss of diversity is a loss of resilience. In The Seed Underground, 
Janisse Ray puts it well, “Genetic freedom allows crops to evolve 
and adapt to disease, to a transforming Earth, and to macro- and 
microclimates.”
 there are already over 50 seed libraries across the uS, includ-
ing a few that offer support to those looking to start their own 
libraries. A few great resources are the Richmond Grows Seed 
Library in Richmond, CA, and the Bay Area Seed Interchange 
Library (BASIL), which originated from the Berkeley-based 
urban Ecology Center in 2000. We found their support invaluable 
in helping to spread this great program to new locations. Seed 
libraries not only preserve genetic diversity, but exercise our right 
freely to share and save seed, a liberty that is in danger of being 
lost if we do not take a stand and shout, “the seeds belong to us 
all.” 
 We received great press for this program: articles and radio 
spots that even included a few minutes on NPR’s “Morning Edi-
tion.” After the national story aired, emails and calls bombarded 

Volunteers sort seeds into individual packets 
and label them for display.
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us with requests for information on how we started this and how 
other towns could start their own. As mentioned, there are great 
online resources, but to get you started, here are a few steps that 
we feel are critical to the creation, launch, and (hopefully) long 
term success of a seed library program.

Forging relationships

 A great journey is best travelled with friends. Starting any 
program, especially a seed library, is not a one-man or one-
woman show. We were thankful to have the support of an entire 
community, but at the beginning there were two parties. We feel 
that there must be a relationship created between a public library 
and an agricultural non-profit such as Central Rocky Mountain 
Permaculture Institute (CRMPI). the partnership is a match 
made in heaven for a community program such as this. Obvi-
ously, someone needs to know a thing or two about plants and 
about seeds, and that’s where the agricultural group comes in. 
While some seed libraries are not housed in an actual library, it 
is our opinion that a community program is best placed within a 
public institution. Besides that, we are rather fond of attaching 
the term “public” to “seed” as often as possible. the partnership 
we created allowed each partner to offer up skills to the program 
and to one another, such as the tireless data entry support of the 
lovely Gail Owens at the Basalt Regional Public Library. Our 
skills complement one another and create a cumulative effect that 
is greater than the sum of its parts.

Priming the pump with donations

 unless your group already includes a large number of seed 
savers and thus has access to significant amounts of seed, seed is 
the first thing you’ll need. We contacted a number of seed compa-
nies that offered organic and open-pollinated seed to explain the 
program that we were creating. We were rewarded with high lev-
els of support from companies like Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds, 
Lake Valley Organics, Botanical Interests, Bounty Beyond Belief, 
and many other generous companies who provided the seeds 
required to get this program off the ground. In addition to seed 
donations, we visited area businesses to request donations for a 
raffle that would be held at the launch party. Again, we were met 
with open arms from businesses such as Indoor Garden Supply in 
Carbondale and the Vitamin Cottage in Glenwood Springs. In ad-
dition, other local environmental non-profits such as Sustainable 
Settings and Aspen Center for Environmental Sciences (ACES) 
provided items to raffle. 

We’re thrilled to partner 
with such a progressive 
and throughtful group of 
leaders.

Community awareness

 What good is a community program if the community doesn’t 
know that it exists? Not much, in our book. So we got the word 
out, big time! With the support of another local group, the Roar-
ing fork food Policy Council, we drummed up dozens of volun-
teers who came out for multiple seed-sorting parties to get ready 
for opening day. Realizing that there were not many home-scale 
gardeners who would need either 100 tomato or 250 kale plants, 
we gathered the troops to divide, repackage, and label over 2,000 
packets. three sorting parties later, we had enough seed packets 
to open the library. In addition to stocking the program with seed, 
we worked to let the whole community know about the opportu-
nity to check out seeds.
 to celebrate the opening of the Basalt Seed Lending Library, 
we scheduled a launch party for this past January 23rd. We 
sent word to everyone we knew and contacted the local papers. 
Articles appeared in the Aspen Times and the Sopris Sun. the 
event was a huge success. With over 100 people in attendance, 
we introduced the what, why, and how of our new seed library. In 
addition, we had a potluck, a raffle, a tour of the new library pro-
gram, and even a small seed swap for existing seed savers! Both 
the Aspen Public Radio station and Edible Aspen Magazine were 
there to help us celebrate and to offer continued press support. 

And the seeds grow

 the work and fun have only just begun! Starting a seed 
library is a great thing, but the real challenge will be to sustain 
community involvement and to encourage residents to gain 
further knowledge in seed saving. We feel that a necessary part of 
this program is to offer continuing education for those who would 
like to learn this valuable skill. So, we will be offering multiple 
seed-saving workshops each coming season. In addition, we’ve 
just received word that we have a new relationship forming 
and thus a new opportunity to support the Basalt Seed Lending 
Library and our growing community of seed savers. CRMPI 
and the town of Basalt have joined hands to create the Basalt 
Community Seed Garden! the town has graciously offered up 
Ponderosa Park for this purpose. CRMPI will grow out around 
a dozen heirloom varieties to save the seeds and return them to 
the library inventory. Not only will this allow CRMPI the space 
to grow a huge quantity of seed, but it will also highlight this es-
sential feature of a local food system. 
 With the combination of the Basalt Seed Lending Library 
and the Basalt Community Seed Garden, in addition to other 
green practices, the town of Basalt is stepping to the forefront in 
environmentally sustainable programs. We’re thrilled to partner 
with such a progressive and thoughtful group of leaders. If you’re 
passing through Colorado this summer, be sure to stop by!
 We hope that this article inspires you to start a seed library 
in your area. If this has planted a “seed” in your head, join the 
growing social network at SeedLibraries.org. there are other 
great resources to be found at RichmondGrowsSeeds.org. Happy 
growing and saving!          ∆

Stephanie Syson is the Administrator at CRMPI in Basalt, Colo-
rado. Contact her at stephanie@crmpi.org.
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I’VE BEEN AN ACTIVIST along the ecology/economy inter-
face for more than 45 years—these days with a focus on eco-
logical healing and economic justice as the path to prosperity 

on Planet Earth. Permaculture makes perfect sense to me, and 
when I lived in the woods, I practiced many of its components 
even if I did not call it that. In the city, I walk everywhere, grow a 
tiny garden, compost, plant trees (including nut trees) to reforest 
vacant lots, and advocate for environmental justice. 

Practicing democracy means involvement

 While my experience in what are typically (though not entire-
ly accurately) seen as “permaculture” activities is limited, I have 
spent quite a bit of time in politics, democracy, and participation 
in the democratic process, in an effort to bring ecological and 
whole systems thinking to my community. My experiences with 
democracy and community process are varied. I helped found 
the Green Party of the United States, ran as the first Green Party 
candidate for state legislature in the uS back in 1986, and ran for 
mayor of Providence, RI, over ten years ago. 

 All of my runs for office were shoe-leather campaigns—I 
raised minimal amounts of money, developed good campaign 
literature (if a little heavy on information), sent out a few press 
releases, and knocked on doors. It’s my style to work alone, or 
with colleagues who carry their weight. thus, I did not inspire or 
have volunteers, and I campaigned and managed my campaigns 
alone. for a state representative district with 8,300 people, a 
door-knocking campaign goes far. As a Green in three-way races, 
I received 16% of the vote in 1986 and 20% in 1994. 
 I ran for mayor in 2002, a wild year in Providence politics. 
When I announced my candidacy in January, the mayor was 
under indictment for corruption, but had not yet been tried. up 
until the week when candidates file paperwork to get on the June 
ballot, there were eight candidates: five Democrats seeking their 
party’s nomination, a Republican, a radical anti-abortion candi-
date who runs for something every year, and myself running as 

Eco-Activism in Rhode Island

Mapping the Way to Prosperity
Greg Gerritt

the candidate of the Green Party. the mayor was convicted on the 
first day of filing, and candidates poured out from all over the city 
in an effort to secure their petitions and add their names to the 
ballot. But when petitioning was done, the only candidates were 
the original eight.
 I debated all summer, and held my own, focused completely 
on the issues: housing, environment, and economy. When the 
candidate who was eventually elected promised that he would 
bring in Harvard experts to help fix the economy, I did remind 
him that the Harvard folks had just crashed the Russian economy 
in their efforts to privatize it. He never again mentioned that idea. 
the most coverage I received was when I proposed taking all the 
tires from the tire dumps Rhode Island used to be famous for, and 
turning them into Earthship housing for the homeless. I ran what 
was acknowledged in the media to be a very good campaign, 
despite the fact that I did nearly all of it myself. In a four-way 
November election, I received 4% of the vote, with the winning 
Democrat receiving 84%. to this day, people—mostly homeless 
or low-income—ask me when I am running again. 
 My work with the national Green Party included serving on 
the national executive committee. One year, I talked 20 of the 
24 people seeking the Green nomination for President out of 
running because I was worried that something bad would hap-
pen to the potential candidates as the stress of actually running 
became more than their fragile lives could handle. In some ways, 
it reminded me of the people jumping out of the woodwork to run 
for mayor in 2002, but not having really thought it through. Of 
course, participatory democracy includes much more than simply 
running for office under the banner of your choosing—the other 
work is just as important.

Of course, participatory 
democracy includes much 
more than simply running 
for office under the banner 
of your choosing…

Greg Gerritt addressing the 2008 Green Party Presidential Nomi-
nating Convention in Chicago. Photo by Donna Schmader.
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Freedom of speech means speaking out

 Is the factory down the street polluting? Say something in 
public. Are the developers (what a weird name) trying to build 
schools on toxic waste dumps? Go to the hearings. Is your com-
munity recycling as well as it could? Help get a grant that pays 
for recycling bins. Can you swim in the river safely? Call your 
Congresswoman and tell her to keep the Clean Water Act, one of 
the best laws Congress ever passed. the war criminal, Richard 
Nixon, signed the Clean Water and Clean Air Acts—make allies 
and garner support where you can. Can you build a community 
garden in the nearby park? Are the streets safe to cross? Are the 
corporate elite skipping out on taxes and then convincing their 
lapdogs at the legislature to vote for lower taxes on the rich? The 
list is endless, and so is what we have to do about it. 
 In every case, our participation is needed if we are to get good 
community outcomes. Who else will advocate for more gardens 
for low-income neighbors? Who else can connect dirty air with 
sick kids in your neighborhood? Can you lead the effort for more 
playgrounds, labeling GMO foods, and re-writing ordinances to 
allow chickens in the city?
 too many of us think that because we are living a low-carbon 
life and growing our own food, while the state legislature is obvi-
ously a den of thieves, that we get to sit out the public process. 
It’s time consuming, hard, and inconvenient. Going up to the 
Statehouse often seems like a big waste of time. Sitting in neigh-
borhood association meetings can be very boring. the City Coun-
cil is a very strange place and you wonder if they will ever do the 
right thing—but still I go. I remember 
some of the bad things we stopped, the 
good things we put into the city’s compre-
hensive plan, and how we forced the city 
to undertake some meaningful planning 
before rewriting the zoning code, and 
then made sure that more community 
gardens got into the plan.

Wisdom from unlikely places

 As horrible as the World Bank has 
been over the last 50 years, paving the 
way for corporate globalism, one of their 
recent reports contains some revealing 
statistics. Managing Forest Resources 
for Sustainable Development: An Evalu-
ation of World Bank Group Experience, 
prepared by the Independent Evaluation 
Group, distributed internally on Decem-
ber 28, 2012, was discussed at a meet-
ing of the Committee on Development 
Effectiveness scheduled for february 
2013. this report says quite plainly that 
the best outcomes for the rural poor and 
ecosystems occur when the communi-
ties of forest people retain control of the 
forest and its resources and can choose 
community-friendly ways to use them. 
then, it points out how this can happen 

only under conditions of democracy, rule of law, and the respect-
ing of human rights. 
 Here is an interesting quote from the very beginning of the 
document: “The World Bank Group’s forest interventions have 
contributed substantially to environmental outcomes, but poverty 
reduction, for the most part, has not been adequately addressed. 
Projects that promote participatory forest management have been 
the most successful at balancing poverty reduction and environ-
mental aims but this integration is lacking in other interventions.”
 While the report captured data from studies in Africa, in fact, 
Providence faces very similar issues in the struggle for self-
determination and prosperity, and to not be dominated by global 
wealth and corporations.
 Elsewhere, the report observes, “Poor forest governance stems 
from the fact that forests often have a combination of captur-
able wealth but poor, isolated, and powerless residents. Powerful 
interest groups can seize this wealth, depriving poor people of 
access to forest resources, and sometimes contributing to corrup-
tion and poor governance at the national level. Because it is more 
profitable to mine the forest than to manage it sustainably, this 
contributes also to environmental damage.”
 this sounds much like the challenge facing environmental 
justice communities in the uS: minorities with a wealth of com-
munity, but not much money, are being poisoned or displaced so 
someone else can make a lot of money. So I try to help redirect 
economic development in my community toward ecological heal-
ing and economic justice. 
 the World Bank found that timber concessions in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, often leading to complete forest 
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destruction, generated about $160 million a year, whereas forest 
communities could generate $2 billion a year in food, build-
ing materials, and other products used in the community, while 
watershed services (water storage, aquifer replenishment, flood 
protection, etc.) are worth between $100 million and $1 billion 
a year. One could almost say that democracy, respect for human 
rights, and local control are the only things that will help forest 
people continue their longstanding permaculture. Many of us 
believe that the traditional permaculture of forest peoples is one 
of the few things standing between Earth and catastrophic climate 
change. 
 The first project I undertook in Providence after I moved 
here was a stakeholder process that looked into Combined Sewer 
Overflows, a bane of older cities that installed sewers to stop the 
epidemics of the 19th century: heavy rain events fill the storm 
sewers, which then spill into the sanitary sewers and cause flood-
ing of human waste into local water bodies. the combination of 
good intentions and bad (or cheap) engineering merely moved the 
problem further down the bay (or the river), and the fixes are very 
expensive. Standing strong, environmental advocates were able 
to get a MuCH better plan—one that did rely on a big dig, but 
also started the process of community-friendly, localized storm-
water work, from rain gardens to stormwater detention basins, 
to permeable paving and green roofs. Now we just have to stop 
the legislature from putting the Department of Environmental 
Management under a Commerce Secretariat as the corporados 
and their pet legislators want to do because they have drunk the 
Kool-Aid and insist that environmental regulations are business-
killing.

Which way to prosperity?

 In recent years, I’ve added a new tool to my tool box: confer-
ences. I continue to help candidates, and I continue to show up 
at hearings, but I find that organizing conferences (and running 
them at a profit) can move an agenda forward in the early stages. 
I have particularly found this to be the case with compost. Rhode 
Island is behind the curve in a variety of ways—some tractable, 
some much more difficult. For the issues that are very knotty, it 
seems that the public forums I have created with the RI Com-
post Conference and trade Shows have pushed the agenda and 
gotten a public airing for some of the larger changes we need to 
see. I’m now trying the same thing, though not necessarily as an 

Promising your 
community that their 
children will starve 
while freezing in the dark 
does not win you friends, 
nor does it get you elected.

annual event, with a conference on ecological healing, ecologi-
cal economics, and economic justice. My community is stuck in 
a rut—thrashing around for growth, whereas growth has disap-
peared from the old industrial West. 
 Think about it. Where is the growth in America? Two places: 
1) the rich are getting richer, mostly from financial manipulations, 
and 2) natural resource extraction, usually the most damaging 
forms of high tech drilling, mining, and monoculture. In 2011, 
the richest 1% of the population received 121% of total income 
growth (leaving -0.4% on average for the other 99%), and the 
states with low unemployment increasingly engaged in the “drill, 
baby, drill” economy with fracking and low-return oil drilling. 
Are you willing to sit out the tar sands and Keystone XL pipeline 
fights? Are you willing to sit out the fracking fight? 
 If the economic development establishment can’t deliver pros-
perity anymore, the game has run out. the pretend economy, the 
one that bailed out the banks and stuck the rest of us with the bill, 
says the rich can do what they want even if it destroys the climate 
and communities. Jobs, regardless of quality and security, are all 
that matter. the economic development establishment writes the 
rules by which the rich get to loot more, and the planet dies faster 
in the name of growth. they deliver more and more frequent 
booms and busts that do harm to the many, reward the few, and 
use the resulting growth of inequality to drive planetary destruc-
tion. this system treats the rest of us like forest people to be 
displaced. Participatory democracy gives us a meaningful chance 
to institute a steady state or actually shrinking economy in our 
communities to produce greater happiness and a better quality of 
life.
 Perhaps we can substitute community for more consumption. 
Perhaps it’s true that a vibrant life requires fewer things. Needless 
to say, this is not yet the dominant paradigm in America. While 
the signs of change are all around, we have not yet found the path 
to health. 
 We also need to learn how to talk about what we want in pub-
lic. We have to let the vision shine through in ways that capture 
the imagination of our listeners. Promising your community that 
their children will starve while freezing in the dark does not win 
you friends, nor does it get you elected. Nor should it. Commu-
nity does not require asceticism; life must be vibrant and joyous. 
If permaculture and its allied practices are to prevail, and this 
green-and-blue planet and the diversity of life upon it (including 
humans) are to thrive, we must participate in the life of the com-
munity, reclaiming all the places where the it comes together to 
conduct its business.       ∆

Greg Gerritt is the founder of the think tank ProsperityForRI.org 
and Coordinator of the Environment Council of Rhode Island’s 
Compost Initiative. He has been working to create a sustainable 
economy since the 70s when he began building solar buildings 
and creating organic homesteads. In 2012, he received a Merit 
Award from the EPA for advancing the cause of compost in Rhode 
Island. Greg was a founding member of the Green Politics Net-
work, the national group whose work in creating the Association 
of State Green Parties (1996-2001) led to the formation of the 
Green Party of the US in 2001. He is presently a member of its 
International Committee dealing with African affairs.
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based on this form of organization, as is permaculture zonation. 
All of our living bodies, including those of plants, bacteria, and 
fungi grow out from a core. though our skins may seem like 
defining boundaries, the food, water, and air we consume streams 
constantly in and out across that seeming boundary, confus-
ing where we begin and where we end. Even light refuses to be 
pinned down as either a particle or a wave and has properties of 
both sets.

 All this discussion got me thinking about the idea that nature 
is cooperative. Of course, this is not exclusively a permaculture 
concept, but is found elsewhere in ecological design systems. 
Both cooperation and competition seem untrue impositions onto 
nature that confuse our view when we try to apply them to human 
systems. I believe that natural systems are neither cooperative 
nor competitive. Symbionts are not being nice—they’re simply 
providing one another with essential goods or services and get-
ting their own needs met. Similarly, the oak is not competing with 
the pine, because they are not trying to occupy the same niche. 
Every living being has a unique niche. Competition arises only 
in uniformity, where all are striving to fill the limited niches pro-
vided. Despite our Victorian notions of nature, life is not a reality 
tV show. Species are not eliminated, leaving a solitary victor. 
that is an industrial, monocultural approach. We see it in testing 
in schools, the economic system, and particularly in our political 
races. Winners and losers either pass or fail, enter the office, or 
get voted off the island. 
 the only sensible alternative seems to be cooperation. Notice 
that competition and cooperation are binaries of each other. 
Everybody is either in or out. What would a non-binary approach 
look like and how would it work? Luckily, examples surround us, 
if somewhat clouded by our human-centric ideas.

A vision of natural democracy

 Natural democracy is neither uniformity nor chaos, but a har-
mony held together, like all weavings, by well-tuned tension. the 

Natural democracy 
is neither uniformity 
nor chaos, but a harmony 
held together…
by well-tuned tension. 

They don’t see how, pulling appart is pulling together, as in the 
back-bent tension of the bow and lyre.

 —Heraclitus 

A RECENt CONVERSAtION WItH A fRIEND got me 
thinking about governance based on natural patterns and 
their implications for countries, as well as for businesses 

and movements like permaculture. His ideas spurred thoughts 
about natural governance and the example of the Iroquois Con-
federacy, or the Great Law of Peace.
 During the conversation, I learned about set theory and two 
ways to organize sets. One approach—the way we usually learn 
in school—is to define a set by creating a boundary around it. 
This defines its extent, as well as what is in and what is out. This 
binary approach—in-out, yes-no, good-bad, dark-light—is so 
familiar that it often seems natural. Careful readers of the creation 
story in  will note that even after God has divided light from 
darkness and night from day, morning and evening remain: those 
grey zones where night and day overlap. this grey zone is an an-
noyance that powers-that-be often strive to eliminate. 

 Alternatively, an organizing center can define a set through an 
analog approach. Infinite distances from and relationships to the 
center are possible. Gray areas are easily accommodated. Both 
solar systems and atoms are organized in this way, as are ecosys-
tems. Species may gravitate around a water source, large oversto-
ry trees, geographic forms, or rich edge areas. Nuclei from which 
species or ideas spread are the norm. the concept of a guild is 

Lessons from the Iroquois

Self-Organizing Governance
Joel Glanzberg

The reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone changed the be-
havior of herbivores like elk, leading in turn to cooling of stream 
waters and an increase in the trout population. This image is 
from the Wolves wiki at Wikia and is used here under the Creative 
Commons license.
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the wolves were neither cooperating nor competing with the 
herbivores or the cottonwoods, nor with the trout. Instead, they 
all benefited from one another striving to be themselves. That is 
what held the system together and rewove it when it was unrav-
eling due to the elimination of the essential strand of the elk’s 
“enemy,” the wolf. 
 Any woven fabric is held together through the tension of the 
warp and the woof. Only homogenous plastic sheeting is held 
together by cooperation. Coherence from individuals requires 
weaving and hence tension. The moment the fibers in my shirt 
stop pushing on one another, it will fall apart. Straining against 
one another holds us together. this is worth noting either for cre-
ating coherence or dissolution. If you want to be let go, stop con-
tributing to the tension. Much of  tai chi is based on this insight, 
as is permaculture. It is the basis for such “knots” of systems as 
guilds. this is why permaculturists work to shift underlying pat-
terns rather than merely shuffling surface appearances. Permacul-
ture is about changing or adding to the pattern of weaving.
 Permaculture’s foundational insight is that lasting change 
comes from changing the underlying causes or patterns. We 
permies look for what Gregory Bateson called,  Changing the un-
derlying causes requires going to the source, the top of the water-
shed, to influence downstream effects. Addressing symptoms can 
only be a temporary solution. this is the case with every disease, 
including violence. this is the remarkable insight that underlies 
the political system of the Haudenosaunee or Iroquois. Peace is 
the aim of government, and true peace can only be accomplished 
by addressing the root causes of war in people’s hearts and 
minds.

The Great Law of Peace 

 the Great Law of Peace, which governs the Iroquois Confed-
eracy, is remarkable in many ways. Some say the uS Constitu-
tion is based on the Great Law. Jefferson and franklin were very 
familiar with it. the Haudenosaunee government contains three 
branches of power and a divided legislative branch not unlike 
the uS government. What corresponds to our judicial branch, 
however, is made up entirely of women, the clan mothers. that 
somehow did not make it into the uS version. 
 Perhaps most remarkably, healing the grief, anger, and fear 
that feed violence was a central process of creating the Iroquois 
Confederacy, which lives today. It is also striking that the greater 
part of the Great Law (or the Great Good) is the story of the  of 

…healing the grief, anger, 
and fear that feed violence 
was a central process 
of creating the Iroquois 
Confederacy, which 
lives today.

harmony of a guitar depends on the correct tensioning of each 
string and the appropriate relationships between them. the health 
of an ecosystem depends on appropriate tensions between various 
animal, plant, fungal, and insect species. Diversity is important—
the more divergent the strands, the greater the strength of the 
weave. 
 A binary choice between cooperation or competition is the 
death of any complex system. this is not the aim of democracy, 
but of totalitarianism. If the lion lies down with the lamb, we’re 
all screwed. the entire watershed would become overgrazed, 
and the sheep would starve along with everyone else. Appropri-
ate tension—not uniformity—is the goal of democracy. the bee 
is not cooperating with the flower. One could even say that they 
are both taking advantage of the other. In reality, they are making 
themselves mutually indispensible by providing for each other’s 
needs. Symbiosis is not cooperation but right relationship. this 
is the tension that holds together the tapestry of life—and it’s the 
basis of permaculture. 
 the reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone restored 
streamside vegetation and cooled the water in the streams, which 
could then support many more trout. In the absence of preda-
tors, the grazers and browsers had acted as domesticated cattle or 
humans would behave. they stayed near the water and denuded 
the stream banks. As a result, the banks were soon stripped of the 
grass, willows, and cottonwoods that had held them together, and 
they collapsed into the stream during floods, washing away more 
riparian vegetation. Stripped of plant cover, the unshaded, silt-
laden streams heated up in the sun. 
 When wolves were reintroduced, the herbivores quickly 
changed their behavior. Bunching together to protect their young, 
they came to water rarely. Moving frequently, they grazed and 
manured areas more completely. this behavior encouraged thick 
regrowth of grasses throughout the watershed and allowed the 
resurgence of streamside vegetation. the renewed plant cover 
slowed and cleaned stormwater runoff. Clear-running streams, 
now shaded by cottonwoods and lined with mat-rooted willows 
and grasses, again ran cool, nourishing trout with oxygen-laden 
waters and clear gravel redds for their fertilized eggs.  [Editor’s 
note: a redd is a shallow depression in a gravel bed, which is 
made by the female salmon or other fish as a place to lay eggs.]

According to legend, the Great Peacemaker, Deganawida, con-
vinced the Mohawk to join the Iroquois Confederacy by surviving 
a leap from Cohoes Falls, on the Mohawk River.
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its creation. It is not only an artifact of laws and rules like the uS 
Constitution, but also a process for creating and maintaining a 
peaceful society. 
 As with all great design, it is the process that brought the 
Great Peace into being that is the design insight. the nation and 
the governmental structures were not the focus of the design. the 
process that brought them into being was central aspect of the 
design. Similarly, our DNA patterns processes that result in the 
structures of our bodies. Genes contain instructions for processes, 
not structures. Structure is the result of those processes. 

 Versions of the story of the making of the Great Law can be 
found in many places, including the books, The White Roots of 
Peace by Paul Wallace, and Thomas Porter’s Grandma Said. 
they all tell of the coming of the Peacemaker (Deganawida) 
across the “beautiful lake” (Lake Ontario) and his message of 
Peace, the Good Mind, and Power. If people’s minds were clear 
and good, they would see the value and desirability of peace. 
from peace comes true power. 
 He went first to the fiercest nation, the Mohawks. Though 
he convinced them to stop fighting, it was not enough. Though 
they had recognized the value of Peace and the Good Mind and 
ceased fighting, the Peacemaker saw that they were not at peace. 
they were not happy. they were not at peace within themselves. 
“their minds were still on the ground.” they could not look up 
or into one another’s eyes. They were alone in their grief for what 
they had done or had lost. All they could see was what had been. 
they were still lost in the violence in their minds. 
 though the violence had ceased outside, it continued internal-
ly. the turmoil in their minds was like embers waiting for a wind 
to burst back into flame. This is the kind of peace we are used to. 
Both the Pax Romana and the Pax Americana have been enforced 
by violence. they do not address the root causes of violence. Our 
failure to address root causes appears in every new conflict. They 
are all resumptions of old unresolved conflicts. Peace is merely a 
lull in on-going conflicts.

