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The scale of retrofit we need
Rhonda Baird

THE TIMES WE LIVE IN ARE BOTH A 
CHALLENGE AND AN opportunity. Both are 
presented with increasing urgency. As the year 

winds down, I have been evaluating and clarifying to which 
challenges and opportunities I can effectively contribute. 
Do I put effort into teaching and facilitating? Designing? 
Collaborative projects? The local community? Regional 
networks? More? Each of  us has different skills and 
capacities cultivated through our own personal visions of  
a better world. From where I stand, our task is to align 
ourselves with each other in work which allows us to 
contribute fully and which improves the lives of  others 
(human and non-human). That is not the message of  
mainstream, corporate-driven society. 
 When I was a young activist, I noted that if  we did not 
do something, our grandchildren would suffer. When I 
had my first child in 2001, I recognized that if  we didn’t do 
something, my child would suffer. When my second child 
was born, seven years later, I recognized that we are all 
suffering. My anger at older generations for creating and 
enjoying systems and privileges I would never realize abated. 
 We live in a world desperately challenged by the systems 
that have held power and sway for decades. The pain and 
suffering of  millions, the extinction of  our species, and the 
degradation of  our lands demand retrofits to not only our 
over-consumptive households, but to our communities and 
regional economies. This urgency is spurred on by fear of  a 
chaotic future and the grief  we might feel when we recognize 
the trajectory we are on. 
 Those of  us who are aware hold grief  in one hand and 
hope in the other. It is not hope for our civilization based on 
extraction and power over, but hope for lives well-lived in 
service to each other, based on power with each other and 
the work of  setting to right much of  what has been out of  
balance. Resting in that vision, we have every reason to take 
urgent action to start where we are and do what we can. We 
are not waiting for those mired in old paradigms and willful 
denial. Nor, I think, are we perpetuating negativity. Our work 
is founded in something more life-affirming. The articles in 
this issue reflect that. 
 Richard Telford shares his story of  transforming Abdallah 
House, and how it became a case study in David Holmgren’s 
Retrosuburbia. We’ve been delighted to find how much 
Richard and his family have been documenting their work 
together. Rick Valley shares a simple design for wood storage 
which improves the lives of  all of  us who use wood for 
winter heat. The architects of  Baxt Ingui and John Mitchell 
share a portion of  their blog series on retrofitting walls which 
helps to demystify some of  the work of  PassivHaus design. 
James Campbell articulates his understanding and argument 
for more solar energy arrays in rural environments through 

investments that serve farmers and their communities. It 
is a vision of  a retrofit energy system. John Wages, our 
publisher, shares his interview and tour of  Watershed Forest 
Farm in Western North Carolina. A wonderful team of  
organizers share their experiences nurturing the permaculture 
community through the Pacific Northwest Permaculture 
Convergence. Meg McGowan shares her approach to 
conceptual designs and detailed designs in our series on 
beginning in permaculture. Rowe Morrow writes about food 
security, while Marisha Auerbach describes the different 
design considerations for food forests and their contribution 
to a better world. We are grateful to Bonita Ford who shares 
her journey with grief  and hope in these times through an 
initial chapter of  her forthcoming book. 
 We hope in these months which bring winter to the 
Northern Hemisphere that these stories spark inspiration and 
hope.                                                                                     ∆

Herb patience (Rumex patientia) is a perennial green 
worthy of more attention. Related to dock and sorrel, 
but without bitterness, herb patience has many uses. 
Although the leaves are, to me, fairly tasteless, they 
can fill out a sparse winter salad bowl and can be 
added to soups and broths. Chickens love them. Our 
hens make a mad dash to the herb patience bed as 
soon as we let them out in the morning. Planted next 
to a protective fence, this plant would make great 
chicken or duck forage. Robust in cooler weather, 
it stresses under summer heat, but survives at least 
two seasons in our Zone 7b climate. Named variety, 
‘Volare’, from seedaholic.com. Photo by John Wages.
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[Editor’s note: Abdallah House is located in Seymour, about 100 
km (60 mi.) north of  Melbourne, in southeastern Australia. Quoted 
funds are in AUD, not USD. When considering orientation of  
glazing, keep in mind that the winter solstice is June 21.]