Aikido in action

 Before looking at how the Peacemaker brought peace and 
ensured its maintenance, let’s look at a story from our own time. 
It’s a beautiful illustration of seeing beneath the surface mani-
festation to the underlying causal pattern. It also brings to light 
our tendency to focus on learning forms rather than the patterns 
behind the forms.
 Nearly 50 years ago, terry Dobson was riding on a train 

in Japan, when a dirty, drunken man began to board. the man 
threatened, bullied, and pushed the other passengers, including a 
pregnant woman. Having trained for three years with the founder 
of aikido (Way of Peace), Dobson was anxious to test his practice 
in action. Although Sensei Ueshiba had told him not to fight, in 
his desire to test himself, this affront appeared to justify the use 
of force.
 As he stood up to confront the drunken man, a little old man 
in the car interrupted, calling out joyfully, “Hey, you like to 
drink?” Stunned, the passengers turned to listen as he asked the 
drunken man friendly questions and cheerfully went on drinking 
with his wife as if they were beneath the persimmon tree in their 
garden.
 When asked about his own lovely wife, family, and home, 
the drunk’s nasty exterior melted away. Weeping, he explained 
that his wife had died, he’d lost his job and his home, that his life 
was a total wreck, and he was terribly ashamed. By the time the 
train arrived at Dobson’s stop, the sorrowful man was lying with 
his head on the old man’s lap, who spoke soothingly to him and 
stroked his dirty hair. The would-be attacker had been pacified by 
uncovering the source of his actions, in a way that could begin 
the healing and regeneration of his life—without any violence. 
 Dobson realized he had witnessed real in action. Where 
Dobson had assumed the design or superficial form of the 
interaction—fighting—the old man had made a masterful martial 
arts move. He’d seen beneath the surface manifestation and read 
the underlying patterns. He designed the placement of himself 
and his words and shifted the dynamic toward a very different 
result. He consciously designed an effective path in response to 
the realities of the situation, resulting in many potential benefits. 
undistracted by surface forms, he understood the Way of Peace.
 The cause of the violence was the man’s pain and frustration, 
his disturbed mind. Only addressing that could change the out-
ward manifestation. Beating him up would only have served to 
increase his misery and postpone the violence. Meeting violence 
with violence can temporarily stop violence, but it cannot bring 
peace. Seeing the man’s pain and helping him to heal himself 
and to come back into his right mind was the only way to create 
lasting peace. Outward peace is always a manifestation of inner 
peace. the root of peace is a good, calm, clear mind.
 though the story of the Peacemaker is often cited as an in-

Hiawatha Wampum Belt, from the mid-1700s, represents a white 
pine in the center with two squares on either side, all connected 
like nodules on a root. The squares and the pine symbol represent 
the five original tribes of the Iroquois Confederacy, as do the 
white pine’s bundles of five needles. 
Used under Creative Commons license.

As [Dobson] stood up to 
confront the drunken man, a 
little old man in the car in-
terrupted, calling out joyful-
ly, “Hey, you like a drink?”
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 When the movie “Avatar” came out, my wife and I went to 
see it. At the end, she was crying powerfully. She kept saying, 
“they killed their shadow, they killed their shadow.” finally, it 
became clear that far from celebrating the hard-fought victory 
over the evil Colonel Quaritch, she mourned it as having missed 
the point. the prevailing myths in our society feature heroes who 
kill the bad guys. this is the model that terry Dobson was work-
ing from when he determined to beat up the drunk on the train. 
The old man’s clearer eyes saw that he was not essentially evil, 
only hurting deeply and in need of healing. 
 tadadaho resists giving in and being healed, but eventually 
agrees. the seven crooks in his back are straightened and the 
snakes are combed from his hair. His mind is cleared. He could 
not be killed because he was a part of the nation. Not healing him 
would have been to abandon a part of the body. Amputation can 
save the body but can neither heal nor make it whole. All of it is 
required for wholeness. this wholeness is the root of true democ-
racy.
 When peace finally comes, the Mohawk step up to bury their 

weapons in the hole beneath the tree of peace. the Peacemaker 
tells them to bury all of their war stories as well. No one is 
ever to speak of who did what to whom, or who is to blame for 
anything. That will only stir up trouble. I’ve been told that this 
is why honors or celebrations or monuments are not built for 
warriors of the longhouse. Imagine if there were no war stories, 
movies, monuments, or the like in our world. to console the hurt-
ing and bury the stories of war rather than endlessly telling how 
to kill the bad guys might be more effective than gun control in 
preventing violence. this was the aim of the peace and reconcili-
ation groups in South Africa following apartheid. Not everyone 
was consoled, however; all of the stories were not buried, and the 
violence continues there.
 It is told that before leaving, the Peacemaker gives the People 
of the Longhouse a way to feed the Good Mind. He offers words 
to help them make good decisions. Some say these words were 
from the beginning, some that they came from the Peacemaker or 
even much later. In any case, the words are reminders of that on 
which their lives depend. the words bring their minds together in 
gratitude for all their gifts. today, we call these words the  tradi-
tionally, they are called the  from their use in setting a good mind 
to any task, including governance. 
 The Great Law is codified by a wampum belt portraying a 
white pine tree in the center with two squares on either side, all 

spiration not only for the US Constitution, but also the women’s 
rights and abolitionist movements, the idea of the Good Mind is 
rarely if ever mentioned. the Good Mind, like any great insight, 
seems obvious after seeing it. It is an insight into both the work-
ings of the world and of human beings. It has several layers and 
multiple implications. 
 Troubled by the people’s unhappiness, the Peacemaker 
stumbles upon the man popularly known as Hiawatha. His name 
was Ayonwata, and he had just lost his entire family. Lost in 
grief, he’d been wandering in the forest for days uncounted, torn, 
bloody, and dirty. He’d seen something marvelous that stirred 
him from his daze, and he was trying to heal himself. He’d set 
a rack of branches in front of himself and hung three strings of 
shell beads on it. He was reciting the message contained in each 
string of beads, “If I were to encounter a man in grief like myself, 
I would take the softest fawnskin and cleanse his eyes that he 
might see the beauty of the world. I would take the softest feather 
and cleanse his ears that he could hear the beauty of the world 
again. And I would take the purest spring water and wash the 
lump from his throat that he could share himself with us again.” 
 Of course he could not cure himself. the Peacemaker sat 
face to face with him and consoled him of his grief and loss. 
they then went to each child, woman, and man of the Mohawk 
and consoled them with what became known as the three condo-
lences. When they were able to raise their heads and look around 
them and into each other’s eyes, they saw clearly the goodness of 
peace and its power.
 The Peacemaker’s clarity is striking. He sees that the only 
way to create lasting peace is through healing everyone’s minds. 
The quality of the people’s minds is the underlying cause of the 
violence. Without shifting that root cause, peace can only be tem-
porary. this is described in the story as “planting the white roots 
of peace.”
 Together they all go on to create peace amongst the five na-
tions, including the evil sorcerer, tadadaho. this is perhaps the 
most important part of the story. they do not kill the evil bad guy 
who has been keeping all the bad things going. they heal him 
and make him the firekeeper: the president if you will, the center 
of the nation. 

The quality of the people’s 
minds is the underlying 
cause of the violence. 
Without shifting that 
root cause, peace can 
only be temporary.

The confederacy was open to the admission of new members. In 
1722, the Tuscarora joined hte original Five Nations: Mohawk, 
Oneida, Onandaga, Cayuga, and Seneca.
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connected like nodules on a root. the squares and the pine repre-
sent the joining of the five original tribes of the league, as do the 
bundles of five needles on the white pine. The pine at the center 
represents several things. It is the peace that connects the earth to 
the sky. the roots of the tree can spread out to all nations, so that 
they can follow them to the peace at the center. the belt also rep-
resents a longhouse for the nation, whose eaves can be extended 
to include more and more people. the tree at the center can be 
seen as the central fire of the league or in our hearts. One version 
inverts the tree to become a strawberry, that sweet, heart-shaped 
gift of spring. All of these are representations of an organizing 
core that draws people and nations to find shelter and their own 
relationships to it. 
 One image from the forming of the confederacy has often dis-
turbed me. the Peacemaker shows how, though one arrow is eas-
ily broken, a bundle of five is strong. This image is disturbingly 
similar to the bundle of sticks in the fasces, from which fascism 
gets its name. the binding of coppiced sticks 
for the fire, called faggots in English, follows 
the boundary-making approach to creating a 
set. Divergent individuals are bound together 
into a bundle to fuel the fires of industry and 
nation. Like cooperative cannon fodder, they 
are uniform. their distinctiveness is lost in the 
bundling and further still in their burning. 
 this is not true of the arrows in the Iro-
quois bundle however. they maintain their in-
dividual points and do not fade into a uniform 
bundle. Each of the tribes and their representa-
tives in the council maintain their own voices, 
opinions, and power to persuade. their minds 
are unified as to their responsibilities and val-
ues, but open to diverse approaches and ideas. 
Like arrows, each tribe provides a unique and 
focused contribution, and holds its indepen-
dence to leave at any point or to choose not 
to follow the decisions of the council. What 
binds them is the undeniable attraction of 
peace to the good mind. Hence the representa-
tion of the joining of the tribes seen elsewhere 
as the five needles radiating from the same 
source and roots, families with their own fires 
and various relationships to the central fire of 
the longhouse, or nodes along the roots of the 
tree of peace. Like the centripetally organized 
set, they are all held together by their relation-
ships to the core, just as we are organized 
around our hearts.

The roots of lasting change

 Some aspects of this story are very useful 
for us today: first, it suggests that in order to 
create real change, the roots of the problem 
must be changed. Events are manifestations 
of underlying patterns. the most effective and 
lasting way to shift manifestation is to alter the 
underlying pattern. We can tell a lot about the 
tree from its fruit, but if we want to change the 

fruit, we need to change the genetic pattern of the tree, or perhaps 
try grafting. 
 Second is the notion that everything we see and think is 
distorted by the quality of our mind at that moment. Another way 
of saying that is, if I’m grieving, angry, or scared, I cannot see or 
think clearly, just as if I’m drunk or ill. The quality of my percep-
tion and my life depend on the quality of mind I can bring to it. 
I can bring different minds to my life, and the same words and 
events will appear differently, depending on the mind I bring. 
 Third is the idea that there are simple ways of accessing and 
developing the mind we want. In this case, the condolences and 
the , as well as the Peacemaker’s message, are useful. 
 Fourth is the insight that whatever is not working cannot be 
fixed by removing a part. Consoling is not cutting out our grief, 
fear, and anger—they are a part of us. Regeneration of what  is 
called for, rather than excision. Beating the drunk or barring him 
from society cannot reweave the web. Removing his arrow from 
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over 200 years of efforts to right these wrongs. they all continue 
today under different guises. unless the underlying causes are 
shifted, a change in structural form cannot hope to create lasting 
or essential change. 
 As in the terry Dobson story, the quality of our minds deter-
mines what we can see and hence what we can do. If we think 
in appearances, we will see only forms and make superficial 
changes. Seeing deeper allows deeper change. As Malcolm X put 
it” “Once you change your philosophy,  you change your thought 
patterns. Once you change your thought pattern, you change your 
attitude. Once you change your attitude, it changes your behavior, 
and then you go on into some action.”
 Shifting our view of the world, and hence how we treat it, 
is the goal of any permaculture course or design. Permaculture 
focuses on the design and patterning of processes, rather than 

forms or structures. Conditions change but 
structures cannot. Like a senescent forest, 
out-dated structures require periodic distur-
bance to enable them to evolve. the message 
of the Peacemaker was a disturbance to the 
existing structures. So were the condolences, 
the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone, 
or the old man’s interruption on the train. Ap-
propriate disturbance, like a well-timed fire, 
is what leads to regeneration. It opens space 
in rigid structures and redistributes resources, 
so that evolution is possible. I hope that this 
article is disturbing to what you know.
 Like any good permaculture design, 
governance is the designing of a process that 
creates and recreates just the right tensions 
to hold a coherent, dynamic, and evolving 
whole in harmony and at peace.   ∆

Joel Glanzberg is a long-time permacultur-
ist (see Gaia’s Garden). The integration of 
permaculture, tracking, and Living Systems 

Thinking, as three doors into the world of patterns, has consumed 
him for over a decade. A partner in Regenesis (www.regen-
sisgroup.com ) and a mentor with the Tracking Project (www.
thetrackingproject.org), he tries to be a good husband and father. 
For more information, visit www.patternmind.org. Portions of 
this article are reprinted from his upcoming books: Pattern Mind 
and the Permaculture Pattern Mind.

the bundle weakens us all. the methods of war cannot create 
peace. Only regeneration that turns the fires of war and grief into 
a disturbance that spurs succession can establish peace. Peace 
or wholeness cannot be created by creating a boundary between 
what is in and what is out, but only through addressing root 
causes and creating an attractive organizing core.
 Fifth is the implication that all of this follows the workings of 
nature. the regeneration of an individual or a nation follows the 
pattern of natural succession. this is true for all processes of re-
generation. A well-placed and well-timed disturbance inoculates 
the system with a new pattern that enables a higher ordering. 
 Most importantly, this is a governance system designed to 
produce good leaders. Any system is only as good as the quality 
of the people involved. Placing the idea of the good mind and 
ways of developing that mind at the center of the system ensured 
the continual development of thoughtful leaders looking seven 
generations into the future. Making them accountable to all the 
people, including the children, and giving removal powers to 
the clan mothers, provided a check on the chiefs. the need to 
convince others of their views in council developed the great 
thinkers and orators who so impressed contemporary Europeans, 
including Jefferson and franklin. Like any lineage, the Law of 
Peace has depended on each generation developing beyond their 
elders so that the Great Law did not degrade through entropy but 
continued to evolve. Lastly, no one could be elected to leadership 
if they had ever been heard to express a desire to be a chief. Good 
men are recognized, not self-made. they are grown by the com-
munity.

 the uS government borrowed some of the structure of the 
Iroquois Confederacy, but not its processes. Conceived by recent 
royal subjects, the uS maintained inequalities between rich and 
poor, women and men, and between races. It also institutional-
ized the violence of slavery and colonial genocide. Because the 
Constitutional Convention did not change the underlying pat-
terns, the resulting government bore the indelible marks of the 
violence of feudalism on its founders. this failure has resulted in 

The US government 
borrowed some of
the structure of the 
Iroquois Confederacy, 
but not its processes.

The peoples of the Iroquois Confederacy lived in multi-family longhouses of pole and 
bark construction.
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A Toolbox for Social Permaculture
Abrah Jordan Dresdale & Connor Stedman

MANY PERMACuLtuRIStS HAVE OBSERVED 
that the social dimensions of design can be far more 
challenging than the ecological ones. the most robust 

land management system will fail to achieve its goals if the hu-
man relationships surrounding it suffer. Permaculture ethics insist 
that people care (i.e., social health) and fair share/returning the 
surplus (i.e., economic justice) are just as important as ecologi-
cal regeneration. Permaculture design, then, can become more 
effective by integrating understandings of social and economic 
systems.
 Both authors of this article worked as nature-based educa-
tors before becoming permaculture teachers and designers. Years 
spent facilitating people’s connection to the natural world created 
similar realizations for us. Because “we are nature, working,” 
(1) ecosystem mimicry can inform the design of our social and 
economic systems, as well as our physical habitat. But the design 
principles and strategies of permaculture did not, by themselves, 
seem to tell us how to approach economic and social design. We 
had to look elsewhere, to tools and frameworks developed by oth-
ers outside of the permaculture network which resonate with the 
ethos behind permaculture theory. 
 In July 2012, we integrated these tools and frameworks into 
an experimental four-day workshop in social permaculture (2) 
that we gave in the southern Green Mountains of Vermont. this 
article shares some of the territory we explored during that work-
shop, and proposes some components of a social permaculture 
toolbox.   

 In applying the term “social permaculture” to a collection of 
already-existing traditions and knowledge, even lightly, it’s im-
portant to recognize the shoulders we stand on. A subtle, but very 
harmful form of oppression occurs when members of dominant 
groups claim, appropriate, and rename knowledge that others 
have developed. Independent of the permaculture network, many 
people, organizations, and communities have created and refined 
the tools we offer here. furthermore, many other permaculture 
teachers have integrated social, cultural, and economic consid-
erations into their courses. (3) As a result, we present this article 
not as any codification of the boundaries or essential ingredients 
of social permaculture. Instead, we offer a collection of tools 
that permaculturists can explore and expand. Where possible 

and appropriate, we’ve referenced our sources in the text or in 
footnotes, and we encourage readers to explore the work of these 
people and organizations more fully.   

Apply a personal design process

 the empowering message at the heart of permaculture—we 
are nature, working, with the inherent ability to improve and 
transform our world—can apply equally to all aspects of our lives 
as it does to the natural and built environments. A commonly 
employed process in permaculture design includes: 1) articulating 
goals, 2) assessing existing conditions, and 3) developing designs 
that elegantly marry those goals with the existing conditions. 
translating these steps to a personal process, we might ask: What 
are our personal goals? How do the existing conditions of our 
lives relate to those goals? Where are our greatest constraints and 
opportunities? What new directions could we consider to move us 
toward our goals? An ongoing discussion of the design for one’s 
life goals can create a setting for creativity, collaboration, and 
powerful new possibilities.   

Work toward personal healing, re-emergence

 fractals in nature, such as the spiral of an unfolding fern frond 
or the dendritic branching of a stream system, mirror the layered 
complexity of the inner human landscape. Both modern Western 
psychology and wisdom traditions from around the world point 
out that our internal state is inevitably expressed in our actions. 
“As within, so without.”
 Imagine an iceberg towering above the surface of the ocean. 
It appears enormous, mountain-like, yet the vast bulk of its mass 
is underwater. the visible mass is only a small portion of the 
whole. In a similar way, our surface-level beliefs and actions may 

Students working in triads during the Social Permaculture 
workshop.

…we are nature, working, 
with the inherent ability 
to improve and transform 
our world…
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represent only a small fraction of our whole selves. Deeper com-
ponents such as worldviews, belief systems, unexpressed gifts, 
unhealed trauma, and neuromuscular patterning all lie below the 
surface. these less-conscious aspects of our selves can create 
unintended impacts in our work when they remain occluded.
 there are countless tools that people have used to break out 
of old patterns and overcome self-imposed limitations. A few that 
we have found especially helpful include the theory and practice 
of Re-Evaluation Counseling, (4) communication frameworks 
such as Nonviolent Communication, (5) and peacemaking 
principles from the Peacemaker’s Journey of the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy. (6) One question we often ask our students and 
ourselves as a starting point is, “Are my goals motivated from 
a place of grief (i.e., trauma, wounds, unconscious patterns) or 
from a place of creativity (i.e., gifts, positive vision, our best 
thinking)? (7) Questions like this ask for brave self-awareness 
and turning our mind toward what’s possible rather than what 
impedes us.

Analysis of difference, privilege, and power

 Pattern observation and interpretation is a core skill in per-
maculture design. One significant pattern that can be observed 
in human relationships and social structures is diversity—as 
real and complex in human communities as in the natural world. 
People are different in a thousand ways. Some of those differ-
ences have become favored over time, and people with those 
favored identities have gained privilege over people with other 
identities. those privileged identity groups have gone on to build 
systems of power to reinforce their privilege, and then have used 
those systems of power to oppress and disempower people with 
non-favored identities. (8) Racism, sexism, classism, homopho-
bia, anti-Semitism, and other systemic forms of discrimination 
can be understood through this analysis of difference, privilege, 
and power.

 If our goal is permanent culture and whole-systems design, 
we cannot ignore these patterns of privilege and systems of 
power and oppression that have served to separate and divide 
people. And because systems of power have been internalized 
and normalized throughout society, self-awareness and personal 
healing go hand in hand with building our capacity to undo op-
pressive systems.   

Map personal identities and histories

 Exploring our personal identities can be a useful starting 
point in understanding the dynamics of power and privilege. (9) 
Each person’s race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, gender 
identity, religious background, and other forms of difference have 
strongly shaped his or her experience in the world. Nuances of 
these identities go beyond simple categories; they can contain 
complex personal, family, and social histories that tell the story of 
where we come from and how we have become who we are. 
 this exploration of identity helps to highlight how our identi-
ties have given us greater or lesser degrees of power and privilege 
in the world. for example, the authors of this article, as people 
of European heritage, have benefited from the color of our skin 

in countless ways. Neither of us chose to be white, yet white-
ness has allowed us to avoid forms of race oppression that many 
people of color—people of the global majority—experience daily. 
Especially for members of privileged groups, lacking awareness 
of our identities and how we benefit from them makes it very dif-
ficult to share power across lines of difference. 

Ally with members of targeted groups

 In order to have a positive impact in the world, anti-op-
pression work needs to go beyond self-awareness into action. 
One place to start can be in choosing to act as an ally to people 
targeted by oppression. Being an ally requires self-awareness. for 
example, a common phenomenon in groups is for men to speak 
more than women, and yet believe that they are sharing airtime 
equally. Men becoming allies to women and female-identified 
people might look like stepping back and creating space for 
women’s voices to be heard. (10)

Students apply permaculture design principles to economic, 
social, and political reorganization during a Social Permaculture 
workshop.

To be an ally means 
thinking about others’ 
life experiences and 
how historical forms 
of injustice still 
play out today.
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Create a gift economy

 One powerful form of non-financial transaction is gifting. 
Societies around the world practice the tradition of a giveaway— 
redistributing wealth, strengthening social capital, and helping the 
members of the community in the greatest need. Regular give-
aways, large and small, can build a gift economy where people 
increasingly rely on social ties more than the money economy. 
Gifting seems to build a healthy economy most effectively when 
the gifts are useful, beautiful, and carry stories. Services (help, 
work, attention, support) can also be gifted. Neighborly help in 
times of need is a form of gift economy that is still alive and well 
in many communities. 

 Our social permaculture workshop in July 2012 concluded 
with a giveaway by the workshop hosts, offering useful and beau-
tiful things to the participants and staff to choose and take with 
them. Participants reflected that the giveaway embodied much of 
what the course had explored, and that they were excited to carry 
home with them the cultural practice of gifting to pass on in their 
communities. 
 
Apply models of shared leadership

 How would leadership and decision-making look if modeled 
after nature? Although ecosystems contain some forms of hier-
archy (such as the concentration of energy and biomass through 
trophic levels), they operate as interconnected webs of relation-
ship, rather than as top-down systems of power. the permaculture 
design principle of integration or functional interaction suggests 
that, through ecosystem mimicry, social systems can be designed 
for mutual support. In doing so, conventional models of decision-
making and leadership may need to be reconsidered. Applying 
models of shared leadership to a project or organization can 
express the design benefit of redundancy and help build a more 
regenerative culture and society. 
 One model of shared leadership is the Eight Shields cultural 
model embodied and taught by the Art of Mentoring network. 

 To be an ally means thinking about others’ life experiences 
and how historical forms of injustice still play out today. It also 
means a willingness to take risks, make mistakes, and commu-
nicate. furthermore, it means recognizing that personal cultural 
competence does not, by itself, address systems of power that 
perpetuate oppression. the redesign of sociopolitical systems is 
necessary for large-scale change—a vision to which permacul-
turists are in a strong position to contribute when we apply our 
toolbox for systems thinking and design. 
 Some anti-oppression organizations we recommend as 
resources include Power of Hope in Seattle (http://www.power-
ofhope.org/), training for Change in Philadelphia (http://www.
trainingforchange.org/), and Re-evaluation Counseling Interna-
tional (http://www.rc.org/). thousands more organizations are 
actively engaged worldwide in opposing and undoing systems of 
oppression. We encourage permaculturists to build relationships 
and develop alliances with those organizations.

Apply cultural elements to create connection

 Cultural elements repeat across every continent, yet express 
themselves uniquely in each place. Some of these repeating ele-
ments evolved to create strong connections between people as 
a means of survival. Practices such as greeting customs, song, 
storytelling, rites, and intergenerational mentoring have persisted 
around the world for a reason: they create connection, draw out 
peoples’ gifts, and speak to our common humanity. Connection-
building cultural elements help to push back harmful, divisive 
messages of the modern consumer society, and instead, invite 
expressions of social cohesion and resilience. (11)
 In organizational meetings, educational settings, and com-
munity gatherings, strive to build connection (both among people 
and between people and nature), before covering content or mak-
ing decisions. then, see what happens.

Value non-financial forms of capital

 Many thoughtful leaders have identified money as a signifi-
cant driver of ecological devastation and economic injustice. the 
perceived need to earn money can set up a wide range of dif-
ficult choices for world changers, and can make it seem as if our 
eco-social missions are in conflict with our survival in a modern 
world. transitioning away from a money-based economy can be 
a subversive, empowering, and new culture-building act. 
 One place to start is to invest in and conduct transactions in 
forms of wealth and value other than money. In particular, social 
capital (i.e., human relationships, mutual support, solidarity) and 
living capital (i.e., soil, plants, animals, productive landscapes, 
intact ecosystems) investments and transactions create a different 
form of economy with very different incentives. (12)
 Recent thinking about complementary currencies emphasizes 
that not a single alternative is needed; rather, a basket or ecosys-
tem of currencies that reflect different types of transactions and 
different forms of wealth is more robust. Valuing multiple forms 
of capital, at least as highly as we value money, has a signifi-
cant role to play in building a more just, ethical, and ecological 
economy.

Applying models of 
shared leadership to 
a project or organization 
can express the design 
benefit of redundancy 
and help build a more 
regenerative culture 
and society.
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(13) Another model is Sociocracy, that creates circular rather 
than one-directional hierarchies. (14) Consensus-based decision-
making processes, such as the general assemblies used by the 
Occupy movement, provide further examples of non-hierarchical 
systems of governance. there exist a myriad of shared leader-
ship models to match the goals and needs of a given situation. As 
with complementary currencies, drawing on a basket of decision-
making processes (rather than defaulting to one single process) 
can offer greater agility and flexibility in social design. 

Use whole-system measures to evaluate

 If our goal is to achieve Earth Care, People Care, and fair 
Share, how might we evaluate our eco-social design work in a 
holistic way? How do we know when we succeed? One strategy 
is to use a holistic evaluation framework. the Center for Whole 
Communities has developed Whole Measures, an assessment tool 
that asks a series of ecological, economic, and social questions 
of an organization, project, or community. (15) Many other such 
frameworks have been proposed.   
 Whichever framework or strategy is chosen, we believe that 
permaculture will have a greater positive impact on the world 
if it more fully integrates social and economic considerations 
into ecological design. that integration can begin with each of 
us as individuals. the more we can increase our self-awareness, 
cultural competence, and agility with systems of economics and 
governance, the more effectively we will be able to design inte-
grated eco-social solutions for our planet and its inhabitants.   ∆

Notes

1. this phrase is from Penny Livingston-Stark of the Regenera-
tive Design Institute, http://www.regenerativedesign.org.
2. http://www.southernvermontpermaculture.com.
3. for example, the Permaculture f.e.a.s.t. course in Holyoke, 
MA, with Lisa DePiano, http://www.permaculturefeast.org/ and 
Starhawk’s Earth Activist Training, http://www.earthactivisttrain-
ing.org/.
4. Re-evaluation Counseling International: http://www.rc.org.
5. Center for Non-violent Communication: http://www.cnvc.org.
6. this tradition of peacemaking has been mostly transmit-

ted through oral history, passed on by the late tekaronieneken 
Jake Swamp and his wife Judy Swamp, both of the Akwesasne 
Mohawk Nation. Jake was a sub-chief of the Wolf Clan of the 
Haudenosaunee Confederacy, and passed away in 2010 after 
decades of international diplomacy and activism through the tree 
of Peace Society. 
7. this question comes from James Stark of the Regenerative 
Design Institute, http://www.regenerativedesign.org.
8. Privilege as Practice framework from Kalynn Sullivan 
twotrees and Matt Kolan. full article here: http://www.tracking-
patterns.org/articles-essays/Privilege_as_Practice.pdf.
9. One example of an identity mapping process is here, from the 
Mississippi Coalition for Racial Justice: http://www.welcome-
table.net/archivedsite/documents/cultural-map.pdf.
10. Many other examples of ally actions can be found in the ar-
ticle, “tools for White Guys,” by Chris Crass. the principles and 
practices described in the article aren’t limited to use by white 
men…http://www.starhawk.org/activism/trainer-resources/tools-
whiteguys.html.
11. Much of our learning about cultural elements and designing 
for connection has come through the Art of Mentoring network of 
nature-based mentoring organizations. You can learn more about 
this important work at the 8 Shields Institute, http://8shields.org/ 
or Wilderness Awareness School, http://wildernessawareness.
org/, and Vermont Wilderness School, http://www.vermontwilder-
nessschool.org/.
12. We’ve learned about multiple forms of capital and value from 
the Eight forms of Capital framework, by Ethan Roland and 
Gregory Landua: http://appleseedpermaculture.com/8-forms-of-
capital/.
13. In addition to the links in footnote #11, the book Coyote’s 
Guide to Connecting to Nature by Young, Haas, and McGown is 
an excellent introduction to the Eight Shields model. http://www.
coyotesguide.com/.
14. Information on Sociocracy: http://www.sociocracy.info/.
15. Whole Measures evaluation framework: http://www.whole-
communities.org/whole_measures/.

Abrah Dresdale is certified in Permaculture Design and holds a 
Masters degree in Sustainable Landscape Planning and Design. 
She is the Coordinator of the new Farm and Food systems degree 
program at Greenfield Community College, where she teaches 
Introduction to Food Systems and Permaculture Design, advises 
the Permaculture Club on campus, and serves as the Garden Co-
ordinator for the college’s new Living Laboratory permaculture 
garden. She has taught permaculture design courses at Per-
maculture f.e.a.s.t. in Northampton, MA, Southern Vermont Per-
maculture in Brattleboro, Wesleyan University, UMass-Amherst, 
and Greenfield Community College. Contact her at feedingland-
scapes@gmail.com. Connor Stedman is an eco-social designer 
and naturalist educator based in western New England. He leads 
experiential courses in permaculture, agroforestry, and nature-
based mentoring throughout the Northeast. He co-organized 
the 2012 Carbon Farming Course, and is completing an M.S. in 
Ecological Planning at the University of Vermont. Connor blogs 
at renewingthecommons.wordpress.com and can be contacted at 
cstedman@uvm.edu.

…permaculture will have 
a greater positive impact 
on the world if it more fully 
integrates social and 
economic considerations 
into ecological design.
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 All along the way, the lack of business savvy in most of the 
communities I visited amazed me. Various communities routinely 
asked me to help with the accounting or step into management of 
a business. During my travels, I saw huge gaps in what seemed to 
me like common business sense. Most of the communities where 
I’ve lived have limped along financially, often with struggling or 
failing businesses, often with people living on the edge of poverty 
and very proud of it, and mostly with a population of folks who 
had no interest or literacy in economics. With a business degree, 
studies in economics and marketing, and coming from a family 
that budgeted money to the penny, I found these situations odd 
and confusing.

 Fifteen years later, I think I’m beginning to get a sense of 
what’s going on. I’ve come to believe that the neglectful ap-
proach to the economic leg of the stool is an extreme reaction to 
a society obsessed with profit. Because economic growth is the 
primary national and global goal, we have an American culture 
that has created slavery for profit, wars for profit, corporations 
with no responsibility, natural resource depletion, vast social in-
equities, destruction of the environment, and the collapse of many 
programs for equality and social and economic justice.
 Being bright, conscious, and visionary, the counter-cultural 
folks who inhabit most intentional communities have set out 
to build a sub-culture focused on the very things that the larger 
society is forsaking. Swinging in the opposite direction, they have 
decided to focus primarily on the environmental and social legs 
of the stool. Examples:
 1. the economy externalizes environmental and social costs. 
the counter-culture tries to internalize them by eschewing the use 
of chemicals, and by growing food, creating social systems, and 
using resources wisely.
  2. first World countries measure success by Gross Domestic 
Product (which drives ongoing consumption and environmental 
destruction) and the counterculture reacts by reducing consump-
tion, doing with less, buying locally, and valuing the labor of 
women, children, and other marginalized populations.
  3. Our society focuses on materialism. the counter-culture 
chooses to focus instead on health, relationships, community, 

…neglecting the economic 
leg of the stool is an 
extreme reaction...

Community Economic Shortcomings

The Three-Legged Stool of Sustainability
Lee Walker Warren

tHE tHREE-LEGGED StOOL Of SuStAINABILItY 
rests on Social, Environmental, and Economic supports. 
Without all three legs, any business, system, community, 

or relationship is doomed to struggle or fail.
 Most of us sit in chairs these days, but if we harken back to 
the days of milking cows (in my case, this morning), it’s impor-
tant to reflect on the three-legged stool. Because three points 
define a plane, the stool will be stable on an uneven surface. An 
engineering feat and common-sense among country-folk, the 
metaphor can be applied to larger systems. 
 And so it is with sustainability. If one is aiming for a sustain-
able system, all three legs are equally important. One less leg, 
and the stool will fall over; one more leg, and the whole thing 
will be wobbly if the flat plane (life) is slightly uneven. No leg 
should be considered more or less important. And while there’s 
room for fluctuation, every decision needs to keep all three in 
mind.

The problem

 I was drawn to intentional community in 1996 when I was 
working in a corporate job during the week, then doing yoga 
and reading The Nation on the weekends. I realized that my life 
had become compartmentalized, and I searched for more values-
based alignment. At the time, I was in my mid-twenties and ripe 
for adventure, so I quit my job, got the Communities Directory, 
traveled to and lived in many communities, and finally settled and 
built a co-housing sub-community within Earthaven Ecovillage 
in western North Carolina.

Organic tomatoes for sale—quality, quantity, customers…sustain-
able?
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lovers-of-the earth types who would donate to the cause “just 
because” or get excited enough to build second homes here. Most 
of these now older folks’ source of income is savings, retirement, 
Social Security, or outside funding (from families, pensions, etc.).
 A few years into the village project, a bunch of young folks 
came along and hopped on the ideal of a sustainable village. this 
influx of youth led to a class and age divide. The young people 
then and now have been living hand-to-mouth, and trying to piece 
together a living from here and there. the social and environmen-
tal legs of the stool drew them here and focused them for a while, 
as they sought a refreshing refuge from the oppression of our 
materialistic, profit-driven world. But without a viable economic 
leg, there has been little personal sustainability for these younger 
members.

 Energetic, motivated, idealistic, hard-working entrepreneurial 
types, seeking to meet the needs of the villagers by a three-legged 
stool approach, have founded several businesses over the years. 
Of the five businesses (by business I mean employing three or 
more people for a significant length of time, consistently) con-
ceived, born, and raised at Earthaven (the forestry Cooperative, 
useful Plants Nursery, Red Moon Herbs, Imani farm, and Round 
Mountain Builders), only two are left, and they are struggling to 
survive. In my assessment, six factors account for this situation.
 1. The Revolving Door - Many great people are drawn to 
community. Some of them stay and most move on, often to seek 
better economic opportunities. Because of the lack of economic 
stability, the people who are drawn here or who end up staying 
are under-employable. they are not really willing to commit to 
work or show up on time, resent having a boss, or just get tired of 
doing the same thing for a long period of time.
 2. Small-Picture Thinking - Many of our villagers go out of 
their way to support local businesses, and our little valley of 100+ 
people provides a notable market for small-scale growers, sellers, 
and services. But still, some fail to understand how important 
it is to pay a little more to support a community business. for 
example, a founder of Earthaven still drives to town (50 minutes 
away) to buy eggs because they are cheaper than the eggs sustain-
ably raised at the community. When business owners are dealing 
with a limited market, every customer counts, and many commu-
nitarians still have a small picture of economics.
 3. The Spiritual Dissociation - the idea that anything having 
to do with spreadsheets, economic analysis, or marketing must be 
bad drives a great number of people who live in community. One 
outspoken member of Earthaven actually views success and a 
focus on economics as antithetical to spiritual growth. 
 4. The Push Back - As an outgrowth of spiritual dissociation, 
economically minded people, when they venture into community, 

…some fail to understand 
how important it is to pay 
a little more to support a 
community business.

environment, quality of life, and peace and justice.
 these approaches are resourceful, ingenious in many cases, 
and certainly laudable. thousands of people and the culture at 
large have been slowly influenced by the opposite view over 
time, but the change has been achingly slow. Part of the problem 
in the communities movement is, much to our chagrin, that we 
haven’t been able to attract enough people to make the movement 
more mainstream and thus viable. We stay on the edge, struggling 
to survive.  
 The reason? The sole or primary focus on the social and 
environmental legs of the stool makes the whole stool seriously 
unsteady and in constant danger of falling over. Ignoring eco-
nomics is a counterproductive approach to sustainable com-
munities. Hoping that the economics will work themselves out 
leads in most cases to failure. It leaves a system vulnerable and 
unprepared to harness human minds, hearts, and efforts for the 
collective economic good. A source of income, for most people, 
is a crucial component to making life work. unfortunately, this 
seemingly obvious point is not apparent to many community 
founders.
 (Manufacturing Automation, Oct. 22, 2012) spells out the 
product/outcome/effect of focusing on only two legs:
 • Environmental + Economical = Viable
 • Economical + Social = Equitable
 • Social + Environmental = Bearable
 • Environmental + Economical + Social = Sustainable
If we address only economic and environmental regulation, we 
end up with a viable solution. If we consider only economic 
and social aspects, we end up with an equitable solution. If we 
consider only environmental and social issues, we end up with a 
bearable solution. So bearable we are, and bearable we stay. 

The cautionary tale

 Earthaven Ecovillage is a rural community located in a 
depressed geographic region without much industry. the nearby 
city of Asheville derives much of its economic inflow from tour-
ism. Most of the founders of Earthaven had outside incomes and 
hoped to bootstrap the whole project through excited friends and 

Earthaven is an aspiring ecovillage located in the Blue Ridge 
Mountains outside Asheville, North Carolina.
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are often met with suspicion, distrust, and criticism, even if these 
people have proven to be highly cooperative, socially minded, 
and ecologically conscious. 
 5. Lack of Support - Much time, energy, and money go into 
social programs and environmental regulations, but very little 
training or education, almost no support, and usually great regula-
tory hurdles are set in place for economic development. Our 
community charges four times the going area rate for agricultural 
leases, implements regressive ownership models for building 
farm infrastructure, and offers disincentives of all sorts for busi-
ness owners.
 6. Burned-Out Entrepreneurs - for those who step up to 
take action in a community setting, a combination of the revolv-
ing door, the push-back, an inconsistent workforce, and a lack of 
support often leaves those willing to take risks burned-out and 
resentful. this usually leads back to the revolving door. these 
folks leave, and the cycle continues.
  
The lesson: community needs economics

 As one of the very few entrepreneurs at Earthaven, I’m grate-
ful for the small and devoted market that has grown up around 
my products and services. It’s a delight to serve the people in my 
region, in spite of the obstacles needlessly created by the commu-
nity. 
 It’s worth noting that the huge inputs and sacrifice necessary 
for our survival have been due in part to another economic factor. 
the closer a business is to a land-based livelihood (food, soil, 
herbs) the harder it is to make a reasonable living, most espe-
cially if that business is taking social and environmental factors 
into account. And the further one is from a land-based liveli-
hood (banking, media, corporations), the easier it is to make a 
reasonable living, especially as one rising in the hierarchy of that 
industry. More to the point, the institutions furthest from the land 
are usually exploiting a larger land-base and more people in order 
to make that livelihood. 
 for these reasons which affect the entire society, my land-
based life has been a struggle. Recently, I’ve decided to close 
down one of our farm enterprises because it’s been consistently 
on the edge of folding, and my partners and I have grown 
weary of holding it up. It provided part-time income for over 12 
residents at its peak, but an inability to find a good, committed 
workforce, combined with the burden of low economic return, 
and having very little acreage to grow the business, have left it 
economically unsustainable. 
 When I look around at 50+ people in our community, with 
only two or three business owners supporting all the young 
people, it feels discouraging. We need ten entrepreneurs, or ten 
funders willing to support those few entrepreneurs to take their 
businesses to the next level. But creating successful enterprises 
just isn’t the focus of most people here.
 So with the loss of the businesses and business owners, there 
is less draw, less opportunity, less viability, and less life, which 
ultimately leads to less community. There’s no doubt that we 
need to solve the social and environmental problems of the main-
stream systems, but ignoring the economics is like throwing out 
the baby with the bathwater. 
 And though the reasons are varied, the result is an irrespon-
sible and unsustainable approach to growing communities. When 

community members minimize, diminish, dismiss, ignore, or 
undermine the economic base, it robs everyone. 
 Yes, we need to minimize harm to the natural world, cre-
ate regenerative systems, care for soil, water, air, and the wild. 
And, yes, we need to treat people fairly, create harmonious and 
cooperative relationships, awaken from privilege to create a more 
just and socially equitable world. And, YES ALSO, we need to 
ensure that families and individuals are employed in the good and 
viable work of food production, small-scale industry, the arts, and 
services. We need an economically sustainable approach that pro-
vides income for all the people of the village—a fair, reasonable, 
and secure living for all. We need internal kick-start programs, 
opportunities for people to start small businesses without major 
capital investment, subsidies, support, and training, celebrations 
for those who take risk, and any number of other creative ap-
proaches to a real, working village-scale economic system.
 In his article (Communities Magazine, fall 2004), “How 
to Really Support Ecovillages (Not Just Hugs and theories),” 
Enrique Hidalgo stresses, “the more wealth the alternative 
movement acquires, the better our builders will be paid, and the 
better chance ecovillages will succeed and not disintegrate from 
financial stress, and the faster we’ll see change in the world.”
 In order to grow our communities, we definitely need a 
social focus and environmental values. But in addition, we need 
infrastructure, housing, systems, food, and jobs. until we really 
embrace this, our lives will be bearable at best.    ∆

Lee Walker Warren is a homesteader, herbalist, writer, teacher, 
and visionary. She lives a deeply integrated and authentic life, 
formed by 15 years of community living, a commitment to regen-
erative systems, and a drive towards sacred embodiment. Her 
current roles include Manager and co-founder of Imani Farm, 
a pasture-based cooperative farm at Earthaven Ecovillage, Co-
founder and Co-director, School of Integrated Living (SOIL), 
Program Coordinator for the Southeast Women’s Herbal Confer-
ence (SEWHC), and Co-founder, -designer, and -builder of the 
Village Terraces CoHousing Neighborhood (also at Earthaven). 
More information at reclaimingwisdom.com.

The Council Hall at Earthaven supports meetings and was once 
(during a very difficult period) the office of the Permaculture 
Activist.
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Nature tries to send messages to us about the problems of 
compaction and oxygen deficiency through the presence of dis-
eases, weeds, and pests. We have to learn to listen, understand 
the message being sent, and take appropriate action. 
  —Elaine Ingham, Chief Scientist, Rodale Institute

CloSE youR EyES and I’ll transport you to a sunny 
beach community along the southern coast of California. 
laguna Beach is known for its art festivals, good surf, 

beach bunnies, and great year-round weather. The people here 
think of themselves as artists in many professions. The environ-
mental edge effect of the meeting of ocean and mountains stimu-
lates diversity of plants and animals—of thought and lifestyle 
in the people who occupy our canyons and foothills of sage and 
chaparral. 
 This environmental diversity also begets social activism, par-
ticipatory democracy, and food-growing adventures in our com-
munity. Edible landscaping is an act of contemplative revolution. 
Two separate groups, the South laguna Community Garden and 
the Transition laguna Beach Food Group have rallied the citi-
zens of Laguna Beach to a heightened food-first consciousness. 
These two groups design gardens that yield fresh homegrown 
food, picked when you are ready to eat it, with low “food miles” 
(distance from field to fork). The produce also has high “light 
content” (solar photons from just picked food), with the sugars 
not yet turning to starch. our local gardens and orchards shorten 
transportation and diminish the need for marketing and packag-
ing, which typically comprise 60% of the cost (and energy) of 
supermarket food. For us, healthy, organic food and nutrition 
have become a priority. Farmer’s markets, CSAs (Community-
supported Agriculture), and even supermarkets are filling their 
shelves with local organic food.

 As humanity moves into a vastly changed future, these groups 
see gardening and edible landscapes as a safety net for commu-
nity survival. Installing gardens, growing plants, and sharing the 
harvest grow people’s awareness, while managing fertile soil and 
recycling wastes into compost.

A nucleus of friendships 
built awareness, 
as key members 
shared a vision 
greater than themselves.

Food Sustainability in the Coastal Desert of California

Bring a Little Dirt into Your Life
Bill Roley

 orange and los Angeles Counties ranked for many years as 
the largest retail produce-growing area in the uSA due to our 
mild winters and the underground aquifer that stretches between 
the two counties. large tracts of land devoted to vegetable and 
fruit production could grow two five-month crops or three four-
month cycles of production. Today, tropical, subtropical, and 
temperate crops abound in permaculture yards and farms, to the 
delight of many of us.

Gardening as community

 Both the residential victory gardens of Transition laguna 
Beach Food Group and the South laguna Community garden 
plots inspired people to get out their shovels and dig in the dirt. 
Both groups developed friendships and community around their 
common interests. A nucleus of friendships built awareness, as 
key members shared a vision greater than themselves. These 
experiences allowed participants to embrace a community spirit 
of doing something different with their lives.
 Similar experiences over the past ten years in agriculture 
literacy programs have raised hope and expectations of a more 
regenerative future. Many people are drawn to get involved 
because of the aesthetically pleasing mix of edible landscaping 
and agroforestry, including annual and perennials. Environmental 
Change Makers, (www.envirochangemakers.org) an active Tran-
sition Town group in los Angeles, has produced a book by the 
same name on community gardens. Its work begins in the local 
churches and schools to spread the fertile magic of permaculture. 
This is one of a series of booklets for adults, teens, and children. 
Abundant Harvest: Quest For Higher Yields Booklet #1, Secrets 
of Soil Building Booklet #2, and Water Wisdom #7 all focus on 
southern California gardening for, as permaculturists know, biore-
gional strategies are necessary. 

Preparing a garden site on the Pacific Coast Highway. 
Photo by Ann Christoph.
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 “Touching the Earth gives us glimpses of the interconnected-
ness of all life and humanity’s interdependence with the eco-
systems of the planet. People who participated [in our garden 
project] seemed to be starved for this touch. Loss of this touch 
goes to the root of abuse in our culture.” —Change Makers

Garden literacy

 Both garden groups rely on the agricultural experience and 
abilities of a few. Developing sustainable food growing opportu-
nities has required investing in microbe power and the biologi-
cal engine of compost science as critical for most of the garden 
installs. A garden and compost area went hand-in-hand with each 
installation. Seeing waste as food for some other part of the eco-
system created an attitude shift for many. We call it stepping over 
the “icky factor.” There is a web of zero waste in nature, which 
fascinates some of our novice gardeners, for they never thought 
that everyone eats someone else’s waste and likes it. Just close 
your eyes, breathe in and out, and thank the plants for “wasting” 
oxygen and partly taking in our Co2. To build soil fertility, your 
second-year garden focuses on composting, while cultivating 
pore space in the soil. This allows the aerobic zone to breed the 
FBI (fungus, bacteria, and insects) or soil food web.

 The following describes these two proactive groups and 
how each, using a different model of expression, made inroads 
into area residents’ food-first consciousness. Both did outreach, 
educated neighbors, and built convivial connections of friendship 
and community. Marketing, cyberspace networking, and potluck 
sharing all built a garden foundation of folks wanting to work 
together.

South Laguna Community Garden

 An enthusiastic group of permaculturists started this commu-
nity project (southlaguna.org/garden/Welcome.html) in 2002 with 
the intent to develop a market garden. over the years, an edible 
park vision lingered in the soul of many villagers. Their garden 
vision ignited enthusiasm in the local neighborhood as the soil 
began to yield delicious food. The garden became a focal point 
for a sprouting community spirit as the property’s land ownership 
changed hands and the civic association became proactive and 
involved. Community leaders are now fundraising to purchase the 
garden.

 Volunteers and donors took a weedy vacant lot and trans-
formed it into a thriving focus for community agriculture, art, 
cooking, yoga, and dance. The ¼ acre site has 53 garden plots of 
vegetables, herbs, flowers, and fruits with a window opening onto 
the Pacific Coast Highway and the ocean. The public enjoys the 
Garden Park every day as a multi-generational gathering place 
for recreation and learning. The combination of beauty, raised 
vegetable beds, and native and drought-tolerant landscaping with 
specialty gardens, has provided this village with an opportunity to 
build community spirit by growing healthy food. 
 Each raised-bed garden uses native and imported soil, along 
with compost, to build the garden plots. Two or three people 
share the work in each plot, and many talk and meet regularly in 
the community garden. An annual garden plot fee pays for water 
and insurance. A one-time infrastructure fee is used for the set-up 
of the overall garden. Management oversees general mainte-
nance, and the Garden Planning Committee of the South laguna 
Civic Association sets guidelines about aesthetics, weeding, tool 
storage, chemical use, and conflict resolution. Participating as 
stakeholders with the city, water district, and local businesses, 
citizens used design professionals to foster this hands-on garden 
and educational outreach to the community. 
 Cooperation, Communication, and Compromise are the 
key skills that created this example of community spirit. It’s 
the first community garden in Laguna Beach promoting healthy 
eating habits and the natural health insurance of recreational 
gardening for city residents. Biting into a just-picked vegetable 
needs to be experienced; it’s hard to describe to anyone who has 
never experienced such a treat. Food does not come from a can or 
package for those who garden—it’s processed by our mouth, not 
by a manufacturer. 

Victory gardens

 The Transition Town movement in Ireland and England 
promotes socioeconomic localism in response to climate change,  
shrinking supplies of cheap oil, and economic instability. The 
Transition Town laguna Beach chapter formed in 2009, (www.
transitionlaguna.org), becoming the tenth TT chapter set up in 
the uS with a focus on permaculture design to integrate science, 
ethics, and lifestyle, using food, waste, water, and energy around 
our homes. The Food Group and the Slow Food Movement in 
laguna were interwoven; all the programs built on a foundation 
of permaculture strategies and emphasized ecological system 
designs by the garden installers and assessors. 
 The Transition laguna Beach Food Group met and began 
socializing, eating, drinking, and educating themselves as one of 
the cluster groups of interest in our community awareness year of 
the Great Unleashing (2008). We found, with the help of pot-
luck sharing and plenty of wine, that we could imagine our next 
organic gardens. Being almost able to summon them into being 
enhanced the motivation of growing organic food around people’s 
houses. These convivial sessions inspired volunteer groups to 
install gardens on a homeowner’s property that were organized, 
designed, and planted on a weekend. The activity was rewarding 
to most volunteers—garden-raising activities seeded an enthusi-
asm to imagine gardens in their own yards. For many who had 
never thought they could manage one, they got a victory garden 
for their efforts. 

…the [garden] has 
provided this village 
with an opportunity 
to build community spirit 
by growing healthy food. 
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 Transition meetings focused on sustainable food and water 
in our coastal community, and the group’s passion and food-first 
consciousness grew every time it met. We began installing resi-
dential food gardens within neighborhood blocks, thinking that 
reaching a critical mass in specific neighborhoods could develop 
a greater response. We attempted water harvesting and compost-
ing installations, in addition to vegetable and fruit tree plantings, 
and later, greywater drains for those interested. All helped to 
integrate our regenerative vision with seeds in the permaculture 
and Transition movements. 
 Separate community-support elements like a coop food redis-
tribution program, Thursday night talk and potluck sharing, Slow 
Food cooking classes, and Farmer’s Market seedling sales ener-
gized our members who took responsibility and ownership for 
specific tasks. Media coverage focused on several high-visibility 
garden installs: the Boys and Girls Club, Top of the World and El 
Moro school gardens, the Congregational Church landscape, and 
a daycare center with its edible-landscape container gardens at 
kids’ height. 
A talk at the 
local garden 
club, an ed-
ible landscape 
float in the 
Patriot’s Day 
parade, and 
our Earth Day 
Kelp Fest 
brought in 
many civic or-
ganizations as 
stakeholders 
and support-
ers.
 Through 
the Food 
Group, over 
a thousand 
people at-
tended one or 
more of our 
programs. Many gardens had their fertile beginnings from mem-
bers initiating some of the above outreaches that spread the word. 
our mission is the following:
 Vision: The Transition laguna Beach Food Group envisions 
itself raising awareness, inspiring, educating, and collaborating 
with the community in order to develop the skills necessary to 
grow and share local foods. our purpose is to help laguna Beach 
become a sustainable, self-reliant, and resilient community.
 Five pillars: collaboration, pleasure, productivity ownership, 
respect.
 When a community member helps build three gardens, she is 
eligible for an install at her house. once we did a few garden in-
stallations, it became necessary to have garden assessors to meet 
the homeowners before each weekend install. A needs assessment 
design with a budget and supplies were critical. Coordinating 
budgets, soil amendments, plants, and irrigation for the weekend 
needed to be accomplished to use our time and energy efficiently. 
Volunteer groups could then be coordinated around elements of 

the project. Resource professionals became responsible for spe-
cific tasks.
 Training the assessors ensured that we did not overwhelm the 
few experts in the group who had time to mentor. Assessor train-
ing became our next step; however, many of us felt we might be 
taking away jobs from design professionals in the community. A 
majority of the volunteers claimed they would not move forward 
on a garden without the support and commitment of our Food 
Group team. We eventually came to an agreement on the assessor 
process.
 The Food Group garden assessor with two assistants in train-
ing became a team of three. They met with the client beforehand 
to go over water, sun, soils, plants, and drainage and soil fertility 
needs before the installation. This assessor’s design was critical 
to make sure that everything was prepared to handle our large 
group of installers. It’s important to note that a landscape archi-
tect, nursery owner, and local contractor helped donate services 
for the creation of the South laguna Community plots. This 
proved essential to the project’s momentum.

Learning from our experiences

 The volunteers in both the community plots and residential 
gardens gained a tremendous amount of agricultural literacy from 
their participation in building these future productive gardens. 
Volunteers became stewards of the soil and realized that they too 
could envision new opportunities in employment and hobbies. 
Transition laguna built over 60 separate gardens to add to the 53 
garden plots in the South laguna Community Garden. 
 From these Saturday morning installs and potlucks, an educa-
tional and social coop formed. This has inspired people to get out, 
plant, and steward the soil.
 A real estate broker with marketing experience and a vision of 
the future food crisis showed horticulture experts that networking 
and marketing in cyberspace to a greater group of stakeholders 
can make a big difference. Present fundraising for South laguna 
Gardens has spread in many directions using the Internet, media 
publicity, and word of mouth.