IN MID-2005, I DECIDED ON A TREE-CHANGE: 
moving from Melbourne to Commonground Co-op near 
Seymour, a social change venue and intentional commu-

nity of  around 12 people. Kunie joined us there in 2007, just 
a few weeks before the home birth of  our son, Kai. While I 

liked the idea of  building our own place at the community, 
we faced a lot of  obstacles, the primary one being that if  we 
wanted to leave our home in the future, we couldn’t reinvest 
that energy into a new home.
     In May 2008, in the midst of  the Global Financial Crisis, I 
attended the auction of  a deceased estate, curious to find out 
how much ‘the worst house in Seymour’ would sell for. The 
place was passed in with no bids. As I was about to leave the 
property, I thought to myself, why not just offer them what I 
have in savings? There was nothing to lose, and the possibil-
ity of  owning our own place beckoned. I offered $50,000. 

The Story of Abdallah House
Richard Telford
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After some negotiation, we agreed on a purchase price of  
$53,000. We now owned a small rundown house on 584 m2 
(slightly over 1/8 acre) of  river flat.
 I had some building experience from my time as 
maintenance guy and other works at Commonground. This, 
together with time spent working on a couple of  sites with 
builder / architect Peter Lockyer, gave me the confidence 
to become an owner-builder. Peter agreed to help guide me 
through the process.
 The original idea was for an investment property where 
my mother and her husband could live nearby. We felt that 
it would be good to have more support in those early years 
of  child-rearing, and Mum was happy to oblige. My grand 
vision was to create a demonstration site where I could 
apply the ideas that I had swimming around in my head, 
and demonstrate an urban example of  how to live a rich life 
without it costing the earth. 
 We spent the first year in the planning phase, coming up 
with designs and working through the necessary paperwork 
for council. My immediate neighbors were keen for the 
felling of  the huge red gum (common name for several 
Eucalyptus spp), which dropped the occasional large branch; 
and that suited me. They contributed funds for the job that 
provided much needed sunlight for future plantings, as well 
as timber to build the decks and bench tops. Timber was 

stacked and dried on-site, with the added benefit of  mulch, 
sawdust, and a four-year supply of  firewood.
 The idea was to reorient and restump (replace the stumps 
that form the foundation of  many houses in this region) the 
original building and then extend a living space to the north. 
We discovered an old termite nest in the stump of  the red 
gum. That, in combination with the fact that the house had 
no gutters, and water had pooled under it, rotting out the 
foundation stumps, was the cause of  considerable damage 
to the integrity of  the building. We decided to carefully 
deconstruct the building and repurpose the materials, to 
minimize waste.

No money, no job—how do we pay for this?

 I imagined that financing the project was going to be a 
problem. I decided to record the whole process from the 
beginning on the blog abdallahhouse.com, and I used this 
as the basis for a diploma in permaculture, whereby I was 
entitled to ongoing Austudy payments (small government 
payments to support students to complete their studies).
 I intended on working with a $50,000 budget on the 
project, when Peter told me to double it. I spoke to the 
manager at my local credit union who informed me 
about a bridging loan, whereby I could borrow $100,000, 
withdrawing $10,000 at a time and provide receipts to prove 
that I added value to the property, then I could borrow 
another $10,000 and so on. The fact that I owned the 
property outright worked in my favor, and we got approval 
for the loan.
 We first turned the earth in May 2009. A few months 
later, we found out that Kunie was pregnant with our second 
child. I had intended on the build taking about a year and we 
managed to get the house to lock up stage by the new year. 
When things at the community got challenging in early 2010, 
our plans changed. Kunie wanted to have the home birth 

Entry to cellar underneath 2,000-gal. cistern. The cellar 
underneath the cistern serves as a place to store root 
vegetables, ferments, and other foods. A pipe carries cool 
air from the cellar to a cool cupboard in the kitchen.