 I can’t emphasize enough the friendship bridges that devel-
oped at the potlucks, educational outreaches, and garden installa-
tions; these created a synergy of interest and activity. Community 
folks came back because they had fun, learned some new things, 
and met friends, while participating in something greater than 
themselves. These group experiences brought meaning to indi-
viduals in our community. Group experiences are a missing link 
in many sustainable endeavors; for our project, they were the re-

Nourish the body and soul 
Respect the environment, people, and history
Create gathering places
Engage people and provide opportunities for participa-
tion
Enable and empower people
Enrich people’s lives and the community through art
Change—encourage social activism

Volunteers and donors took a weedy vacant lot 
and transformed it into a growing, thriving focus 
for community agriculture, art, and play.  
Photo by Greg O’Loughlin.
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generative engine that sustained enthusiasm for lifestyle change.
 over the last four years, the gardens and groups have changed 
as people moved out of the community, transferred jobs, or were 
pushed out due to personality clashes. yet the spirit and produc-
tivity of the group has survived and thrived throughout.
 The Food Group changed from meeting in homes for pot-
lucks to meeting at a supportive church hall due to our increasing 
size and popularity. Sadly, this left us without the same sense of 
explorative adventure and individual sharing. We lost a form of 
intimacy, personalized attention, and understanding of how oth-
ers live. In the early years, a sense of openness cementing bonds 
of togetherness helped to sustain the work parties and promote 
team-building. Many times, folks came into the group knowing 
only one or two people and began working with and developing 
friendships that have lasted over the years.
 The volunteer groups provide an opportunity for passionate 
and creative people to share their time and dedication consistently 
and to share power. Key individuals arrived on the scene and took 
ownership of organizational roles and marketing, as did the asses-
sors. For those with a work schedule or without gardening experi-
ence dedicating time to their gardens became a major challenge. 

Another was learning to change practices with the seasons. After 
a year, we started a lecture series on what to do for your second-
year garden—many folks had a limited range of experience grow-
ing seasonally. This covered how to plan for summer, fall, winter, 
and spring. For many this was a new approach, and they learned 
to solve problems in their home gardens. Because their agricul-
tural literacy was limited and did not came down from a parent, 
grandparent, or childhood associate, we emphasized multigenera-
tional activities. Still, a mentorship program was necessary for 
the second-year gardens; not enough folks had time or experience 
to make this more than a spotty happening. To gain a large por-
tion of one’s food from the garden weekly instead of seasonally 
takes a daily meditation in the garden. But on the plus side, over 
70% of the gardens installed are still producing after four years, 
and there is only a 10% turnover rate in the South laguna com-
munity garden.
 The neighborhood block parties and harvest festivals were a 
hoot with local bands, produce, organic wine, and herbs flowing 
abundantly at both the South laguna and laguna Beach sites—
never a dull moment when you can plant, compost, sing, and 
dance.

Conclusion

 Building gardens and growing food together filled a need in 
many of us. The Transition laguna Beach victory gardens and the 

Building gardens and 
growing food together 
filled a need in many of us. 

South laguna community gardens were far more than just places 
to grow food. The garden installation activities set up a practice 
of mindfulness, nurturing, and stewardship in the participants, 
while building a sense of community—a necessary ingredient 
in any future regenerative society. The common acts of working 
soil, planting seeds, tending plants, and celebrating the harvest to-
gether, created meaning in people’s lives. These acts of gardening 
became a restorative experience—a meditation—that aligned us 
with the natural cycles of the environment while building health, 
nutrition, and connectedness.
 People found more than just a place to grow vegetables, fruits, 
and flowers—they changed perspectives. They found a proactive 
practice that inspired productiveness, interconnectedness, and 
sharing with friends and the environment. We got fresh food and 
exercise, invigorated friendships, and developed new relation-
ships to our jobs, our larger environment, and ourselves.
 Each manifesting a type of participatory democracy, the 
community garden and residential garden installations were suc-
cessful and received broad support in the community. Each rode 
the cycles of volunteerism and enthusiasm. Both programs grew 
people closer to the cycles of nature. In the community garden 
setting, collective postage-stamp gardens provided horticulture 
therapy, seasonal fresh produce, and group sharing. In the hom-
eowner urban-oasis model, gardeners felt like pioneers akin to the 
victory gardeners during WWII, sharing both a spirit of pride and 
food abundance with their neighbors.     ∆

Bill Roley is the founding director of the Permaculture Institute of 
Southern California. His design work has served major govern-
ment and private clients in Southern California, Mexico, Brazil, 
and Belize. Bill is also permaculturist-in-residence at the Irvine 
Ranch Outdoor Education Center in Orange, California.

Social DNA with cultural genetics.
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Growing and harvesting the goodness

 While sweet cicely prefers moist, rich soil and a partially 
shady environment, it can be grown in full sun if watered regu-
larly. Surprisingly, it does well in clay soils. When grown in areas 
with very hot summers, it will perform best if given shade during 
the late afternoon.
 like many other members of the parsley family, sweet cicely 
seeds require cold stratification in order to germinate. The easiest 
way to accomplish this is by sowing very fresh seed in the fall for 
spring germination, or in the case of existing plants, through the 
natural process of self-sowing. Either way, mulching seedbeds in 
cold climates helps prevent seeds from being heaved out of the 

ground during repeated freeze and thaw cycles. 
After the seedlings emerge in the spring, thin them 
to stand 2’ apart. Root cuttings from mature plants 
are the easiest way to propagate this herb. 
 As a tender perennial, sweet cicely naturally 
dies back to the ground after a period of freezing 
weather. Reminiscent of its cousin fennel, new 
shoots emerge from the root crown in early spring. 
Deer, rabbits, and other browsers do not usually 
find this plant attractive.
 In perennial flower gardens, the soft, feathery 
foliage of sweet cicely excels at bridging the gap 
between various textures and colors. When in 
bloom, the prolific umbels of white flowers light 
up even the deepest shade and provide a strong, 
vertical focal point. 
 In addition to their visual beauty, the flower-
ing umbels attract a large array of beneficial and 
pollinating insects to the garden. Parsley worms 
(the larvae of black swallowtail butterflies, Papilio 
polyxenes) may become a problem. On the other 
hand, if you enjoy attracting and watching but-

SWeeT CICeLy Is One OF THOse HerBs that even 
seasoned herb gardeners may not know. I often refer to it 
as one of the “forgotten herbs” because it is rarely found in 

modern herb gardens—at least in the uS. This is truly a shame, 
for this delicate beauty should hold a place of honor in culinary 
and ornamental gardens alike.
 like many plants, sweet cicely (Myrrhis odorata) has several 
common names including smooth cicely, sweet fern, anise fern, 
candy plant, giant chervil, sweet chervil, and great chervil. It 
belongs to the parsley family (Apiaceae or Umbelliferae) and 
is a native of Central Europe. True sweet cicely is sometimes 
confused with a North American native also known as sweet 
cicely or anise root (Osmorhiza longistylis). This confusion is 
understandable because both plants are related and share similar 
characteristics. That being said, the wild North American version 
is much smaller and less aromatic than its cultivated cousin.
 Cultivated sweet cicely is a hardy perennial (to Zone 3) that 
can grow to 2-5’ tall and 3’ wide. The delicate, fernlike leaves 
are finely divided and lightly downy underneath. When mature, 
sweet cicely bears umbel-shaped clusters of tiny white flowers on 
long round, hollow stems, which often branch slightly towards 
the tips. 
 Once the flowers fade, they are replaced by groups of long 
green, deeply ribbed seedpods that can reach up to 1” in length. 
As they mature, the pods turn blackish-brown and become very 
shiny. When fully dry, the single pods split into two long indi-
vidual seeds.

Sweet Cicely

The Forgotten Herb
Jill Henderson

In perennial flower 
gardens, the soft, 
feathery foliage of 
sweet cicely excels at 
bridging the gap... 

The author’s herb garden. 
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terflies in your garden, sacrificing a bit of foliage in late summer 
is well worth it.

Sweet cicely in the kitchen

 of all the names that have been attributed to sweet cicely, 
the word 
‘sweet’ 
is used 
repeatedly. 
Indeed, this 
wonderfully 
aromatic 
herb has a 
sweet flavor 

reminiscent of anise and lovage and can be used in 
many similar ways. The leaves and young stems of 
sweet cicely should be harvested for fresh use from 
Spring until late Fall. The seeds are either col-
lected while still green and used fresh, or collected 
in a paper bag as they begin to turn brown, then 
threshed when dry. The roots are dug in the fall 
when the foliage begins to die back and are either 
used fresh, or chopped and dried on screens for 
later use.
 All parts of sweet cicely are edible and fra-
grant. young leaves, tender stems, and smaller 
roots can be added to vegetable and fruit salads, 
fruit compotes, hot or cold teas, and a myriad of 
sweet drinks and aperitifs. 
 The candied stems make nice after-dinner 
breath fresheners and fun swizzle sticks for mixed 
drinks and fruit punches. The green or black seeds 
add a unique flavor to spice blends, steamed rice, 
cream cheese, yogurt, dips, spreads, creamy sauc-
es, dressing, cookies, cakes, sweet breads, stewed 
fruit, fresh fruit salads, and many other kinds of 
dishes that benefit from a touch of sweetness. 
 Of course, the flowers are more than just 
lovely—they are downright tasty, too. Try them as 
a pretty edible garnish—on the plate, in green and 
fruit salads, frozen in ice cubes, in fruit drinks, and 
on cakes. Those with a sweet tooth will love the 
candied flower umbels and stems.
 sweet cicely goes well with fish, poultry, lamb, 
fresh and roasted vegetables, and eggs. The long 
taproot is steamed or boiled and eaten like carrots 
or pureed and added to mashed potatoes or mixed 

vegetable puree. large roots are a lovely addition to roasted 
vegetables and go well with other root crops such as potatoes, 
carrots, and beets. 
 When dried, the leaves of sweet cicely do retain their sweet 
flavor. To preserve them, chop and freeze with a little water in an 
ice cube tray. Cubes can be removed and stored in airtight freezer 
bags until needed.

A sweet medicinal

 As a natural medicinal, sweet cicely has traditionally been 
used in the treatment of bronchitis and other afflictions of the 
respiratory system to loosen phlegm and make coughing more 
productive. For thousands of years it has been highly regarded as 
a spring tonic used to strengthen and tonify bodily systems, while 

In addition to nourishing the larvae of the Black 
Swallowtail Butterfly, the flowers of sweet cicely 
attract pollinators of all stripes. Photo by Amanda 
Slater via Wikimedia Commons.
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A word of caution

 At this time, no adverse reactions to this herb have been 
reported. As a standard precaution, women who are pregnant 

should use caution be-
fore taking sweet cicely 
in medicinal doses. 
 Although sweet ci-
cely has been highly re-
garded as a food, medi-
cine, and seasoning 
for thousands of years, 
it does not currently 
have the FDA’s GRAS 
(Generally Recognized 
as safe) status, nor has 
it been approved by the 
German Commission E. 
That being said, these 
two entities have more 
than likely not even 
studied this herb as of 
yet, as its popularity 
and common use are al-
most non-existent in the 
respective countries.

A sweet ending

 For an herb that has largely been forgotten by the majority 
of the Western world, sweet cicely humbles us with its grace, 
beauty, and functionality. If you grow herbs or ornamental flow-
ers, you should really take the time to acquaint yourself with 
this magnificent plant. What awaits the curious and adventurous 
gardener is the opportunity to fall in love with another green be-
ing and help bring what is now just an oddity back to its rightful 
place among the stars of the herb world.      ∆

Jill Henderson is an artist, author, organic gardener, and editor 
of Show Me Oz (http://ShowMeOz.wordpress.com), a weekly blog 
featuring articles on gardening, seed saving, nature ecology, wild 
edible and medicinal plants and culinary herbs. Jill has written 
three books, including: The Healing Power of Kitchen Herbs, A 
Journey of seasons: A year in the Ozarks High Country, and The 
Garden Seed Saving Guide.

removing excess toxins through increased urination. Sweet cicely 
is often combined with other, less palatable herbal medicines to 
sweeten them. This is especially favorable when administering 
remedies to children.
 used as an aperitif, sweet cicely is known to stimulate the ap-
petite and aid in digestion. These actions are benefi-
cial for treating indigestion (dyspepsia), heartburn, 
nausea, colic, flatulence, gas, bloating, and other 
disorders caused by poor digestion. A strong decoc-
tion made with the seeds or root can also be used 
externally as a mild antiseptic to prevent infection of 
minor cuts and wounds.
 Besides being medicinal, the fresh or dried root 
makes a very mild and flavorful tea that can be 
enjoyed anytime. To prepare, steep 2-3 teaspoons of 
dried, ground root in 1 cup of just-boiled water for 
10-15 minutes. For medicinal purposes, up to 3 cups 
can be taken daily as needed. 
 A decoction of the seeds or root is used externally 
as a wash, rinse, or moist compress for external con-
ditions. It can also be taken internally (consumed) for 
use as an expectorant or digestive aid. 
 Another popular way to preserve the roots and 
seeds of sweet cicely is in alcohol—either as a tinc-
ture or as an aperitif. Alcoholic aperitifs, or cordials, 
are prepared by infusing chopped fresh root and 
green seedpods in brandy for several weeks to several 
months. When a small amount is taken before meals, 
aperitifs stimulate the appetite and increase digestive secretions. 
Blended with honey, aperitifs also make a very effective cough 
syrup.
 Fresh roots are preferred when preparing tinctures. Chop the 
roots finely, and prepare using a ratio of one part herb to five 
parts alcohol. One to 4 mL (1 mL = 1 cc) can be taken by mouth 
up to three times a day. Tinctures can also be used externally, and 
are often added to other preparations.
 If you would like to learn more about preparing tinctures, I 
have written a very detailed two-part series on tincture-making on 
my blog, Show Me oz, entitled Making Herbal Tinctures: Part  I 
& Part II (see UrL below). 

The two-part seeds will break apart when mature and dry. 
Photo by Sten Porse via Wikimedia Commons.

Sweet cicely plant in full growth. 
Photo by Rasbak via WikiCommons. 
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A Clash of Cultures Continues

Pastoralism: Problem or Solution?
Alice Gray

HAvInG reCenTLy FInIsHed TeACHInG my third 
PDC in the Bedouin village of Qasr A Sir in the Negev 
Desert of Israel, I feel inspired to raise a controversial 

issue with the permaculture community. The question is as old 
as civilization itself, dating back to the dawn of agriculture in the 
Middle East and the great cultural transition that began around 
10,000 years ago. It’s the same question that permaculture seeks 
to answer—perhaps the single most important question facing 
humanity: how should we use the land? In short, it’s a question 
of culture and the clash of cultures; of narratives, possession, 
dispossession and dominance; of resource rights; of nomadic vs. 
sedentary culture; of hunter-gatherer vs. pastoralist vs. agrarian 
lifestyles. Perhaps the question is better framed as: how should 
we relate to cultures that have a different concept of land owner-
ship and resource usage from our own? living and working in the 
midst of a Bedouin village that is undergoing a forced transition 
from pastoralism to settled living within a modern industrialized 
state, one cannot avoid this question. 

Forced removals in the Negev

 The State of Israel is pursuing an aggressive program of cul-
tural restructuring toward its Bedouin citizens, based on under-
mining and outlawing their traditional means of sustenance and 
land use, and turning them into an urban proletariat. (For more 
information on this program, see my previous article at http://
permaculturenews.org/2012/02/02/the-search-for-sustainability-
in-the-negev/.) This policy is based on refusing to recognize Bed-
ouin land rights on their ancestral lands, banning grazing on what 
is therefore considered to be State land, labeling Bedouin hamlets 
and villages as “illegal” and therefore demolishing homes, 
schools, mosques, and farm structures (outhouses, chicken coops, 
etc.), outlawing the planting of crops and demolishing illegal 
plantings, denying basic services such as water, sewage, and 
electricity to unrecognized villages, and labeling the Bedouin 
themselves as trespassers and squatters on State lands and as an 
environmental threat to the Negev Desert.
 Approximately 70,000 Bedouin citizens of Israel live in vil-
lages that are not recognized as legal habitations, and the State 

is currently in the process of implementing the Begin Plan to 
forcibly relocate at least 30,000 and possibly all 70,000 Bedou-
ins from their current locations to larger Bedouin communities, 
including eight townships constructed by the government and 12 
recently recognized villages (the Abu Basma municipality of Qasr 
A sir where the Permanegev course takes place is one). This 
plan is massively problematic, not only because it is not accepted 
by the Bedouin and will involve a high level of violent coercive 
measures including demolitions of homes, violent evictions, ar-
rests, and tear gas that will traumatize and alienate the individuals 
involved (many of whom are children), but also because merg-
ing one Bedouin tribe with another is socially complicated and 
because the allowance of land is insufficient to sustain Bedouin 
livelihoods. The Regional Council for unrecognized Villages has 
submitted an alternative plan suggesting that all existing villages 
should be recognized because they cover just 2.7% of the land 
area of the Negev and meet ordinary government regulations for 
the recognition of a community as a village (a minimum popula-
tion of 300 people or 40 families). This plan is not accepted by 
the Israeli government, and moves to implement the Begin Plan 
are already in train (the village of Al Araqib was demolished for 
the 49th time in February of this year, for example).

Greening the desert

 The situation of the Negev Bedouin is somewhat special 
because it’s interwoven with the longstanding Zionist impetus to 
Judaize the land of Israel. As early as 1937, David Ben Gurion, 
who became the first Prime Minister of Israel, wrote in a letter to 
his son, “Negev land is reserved for Jewish citizens, whenever 
and wherever they want. We must expel the Arabs and take their 
place—and if we have to use force, then we have force at our 
disposal.” However, Israel is not the only state in the world that 
is essentially waging war on pastoralist culture within its borders. 
Much of the rhetoric and justification around the issue is the same 

“Negev land is reserved 
for Jewish citizens, 
whenever and wherever 
they want.”

State tractors ploughing under the barley crops of the Al Ha-
washleh tribe (our hosts) outside Qasr A Sir in March 2013.
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change, where the status quo of the dominant culture is one of 
environmental destruction, where industrial agriculture is laying 
waste to huge swathes of land every year, where attempts to 
open up rangelands for agrarian development with big dams and 
irrigation channels have often led to environmental disaster and 
soil salinization, the fundamental assumption that pastoralism is 
backwards must at least bear some re-examination. 
 First, let’s consider the history of pastoralism and the idea 
that it is an anachronistic culture that must inevitably give way 
to more advanced agrarian and industrial ways of life. We should 
bear in mind that both pastoralism and agrarianism are forms 
of agriculture, and that the domestication of both plants AND 
animals are relatively recent phenomena (within the last 10,000 
years). If we take Homo sapiens sapiens to be approximately 
200,000 years old as a species, both agrarian and pastoral cultures 
have been dominant strategies for less than 5% of our history. 
 While pastoralism is often viewed as preceding agrarianism, 
archaeological evidence suggests that in many cases pastoralism 
may have followed agrarianism, or co-evolved with it. According 
to Blench (2001), “pastoralism develops from surplus, as individ-
uals simply accumulate too many animals to graze them around a 
settlement throughout the year. In addition, as herders learnt more 
about the relations between particular types of ecology and the 
spread of debilitating diseases they gradually developed the prac-
tice of seasonally removing their animals from danger-zones.”

 Pastoralism and agrarianism are sibling strategies that evolved 
to deal with different sets of environmental circumstances, rather 
than stages along the inevitable march of progress toward the age 
of technology. Whereas agrarianism flourished along the great 
river basins of the Nile, the Tigris and Euphrates, and the Indus, 
pastoralists inherited the rangelands and deserts of the world, 
developing strategies to exploit these environments successfully. 
 Whereas agrarians developed sedentary societies that later 
stratified into city-states and then expanded into nations and 
empires, pastoralists developed varying degrees of nomadism, 
from true nomadism (permanently living in temporary structures 
and following no predetermined route of movement), through 
transhumance (seasonal migration along predetermined routes 
from summer to winter grazing grounds), to agropastoralism 
(where the home-base stays the same, with grazing happening in 
a radius around it, and supplementary forage being cultivated for 
the animals), depending on environmental conditions. Their so-
cieties normally followed a tribal structure with extended family 
groups living and traveling together. Where agrarians developed 

from Africa to India, from the Middle East to Scandinavia. Gov-
ernment programs exist to “improve” and “develop” pastoralists, 
often focusing on first sedentarizing and then re-educating them 
so that they can become “useful” members of society. Writing 
of egyptian policy toward the sinai Bedouin, Hillary Gilbert re-
marks that “like the landscape they inhabit they need to be ‘made 
legible’ before they can be incorporated into the modern Egyptian 
state.” This is by no means a rare attitude. 
 This impetus to improve the pastoralists appears to be based 
on two main tenets, both of which are probably false. The first is 
that pastoralism is a backwards and anachronistic culture that his-
torically preceded agrarianism in human cultural evolution and is 
a rung on the ladder of human progress toward the great pinnacle 
of achievement that is industrialization and the age of technology. 
Thus, as the “more evolved” humans, it’s our duty to save these 
people from their miserable lives and help them to become more 
like us. The second is that pastoralism is environmentally destruc-
tive, and as the enlightened keepers of the holy flame of science, 
we must intervene to save the environment from these ignorant 
herders with hairy locusts on legs. Both of these assumptions are 
so ingrained that they have “achieved the status of a fundamental 
truth so self-evident that marshalling evidence on its behalf is 
superfluous if not absurd.”
 In 1963, Moshe Dayan, then Israeli Minister of Agriculture, 
was quoted in Haaretz: “We should transform the Bedouin into 
an urban proletariat in industry, services, construction, and agri-
culture… This would be a revolution, but it may be fixed within 
two generations… This phenomenon of the Bedouins will disap-
pear.”
 In Israel, the Jewish National Fund plants trees to convert 
grazing land into parks, displacing Bedouin communities. Else-
where in the world, national parks are often declared over large 
areas, and grazing is prohibited or severely limited within their 
boundaries. At worst, the tribes that inhabit them are expelled.
 Rangelands currently cover 25% of the Earth’s land area, and 
150-300 million people make their living as pastoralists, produc-
ing 10% of all the meat consumed globally. Given the current 
global situation, whereby the amount of arid and semi-arid lands 
looks set to increase over the coming decades due to climate 

…agrarians developed 
sedentary societies that 
later stratified into city-
states and then expanded 
into nations and empires…

The village of Qasr A Sir and the Bustan Green Centre (fenced 
compound, center shot) in the Negev Desert.
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concepts of land ownership with clearly demarcated boundar-
ies, from individual plots to state borders, pastoralists developed 
more fluid concepts of rights of use and passage relating to the re-
sources within a territory and the right to move through it, rather 
than direct and exclusive ownership over the land itself. 

Overgrazing the desert

 Perhaps the earliest account of the conflict between agrarian 
and pastoral lifestyles is the story of Cain and Abel, where Cain 
the agrarian murders Abel, his pastoralist brother. If the conflict 
is of ancient origin, it’s also of long duration, as it persists to 
this day. However, with the expansion of human populations, 
the rise of technology and the era of the industrial nation state, 
it has intensified. Particularly, as new technologies have allowed 
agrarians to expand onto rangelands that had previously been the 

sole preserve of the pastoralists, the conflict has transformed from 
skirmishing along the transition zones of rangelands and cultiva-
ble zones to schemes at the national level to relocate pastoralists 
so that their grazing grounds can be put to better uses, and so that 
they themselves can become useful members of society. This has 
either forced pastoralists into increasingly inhospitable terrain, or 
resulted in the erosion of their culture as they have submitted to 
government schemes to settle them. Thus, whether it is replaced 
with cultivated fields, with urban centers or with national parks, 
the state deems pastoralism an inappropriate use of land, and no 
discourse is more useful in shoring up this view than that of the 
destructiveness of the nomad and the problem of overgrazing. 
 The concept of overgrazing as the driving force behind envi-
ronmental changes in rangelands and as a major threat to biodi-
versity has been a dominant paradigm among conservation sci-
entists for many decades. However, a growing body of evidence 
suggests that even heavy grazing of landscapes on a seasonal ba-
sis may play a role in maintaining biodiversity. In 2006, an Israeli 
research group working in the Negev published a paper in which 
they claimed, “In light of our long term monitoring of rangeland 
productivity and herbaceous community structure, we conclude 
that grazing, even heavy grazing, does not induce degradation. 
We claim that old World grazing-determined systems are not 
prone to grazing impact but rather are mainly affected by climatic 
conditions. It seems that much of the overgrazing syndrome has 
stemmed from prejudice, political conflicts, and lack of ecologi-

The mobility of these 
people and their 
transcendence of 
state bounadries is 
often perceived as 
a threat in itself…

cal knowledge. We should not base conservation practice on such 
a shaky foundation” (Olsvig-Whittaker, 2006).
 In another recent publication, Gilbert (a British researcher 
working in the St Katherine’s Protected Area of the Sinai 
Peninsula), contends that despite overall population growth of 
around 220% among the Bedouin population since 1967, grazing 
pressure has actually decreased by a factor of 10 due to sedenta-
rization and regulations put in place to limit grazing. Neverthe-
less, policy assumes that the grazing practices of the Bedouin are 
responsible for almost all instances of decline in vegetative cover, 
and this view is so deeply ingrained among conservation scien-
tists that, even where their own data contradict it, they manufac-
ture reasons to explain away the inconsistencies. She concludes, 
“by sustaining national ideas of indigenous backwardness, this 
unchallenged conservation narrative has helped perpetuate Bed-
ouin inequality—a lesson relevant to conservation scientists and 
practitioners working with indigenous pastoral peoples elsewhere 
in the world” (Gilbert, 2013).
 What are we to conclude from this? That environmental 
degradation as a result of over-grazing does not exist? We don’t 
need to be that extreme—clearly many rangelands have become 
overstocked, as a result of many factors, including pastoral 
communities’ encounter with industrialized society and global-
ized agriculture that makes cheap supplementary fodder readily 
available and introduces market forces that encourage the expan-
sion of herds. Nevertheless, we need to be cautious in casually 
accepting conservation and environmental protection as reasons 
to impose cultural sanctions against pastoralist peoples, and to 
be aware that many actors in positions of power (particularly at 
the state level) have other motivations for wishing pastoralists to 
be subdued, sedentarized, controlled, and converted into urban 
proletariat. The mobility of these people and their transcendence 
of state boundaries is often perceived as a threat in itself, let alone 
cultural prejudice that labels them as backwards, ignorant, and 
in need of improvement before they can be usefully incorporated 
into modern states. 

A modern orchard using Nabatean rainwater harvesting tech-
niques with 80% of the water harvested from seasonal floods. 
These trees are just four years old but already producing huge 
amounts of delicious fruit. Photo by Alex Williams.
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A tapestry of lifeways

 We should also be aware that this improvement paradigm 
does not just apply to the people, but to the landscapes they 
inhabit. Rangelands and deserts are almost automatically charac-
terized as degraded and undesirable landscapes, even where they 
exist as a natural consequence of climatic and edaphic conditions. 
Greening the Desert is viewed as an heroic enterprise. 
 For example, the greening of the northern Negev in the early 
days of Israel is often held up as one of the greatest successes of 
the Zionist enterprise. However, this feat required diversion of 
nearly all the water of the Jordan River from the Sea of Galilee 
to the south of the country. The flow at the Allenby-King Hussein 
Bridge over the Jordan dropped from 1,350 million cubic meters 
of water per year in the 50s to less than 100 million cubic meters 
today. As a result, the wetlands of the lower Jordan Valley were 
totally destroyed, the river itself was reduced to a pathetic trickle 
comprised only of sewage and saline spring water, the Palestin-
ians of the West Bank lost the use of the river that runs along 
their entire eastern border, and the level of the Dead Sea started 
to drop at a rate of about 1 m per year, causing its surface area to 
contract and opening up huge sinkholes in the ground all along its 
coast. 
 In the face of the global environmental challenges of the com-
ing century, cultural diversity, as well as biodiversity, may be one 
of the greatest assets we possess as we struggle to adapt to chang-
ing conditions. While the demise of pastoralist culture has been 
popularly predicted for some time, it’s worth noting that “politi-
cally popular but unsustainable development of rangelands, often 
dependent on the mining of fossil water, is not a long-term devel-
opment strategy, and in some decades pastoralists may reclaim 
such land.” For example “the ancient North African development 
of much of the northern Sahara through large irrigation chan-
nels is today only an archaeological curiosity in a pastoral zone” 
(Blench, 2001).
 A general suggestion for a change in policy toward pastoral-
ists is presented by Roger Blench, and neatly echoes a key prin-
ciple of permaculture design: “national governments often see 

pastoralists as a problem and it is hard not to be colored by this 
discourse… If it is national policy to sedentarize pastoralists, then 
the failure of projects or initiatives to settle them transmutes into 
a problem. If it is accepted that pastoralism is simply a part of the 
national tapestry of lifeways, then the problem evanesces.”
 The problem is the solution.        ∆

Alice Gray is a permaculture teacher and consultant who has 
lived and worked on the Palestinian West Bank for seven years. 
She specializes in water management and dryland agroforestry, 
and has years of experience working in grassroots environmental 
activism and development projects. She coordinates the Bustan 
PermaNegev Program, a six-week intensive Permaculture Design 
Course in the Bedouin village of Qasr A Sir in the Negev Desert 
of Israel.

Resources

 1. See the website of the Negev Coexistence Forum for infor-
mation on ongoing developments and demolitions: http://www.
dukium.org/eng/.
 2. Hillary Gilbert (2013). ‘Bedouin Overgrazing’ and Conserva-
tion Politics: Challenging ideas of pastoralist destruction in South 
Sinai. 160:59-69.
 3. roger Blench (2001).  
 4. linda olsvig-Whittaker, Eliezer Frankenberg, Avi Perevo-
lotsky, eugene d. Ungar (2006). “Grazing, Overgrazing and 
Conservation: Changing concepts and practices in the Negev 
Highlands.”  17:195-199.

Ezoz community—a cob bus house, one of many fabulous build-
ings constructed from scavenged and reclaimed materials, in the 
Negev. Credit: Alex Williams

First plantings in the women’s garden, Negev Desert.
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Disaster Training in Solomon Islands

Losing Ground
Rosemary Morrow

DuRING A SToRM SuRGE oR TSuNAMI, there are 
some places where you do not want to be. For example, 
the fishing village of Lilisiana on Malaita Island in solo-

mon Islands sits on a sandspit. High tides, becoming ever higher 
with climate change, lap at the doors of the homes. A cyclone or 
tsunami would snatch the whole village of 3-4,000 people.
 Fishing villages everywhere in the world, from the east coast 
of Africa, to sri Lanka, Malaysia, and the Pacific islands, are 
home to some of the world’s poorest and most vulnerable people. 
Often, they lack access to land; fishing from dugout canoes is 
their only source of food, as well as income, as they trade fish for 
rice in the market. Fish catches are depleted; waters are warming 
and polluted. The families who live on the sand spits are often 
marginally literate, without communications or access to other 
livelihoods. They lack accessible drinking water, toilets, and 
means of communication like phones, TV, or radios. Their only 
means of transport is the dugout canoe. Now, they are especially 
vulnerable to climate change.

 Amie Batalabisi, a 
young Australian woman 
with a Solomon Islands 
family, made a film 
entitled “Tide of Change” 
which showed dramati-
cally the effects of global 
warming and ocean rise 
on her family village, 
lilisiana. 
 Amie’s film demon-
strated that the villagers 
lacked pertinent informa-
tion on which to base 
decisions that could save 
their lives. All adults 
were anxious about the 
rising ocean. They could 
suggest a few options: 
build houses on higher 

stilts, trust in God, buy in-fill, or move—but where? none of 
these approaches could ensure survival during a large tsunami or 
cyclone in such low-lying areas.
 What can permaculture offer such communities? 

The village situation

 For about two weeks in early 2013, conversations and training 
with lilisiana villagers addressed potential disasters for lilisiana 
and Honiara, the capital of solomon Islands, located on neighbor-
ing Guadalcanal. Kastom Gadens Association (KGA), an initia-
tive of Australians Michel and Jude Fanton, and others, with an 
emphasis on seedsaving, provided training. KGA is well regarded 
as a training organization working to increase food security in 
Solomon Islands. 
 All participants in the training were anxious and felt they 
lacked accurate knowledge of disaster risks. They feared tsuna-
mis, cyclones, and rising seas, and, in Honiara, civil breakdown. 
 However, a few questions and observations in Lilisiana 
revealed dramatically that food, water, and sanitation are just as 
precarious—potential disasters for the people. under short- or 
long-term disaster conditions when villagers could not use their 
boats, their villages would be vulnerable. lilisiana sits on a low 
sand spit, and the nearest escape is over a very dangerous bridge.
 People live from day-to-day on fish that they sell in the 
market in nearby Auki. Few families have food stores; if storm 
waters isolated them, there would be no building or detailed 
escape plan to enable survival through the two principles of 
avoidance or endurance. Men catch fish mainly in the early hours 

…food, water, and 
sanitation are just as 
precarious—potential 
disasters for the people. 

Lilisiana occupies a low sand spit vulnerable to rising seas, storm surge, and flooding from typhoons.
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of the morning. They bring home their catch, and the women take 
the fish to the local market at Auki and sell them to buy rice and 
other necessities. No one has access to land to grow food for their 
own use. Apparently, they did have fields out of the village on the 
island at one time. It was unclear to us what happened to this land.
 With or without a major disaster, this village lives with ex-
treme vulnerability. It lacks sufficient clean drinking water and 
food, and shelters are mainly light palm structures. If it doesn’t 
rain each week, then villagers have to take their dugouts and plas-
tic jerrycans and paddle over to a neighboring village for fresh 
drinking water. Even for islanders, it’s dangerous to be out on big 
seas during stormy weather in wooden dugout canoes. There are 
hundreds or perhaps thousands of these island sandspit villages.
 Many children do not attend school. There are almost no 
books in the village. The local school is new, but parents must 
pay cash for books and uniforms and possibly a school fee. The 
school’s reading books appear not well suited for young children 
learning to read. A young woman trained to teach reading via 
phonics, Veronica Au, would like to start after-school reading 
classes, but she lacks equipment and books. The kindergarten is 
built of light bamboo and is quite flimsy, so children cannot at-
tend, or are sent home in wet weather because rain washes inside. 
About half the children of kindergarten age do not attend. The 
kindergarten has home-made slates and blocks; books to read to 
the children would be excellent. 
 There are no toilets—everyone uses the beach. The pigsties 
are over the shallow water where young children play all day.As 
the population grows, the health risk increases. lack of toilets is a 
major problem for women, and participants requested a women’s 
toilet for sanitation, security, and privacy. 
 Diabetes and other diseases of inactivity and poor diet are 
everywhere. Children swim everyday; despite this activity, many 
young children have runny noses, tearing eyes, and ear infections. 
Women eat quantities of starches and are overweight and not 
healthy. The local shops sell sugar products and betel. The villag-
ers would probably eat more vegetables if they grew them.
 Men, and especially women, are unemployed or under-
employed. There is no work in the nearby port, Auki. Women 

are barely literate. There is no television and few radios or other 
means of distant communication in the village. Women spoke 
well of the two sewing machines Amie supplied earlier, and 
would like to revitalize this project.
 The villagers are emotionally warm and welcoming. They do 
see themselves as lacking some material goods but not neces-
sarily poor. The children are loved and watched over. They play 
safely in the sea and in front of the church. Families share. For 
example, a family with a 5,000 l water tank to collect drink-
ing water from the roof, shares the water with about eight other 
families. Food is shared with needy children. The church is a 
center for singing and other activities. young boys have their 
soccer ground, and the older ones, another piece of land near the 
cemetery. Much of the close communal life is enviable. 

A time for action

 A meeting was held with women from lilisiana Women’s 
Group (LWG) who had been working with the sewing project 
started by Amie. About 20 came the first day, along with some 
men. However, for reasons unknown, the men stopped coming, 
but as everyone could see and hear our activities, they seemed 
to know exactly what was happening. In addition, we invited 
women from Sewal, and three attended the training. They were 
very keen to learn.

 We set the time for the daily disaster training after 3PM, 
when the women had finished selling their fish in the market. 
Discussions led to proposals for several small projects to reduce 
the vulnerability of the villagers and encourage initiative. These 
could be individually funded or organized.
 Immediately, the bridge must be repaired or finished. This is 
a village project. Food and water are the next priorities. As there 
is only one nurse in the two villages, and because there are often 
accidents, and in a disaster there is much danger, first aid training 
was nominated as important. Training of several types will rein-
force the villagers’ skills in managing dangerous situations. Aside 
from these priorities, we developed proposals for the following 
small projects:
 • fresh drinking water
 • first aid 
 • women’s toilets for privacy and sanitation
 • sup-sup (soup) gardening to be taught by Kastom Gadens  
 Association
 • sewing to increase income and income diversity
 • kindergarten
 • Lilisiana book project—kindergarten, veronica’s after-  
 school project, and the school itselfLilisiana Women’s Group engaged in design and forward 

planning for disasters.

Training of several types 
will reinforce the villagers’ 
skills in managing 
dangerous situations.
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Outcomes from the courses

 When given guidelines and design principles, both village 
women and KGA staff were able to work out their own disaster 
plans in detail. Both groups will share the knowledge and plan-
ning with others. on lilisiana, Paul Siosi, village chairman, will 
hold training days. KGA staff has the notes and will work them 
into a training course. They saw the training as in-service up-
skilling.

 As a result of the courses, disaster trainers reached out to 
other organizations for help in following up on some of the issues 
identified during the workshop. A press release to the national 
newspaper described the danger to the whole community from 
the unstable bridge connecting lilisiana to the main part of the 
island. Negotiations are underway for a trainer to work with the 
identified technical needs of the KGA staff, with a target start 
date of June 2013. A project proposal from KGA has been ac-
cepted for them to train again in lilisiana village. Communica-
tion is taking place with the red Cross for first aid training. new 
Zealand government representatives in Honiara have offered 
books for the school and kindergarten.
 The impact of cyclone Sandra, huge seas, the evacuation of 
the children’s ward at the Honiara hospital, local floods, and seri-

The training in food 
growing…will [give them]
experiences to transfer 
when they move, 
as they must eventually, 
due to rising seas…

ous damage gave impetus to the course. There were no climate 
deniers!

Permaculture’s potential in situations like this

 Permaculture is not able to solve all the increasing problems 
faced by people in vulnerable environments, and neither can their 
governments, even if they have the will. What then is the role of 
permaculture? In this project, disaster planning and bridge repairs 
are critical for immediate survival. They enable people to feel 
(and be) safer and more in control of their lives. The training in 
food growing by KGA, and in first aid, will boost the confidence 
of women. It will alleviate several other difficulties such as in-
adequate diet, lack of skills, no experience to transfer when they 
move, as they must eventually, due to rising seas, and provide 
additional incomes as the market at Auki can absorb more veg-
etables. 
 The training itself must also be empowering for people to 
trust their knowledge and ability. There will be additional out-
comes that are not foreseeable, but these small steps are SMART 
(specific, Measurable, Achievable, realistic, and Time-related) 
and will help alleviate the physical and emotional stresses of such 
villagers. There cannot be any one solution to such a multiplic-
ity of problems. Each such situation, with its multiplicity of 
problems, must be approached mindfully, drawing on village and 
external resources, as available and as appropriate.   ∆

Rosemary Morrow is a permaculture educator, development 
worker, writer, and home gardener based in the Blue Mountains 
of New South Wales, Australia. She is a Quaker who has worked 
in Cambodia, Afghanistan, Albania, and Vietnam. She trained 
in Australia as a teacher with permaculture analysis and design 
systems that lead to resilient land and townscapes. Rosemary is 
the author of  Earth user’s Guide to Permaculture  as well as a 
permaculture teacher’s guide to be released in September 2013 
by Permanent Publications, UK.

Kindergarten: children writing on slates and the teacher tearing 
pieces of paper in four pieces for children to draw on.

Lilisiana village on the lagoon—about the only place to grow 
food is on the roof.
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Women in Permaculture
Karryn Olson-Ramanujan

Movement Musings

THOUGH WOMen reCeIve THe MAJOrITy of all 
college degrees in the uS, and are well represented in the 
work force, they are very under-represented in positions 

of high-level leadership. Most of the women I’ve encountered in 
permaculture note analogous patterns: often, women constitute 
50% or more of the participants in PDCs, yet occupy dispropor-
tionately few of the positions of leadership and prominence in 
lucrative roles, such as designers, teachers, authors, speakers, or 
“permaculture superstars.” 
 To address this situation, this article drafts “A Pattern lan-
guage for Women in Permaculture.” Each pattern can be ap-
plied in many ways and names a solution to a core problem that 
undermines women’s full participation and leadership. Just as 
words connect to form a language, one can connect these patterns 
to form a language that describes good social design practices. 
 This approach is modeled after the book A Pattern Language, 
by Christopher Alexander et al, in which the authors write, ”Each 
pattern may be looked upon as a hypothesis… and therefore all 
are tentative, all free to evolve under the impact of new experi-
ence and observation.” using the same analogy, I invite your 
input to help craft this new language.

Pattern 1: Shift mental models

 What are mental models? They are deeply ingrained general-
izations that influence how we understand the world and how we 
take action. The problem with mental models arises when we are 
unaware of them—so they remain unexamined, yet govern our 
behavior.
 Dr. Virginia Valian, Distinguished Professor of Psychology at 
Hunter College and Co-director of its “Gender equity Project,” 
studies “gender schemas”—our unaware assumptions about what 
it means to be male or female in our society, and the “accumula-
tion of advantage.” 
 Valian shows that women leaders are measured against “mas-
culine” characteristics for leadership, competence, and assertive-
ness. As a result, both men and women consistently overrate the 
performance of men, while women are underrated. “Whatever 
emphasizes a man’s gender gives him a small advantage, a plus 
mark. Whatever accentuates a woman’s gender results in a small 
loss for her, a minus mark,” states Valian in her book, Why So 
Slow? The Advancement of Women.
 Accumulation of small disadvantages for women stalls or 
slows their rise to leadership and undermines their earning poten-
tial. To illustrate this, Valian cites research in which a computer 
simulation begins with equal numbers of new male and female 
employees. A tiny bias—only 1% of the variability in promo-
tion—in favor of men is programmed into many iterations of 

simulated opportunities for promotion. In the end, men occupied 
65% of the highest positions in the organization. 
 We can see this dynamic in the uS. According to the White 
House Project, in their “Benchmarking Women’s Leadership” re-
port, women receive the majority of all college degrees, make up 
almost half of the workforce, and are well represented in entry- 
and mid-level positions in most sectors of the economy. However, 
they occupy on average only 18% of top leadership positions 
(and numbers are lower among women of color). Further, the 
wage gap for women means that they make 78.7 cents for every 
dollar earned by men, and that gap widens with age.
 This makes little sense, especially when studies show that 
“…of the various qualities of leadership, women were rated far, 
far ahead of men on being honest, intelligent, compassionate, 
outgoing, and creative, and were considered just as hardworking 
and  ambitious as men. Men were perceived as excelling only in 
being decisive,” according to studies cited by linda Tarr-Whelan 
in  Indeed, although most Americans agree that women are more 
likely to have the qualities needed to make a good leader, they 

often still opt for a man in charge.
 In permaculture circles, the women I interviewed expressed 
universal frustration over the low number of women in traditional 
roles of leadership. At the same time, they also expressed dismay 
that other roles in which women are at or above parity (such as 
organizers, homesteaders, farmers, or other related fields) are 
often not valued as leadership. 

Pandora Thomas showing her great niece the Three Sisters: corn, 
squash, and beans.
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 “It seems very ironic to me that it is often the organizer types 
who get over-looked as designers, when they are, in fact, very 
skilled at the much harder ‘invisible structures’ design that is so 
essential to making anything happen,” said Stella Strega, per-
maculture teacher and designer in the Canary Islands. organizer 
designers, for example, focus on people-care aspects: bring-
ing people together, organizing events, course schedules, book 
publications, and even entire permaculture networks. “They 
do the very complex ‘weaving’ work without which we would 
never hear about permaculture or any of the illustrious teachers 
in the first place. When permaculture projects fail, it is because 
they didn’t have enough of those skilled kinds of designers, not 
because the trees or plants failed to grow.” 

 So, how do we shift mental models? First, one can commit to 
educating oneself about them and dialoging about their impact on 
us and our organizations. Second, we can counter gender schemas 
and other forms of “unconscious bias” by learning to be allies 
who co-create equitable environments (see Pattern 8). Third, 
we can build habits of giving “micro-affirmations”—which not 
only block inequities, but also can reverse their negative effects. 
This modeling of small, appreciative acts also invites others to 
replicate them, thus creating a snowball effect. Finally, we can 
value the work of people quietly organizing and implementing 
permaculture on the land. For example, although value isn’t mea-
sured only by money, several women organizers are developing 
business models for events to ensure that their work doesn’t have 
to remain unpaid.

Pattern 2: The 30% solution

 Valian’s studies also relate to numbers of women in the work-
place: “…being in a minority [among a community or workforce] 
increases a woman’s likelihood of being judged in terms of her 
difference from the male majority, rather than in terms of her ac-
tual performance. Her minority status highlights her gender and, 
accordingly, makes her seem less appropriate for the job, which 
seems more masculine because of the large number of men filling 
it.” 
 However, the impact of gender schemas is reduced or elimi-
nated when women are more numerous in a group: “…research-
ers found that women’s performance ratings were more negative 
than men’s when women were only 1-10% of a work group; 

somewhat less negative when women constituted 11-20%, and 
shifted to more positive when women were 50% or more of a 
group.”
 Along these lines, linda Tarr-Whelan shows when 30% of the 
people at power tables are women, organizations reach a tipping 
point. Women can then change agendas, inform goals, allocate 
resources, and impact the style in which goals are achieved. Cul-
tural stereotypes are altered so that women are no longer seen as 
women, but as professionals. 
 Serving as a classic example of win-win solutions, a critical 
mass of women at top levels not only benefits individual women, 
but also leads to better government and better business outcomes. 
The “Benchmarking Women’s leadership” report states, “A 
growing body of research demonstrates that women’s ‘risk-smart’ 
leadership is perfectly suited to what our nation needs to get on 
the right track.” Further, “…women tend to include diverse view-
points in decision making, have a broader conception of public 
policy, and are also more likely to work through differences to 
form coalitions, complete objectives, and bring disenfranchised 
communities to the table.”
 Tarr-Whelan challenges all of us to look at our organizations, 
and if we notice that women are in less than 30% of leadership 
positions, to start a conversation about the benefits of women’s 
leadership. We can ask, “What is the landscape for women in per-
maculture in our circles?” If not at parity, we can make space for 
qualified women on our boards, teaching teams, and speakers lists 
by replacing the question, “Who do I know?” with “Who don’t I 
know?” 

Pattern 3: Diversity strengthens groups

 The permaculture design principle of valuing and employ-
ing diversity is true for both natural and human systems. Diverse 
groups perform better than homogenous groups when it comes 
to decision-making, not only because of input from the minor-
ity group, but also, in the case of ethnic diversity, because white 
participants improved the quality of their participation, according 
to a 2006 Tufts university study. other studies reveal that diverse 
groups almost always outperform homogenous groups, even if 
the people in a homogenous group are more capable. This reveals 
a pattern for optimizing human organizations. 
 Starhawk—an expert on Goddess religion, earth-based spiri-
tuality and activism—offers earth Activist Trainings (eAT). This 
has developed a two-pronged approach to capacity building: 1) 
by building long-standing relationships to support communities 
with unmet needs, and 2) by reinvesting surplus funds into di-
versity scholarships—which in this case were offered for people 
of color. “It was tremendously successful—we went from 1-2% 
of our course being people of color to perhaps 40%.” Starhawk 
emphasized that inviting more than one person of color to the 
course ensures that they have support and avoids tokenism, shifts 
the whole dynamic of the course and is very enriching. It is also 
important for teachers to have training in the factors that create 
barriers to full participation and to be prepared to facilitate the 
stuff that may come up when we become a diverse group. “For 
permaculture to succeed in changing the world, it has got to move 
beyond the usual suspects and embrace the wide diversity of the 
world we live in.”

If not at parity, 
we can make space for 
qualified women…by 
replacing the question, 
“Who do I know?” with 
“Who don’t I know?”
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Pattern 4: Intersecting identities

 This article cannot speak for all women in permaculture—the 
women I was able to contact for interviews through electronic 
social media on rather short notice were mostly of European de-
scent, from industrialized nations. All of the women I interviewed 
voiced concerns about permaculture presently being accessible 
to mostly white, middle-class folks in their regions. Moreover, 
we know that women are active in permaculture elsewhere in the 
world and want to create better networks with those women, as 
the “women in permaculture” movement must include multiple 
perspectives informed by diversity of age, ethnicity, nationality, 
religion, geographic area, class, physical ability, educational lev-
el, sexual orientation, and gender identity. Indeed, the women of 
color in the feminist movement of the 60s added a new dimension 
by pointing out that the experiences of women are not homog-
enous, but that the intersection of identities and discriminations 
forms experiences and perspectives that are critical to humanity’s 
understanding of oppression. 
 Similarly, Pandora Thomas, a rising permaculture leader in 
the San Francisco Bay Area says, “There hasn’t been enough 
work done around permaculture principles translating them for 
the people-care ethic, so now there’s this misconception that per-
maculture is only about farming and gardening, which it isn’t—
it’s mostly about relationships. It’s about looking at systemic 
problems and finding relationship-based whole system solu-
tions—and one of the most vital systemic issues, along with the 
status of women, is cultural and racial inequity.” Thomas believes 
the phrase “women in permaculture” fails to acknowledge that 
there are many types of women who are treated in such divergent 
ways, with black women often finding themselves invisible in 
conversations about women in permaculture. At the same time, 
many women from diverse backgrounds are engaged in and tak-
ing leadership around permaculture design, she said. 
 “I can name ten African or African-American women in the 
uS who have been trained or are using a permaculture design ap-

proach, but often times they are linking it to broader social move-
ments as well and naming these solutions so they are relevant for 
our community. For example, in Chicago, Naomi Davis has start-
ed the Green Village Model that is based on ethics and solutions 
that are similar to permaculture. We can’t just talk about being a 
woman in permaculture, for African-American females, because 
our entire communities are suffering…it is about survival! A lot 
of us are trying to figure out how to save our sons as well as our 
daughters.” Thomas said. She also made a point to acknowledge 
that many white women in the uS and abroad are making these 
connections between permaculture and social justice.

 In South Africa, ecovillager and permaculture teacher/de-
signer Alex Kruger shared that after Bill Mollison’s lecture tour 
in 1991, the permaculture movement started very slowly and 
was “terribly middle-class and quite pale” for some time be-
cause the entrenched economic disparities from the apartheid era 
still formed barriers to participation. Indeed, two of the biggest 
permaculture nGOs (which were founded by women) have found 
traction by addressing issues highly relevant for local citizens: 
Jeunesse Park started “Food and Trees for Africa” to address 
sustainable development through food security and food sys-
tems, educational efforts, and climate change action; and leigh 
Brown’s organization, SEED, incorporates permaculture into 
school curricula and building outdoor classrooms. SEED is also 
developing urban models of permaculture in lower income areas 
of Cape Town.

Pattern 5: Women mentoring women

 some of the women interviewed talked about finding great 
satisfaction in learning and teaching the “hard skills” for per-
maculture. Some mentioned that it would have been easier if 
they had female mentors to facilitate their mastery of these skills. 
Many said that mentoring other women is a part of their present 
work. They universally agreed that women mentoring women is 
vital for building professional leadership skills.
 lisa DePiano, a permaculture designer and teacher in the 
Northeastern uS, feels called to mentor other women. “I’m offer-
ing teaching apprenticeships, and design/install apprenticeships. 
There’s a demand for it, and it strengthens our networks,” she 
said. 
 lesley Byrne, a permaculturist working internationally with 
children and rural subsistence farmers through educational 
gardens, sums it up this way: “Part of leadership is setting an 
example for others to follow in your path, mentoring, forward 

“As a woman, I had an advantage over Western men because 
the men could let their guard down and I could make much more 
headway training the farmers in permaculture.” —Lesley Byrne

Part of leadership 
is setting an example for 
others to follow in your 
path, mentoring, forward 
thinking…taking risks.
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thinking, being a pioneer and taking risks. younger women come 
to me for advice on how to navigate through the male dominance 
of permaculture and younger people come to me for guidance, 
whether it be in the field of international aid or striking out on 
their own.” 

Pattern 6: Feminine ways of leading

 The women I interviewed agreed that although some qualities 
are considered archetypically masculine, and others archetypi-
cally feminine, they are qualities available to all humans and not 
necessarily tied to gender. We need to value the archetypically 
feminine qualities. 
  “I’ve been sitting with the question of how deeply ingrained 
cultural dynamics of patriarchy are, and the reality that they are 
so deep that they become invisible. We fall into a trap of defin-
ing leadership in a very masculine way that reflects how we 
define what is of value, so starting from the first premise, we are 
flawed—because there are actually many ways leadership can 
look.”—lindsay Dailey.

  “There is often a bias that the guys who work with big ma-
chines are the ones who really know, and the technical skills are 
most important. They are extremely valuable, but the social skills 
are often the real constraining factor in moving from the theory 
to the practice,” said Starhawk. “People often go off and set up 
a wonderful intentional community and the next thing you know 
they are all fighting and break up. Also, women are often con-
strained from traveling because of families, so they may not be 
in position to do big, sexy international projects. A lot of women 
are working locally and are committed to working on their home 
fronts and we need value those things more.”
  “Although we talk about people care, I find that most men 
shy away from nutrition, medicinals, kitchen gardens, flowers, 
etc., as it is viewed as women’s work, ‘less than’ or too ‘soft’ in 
some ways.” lesley Byrne said. She emphasized the need for 
these elements in parts of the world where poverty is greatest. 
“We talk about the power of patterns and observation, but we 
really don’t address cultures and families as we should. This is 
where women have their own strengths, and I think it’s about 
time we use that to our advantage to create something new within 
permaculture.” 
 Indeed, women are experimenting with financially sustainable 
models for permaculture education and organizing that enable 
mothers and families to attend. Jeanine Carlson, co-founder of the 
Women’s Permaculture leadership Initiative, outlined a model 

where there is morning childcare, shared lunch, then hands-on 
learning that includes the children in the community. “Children 
aren’t just tolerated but welcomed, honored, and educated,” she 
said. “We include the cost of childcare in tuition as we feel it is 
everyone’s responsibility to foster the future generations and ac-
cept how to incorporate them in community education models.” 
This model ensures the children are cared for by established lo-
cal, licensed caregivers who are paid a generous living wage, yet 
the costs for childcare remain low for families. “We want to make 
permaculture and permaculture-related education increasingly 
accessible for women with young families as a potential source of 
livelihood, or as we call it, thrivelihood, so we model the poten-
tial for doing so. Who, save the mothers raising children, is more 
invested in our future generations’ potential to thrive?” Carlson 
says.