North-facing deck in back of house during summer. Vines 
on arbor provide pleasant shade, overlooking a profusion 
of vegetables.
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of  our second son in the new house. The pressure was on. 
With the smell of  freshly painted citrus varnish in the air we 
moved into Abdallah House in June 2010, with Sen’s birth 
just two weeks later on winter solstice. 
 This unexpected turn of  events opened up an 
opportunity for us to take advantage of  the generous first-
time homeowners grant that was on offer to stimulate the 
economy during the Global Financial Crisis. Being a new 
build in a country location, we managed to get $36,500, 
which paid off  a big chunk of  our debt, along with a baby 
bonus of  a few thousand. Kunie’s initial apprehension of  
moving into Seymour soon vanished, and she was now 
willing to contribute to the project with her savings. With our 
frugally hedonistic lifestyle, and with what we considered 
very generous ongoing government family payments, we had 
our debt paid off  within three years.

Materials for the build

 The deconstruction of  the old house provided us 
with weatherboards, hardwood framing timber, subfloor 
hardwood, Baltic pine floorboards, cement sheeting, roof  
tiles, and some louvre windows. I also took the opportunity 
to get roofing iron, pipes, and timber from another house 
deconstruction nearby. I needed extra floor boards, hardwood 
joists, and bearers for the subfloor as well as doors and 
windows, which we acquired secondhand or were given by 
friends.
 I collected and cleaned about 2,800 secondhand bricks 

from a neighbor’s property near Commonground. We used 
these to build a formwork for the raised slab in the living 
room, that was filled with compacted local sand and topped 
with a polished concrete slab. This was insulated around 
the outside, covered with cement sheet and lime-washed. 
It provides the only thermal mass in the house, in the area 
where it’s needed most, as the rest of  the house is on stumps. 
The remaining bricks were used to build a circular cellar, a 
base for the carport on the east side of  the house, as well as 
for the pond and floor in the greenhouse. 
 The roof  and walls were made with mostly new materials. 
We built curved box beams on site using sash clamps to bend 
two pieces of  45x90 (2”x4”) plantation pine with noggins 
in between, fixed in place with plywood that was glued and 
nailed to the sides. These were light and easy for two people 
to handle. New corrugated iron was fixed to the top and 

bottom with two layers of  R2.5 polyester batts (recycled from 
plastic bottles), with foil and an air gap above. The walls 
had a similar treatment, corrugated iron on the outside, an 
air gap with foil underneath and R2.0 batts in a pine frame 
with plywood on the inside for structural strength. New pine 
boards were used for the skirting and cornices, which helps to 
tie it all together. 
 The internal wall that runs the length of  the house along 
the hallway is a feature of  the house. It was lined using the 
original weatherboards that were flipped and sanded to reveal 
the grain. The floors and walls were all painted with the same 
citrus-based bio varnish, which added a feeling of  warmth to 
the place, contrasting nicely with the corrugated iron ceiling 
and polished concrete floor in the living room. 
 Much of  the red gum is featured in and around the house. 
Several bush poles are used around the carport and another 
at the front entry with large chunky pieces forming steps at 
the entrances. Varnished rounds punch out from the wall 
and ceiling for the light and fan fittings. A thick slab adorns 
the bench top of  an Ikea cupboard base in the kitchen. The 
bench in the bathroom was made up with leftovers from the 
decks.
 The hardwood framing timber has been used to build 
shelving throughout the house. Much of  it takes advantage of  
the high roof  space and the need for storage, along with book 
shelves. 