Pattern 7: Women’s gatherings 

 “The women’s permaculture gatherings have been really won-
derful, and I recommend to women to find ways to get together 
and connect. Because it gives us a chance to get to know each 
other, find ways to support each other, it gives the women teach-
ers the chance to get some prominence, it’s one of the important 
ways we can build a culture of support for women.”—Starhawk. 
 Former Director of the Solar living Institute, lindsay Dailey 
is a co-founder of Earth Repair, a permaculture business, and 
Villa Sobrante, an urban permaculture and natural building dem-
onstration site and community in El Sobrante, CA. She relates her 
positive experience from women’s gatherings, “As I’ve come to 
embrace my own feminine qualities of receptivity and intuition, I 
am trusting myself more and more, and enjoy surrounding myself 
with women who are walking their path and tuning into their 
power.” 
 “Few, if any forces in human affairs are as powerful as shared 
vision,” says Peter Senge, a guru for learning organizations. At 
the upcoming Northeastern Women’s Permaculture Gathering in 
the fall of 2013, articulating goals for women in permaculture 
will be one suggested theme. As women organize in regions, their 
voices can then shape the movement at large.

Alex Kruger sharing soil testing skills wth women in Cape Town, 
South Africa.

“Who, save the 
mothers raising children, 
is more invested 
in our future generations’ 
potential to thrive?”
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Pattern 8: Be an ally 

 Jenny Pell, a former tree planter, helicopter pilot, carpenter, 
and yurt builder who now manages her growing full-service 
design/build company, Permaculture Now!, says, “I’m working 
with some awesome men right now who are being inspired by my 
leadership. I believe there’s a great appreciation for strong female 
guidance at this juncture, and the fact that powerful guys are turn-
ing to women for leadership really speaks volumes.” 
 Jenny, like all the women I encounter in permaculture circles, 
echoes my firm conviction: We are members in the guild of hu-
manity with men whom we also want to see flourishing. Almost 
all interviewees, who voiced strong frustrations, also shared their 
appreciation for the men in their lives who had acted as allies by 
mentoring them or supporting their leadership. 
 Men are invited into the circle to learn about the dynamics of 
oppression, how sexism hurts women and men, and how to move 
from privilege by building their skills as allies. The pamphlet 
“Privilege, Allyship, and Safe Space” from the Multicultural 
resource Center at Oberlin College defines an ally as “a member 
of the ‘dominant’ or ‘majority’ group who questions or rejects the 
dominant ideology and works against oppression through support 
of, and as an advocate with or for the oppressed population.” 
 Men can be allies to women in many ways, and are especially 
invited to take an active role in anti-harassment policies, because 

men do most sexual harassment of women. “Sexual harassment 
is handled badly in two ways: when we ignore it, and when we 
communicate policies in a way that is too heavy-handed,” ac-
cording to Starhawk. EAT has a policy against teachers getting 
romantically involved with students during courses. They also set 
a tone early in the course by discussing healthy boundaries with 
students, like “no means no, and yes means yes.” They also invite 
people who can function as allies to self-identify. This creates 

safe space, clarifies expectations, and builds community. Indeed, 
one can become an ally to any historically marginalized group. 
By doing so, we manifest the Fair Share ethic by “sharing” our 
privilege!
 let me conclude this article by expressing my gratitude for 
the many women and men who provided input, inspiration, and 
support. Some day, I’ll share the longer version, which outlines 
a systems thinking approach that undergirds my analysis of 
problems and informs the solutions that I presented here. It also 
includes more compelling anecdotes from interviewees. 
 I look forward to ongoing conversations and co-evolution of 
the ideas presented here. It is my hope that this process of women 
drafting a self-determined pattern language for our engagement in 
permaculture will serve as a template for other historically mar-
ginalized groups to do the same, so that together with our allies, 
we can design a language for a truly inclusive, empowering, and 
regenerative movement.        ∆

Karryn Olson-Ramanujan is a lead teacher and founding board 
member of the Finger Lakes Permaculture Institute. She runs a 
business offering permaculture design services, strategic sustain-
ability planning, and educational events. Karryn is co-organizing 
the Northeastern Women’s Permaculture Gathering in Fall 2013 
and sees her life work as supporting women and people of color 
to move into permaculture and sustainability leadership. She 
lives in upstate New York, with her supportive husband and two 
daughters. The Women in Permaculture event will be held Octo-
ber 20-22 at Omega Institute in Rhinebeck, NY. For more infor-
mation, “Like” the “Northeastern Permaculture” Facebook page 
or sign up for the Northeastern Permaculture listserv by visiting: 
https://lists.riseup.net/www/info/northeasternpermaculture

Stella Strega with a lamb from the rare heritage breed of sheep 
she raises on her ecovillage farm in the Canary Islands.

…one can become an ally 
to any historically 
marginalized group. 
By doing so, we manifest 
the Fair Share ethic by 
“sharing” our privilege!
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THe PerMACULTUre PrOJeCT has come a long way, 
with thousands of websites, hundreds of youTube videos, 

many listservs, more books published every year, and courses 
taking place all over the world. Thousands upon thousands of 
people from all walks of life have taken the Permaculture Design 
Course. Institutes and demonstration sites abound in most states 
and provinces, and more are coming on line all the time. 
 Relative success brings its own set of problems. I believe that 
permaculture is experiencing an identity problem, particularly 
with the growing number of folks who are just learning about it. 

Yes, but what are we “really” doing? 

 Are we practicing and teaching our students a haphazard 
amalgam of sustainable living subjects—from cob building and 
rocket stoves to chickens, beekeeping, and food forests? Are we 
leading a kind of new and improved “back to the land” move-
ment for “self-sufficiency” that includes making fermented foods, 
building herb spirals, and keeping goats? or is there more to this 
stuff? I assert that we are carefully and thoughtfully designing— 
and teaching students to design—ecological systems, that how-
ever imperfect, close nutrient loops, cycle materials, and direct 
energy flows to create as many yields and resources as possible. 
We are designing—and teaching students to design—systems 
that meet basic human needs on the smallest area of land pos-
sible while stewarding it for all the critters who call it home—and 
more. This is the work of designers—permaculture designers. 

Its all in a name

 I come to this opinion from a number of years as a permacul-
ture design teacher. I have had frequent conversations with folks 
who believe that permaculture is equivalent to “sustainable living 
skills.” Many, many more think permaculture design is a fancy 
kind of gardening. Students are often drawn into permaculture 
courses because they want to learn this fancy kind of gardening, 
or these wonderful sustainable living skills. I’m very glad they’re 
in a course to learn, but this is not what I am doing, or teaching, 
and I would argue that it’s a road we ought not take, as permacul-
ture design becomes better known. We need to think carefully 
about our terms as we enter the bright spotlight of the public eye. 
 In my view, sustainable living skills are some of our tools—
important, but only tools—for implementing thriving permacul-
ture-designed systems. Just as the map is not the territory, 
the tools are not the project. But this is not readily apparent. 
Composting humanure is not permaculture design, but it does 
what permaculture design aims to achieve, the closing of nutri-
ent cycles—so can wetland waste treatment cells, whether at the 
home, neighborhood, or municipal scale. The thoughtful design 
that deploys these tools to work together (for example, the water 
catchment system that feeds the duck pond that provides fertilizer 
for the orchard) may not be obvious to the untrained eye. 

More than permies

 As designers who know better, we feed misunderstanding 
by calling what we do “permaculture” and not “permaculture 
design.” We often say we are permaculturists, or “permies” for 
short. We often say we “practice permaculture,” or we teach 
“permaculture.” I recognize that our much loved revolutionary 
movement attracts those who would prefer to spend creative 
time in their hammocks, and I love the term “permies” too, but I 
would also argue that our laziness in language sets up confusion 
and misunderstanding, and especially among new students. 

 language is important. It has the power to create worldviews, 
convey values, and build culture. If we don’t call ourselves de-
signers, who will? And who will see us as designers? If we don't 
refer to our work as more than an amalgamation of wonderful 
skills, then our students and the general public certainly won’t.

We are designers

 As students of brain science and education know, it takes 
far more effort to unlearn something that is incorrect, and then 
relearn it, than it does to learn it correctly the first time. students 
who come to a PDC expecting to learn clever new homesteading 
techniques have a harder time grasping the design concepts. I’ve 
seen such students struggle, more than they should have, to create 
a thoughtful design project that integrates what they’ve learned. 
 We can’t control how the public perceives our work or what 
ideas students may have when they come to a course. But we 
can stop feeding confusion by choosing the right words. We can 
call what we do and who we truly are, by their correct names: 
permaculture design and permaculture designers. Those extra 
syllables take a little more effort, but I believe using them consis-
tently will be worth it in the long run.    ∆

Kelly Simmons has taught permaculture design from Swarth-
more College (PA) to Green School in Bali since 2007. She holds 
certificates in Pc design and teaching, a B.Sc. in Natural History, 
and a Master’s in Education, and is working on her Diploma of 
Pc Education. She lives and keeps bees in Boulder, where she 
manages the Sustainable Practices Program for the University of 
Colorado. Contact her at Kelly.Simmons@Colorado.edu.

“Permaculture” or “Permaculture Design”

What’s in a Name?
Kelly Simmons

Just as the map is not 
the territory, the tools 
are not the project.
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Revolution Wants Banner
Review by Peter Bane

DAVID E. GUMPERT
Life, Liberty, and 
the Pursuit of Food Rights
The escalating battle 
over who decides what we eat
Chelsea Green. White River Jct. VT. 2013.
261 pp. paper. $19.95.

THe AUTHOr Avers in his after-
word that this book was difficult to 

write, and it is easy to understand how that 
may have been. The narrative is difficult to 
portray in a coherent fashion, dealing as it 
does with myriad rather ordinary and even 
boring economic exchanges. The charac-
ters are not uniformly sympathetic, indeed 
many are seriously flawed, and the action 
takes place on a scattered and seemingly 
disconnected front. Nevertheless, this sto-
ry is an important one, even if its historic 
glory has yet to be realized. Ranging from 
California to Missouri, Minnesota, and 
Wisconsin to Maine, and running through 
the Pennsylvania and Maryland hinter-
lands of the national capital, with incidents 
from even farther afield, Gumpert’s tale 
weaves in and out of a startling if largely 
hidden shift in paradigm over food safety 
and integrity.
 Americans are in the midst of a great 
national argument with themselves about 
the role of authority and the meaning of 
liberty. Will our food be delivered to us 
warranted by our rulers or shall we feed 
ourselves, with all the risks and joys 
that may entail? Its claim to the center 
heightened by fear since 9/11, authority 
appears for the moment to be holding the 
upper hand. Don’t bet on it to hold. In the 
arena of food rights this is playing out as a 
coordinated, if low-key, almost clandestine 
campaign by federal officials in the Food 
and Drug Administration to heighten scru-
tiny of all food production and exchange. 
The venues are many as FDA dangles 
extra-budgetary inducements before state 
agriculture and public health officials in 
return for their taking the lead in pressur-
ing maverick farmers who are responding 
to a huge surge in interest for raw milk, 
fermented foods, and many traditional but 

uninspected farm products such as meat, 
butter, and cream (and to the farmers’ own 
economic struggles to survive in a com-
modity marketplace).
 It’s understandable that the feds would 
seek to cover their tracks and throw off 
journalistic attention from an often unsa-
vory pattern of aggressive enforcement 
for minor infractions. Some 9 million 
American drink raw milk regularly today, 
a number that has burgeoned several-fold 
in the past eight years. At the same time, 
food illnesses linked to raw milk continue 
to fall, running less than 1% of all food-

borne illnesses, between 25-200 cases 
per year nationwide). since most of those 
food choices have been made for intensely 
personal reasons (critical health issues), 
hold almost no risk for the general public, 
and have been made against significant 
forces of social disapproval and economic 
difficulty, that constituency would, if 
organized, represent a formidable politi-
cal force. For now, it remains divided and 
unaware of itself.
 Despite the lack of untarnished 
heroes—even the most sympathetic are 
conflicted, confused, or all too often 
intimidated by the heavy-handed pressure 

of government agents and attorneys—
Gumpert does a fine job of gathering to-
gether the threads of a story that ultimately 
reveals a halting and uneven movement 
toward popular sovereignty. Crackpot 
California food fetishists stand out as early 
protagonists in the struggle, pumping up 
wild organizational and financial dreams 
that appear sometimes half-successful and 
sometimes half-criminal. ordinary, hard-
working midwestern families are economi-
cally destroyed by vengeful agencies on 
thin grounds. Amish entrepreneurs manage 
to airdrop tons of raw-food contraband 
into exploding markets. And in a perfect 
parody of the national dilemma, loose-
lipped Capitol staffers, self-congratulatory 
at their success in marshalling illicit food 
flows, tip the FdA off to the source of 
raw and grassfed dairy products slipping 
into suburban Maryland from across the 
Mason-Dixon line.
 As the author himself points out, none 
of these local dramas has yet provided the 
“Rosa Parks moment” that will galva-
nize national awareness of injustice and 
distortions. But they may be laying the 
groundwork for national leadership and 
the right circumstances to come together. 
Confounding what we might want to think 
of as an historic inevitability (that people 
will by working together successfully 
assert their legitimate demand for food 
sovereignty), is the growing sophistica-
tion of centralized authority in disrupting 

social change. The torture here is low-key, 
though it partakes of moments of real pain 
and physical abuse, as people who lacked 
food retailing licenses are hauled off in 
cuffs, held on high bail, or thrown into 
notoriously harsh detention facilties. For 
the most part, intimidation has worked 
pretty well, as livelihoods are threatened 
or occasionally mangled, distrust, fear, and 
anxiety are sown, and the symbols of force 
(guns, armor, combat fatigues, judicial 
confiscation) are used to instill obedience.
 A key step in subverting the official 
program will be shifting the political 
struggle from the shoulders of farmer pro-

Reviews

Gumpert does a fine job of gathering together the 
threads of a story that ultimately reveals a halting 
and uneven movement toward popular sovereignty.
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ducers onto a mass of consumers whose 
votes and voices together can turn the tide.
 More hopeful are the odd stories of 
uprising local power: an Indiana sheriff 
threatens to arrest federal agents if they 
continue to inspect and harass local Men-
nonite farmer vernon Herschberger in his 
county. Then the sheriff’s defiant letter to 
the uS attorney seems to have the effect of 
unhinging a Detroit grand jury convened 
to indict the farmer. And later, the sheriff 
wins awards from a national association of 
sheriffs standing up for local rights. Simi-
lar noises have emerged recently during 
the debate on gun rights as Colorado sher-
iffs promised not to enforce federal legis-
lation, and more occasions may surface as 

the struggle over marijuana liberalization 
continues. Four Maine towns, beginning 
with Sedgwick, pass Food Sovereignty 
ordinances, some unanimously adopted, 
pre-empting state regulations against pri-
vate producer-consumer food exchanges. 
A Minnesota jury acquits farmer Alvin 
Schlangen of three charges brought by 
the state regulators, declaring the legal 
interpretations of the Dept. of Agriculture 
“absurd.”
 We can best understand these diverse 
phenomena in the context of the industri-
alization of the food system and the late 
19th century amalgamating and central-
izing of that great economy of nature. As 
capital organized food production, and 
cities grew enormously from the availabil-
ity of fossil fuels, what had been routine 
processes of local life expanded in scale 
and became subject to a wide range of 
abuses. The earliest feedlots were city 
stables and stockyards where dairy cattle 
were fed spent distillers grain. Forced 
against their distaste to eat the putrid, wet, 
and alcoholic grains by the witholding of 
water, the cattle, their stomachs meant for 
grass, sickened as their rumen soured and 
their milk became tainted. Progressive Era 
policies leading to the establishment of the 
FDA were an improvement. over the past 
century, more and more areas of common 

life were brought under government scru-
tiny in an attempt to balance the corrosive 
influences of ever-greater energy flows. 
Political power moved upward as a once 
diverse federalist system fell increasingly 
in thrall to the power of great wealth. Dare 
we say Citizens united?
 Now that energy supplies are declin-
ing, food is again in the vanguard of a 
movement to relocalize the economy, and 
more broadly to claw back power to the 
local level. This is inevitable but will not 
happen without struggle. FDA dairy chief 
John Sheehan may well owe his zeal-
ous antipathy toward raw milk to family 
stories of an aunt who died young from 
milk fever a century ago. The Irish are 

slow to forgive. In general, the custodians 
of our early industrial mores hold tightly 
to their charge. Public health officials are 
earnest defenders of the flush toilet—even 
though it is killing us slowly—because 
once the lack of proper removal of wastes 
from human settlements killed us quickly. 
Certainly the climate of fear and the mili-
tarization of society that were consciously 
expanded by the Cheney-Bush cabal in 
2001 have contributed to some of the 
bizarre night raids, multi-agency attacks, 
and heavy-handed seizures against some 
of society’s most unlikely villains: Amish 
farmers whose religious beliefs discourage 
them from either violence or involvement 
with the courts, and whose ‘crimes’ seem 
to consist of selling nutrient-dense foods 
to grateful, even hungry customers.
 This is not a how-to book, but it does a 
great deal to clarify a vitally important de-
velopment for local economy. Gumpert’s 
fair-minded reportage (even his authori-
tarian ‘villains’ are hardly caricatures but 
seem rather complicated and ordinary hu-
man beings caught in a bureaucratic blind 
and using their habituated if outdated con-
cerns to further bolster their power) brings 
us nearly up-to-date in a fast-moving 
story. It should help us all to play a greater 
role. This is one for the public library.     ∆

Over the past century, more and more areas 
of common life were brought under government 
scrutiny in an attempt to balance the corrosive 
influences of ever-greater energy flows. 

Stop Before 
the Basement
Review by Michael Pilarski

DMITRY ORLOV 
The Five Stages of Collapse: 
Survivors’ Toolkit
New Society. Gabriola Isl. BC. 2013.
280 pp. paper. $19.95.

DMITRy oRloV’S NEW BooK just 
arrived in my mailbox and I promptly 

read it. I have been reading the author for 
years now and consider him to have one 
of the most penetrating insights into the 
current crises of the world and what is 
likely to happen as they develop further. 
Permaculturists in general have a very 
good idea of the problems the world faces, 
and in my opinion have the most practical 
ideas on how we can adapt ourselves out 
of the current mess, both individually and 

collectively. Permaculture is about solu-
tions. Alas, very few people are listening 
to permaculture’s solutions yet and so we 
are almost certainly going to go through 
at least some of the stages of collapse that 
orlov describes. Many parts of the world 
are already in various stages of collapse. 
Take a look at the list of countries by 
Failed States Index. (http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/list_of_countries_by_Failed_
states_Index). even within supposedly 
stable countries there are pockets of col-
lapse already, especially in big city slums 
and among the growing numbers of disen-
franchised people.
  The book’s subtitle “Survivors’ 
Toolkit” is one of the reasons I recom-
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collapse. 3. Political collapse, 4. Social 
collapse; and 5. Cultural collapse. For 
each of these the author provides a case 
study, ranging from the Icelanders who 
threw their bankers in jail and have come 
through Stage 1 collapse relatively eas-
ily, to the Ik of central Africa, who after 

years of living in Stage 5 prove the awful 
proposition that humans can survive with 
almost no culture. The Ik abandon their 
children at age 3 to fend for themselves 
collectively in roving bands wherein they 
are abused and terrorized. In between we 
learn about Russian mobsters, the Pashtun 
tribe in Afghanistan, and Gypsy culture. 
Most Westerners would not find any of 
these later stages of collapse particularly 
palatable.
  An optimistic person will recognize 
that the first three stages can open up 
avenues for society to create new and 
better structures and thus to avoid the later 

mend you read it. orlov gives some good 
advice on how to survive whatever scale 
of collapse happens to your region. What 
it boils down to is building a network of 
relationships with trusted people in your 
neighborhood and area. Whom can you 
trust? Who will keep their word? Building 

mutual support networks is imperative. 
Selling your labor in the job market to buy 
everything you need from the impersonal, 
globalized market will be less and less ten-
able for more and more people. Growing 
food, making and repairing the things you 
need, setting up local barter systems, etc. 
is the path of the future. We need to with-
draw our support from and dependence 
on global supply lines and help others to 
do so too. “Forewarned is forearmed” is 
an old saying that encapsulates why you 
should read this book. 
  The five stages that Orlov describes 
are. 1. Financial collapse, 2. Commercial 

All Dressed Up
Review by Peter Bane

TRAVIS BECK
Principles of Ecological 
Landscape Design
Island Press. Wash. DC. 2013.
280 pp. paper. illus. $40.00

THIs AdMIrABLe BOOK has many 
virtues and few flaws. Permaculture 

teachers and interested lay readers will 
find it a useful guide to contemporary eco-
logical science. Beck is a permaculturally 
trained designer and landscape architect 
with roots in Colorado and ohio who is 
now employed at the New york Botanical 
Garden, and his broad range of experience 
informs the book’s clear recommenda-
tions.
 Ten meaty chapters begin by looking 
at plant selection and placement from the 
lens of biogeography (plant origins) and 
conclude by urging the reader to engage 
actively in assisting plants and plant 

An optimistic person will recognize that the first 
three stages can open up avenues for society to 
create new and better structure…

communities to migrate to new habitats 
in response to the difficulties posed by 
climate change. Throughout, the science 
is good and the references are extensive. I 
found little to quarrel with save a certain 
too conventional approach to so-called 
“invasive” species. It seems to me that 
the literature on which Beck depends for 

his conclusions here may be too narrow a 
selection, while the conclusion that “inva-
sives” are a major cause of native plant ex-
tinction is extremely dubious, but his chart 
for assessing exotics will nevertheless 
prove useful to many designers, helping 
as it does to sort between those that have 
low-risk of creating disturbances and spe-
cies that stand a good chance of escaping 
cultivation.
 Even though permaculture’s grassroots 
education system has dished up many of 
the same conclusions that Beck comes to 
through the scientific literature, I enjoyed 
learning the science, including some new 
language. Plants, for example, are said to 
have varying life history strategies with 
three major categories being competi-
tors (those that grow fast and garner large 
amounts of resource), stress-tolerators 
(the ones that take the crumbs and endure), 
and ruderals (which move readily to new 
territory). The concept of fundamental and 
realized niches was also helpful. All plants 
can occupy a range of environmental con-
ditions when allowed—called their fun-

stages of collapse. But this won’t be easy. 
To quote orlov: “The best-case scenario is 
that the old rules are consigned to oblivion 
quickly and decisively. The public at 
large will not be the major impediment 
to making the necessary changes. Rather, 
it will be the vested interests at every 
level—the political class, the financial 
elite, professional associations, property 
and business owners and last, but not least, 
the lawyers—who will try to block them 
at every turn. They will not release their 
grip on society voluntarily, so it is best to 
make plans to forestall and thwart their 
efforts. When taking part in community 
organizing activities, if your envisioned 
community is to survive the transition to a 
post-collapse existence, it is important to 
keep in mind one vital distinction: is this 
community going to operate under the old 
rules or the new rules? The old rules will 
not work, but the new ones might, depend-
ing on what they are. you might want to 
give the new rules some thought ahead of 
time, perhaps even test them out under the 
guise of emergency preparation training.”
  This brings to mind the work the 
permaculture-informed organization, 
local 2020, is doing in Port Townsend, 
Washington. https://12020.org/Home.      ∆ 
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No Fine Print
Review by John Wages
 
CAROL PEPPE HEWITT
Financing Our Foodshed: 
Growing local food 
with slow money
New Society, Gabriola Isl. BC. 2013. 
224 pp. paper. $17.95.

TeACHInG By exAMPLe is some-
thing Carol Peppe Hewitt does very 

well. Financing Our Foodshed is filled 
with stories from the road—the Slow 
Money Road—about the author’s expe-
riences as one of the founders of Slow 
Money North Carolina. Before reading 
this book, I’d imagined most borrowers 
were small farmers in need of tools like 
seeders, materials for hoophouses, or 
perhaps tractor repairs. Instead, we find 
that Slow Money loans cover an amazing 
range of endeavors in the new, re-localiz-
ing economy. We hear about beekeepers, 
local bakeries, nano-breweries and distill-
eries, organic cotton T-shirt makers, farm 
tours, delivery services for local produce, 
and many others who received low-
interest (and low principal) slow-money 
loans. We also learn about businesses that 
refinanced their usurious conventional 
loans with slow-money loans on more 
favorable terms. These very personal 

damental niches—but typically are found 
in much more constrained habitats due to 
competition from other plants nearby—the 
realized niche. Think of this dichotomy 
exemplified by the inner hippie known to 
most as a gray-suited businessman.
 The author’s language is clear and 
correct, and the professional tone is made 
more accessible by some friendly twists of 
vernacular as he refers to aggressive plants 
as “thugs” or “green bullies,” while more 
restrained species may be thought of as 
“shrinking violets.” Comparing multi-
functionality in landscapes, he frankly 
condemns lawns and corn monocultures as 

“lousy” at providing habitat.
 High-quality black-and-white pho-
tographs and drawings enliven the text, 
though at $40 for a book of this size, I 
have been spoiled by some publishers’ ca-
pacity in similar formats to provide color 
elements. They would have been spectacu-
lar here.
 Among the many and wide-ranging 
examples upon which Beck draws, I know 
personally of permaculture involvement 
with at least two. Readers may be expect-
ed to understand this about the illustration 
of the forest garden at the Central Rocky 
Mountain Permaculture Institute, where 
Director Jerome osentowski is credited 
with achieving high levels of fertility 
through the use of animals, a strategy the 
author here clearly endorses. less obvious 
were the permaculture roots of a Minneso-
ta example showing the Bruce Blair family 
home and its creative response to periodic 
inundation of the low-lying landscape sur-
rounding the house. Permaculture designer 
Keith Johnson did the initial plan for this 
challenging terrain which uses strategi-
cally placed hedges to slow floodwaters, 
harvest silt, and prevent damage to the 
structure.
 Among this book’s greatest strengths 
are its tight editing and splendid layout. 
Pages provide ample white space to offset 
the text blocks. The subheads are strik-
ingly useful at summarizing the book’s 

contents. These pithy assessments and 
instructions offer clear guidance to the 
reader: “Ecotypes are Adapted to local 
Environments,” “Competitively Exclude 
Weeds,” “Meet Plant Fertility Needs 
Through Nutrient Cycling,” and “use 
Disturbance as a Management Tool.”
 Those who teach permaculture design 
would, I think, benefit from the nuanced 
discussion of competition and commu-
nity that Beck offers in chapters 2 and 3. 
Such classical concepts as population, 
succession, and trophic levels are also 
well explored. I appreciate that the author 
takes an active stance toward landscape 

development and management, and while 
the audience of the book is likely meant to 
be professional land managers of public 
spaces, he does not shy away from using 
examples of private and even edible land-
scapes, as if these are indeed as normal as 
the privet hedge once was.
 Animal and insect interactions, rain-
water harvesting, and many strategies 
common to permaculture design appear 
throughout the text, even though the P-
word is not to be found in the index. No 
mind, the traces are all there, and we will 
find Beck’s work a useful contribution to 
our own over the long-term. Particularly 
telling are his recommentations to “let 
Ecosystems Self-Design,” which sounds 
very much like the assisted evolution 
permaculture designers are seeking in 
systems for domestic and community self-
reliance. A worthy companion and refer-
ence for the landscaper, this book deserves 
to reach a larger audience than it intends.∆

…the traces [of permaculture design] are all there, 
and we will find Beck’s work a useful contribution to 
our own over the long-term.

stories, with photos of the people involved 
in some cases, bring a new dimension to 
investment. In the world of Slow Money, 
a loan is an investment in dollars, but also 
an investment in community, as both bor-
rower and lender deepen their vesting in 
the community.
 Slow Money NC has a can-do attitude. 
When faced with a prospective borrower 
who needed $400,000 (to refinance a bank 
loan for a local coop grocery), which was 
ten times as much as the group had lent 
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over coming years. He offers the reader 
both a measure of hope and a sense of 
tough love. The answers and responses 
that may work are not guaranteed, nor will 
results be immediate, but devotion to task 
and diligent work present the only path 
forward.

No Whinging
Review by Peter Bane

GARY PAUL NABHAN
Growing Food 
in a Hotter, Drier Land
Lessons from desert farmers 
on adapting to climate uncertainty
Chelsea Green. White River Jct. VT. 2013. 
272 pp. paper. full color. illus. $29.95.

NABHAn, professor at Northern 
Arizona university, Kellogg Chair at 

the university of Arizona, and the author 
of many fine monographs on ecological 
subjects, is both articulate and conversant 
in permaculture design. This slender and 
attractive volume brings together many 
threads of his professional work and 
personal life to present a pithy and poetic 
guide to climate adaptation. Based on the 
traditional knowledge of desert farmers 
from the uS-Mexico borderlands, the 
Sahara, oman (whence his own ancestors 
hail), Tajikistan, and the Pamir ranges and 
Gobi Desert of northwest China, he makes 
a succinct case that climate change will 
continue to demand our whole attention 

up until then, they didn’t just say, “We 
don’t make loans that big,” but instead 
cobbled together 16 shares at $25,000 
each. Now, what bank would do that? In 
fact, most banks don’t make very small 
business loans at all. The returns aren’t 
high enough, and the risk is too great. 
 At the crossroads between Slow 
Food and Slow Money, the devil is in the 
details. And that’s where Financing Our 

Foodshed falls short. I kept reading, turn-
ing page after page, drawn into the inspir-
ing stories of real people, but also looking 
for interest rates, terms, perhaps example 
promissory notes—the meat and bones of 
an investment. Because that’s what we’re 
talking about here—investments, not gifts. 
Granted, an investment in something we 
deeply care about is quite different from 
buying a CD, opening a money market 
account, or tapping into the Facebook 

IPo. Still, I’m sure that not a single lender 
wanted to lose money. And so, we need 
to know how it’s done and how to do it 
right—maybe even some hints at how to 
do it better. What has Slow Money NC 
learned from its mistakes? How does a 
lender vet a prospective borrower? Is 
there a formal application process? Eye-
popping flavor is great, but what about 
those monthly payments? What about the 

economics? While it does cover, by way 
of examples, some of these questions, this 
book would have benefitted from a bit 
more of this kind of nuts-and-bolts infor-
mation.
 Perhaps the author’s message, deliv-
ered obliquely by these omissions, is that 
it’s more important to know the borrower 
personally, and to know many people in 
the community who have connections to 

the borrower, than it is to have a lot of 
numbers on an application. The track re-
cord for repayment seems impressive and 
a testament to the power of personal rela-
tions. The implications are enormous and 
cry out for research to compare default 
rates of conventional vs. Slow Money 
loans—succulent fodder for a graduate 
dissertation.
 of course, payments sometimes 
weren’t made on time, and a few loans 
were not repaid. I could certainly relate 
to one borrower who was unable to repay 
his loan for a pastured poultry operation. 
Gwen and I did this ourselves and grew 
to 500 birds per cycle, before, suddenly, 
our buyer declared bankruptcy and failed 
to pay his last invoice for birds we had 
already delivered. luckily, we hadn’t bor-
rowed any money to finance our operation.
 The vision is certainly compelling. If 
each of us made a loan, we could not only 
help small farmers and their allies, but also 
get a return. In these days of near-zero 
interest rates, why not take a chance on 
the local economy for a 1-2% return? The 
stories in this book show us the way.       ∆

…we need to know how it’s done and how to do it 
right—maybe even some hints as how to do it better. 

 In each chapter he draws on a field 
study among one of the various ethnic 
farm communities, presented as a “Par-
able,” then derives “Principles and 
Premises” from which to innovate, and 
follows these with “Planning and Prac-
tices,” suggesting in detail how to apply 
the lessons. The text is enriched through-
out with excellent photographs and many 
stories, some inset as sidebars, others told 
as warm-ups to the chapter meat. The 
assembly is rich, at once passionate and 
precise.
 Descended from omani hill tribes-
man on the Arabian Peninsula, born of 
lebanese parents and named after his 
hometown in the Hoosier state, Gary 
may be the peripatetic Music Man who 
holds out to American farmers a new lease 
on life. His fine writing gives us fresh 
and thoughtful examples of harvesting 
floodwater and organic matter, the use of 
efficient irrigation, means for reducing 
heat stress through shading and stacking 
of plant layers, and formulas for augment-
ing microbial activity and thus fertility 
and water-holding capacity in soils. These 
opening chapters flow into more plant and 
engineering recommendations for guilds, 
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him deeper and deeper into work sustain-
ing and regenerating food systems and 
agroecosystems. More readers should be 
aware of his work as the editor of the mag-
nificent collection, Renewing America’s 
Food Traditions. As with so many others 
I respect, he recognizes that biodiversity 
and cultivation can increase hand-in-
hand. Nor is he timid about referencing 
permaculture, which appears repeatedly 
in the book’s second half. The glossary 
defines it well, and also gives an explana-
tion of permaculture zones. I personally 
appreciate the bridging effort; Mollison 

the use of succulents on terrace edges, and 
detailed recommendations for quick-ma-
turing crops and how to support pollina-
tors. The book concludes with a plea for 
reforming our food systems which have 
done so much to bring on the ecological 
and climate crises that we must now, belat-
edly, address.
 Nabhan himself farms near Patagonia, 
Arizona, cultivating 70 varieties of desert-
adapted fruits and nuts. His property is 
also adjacent the 60-acre seed garden of 
Native Seeds/Search, the seed conserva-
tion organization he helped to found. Tales 

It is not too much to imagine the day coming 
when permaculture-informed research 
and thinking of the sort Nabhan has given here 
is the norm in agronomy…

and Holmgren did much of the kind of re-
search into agroecosystems that the author 
has pursued; they generated many similar 
recommendations. At the top of his profes-
sion and fully familiar with permaculture 
systems thinking, Nabhan has no need to 
protect his reputation from sniping by the 
small-minded. 
 Wrapped in a handsome package of 
color pages, peppered with intriguing and 
well-told stories, and supported with a 
generous layer of agronomic recommen-
dations, this book deserves our welcome 
as the newest addition to a much-needed 
literature of agroecology. It is not too 
much to imagine the day coming when 
permaculture-informed research and 
thinking of the sort Nabhan has given us 
here is the norm in agronomy—no longer 
something that needs to be hyphenated or 
parenthesized—and the era of chemicals 
and tillage will be justly consigned to the 
dustheap of history.          ∆

from his own experience weave graciously among 
stories of native farmers from around the world. But 
the book derives its strength from the scientist as well 
as the storyteller. Extensive charts in the second half 
provide listings of Crop Water needs, runoff Co-effi-
cients for various surfaces, Succulent Edible Perennials, 
Low-Chill Fruits and nuts, early-Maturing, Heat-Tol-
erant Annuals, Perennials and Vines to provide nectar, 
and Habitat needs of Pollinators. As if this impressive 
marshalling of data were not enough, Nabhan gives us 
prescriptions for a range of fences and weirs, detailed 
engineering specs for building terrace retaining walls (a 
little hard to follow without drawings), and importantly, 
methods for testing species in companion cropping 
and polyculture plantings. All of these will be useful in 
many contexts. As the author points out repeatedly, not 
all the answers for a hotter future will come from the 
desert, nor will the techniques and strategies he offers 
be applicable only there. 
 Venturing into new territory, he gives himself per-
mission to invent new language. I leave it to the reader 
to determine for herself whether and fredge and vedge 
are likely to enter the vocabulary of ecological cultiva-
tors when they wish to talk of field edges, hedgerows, 
or vines on fences. Permaculture adopted the use of  
fedge to indicate a food-bearing hedgerow some 30 
years ago, and though it has been used sometimes in 
written work, I’ve seldom heard it in conversation. At 
least his coinages have the virtue of Anglo-Saxon form; 
the alternative in Nahuatl, tlaquaxochquetza, may or 
may not be melodious, depending on the speaker, but it 
will never roll off the tongue as easily.
 Nabhan has never been a narrow thinker: his 
ecological training and personal values have drawn 
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EVENTS

Permaculture Design Course
British Columbia
 Dates: August 18-31 
 Location:  Winlaw, BC
 Description: Learn the basic Permaculture 
design principles and techniques and develop 
the practical skills to create and implement sus-
tainable designs for ecological landscape and 
backyard. This two-week (full-time) intensive 
training combines theory with practical hands-
on activities. 
 Instructors: Gregoire Lamoureux & guests.
 Cost:  Early-bird CAN $950; 
  CAN $1,050 after. 
     Contact: Gregoire Lamoureux
  spiralfarm@yahoo.com
                    http://www3.telus.net/permaculture

Send Event and Calendar Listings for Issue #90 (November)
Appropriate Technology

by the September 1st deadline to:
Address: pcaeditor@comcast.net

Permaculture Design Course
Northwest
 Dates: August 3-18
 Location: Tonasket, WA
 Description: Participate in a two-week de-
sign course located on a beautiful and secluded 
200-acre homestead in the Okanogan Valley. 
This immersion course combines hands-on 
learning with classroom education to cover 
topics including permaculture ethics and prin-
ciples, design methodology, observation skills, 
site analysis and whole system design, peren-
nial and annual food systems, agroforestry, 
grafting, plant propagation, herbalism, water 
harvesting, alternative energy, and natural 
building. 
 Instructors: Michael Pilarski, Joseph 
  Willging, and guests.
 Cost:  $1,000 before 6/1; $1,250 after.  
  Includes food and camping;  
  scholarships avail., $250 non- 
  refundable deposit required. 
 Contact: Joseph Willging
  360-913-2242
                druidsgrovepermaculture@gmail.com

IPC-11
Cuba
 Dates: November 11-December 4
 Location:  CUBA
 Description: Roster of Events: 
• International Pc Design Course: Nov. 11-24; 
• Conference Dinner and Gala, November, 24; 
• Intl. Permaculture Conference; Nov. 25-27;
• Visit to Urban Permaculture sites, Nov. 28. 
• Convergence, November 29-December 3, 
      Los Cocos, Mayabeque, Cuba. 
• Permaculture Tours from December 4th.
 For pre-packaged tours, visit: 
www.ecocubanetwork.net/permaculture. 
Contact: Pamela Montanaro. pam@
ecocubanetwork.net.
     Contact: María Caridad Cruz Hernández
  info@ipc11cuba.com
  http://www.ipc11cuba.com/

13th Annual Course
Permaculture Teacher Training
Oregon
 Dates: August 7-13
 Location: Cottage Grove, OR
 Description: Empower yourself to advocate 
for change through whole systems teaching and 
design. In this dynamic and interactive course, 
you will learn significant teaching techniques 
to communicate Permaculture principles and 
strategies in a wide variety of settings. This 
Teacher Training unfolds as a design methodol-
ogy and advocates the Permaculture Design 
Course Curriculum. 
 Our goal is to encourage and inspire your 
unique strengths and talents by demonstrat-
ing diverse teaching methods such as lecture, 
facilitating class discussion, storytelling, using 
visual aids, and hands-on projects. In this 
setting of active learning, you will experience 
essential practice by preparing and co-teaching 
multiple presentations.
  As a final course project the class will 
organize, promote, and present a workshop to 
the public.
  Permaculture Design Course Certificate or 
Instructor’s approval is prerequisite.
 Instructors: Jude Hobbs, Andrew Millison,  
  and guests
 Cost:  $925, includes materials, 
  meals, and camping.
 Contact: cascadiapc@gmail.com
  ww.cascadiapermaculture.com

Permaculture Design Course
Ecuador
 Dates: November 15-24
 Location: Vilcabamba, ECUADOR
 Description: Known as the sacred valley of 
the Wilco tree, Vilcabamba is ledgendary for 
longevity. In one of the most biodiverse places 
on Earth, this course will provide deep ances-
tral knowledge from the rich Quechua
agricultural heritage of Fernando and Laura 
Santillan, directors of the  Yachay Wasi garden 
school in Quito and the Pakarinka Center for 
Indigenous Tradition in Otavalo. Multi-story 
polycultures are nothing new to these plant 
wisdom-holders!
 This 90-hour course will weave the interna-
tionally accepted curriculum for the PC certifi-
cate together with the sustainability techniques 
that emerge from the the heart of the Andes. 
Additional focus will be on natural building 
fusion of Earthbag/adobe/bamboo/thatch roof-
ing, site design and planting designs based on 
natural patterns, and seed heritage preservation 
strategies. (www.willowwaypermaculture.com)
  Camping and vegetarian meals provided. 
A range of lodging is available within a 10 
minute drive.
 Instructors: Zia Parker
 Cost:  $1,200. Work-trade or 
  barter avail.
 Contact: Zia Parker
  ziaparker@yahoo.com 
  Skype: ziaparker

Permaculture Design Course
South Africa
 Dates: September 22-October 5
 Location: KwaZulu Natal Midlands
 Description: Located at the base of a moun-
tain from which pour many waterfalls—we 
are learning together in  a place where the land 
calls the spirit home, where wild animals roam, 
where the seasons colour the landscape gold 
and green, where the abundance of nature is 
seen.
 You will learn about permaculture design 
systems, water harvesting and storage, holistic
land management, waste and resource use, 
community economics, alternative/sustainable 
energy, organic food growing, food forests, ap-
propriate sanitation, natural building, and more.
 Instructors: Ewald Viljoen
 Cost: Based upon the number of  
  participants involved. Families  
  welcome.
 Contact: Samantha 
  ntabamama@gmail.com 
  083-599-4792
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Learn Permaculture 
on the Lake Michigan shore 

this August 16-24
with Peter Bane 
& Keith Johnson

steprometheus@yahoo.com

Seed Saving Focus
Permaculture Design Course
Southern Oregon
 Dates: September 8-21
 Location: Ashland, OR
 Description: This intensive gives you hands-
on permaculture plus experience in harvesting, 
threshing, and winnowing wet and dry seeds 
at a working permaculture farm. Restoration 
Farm surrounds you with inspiring permacul-
ture design ideas from urban to broadscale, 
giving a holistic view of how to make a 
sustainable livelihood from the land. You gain 
real-world design experience with your group 
design project and from being on a working 
seed farm. A typical day is half classroom and 
half outdoors, hands-on activities. We will get 
our hands dirty: bring your work clothes and 
get ready to learn by doing. Includes camping 
and three vegetarian meals per day.
 Instructors: Chuck Burr and Larry Korn
 Cost:  $1,350 until 8/9; $1,550 after 
 Contact: Southern Oregon Pc Institute 
  Chuck Burr
  541-201-2688
  courses@sopermaculture.org
  www.sopermaculture.org

6th Annual Northwest
Permaculture Convergence
Oregon
 Dates: August 2-4
 Location: Ashland, OR
 Description: Hands-on events will be be 
hosted all three days at the Pacific University 
and at B-Street Farm. The convergence features 
author Carol Deppe as well as keynotes by 
Don Tipping of Siskyou Seeds, and Andrew 
Millison of Beaver State Permaculture. A Com-
munities in Action Panel with Jenny Pell, Jan 
Spencer and others will also convene. Skill-
sharing, and Children’s Programs and, Live 
Music are among the activities. Vendors will be 
present, so bring your wallet.
 Contact: 
               http://www.northwestpermaculture.org

Permaculture Design Course
Northern California
 Dates:  Sept. 28-October 11
 Location: Occidental, CA
 Description: You will learn the ethics, prin-
ciples, and practices of “permanent culture” by 
exploring topics such as permaculture theory, 
food diversity, soil enrichment, water use, ero-
sion control, natural building, organic garden-
ing, forest farming, and more. 
 Instructors: Brock Dolman
  and Kendall Dunnigan 
 Cost:  $1,650; $100 off if registered  
  three weeks in advance
     Contact: 707-874-1557 x 101
  oaec@oaec.org
  www.oaec.org

Four-Seasons
Permaculture Design Course
California Bay Area
 Dates: October 2013-September 2014
 Location: Bolinas, CA
 Description: This course meets once a 
month for one year. In our permaculture design 
course, you will learn how to use permaculture 
principles and ecological systems to transform 
the home and its surroundings, communi-
ties, and even economic and global poltical 
movements toward health and vibrancy. By 
integrating homes, gardens, neighbors and 
ever-outward, we are regenerating. 
 Instructors:  Penny Livingston-Stark 
  and Lydia Nielsen
 Cost:  $975 Early Bird/$1,100
 Contact: 415-868-9691
  info@regenerativedesign.org
  www.regenerativedesign.org

Four-Seasons
Permaculture Design Course
California
 Dates: November 2013-October 2014
 Location: Santa Cruz, CA
 Description: Hosted by the Santa Cruz Wal-
dorf School, you will learn how to observe and 
use the same principles that make ecological 
systems self-sustaining and apply them to inte-
grated homes and gardens through this once-a- 
month course. In addition, you will learn how 
to apply these principles to energy systems and 
water supplies, healthy communities, meaning-
ful and fulfilling work, ecological economies, 
and global political movements for change. 
 Cost:  $1,050 Early Bird/$1,185
 Contact: 415-868-9691
  info@regenerativedesign.org
  www.regenerativedesign.org

Quick-Start 
Booklet Series
$7 each postage paid, $25 for all 4.

• Water in the Home Landscape
• Building Living Soil
• Beekeeping Simplified
• Wild Fermentation
Compiled by the PcActivist and chock-full of 
information from the best minds in Pc.

 Permaculture Activist • POB 5516  
Bloomington IN 47407 • USA

Permaculture Design Course
California Bay Area
 Dates: August 29-September 13
 Location: Bolinas, CA
 Description: In our permaculture design 
course, you will learn how to observe and use 
the principles that make ecological systems 
self-sustaining to create integrated homes and 
gardens. In addition, you will learn how to 
apply these principles to energy systems and 
water supplies, healthy communities, meaning-
ful and fulfilling work, ecological economies, 
and global political moements for change. 
 Instructors:  Penny Livingston-Stark, Toby 
Hemenway, Brock Dolman
 Cost:  $1,450 Early Bird/$1,600
 Contact: 415-868-9691
  info@regenerativedesign.org
  www.regenerativedesign.org

Advanced Design Course
California
 Dates: October 7-10
 Location: Maricopa, CA
 Description: Applied Watershed Restoration. 
Acquire the critical skills needed to recognize 
the symptoms of land  degradation and their 
root causes. Learn to identify and prioritize  
the best opportunities to harvest runoff and 
improve watershed  health. Gain exposure to 
cutting-edge land-healing methods such as  
floodwater agroecology, induced meandering, 
natural channel design and others. Build on 
your landscape reading skills and learn to rec-
ognize the dynamic processes that drive natural 
systems. Deepen your design skills and learn 
to incorporate natural processes into designs to  
increase resilience and adaptability.  Develop 
the confidence and knowledge needed to make 
informed decisions about any water harvesting, 
erosion control or water management project 
you may  encounter. Participate in an intensive 
assessment process that leads to the design and 
construction of regenerative projects. We will  
turn erosion problems into water harvesting 
opportunities at Quail Springs.
 Instructors:  Craig Sponholtz
 Cost:  $1,050 Early Bird/$1,185
 Contact: Kolmi Majumdar
  805-886-7239
  info@quailsprings.org
  www.quailsprings.org
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Back Issues of The Permaculture Activist
I,1 July ‘85 Permaculture in Oz I,2 Nov.  ‘85 Fruit & Nut Trees
II,1 Feb. ‘86 Garden Design II,2 May ‘86 IPC-2 & Pc Courses
II,3 Aug. ‘86 2nd Int’l Pc Conference 
II,4 Nov. ‘86 Fukuoka, Keyline, Genetic Conservation, City Farms, Oceanic Pc
III,1 Feb. ‘87 Networking, Natural Farming, D-Q Univ., Children’s Permaculture
III,2 May ‘87 Wild Land Restoration III,3 Aug. ‘87 Annual Planting Cycle
III,4 Nov. ‘87 Trees for Life IV,1 Feb. ‘88 Marketing Pc Products
IV,2 May. ‘88 Urban-Rural Links, Economics & Community Development
IV,3 Aug. ‘88 Social Forestry, Gabions, Jap. Org. Ag., Producer/Consum. Coops
IV,4 Nov. ‘88 Multi-Story Tree Crops, Greening Dominican Repb., Runoff Gdns
V,1 Feb. ‘89 Permaculture: A Designers Manual, Tree Bank, Water in Pc
V,2 May. ‘89 Plant Guilds, Roof Gardens, Small Livestock
V,3 Aug. ‘89 Rainforest Conservation in Ecuador, Gaia, Weed Gardens
V,4 Nov. ‘89 Earthworks & Water Conservation: Small Dams, Ponds, Keyline
VI,1 Feb. ‘90 Household Greywater Systems, Soil Imprinting  ($5 each to here)
VI,2 May. ‘90 Insectary Plants, more Greywater, Land Use for people “     
VI,3 Aug. ‘90 Water: Forests & Atmosphere, Catchment, Pond Design
VI,4 Nov. ‘90 Urban Permaculture: EcoCity Conf., Soil Detox, Suburbs & Pc
#23 May ‘91 Politics of Diversity, Greenhouse Market Gdn, Pc in Nepal
#24 Oct. ‘91 Creativity in Design: Case Studies; Index to Issues #1-23
#25 Dec. ‘91 Design for Community: CSAs Restoring Forests; Garden Ecology
#26*May ‘92 Soil: Our Past, Our Future; Fertility, Worms, Cover Crops
#27*Aug ‘92 Integrating Pc: Deconstructing Utopia, Grassroots Organizing, 
   Garden Polyculture, Pattern Learning, Living Fences
#28*Feb. ‘93 Structures: Comm’ty Dsgn, LETS, Industry, Strawbale/Timber-frame Bldgs.
#29/30* Jul. ‘93 Networks: Media Revw, Rural Reconstruction, Leaf Concentrate, Comm’ty 
   Food Inits, Palestine Pc, Do-Nothing Educ, Feng Shui, Pc Academy
#31*May ‘94 Forest Gdng: Energy & Pc, Mushrm Cultvn, Robt.Hart’s F.G., Spp for 
   No. Cal., Alders, Agroforestry in Belize & China, Honeylocust, N-fixers
#32*Apr. ‘95 Animals & Aquaculture: Animal Polyculture, Small-scale Cattle, 
   Goat Dairy, Keyline, Feral chickens, Bee Plants, Constructed Wetlands
#33 Dec. ‘95 Cities & Their Regions: Green Cities, L.A. Ecovillage, MAGIC Gdns,
   CoHousing, Micro-Enterprise Lending, Suburban Conversion
#34 June ‘96 Useful Plants: Bamboo Polyculture, Medicinals, Pest Control, Root 
   Crops, Oaks, R. Hart’s F.G., Russian Plants, Regl. Plants, Sources
#35 Nov. ‘96 Village Design: Pattern Language, Consensus Democracy, Conflict, 
   Historic & New Villages, Planning for Tribe, Village Economics
#36*Mar. ‘97 Climate & Microclimate: Climate Change, Windbreaks, Low-Tech Sun
   Locator, Drylands, Cool Slopes, Straw-Clay Bldg. Round Beehive, Water Catch.
#37 Sept. ‘97 Tools & Appropriate Technology: Dowsing, Workbikes, Scythes,
   Japanese Saws, Nursery, Ferrocement, Greywater, A-frame & 
   Bunyip Levels, Ram Pump, Solar Toilet, Log Yoke, Cookstoves
#38*Feb. ‘98 Economic Transformation: Speculation, No Middle Class, Coops
   WWOOF, Global Warm’g, Hol. Fin. Plan’g. Land Use, Adopt-a-Hive
#39 Jul. ‘98 Knowledge, Pattern & Design: Pc Way of Seeing; Native Consvn
   Sand Dunes, Language-Worldview-Gender, Patterning Process,—>

   Land-Use Planning, Teaching Pc, Vietnam, Holmgren on Pc
#40*Dec. ‘98 New Forestry: Regl. Devl., Horselogging, Menominee Reservation,
   Forest Investing, Restoration, Old Growth, Homestead Tenure, Forest 
   Soils, Forest Farming, Woody Agric., Rainforests, Windbreaks, Coppice
#41*May ‘99 Natural Building: Oregon Cob, Cordwood, Bamboo, Thatch, Ethics,
   High Winds, Origins of Conflict, Greenhouses, Ponds, Adobe, Road
   Bldg, MicroHydro, Bldgs. That Live, Under $20K Houses, Dreams
#42 Dec. ‘99 Self-Reliance & Community Cooperation: Co-Intelligence & Self-
   Orgn., Archetype Design, Sovereignty, Samoa, Mondragon, Natural
   Hous’g, Comm. Gdns., Zone Zero, Solar Electric Tractor, Beekeeping
#43*June ‘00 Food & Fiber: Hunger, Ferments, Seasonal Salad, Heirlooms, Fencing
   Self-Fertile Gdns, Rice Revolt’n, Cold-Climate Food, Edible Insects,
   Chilies, Food Origins, Garlic, Ethnobotany, Wild Food, Bamboo, Hemp
#44 Nov. ‘00 Earthworks & Energy: Spreader Drain, Horse Swales, Earth Dams, 
   Machinery, Carpet-lined Ponds, Constr. Wetlands, Biogas, Windmills
#45 Mar. ‘01 Medicine & Health: World & Self, Healthy Home, Designing Care,
   Ayurveda, Agents of Decay, Comn. Health Centres, Women Trad. Med.
   4th World Apothecary, Healing Weeds, Medicinal Crops, Hawaiian Bot’ls
#46 July ‘01 Good Work & Right Livelihood: Pc Golf Course, Downsize Cost of 
   Living, New Forest Economy, Energy Currency, Buddhist Mktg, End 
   Wage Slavery, What’s Surplus?, Urban Community, Enterprise Facil’n
#47 June ‘02 Watersheds: Water4Sale, Basins o’Relations, Watershed Devl, Gabions, 
   Urban Runoff, Beavers, Skywater Ctr, Consvn. Investmt, Peat Bogs, Rabbits
#48*Sept ‘02 Making Changes: Co-Intelligent Activism, Webs of Power, Urban
   Food, How to Change, Teaching for Change, Global Transform’n, 
   City Repair, Escaping Job Trap, Argentine Recovery, Costa Rica Pc
#49 Dec. ‘02 Where is Permaculture? Land-Rent Reform, 10 N. Amer. Sites, Cuban Ag, 
   Rainbow Vall. NZ, Cacti/Succulents, Animal Self-Meds, Challenge to Pc
#50 May ‘03 Ecosystems: Holmgren on Pc Mvmt, Hazelip & Syng. Ag, Chestnuts/
   Pigeons, Oak Savannas, Root Crop Polycultures, Alders, Fungal Ecosys.
   Humans & Wilderness, Indoor Ecosystems, Humid Tropics
#51 Jan ‘04 Trad’l. Knowledge & Regeneration: Cataclysm & Collective Memory
   Genome Wisdom, Waru Waru, Biosculpture, Inuit Medc, Ferment’d Stimulants
#52 May ‘04 Aquaculture: EcoAquac, Fish4Health, Dowsing, Pond Design, Grey-
   water Biotreatment, N. Amer. Polyculture, Manage for Native Spp,
   Integrated Village Fisheries, Vietnam
#53 Aug. ‘04 Education: Lifelong Learning, Edge-ucation, Albany Free School, 
   Indigenous Ed. & Ecology, Ecocentric Pedagogy, School Gardens
   & Dances, Ecology of Learning, Brain Gym
#54 Nov. ‘04 Fire & Catastrophe: Design Beyond Disaster; New Opportunities;
   Globalization; Invasion Biology; Street Orchards; Community Food
   Security, Floodwaters Rising, Disrupted Climates
#55 Feb. ‘05 Learning from Our Mistakes: Petrol Dependcy, Village Design, Austral.
   Lessons, RTFM!, Trial&Error, Forestry Expmts, Owner-Bldr, 10 Mistaken Ideas in Pc
#56 May ‘05 Tree Crops & Guilds: Pine Nuts, Tree Vege, Acorns, Am. Chestnut,  
   Honeylocust Silvopasture, Broadscale AgroFor, Bamboo, Willow, Socl. For.

Permaculture Design Course
Southern Minnesota
 Dates: August 26-September 2
 Location: Clarks Grove, MN
 Description: Join us for an intensive, hands-on course in the Upper 
Midwest. Learn a practical, Mollison-based curriculum. Study the prin-
ciples of permaculture in an oak-shaded classroom, and get your hands 
dirty every day as we learn by doing. We’ll talk about plant interactions, 
aquaculture, swales and rainwater catchment, eco-gardening techniques 
and much more, applicable to small- or large-scale permaculture proj-
ects. With nature as our guide, we can live a more restorative lifestyle.
 Instructors: Wayne Weiseman
 Cost:  $995 
  Includes meals and tent or RV camping
 Contact: Center for Deep Ecology
  PDC2013@CenterForDeepEcology.org
  CenterForDeepEcology.org

Advanced Design Course
California
 Dates: October 27-November 9
 Location: Maricopa, CA
 Description: Immerse yourself in permaculture action with this 14-
day learning  journey! Share the joy of community learning together 
and changing the world. Take home the ability to design and apply 
natural  principles to create stable and resilient systems yielding food, 
water, shelter, and energy while regenerating ecology, community, and 
economy. This 2-week course covers the permaculture curriculum and 
includes  hands-on learning in many applied topics that lead to  sustain-
ability for individuals, families, businesses and communities.
 Instructors:  Warren Brush and guests
 Cost:  $1,150 early bird by 8/20, $1,450 regular. Partial work  
  trade and payment plans avail.
 Contact: Kolmi Majumdar
  805-886-7239
  info@quailsprings.org
  www.quailsprings.org
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#57 Aug. ‘05 20th Anniv.: Challenges & Changes, USA Pc, Hawai’i Retrospect; Perma-
   tecture; Pc’s Soft Edge; Gaia U; PINC; Oil Depl; IPC-7; Retrofit Suburbs
#58 Nov. ‘05 Urban Pc: Urban/Rural Futures; City Zones & Sectors; Growing 
   Food; Detroit Visionaries; Rebldg. New Orleans & Everywhere;
   Transforming a Military Base; Workers Co-op; Energy Descent.
#59 Feb. ‘06 Peak Oil: Eco-Collapse & Trauma; Thom Hartmann; Pathways for
   Energy Descent; How Cuba Survived; Oil & Food; Biofuels; 
   Algae for Fuel; Relocalize!
#60 May ‘06 Land Use Past & Present: Sust.Ag an Oxymoron?, Negev Bedouin, 
   East. Woodlands AgroForestry, Pc Heals in India, Arocsanti Land 
   Plan, Pop. Growth/Land Hunger, Mex. Reforestation, Rocky Mtns.
#61 Aug. ‘06 Unseen Kin-doms: Observation as Design Tool; Soil Food Web, Bees, 
   Mycelial Internet, D-I-Y Mycorrhizal Inoculum, Cover Crops as Bee 
   Forage, Earth Energies, Local Currencies, Dead Zones, Birds at Risk
#62 Nov. ‘06 Art of Permaculture: Painting, Writing & Pc; Ecoartists; Art, Acti-
   vism & Cmty; Street Theatre; Art & Bioremediation; Living Willow, 
   Body as Zone 0; Art of the Found; Water Magic; Pc in Pop Culture
#63 Feb. ‘07 Building & Technology: How to Dwell? Natural Bldg & the Law, 
   Bldg Code, Strawbale in China, Cob in Armenia, Integrated Solar 
   Heating, Cooking, Pumping; Self-Build, Nation-Scale Pc in Brazil
#64 May ‘07 Waste = Food: Throwaway Econ, Strategy of Salvage, Peak Soil,
   Pigs & Waste Mgmt; Bikes, Soil & Garbage; Farm as Organism, 
   Opportunistic Plants? Simple Biodigester, Waters of Spain, Vermiculture
#65 Aug. ‘07 Climate Change: Shrinking Seas, Forests’ Role in Climate, Urban 
   Forests, Making Trees Pay, Rainwater Harvst’g, Indoor Gdns, Water 
   Filtration, Changing Human Climate, De-Stabilizing Climate
#66 Nov. ‘07 Animals in Design: Jumbo Shrimp, Pawpaw Patch, Alpaca, Insects as 
   Food, Bees, Integrated NH Farm, Pastured Poultry & Rabbits, Urban 
   Livestock, Predator Restoration, Complementary Animals, Agrichar
#67 Feb. ‘08 Kids in Pc: School as Ecosystem, Pc Education, Pc to H.S. Students, 
   Tlaxcalan Kids Make Seedballs, Gardening Kids, Fostering 
   Research Skills, Bottled Water Boycotts, Feeding 8 Billion
#68 May ‘08 Plants on the Move: Rethinking Non-Natives, Forest Migration, 
   Black Walnuts, Saving Seed Savers, Grow a Cmty. Gdn, Neighbor-
   hood Greening, Healthy Honeybees, Biofuels & High Food Prices
#69 Aug. ‘08 Permaculture at Home: Hawai’ian Cmty; London Forest Gdn; 
   Suburban Renaissance; Calif. Campus; Phila. Orchards; Drinking 
   Roofwater; Floating Island Bioremed.; Bike Transport; Mississippi Pc
#70 Nov. ‘08 Ethics at Work: BAU is the Enemy; 13 Princ. of People Care; Pc in 
   Business; Ecovillages; White Man in India; Uganda Boarding School, 
   No Waste Principle; Qual. Control; City Farming w/Runoff; Amaranth
#71 Feb. ‘09 Working w/Earth: Hopewell Mound Water Mgmt, Belize, Road & Dam Bldg, 
   Keyline, NW AgroFor, Pc&Landscape Arch, Earthbag Bldg, Low-Watt Fridge
#72 May ‘09 The View from Abroad: War, Oil & Snails in Nigeria; Green Tech 
   Future, Ethiopian Water Mgmt.; Shrinking Forests; Food Exploration 
   in Caucasus; Maya Agroforestry/Biochar; Pc to Trinidad; Bridging 
   Cultures in Brazil & India, Pc Schools in Africa; BuggerBug in Liberia
#73 Aug. ‘09 Bioregionalism: New Paradigm; Rocky Mtn. Wildlands; Wild Elephants; 
   Organizing Houston; Heirloom Seeds; L.A. Gdns; Reclaiming Commons;
   Transition Hohenwald, Tenn.; BioCongress Saga; Diversity at Home
#74 Nov. ‘09  Energy Descent: In the Home; Transition Communities; Pc in 
   Mexico; Biochar; US Consumption Dropping; EcoTechnic Future; 
   No More Throwaway Economy; Making Fuel Alcohol

#75  Feb. ‘10   Local Food: A City & Regl. Food System; Working Family on 5Ac; 
   CSAs & Wild Foraging, City Backyd Gdng.; Food Bank Gardens & 
   Orchards; Salt Collecting; Growing Regional Staples; City Grains.
#76 May ‘10  Soil Fertility: Permaculture Way of Soil; Biochar; Sheet Mulch; 
   Hawai’ian Soil Farming w/ Worms; Demystifying Humanure; Urine  
   Fertilizer; Crop Rotations; Mushrooms Build Soil
#77 Aug. ‘10  Eco-Nomics: Measuring Many Forms of Capital & Quality of Life; 
   Bob Swann & Invisible Structures; Bioshelter Market Garden;   
   Green Collar Economy; Pc & Finance; Pc Inst., Cert. & Diplomas
#78 Nov. ‘10  Water Wise: Restoration Engineering; Watershed Relations; Colo-
   rado Runoff Gdns; Cisterns in Saudi Arabia; Energy Use & Water;  
   Trad’l. Mexican Catchment; Rooftop Garden; Home Water Consvn.; 
   Making Swampy Land Productive; Sunken Gardens in Nigeria
#79 Feb. ‘11  The Urban Frontier: Indoor Denver Farm; Rooftop Food; Return
   to Your Hometown; Urban Ecovillage; City Bees; Urban Pc Projects  
   Start Pc Farming: Mark Shephard; Index to issues #24-40.
#80 May ‘11  Designing for Disaster. Collapse Mitigation; Global Storming;   
   Responding to Major Events; Stabilizing the Climate; Self-Care in a  
   Disastrous World; Ensuring Food Supplies; Living through Drought
#81 Aug. ‘11  Hidden Connections in the Garden. Neighborhood Garden; Urban  
   Ag on Empty Lots; Food=Land Access; Indigenous Practices;   
   Hoarding Seeds; Deep Raised Beds; Greenhouses; Urban Wild Edib.
#82 Nov. ‘11  Growing Staple Crops. Broadscale Farming; Local Grain & Mkts;  
   Non-Tillage Beans/Corn; Pigs and Potatoes; Pole Beans; Rice in 
   Vermont; Perennial Staples; Garden Farming; Acorns & Chestnuts. 
#83 Feb. ‘12  The Economy of Wood. Polewood; A Northwoods Economy;   
   Basketmaker’s Landscape; Ligurian Alnoculture; Wood as Fuel;   
   Clearing Woodland; Black Locust; Perennial Staples, Pt. 2.
#84 May ‘12  Home and Hearth. Domestic Permaculture; Natural Building;   
   Roundhouses; Hearthfire; Retrofits; Home Economy; 
   Homeschooling; Drylands Pc; Nova Scotia Homestead
#85 Aug. ‘12  There Goes the Neighborhood. South American Neighborhood  
   Projects; Neighborhood Pattern Language; Community Solar; 
   Community Food Security; SENS House; Moving Grps.; Fracking
#86 Nov. ‘12  Health and Nutrition. Naturopathy Centre; Seasonal Eating; Plant  
   Medicine;  Mushrooms and Vit. D; Herbal First Aid; Edible Insects;  
   Campus Forest Gdns; Beer; Growing Wise Children; Fenugreek
#87 Feb. ‘13  Weeds to the Rescue. Managing Weedy Species; Favorite Weeds;  
   Wisdom of Weeds; Paulownia; Grafting onto Weedy Trees; New  
   Polycultures; Burdock; Reputation of Weeds; Index to PcA #41-58.
#88 May ‘13  Earth Skills & Nature Connection: Mentoring; Cultural Repair;  
   Connecting Youth to Nature & Self; Living w/Wild Animals;   
   Observation & Design; Oyster-tecture; A Personal Forest C-Sink

Back Issue Prices & Ordering
$6 each ppd* • US addr. 20% discount on 5+ • Complete Set $425^^
Permaculture Activist • PO Box 5516 • Bloomington IN 47407 USA
*except: Vol. I,1-VI,2, #24 & #33-35 -$5 each; VI,4, #26-32, 36, 41 & 

48 -$9 ea; #38, 40, 43 -$12 each. ^^Canada/Mex. +$70, Overseas +$100

Back Issues of The Permaculture Activist (continued)

Permaculture Fundamentals
West Michigan
 Dates: August 16-24
 Location: Montague, MI
 Description: A beginning permaculture course in a lovely lakeside landscape at harvest season 
with two of the Midwest’s best instructors. Permaculture theory and examples, plus hands-on 
exercises make this exciting design system come alive for homeowners, students, and community 
leaders. Learn patterns and systems for successful garden farming in town or country.  
 Instructors: Peter Bane, Keith Johnson, 
  and guests
            Cost:  $900 includes camping/meals
 Contact: Stephen Niezgoda
   231-894-8870
   steprometheus@yahoo.com

for Library Service
Please contact our agents:

Swets Blackwell
 +31-252-435111, 800-645-6595
EBSCO Subscription Services
 205-991-1124
W.T. Cox Subscriptions, Inc.
 919-735-1001
Otto Harrassowitz
 +49-611-530-0
Basch Subscriptions, Inc.
 603-229-0662
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LETTERBOX

Earth Activist Training
Vermont
 Dates: September 8-20 
 Location:  Prospect Farm, VT
 Description: What is Earth Activist 
Training? Extend the principles and insights 
of permaculture into progressive political 
organizing, and explore strategies for change. 
Weave in threads of Earth-based spirituality, 
inclusive and non-dogmatic, to connect heart 
and soul to the work. Add nature awareness as 
the touchstone. This is Earth Activist Training, 
a rich array of solutions, tools, and strategies to 
redesign our world.
 Instructors: Starhawk, Charles Williams,  
  and Keith Morris
     Contact: www.earthactivisttraining.org
                       earthactivisttraining@gmail.com

Nine-Month Permaculture & 
Nature Connection  Course
Ohio Valley
 Dates: September 6-8;  one weekend/ 
  month through May 2014
 Location: Indianapolis/Bloomington, IN
 Description: Looking for a course that is 
fun and life-changing? Through this three-
season, permaculture design course covering 
the international curriculum and with extensive 
hands-on experience, you will be immersed in 
both the principles and practices of permacul-
ture design while engaging in mentoring skills, 
peacemaking traditions, 8-Shields applications, 
core routines of Nature Connection, primitive 
skills, and many other aspects of belonging to a 
regenerative culture.
 Instructors: Rhonda Baird, Kevin Glenn,  
  Monique Philpot, Peter Bane,  
  Keith Johnson, and guests  
  including Paul Raphael. 
 Contact: Rhonda Baird
  812-323-1058
  shelteringhills@gmail.com
  www.shelteringhills.net

Ask your public library 
to subscribe — 

more than 50 already do. 
See Library Service, pg. 61.

4th Annual
5-Weekends 
Permaculture Design Course
Ohio Valley
 Dates: Sept. 13-15; Oct. 18-20, 25-27; 
  Nov. 1-3, 15-17
 Location: Bloomington, IN
 Description: Want to get your design course 
in this fall and have the winter to plan and 
prepare your design? Then this course, which 
has served people from Chicago, Philadelphia, 
and other regional centers, brings just the 
right combination of practical experience and 
elegant evolution to the permaculture design 
curriculum. You will gain the insights and 
hands-on practice to begin your own permacul-
ture journey. Learn from this experienced and 
respected teaching team while connecting with 
other projects and individuals who are trans-
forming the region.
  Instructors: Peter Bane, Keith Johnson,  
   Rhonda Baird.
  Cost:  $950 pd. in full before  
   8/15; $1,050 after. 
  Contact: Rhonda Baird
   812-323-1058
   shelteringhills@gmail.com
   www.shelteringhills.net

The Case for Online PDC’s 

  Recently, there has been a stir in the 
permaculture community over Geoff 
Lawton’s widely publicized and highly en-
rolled online PDC. People have expressed 
many opinions about the concept of an 
online PDC, from congratulations and 
support to skepticism and doubt. It really 
opened up the conversation, and I’d like 
to add my two cents, as I’ve been teaching 
permaculture online for several years now 
and have seen its pitfalls and successes. 
My experience with teaching the PDC has 
been almost exclusively in the academic 
realm. For ten years, I taught a month-
long immersion course at the experiential 
learning mecca, Prescott College; for 
three years, a similar course at the Ecosa 
Institute; at Oregon State University for 

five years; as well as some weekend PDCs 
to the general public. 
  So my perspective is a bit different 
from those of many PDC teachers. I am 
design-skills heavy, because the col-
lege students I teach are seeking tangible 
abilities to help them build their careers 
when they graduate, and are taking other 
courses simultaneously that often comple-
ment many of the topics in the PDC (soil 
science, agroforestry, plant propagation, 
agriculture). At my current OSU location, 
I take attendance, give assignments, give 
grades, and hold high standards for the 
issuance of certificates; if you don’t attend 
or make up every class and lab and turn in 
all your work at a satisfactory level, you 
don’t get the certificate.
  Aside from reading and video content 
quizzes, and blog, peer review and discus-
sion board entries, here is a list of the 
assignments the students are required to 
complete sequentially. Each one of these 
assignments is a rather extensive project 
with various elements:
1) Choose Design Project Site
2) Create Watershed Maps: Childhood and 
Design Site
3) Base Map 
4) Elevation Map
5) Sector Compass Map

6) Microclimate Identification Map
7) Current Zones of Use Map
8) Client Questionnaire
9) Soil Jar Testing: Clay, Sand, Silt, Or-
ganic Matter
10) Compost Resource Assessment
11) Soil Mapping from SCS website
12) Rainwater Site Flow Map & Volume 
Calculations exercise
13) Plant ID and Research
14) Plant Guild Design
15) Bioregional quiz
16) Climate and Climatic Profiles Ques-
tionnaire
17) Regional Disaster Assessment and 
Preparedness Strategies
18) Zone 1 Microclimate Design Project
19) Permaculture Design Course Final 
Project
  Through this process, we’re getting a 
lot of amazing work by very talented and 
highly motivated students. They need to 
demonstrate a clear understanding of the 
permaculture design system. Many stu-
dents go on to implement their designs in 
their home communities, and so permacul-
ture propagates.
  Now, is this the same thing as a face-
to-face, heartfelt exchange of energy be-
tween teachers and students? No, it’s not. 
Are we up late in the kitchen swapping 
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August 2-4. Ashland, OR. Northwest Per-
maculture Convergence. www.northwestper-
maculture.org
August 2-4. Occidental, CA. Designing 
Edible Food Forests. www.oaec.org. 707-874-
1557 x101. 
August 8-11. Hendersonville, NC. North 
American Fruit Explorers (NAFEX).  whip-
plebill@hotmail.com
August 9-18.  Asheville, NC. Natural Build-
ing Workshop. Meesh Van Sandt, meesh@
kleiwerks.org, http://www.kleiwerks.org/
asheville-workshop-2013/.
August 13-17. Vancouver, BC. Social Per-
maculture Course. earthactivisttraining.org.
August 16-24. Montague, MI. Permaculture 
Fundamentals by the Lake. Stephen Niez-
goda, West Michigan Permaculture Initiative, 
steprometheus@yahoo.com. 231-894-8870.
August 16-25. Asheville, NC. Bee City USA 
Immersion. margaret@ashevillage.org.
August 18-30. Winlaw, BC. Permaculture 
Design Course. Gregoire Lamoureux, spi-
ralfarm@yahoo.com, http://www3.telus.net/
permaculture.
August 26-September 2. Clarks Grove, MN. 
Permaculture Design Course. Center for 
Deep Ecology. PDC2013@CenterForDeep-

Calendar Ecology.org. CenterForDeepEcology.org.
August 29-September 13. Bolinas, CA. Per-
maculture Design Course. www.regenerative-
design.org.
August 29-May 16, 2014. Bolinas, CA. 
Regenerative Design and Nature Awareness. 
www.regenerativedesign.org.
August 30-September 8. Ashevillage Insti-
tute, Asheville, NC. Local Food Immersion. 
kathryn@ashevillage.org.
September 8-20. Prospect Farm, VT. Earth 
Activist Training. earthactivsittraining@
gmail.com.
September 8–21. Ashland, OR. Permacul-
ture Design Course plus Seed-Saving 
Workshop. Chuck Burr, SOPI, 541-201-2688, 
courses@sopermaculture.org, www.soper-
maculture.org.
September 19. On-line. Orientation for 
Diploma and Degree Candidates. Gaia 
University. info@gaiauniversity.org. www.
gaiauniversity.org. 
September 22-October 5. SOUTH AFRICA. 
Permaculture Design Course. Samantha, 
ntabamama@gmail.com, +83-599-4792
September 28-October 11. Occidental, CA. 
Permaculture Design Course. OAEC. 707-
874-1557, oaec@oaec.org, www.oaec.org.
September 13-15, Oct. 18-20, 25-27, Nov. 
1-3, 15-17, Bloomington, IN. Weekend 
Permaculture Design Course. Rhonda Baird, 
shelteringhills@gmail.com.

September-May, Bloomington, IN. Nature 
Connection & Permaculture Design Course. 
Rhonda Baird. shelteringhills@gmail.com.
October 7-10. Maricopa, CA. Applied Wa-
tershed Restoration Course. Kolmi Majum-
dar, info@quailsprings.org, 805-886-7239. 
www.quailsprings.org
October 25-27. Occidental, CA. Facilitation 
for Group Decision Making. www.oaec.org. 
707-874-1557 x 101.
October 27-November 9. Maricopa, CA. 
Permaculture Design Course. Kolmi Ma-
jumdar, info@quailsprings.org, 805-886-7239. 
www.quailsprings.org
October-September 2014. Bolinas, CA. 
Four-Seasons Permaculture Design Course. 
www.regenerativedesign.org.
October 2013-September 2014. Bolinas, CA. 
Edible & Medicinal Plants of California. 
www.regenerativedesign.org.
November 4-8. Occidental, CA. Intentional 
Communities Course.  www.oaec.org. 707-
874-1557 x 101.
November 15-24. ECUADOR. Permaculture 
Design Course. Zia Parker. ziaparker@yahoo.
com 
November 2013-October 2014. Bolinas, CA. 
Four- Seasons Permaculture Design Course. 
www.regenerativedesign.org.
August 6-9, 2014. Portland, OR. North 
American Fruit Explorers (NAFEX) Annual 
Meeting.  nafexmember@gmail.com.

stories and falling in love? No. Are we 
sweaty, dirty, and laughing while we build 
a compost pile? Nope, not that either. 
  For a lot of people, their PDC experi-
ence was a pivotal social, emotional, and 
spiritual turning point in their lives, with 
sage teaching, song, dance, hugs, and soul 
empowerment. I’m all for that. When I 
teach a site-based PDC, we tour sites, do 
hands-on projects, sculpt our maps out of 
found objects, make seed balls, and inocu-
late mushroom logs. For many people, the 
living experience is essential for myriad 
reasons.
  But are the social, emotional, and 
spiritual elements of a PDC essential to 
embodying the core curriculum? Does the 
PDC need to activate the human on all 
those levels for them to receive the teach-
ings and manifest permaculture in their 
lives? I think for children, we have the 
responsibility to ensure that they “live-in” 
to the material—adult education is some-
thing different. 
 One of the biggest benefits that online 
permaculture education offers to the world 
is the spread of the design system into 
populations that just wouldn’t get to a 

site-based course. If permaculture design 
is like a mycelial web spreading through 
the collective consciousness and fruit-
ing where two strands meet, then online 
education is a technique to inoculate new 
substrate that is currently devoid of our 
beneficial fungi. Permaculture information 
on the Internet can be like a spore that has 
blown in from afar, right onto your desk-
top, where it can germinate in the fertile 
soil of your heart and mind.
  One practical benefit of teaching 
online is that I as an instructor can reach 
more students and thus offer the class at a 
lower cost. Because the content has been 
meticulously prepared and its presentation 
recorded, co-teacher Marisha Auerbach 
and I can dedicate our time during the 
course to reviewing and giving feedback 
on students’ work. We get to know each 
design site intimately, and walk with every 
student through the design process based 
on their specific conditions and circum-
stances. During the course, we mentor all 
student on their design projects, with the 
layers of material building over the ten 
weeks until the final design at the end.
  During and after the course, it’s each 

student’s responsibility to bring the teach-
ings into his or her life, just as it is with a 
face-to-face course. For ten weeks, they’ve 
each been living on or near a chosen site, 
yet shifting perceptions of it one layer 
at a time. People have had life-changing 
experiences through our classes—they tell 
us so again and again. And then some take 
my Online Advanced Permaculture Design 
Practicum, to hone their design skills.
  At this stage in the human saga with 7 
billion souls, climate chaos, and a rapidly 
evolving human consciousness, we need 
to activate and educate the masses with the 
existing tools. The Internet is one of those 
tools, and we should use it to train high 
quality permaculture practitioners. 
  Online education could really be the 
answer for you, or it might be the last 
thing that you want to do. But within 
the great diversity of pathways and 
learning styles, it can be a very ef-
fective way to educate, activate, and 
catalyze people to take action and de-
sign the paradise we know is possible.                                                                                                                                        
            
Andrew Millison, Corvallis, OR
amillison@gmail.com
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and forest gardening, 40 pages qtly. plus News & Book Re-
views. Vol. 21, 3 (May 2013, or #83) features: Timber Species for the 
Future; Anti-inflammatory compounds; Novel Coppice Species
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Write us for back issue contents or see our website: www.PermacultureActivist.net.
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Classifieds
Classified Ad Rates: 50¢/word, $10.00 mini-
mum, advance payment required. Send ad copy 
and payment to:
 The Permaculture Activist
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    Bloomington IN 47407 USA
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Situation Offered 

Affordable, hands-on permaculture in the 
Appalachian-Piedmont at  
Weareallfarmers.org, 704-592-2557.

PERMACULTURE INTERNS WANTED 
Lakech EcoLodge and Ranch in Alberta, 
Canada is looking for rad people to live and 
work with us in community on our 80 acres of 
land. We are strictly organic, eat about 50% 
raw and fermented food. Room and board for 
25-30 work hours. Possible permaculture proj-
ects:  rainwater harvesting, stone dams, food 
forest pasturing á la Joel Salatin, mushrooms. 
Access to canoe, mountain bikes, hiking trails, 
laundry, library, Internet for checking email, no 
TV. Log cabin or camping. You need to be an 

18th century pioneer with 21st century savvy 
and permculture-crazy. Come for 4 months or 1 
week. Email lakech.ecolodge@hughes.net.

Situation Wanted

Young couple asking for support from our 
elders: mentoring, seeds,  tools, funds, all offer-
ings graciously accepted. Based in southern  
Appalachia. For more info visit www.yielding-
branch.com. 828-424-4716.  
Gratitude and Blessings!

Miscellaneous

“What can be interplanted with Feijoa and 
Goumi? In raised beds, Zone 8. Judi Plum, 317 
N. Railroad St, New Brockton AL 36351.”

Send notice of your events 
to pcaeditor@comcast.net
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Mark Shepard
2013. 329 pp. 
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all color. $40
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The Organic Seed Grower
A Farmer’s Guide to Vegetable 

Seed Production
John Navazio 2012. 

388 pp. hardbound. $50

Permaculture Design 
by Aranya

2012. all color. 
 191 pp. paper.  

$25

The Five 
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Collapse

Dmitri Orlov
2013. 280 pp. 

paper.  $20
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