Cellar and cool cupboard

 Probably the most unusual feature of  the house is our 
combined tank stand / cellar / cool cupboard. Inspired by 

Happy times in front of a warm wood stove

Reduced energy 
consumption was 
at the forefront of our 
design thinking.
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the cool cupboard at Melliodora, the design differs in that 
it draws cool air from below the door of  our cellar, set 1.4 
m (4.5’) below ground level. The brick cellar has an 8,000 
L (2,000 gal.) rainwater tank above it with a 2.3 m (7.5’) 
internal diameter and 2.1 m (almost 7’) high inside. We use 
the cellar for storage of  bulk foods and preserved food and 
drinks. A 300 mm (~12 in.) diameter pipe, situated at the 
lowest point in the cellar, follows a slight incline for 10 m 
(33’) before opening up to the cool cupboard located in the 
kitchen. The cool air is drawn up through the wire baskets 

via a 1.6 m (5.25’) high black flue with a whirly bird atop. 
During winter, the underground pipe is closed off, and a vent 
is opened under the house to draw in the colder air.

Energy cycling

 Reduced energy consumption was at the forefront of  our 
design thinking. The house has been orientated to face north, 
allowing the sun to warm up the insulted slab in the living 
room during winter, and limit unwanted sun penetration in 
the summer. Reinforcing steel curves down from the eaves 
over the northern deck, where grape vines provide further 
shade, as well as a harvest over the hottest time of  the year. 
The vines are fed with greywater from the kitchen into 
subterranean chambers that can be redirected to the sewer as 
needed.
 Our 1.5 kW solar system was installed early on in the 

piece, and we get the premium feed-in tariff, which generates 
$600-800 a year in payments with no electricity bills. We 
generate, on average, about 6 kWh per day and use 3.5 kWh. 
Part of  the reason for our low usage is our super-efficient 
fridge, which is an upright freezer with a digital temperature 
controller that can be programmed to turn off  and on so it 
can be used like a fridge.
 Water is heated using two flat-plate solar panels, and a 
wet back in the wood oven. The system works without the 
use of  pumps, and requires no fossil fuel back-up. There are 
a few times during spring and autumn, when it’s overcast but 
too warm to light the fire, where we have lukewarm rather 
than hot showers. The locally made ’Gourmet’ oven also 
provides the primary heating and cooking services for about 
4 months of  the year. We use around 2 m3 (~ ½ cord) of  
wood annually, which is mainly sourced from the immediate 
vicinity and township.
 The greenhouse is connected to the bathroom, which 
allows us to keep a regular watch on the needs of  the 
seedlings and other plants growing there. I’ve been 
experimenting with aquaponics, using charcoal as a growing 
medium. One of  the issues I’ve faced is how to provide a 
local food source for the aquatic life to close the cycle. We 
open the bathroom up to the greenhouse as needed to heat or 
cool the eastern side of  the house.
 The inside toilet has a door that opens up into the 
greenhouse to allow for easy removal of  the 20 L (5 gal.) 
buckets for collecting humanure, using the system developed 
by Joseph Jenkins. Bays are located nearby to compost 
the mix for six months to a year, when it is considered 
safe for use around the garden. The sawdust that we use is 
supplied within a kilometer of  where we live, a service for 
the horse-racing industry in the area. Horse manure further 
supplements fertility in the garden. Local lawn clippings are 
also dropped off  for use as mulch.

Kai in net-covered orchard. Chickens and ducks roam the 
orchard.

View of the north side of the house. Note rooftop solar 
water heater.

I consider Abdallah House 
an example of an
‘extreme retrofit.’ Continued on page 37.
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Insulation and Passivhaus Aims
Retrofit Walls
Baxt Ingui and John Mitchell
[Editor’s Note: This article was first shared as a blog post 
in a series on retrofit envelopes for structures,  authored 
by Baxt Ingui Architects and John Mitchell of bldgtyp.]

IN THIS ARTICLE, we look specifically at some of  the 
details that make up wall retrofit. One challenge is install-
ing a continuous air barrier between the floor plates and 

exterior walls at each level.
 It is important to note that the priority in this detail is 
connecting the floor plate diaphragm (the assembly of  joists, 
continuous blocking and subfloor) and the exterior masonry 
wall together. Structurally, this is vital to support an other-
wise tall and unstable masonry wall. In typical construction 
projects, this is done by securing the first joist directly to the 
front wall and then attaching the subfloor to that joist. Next, 
solid blocking is installed between the first and second joists. 
Lastly, blocking is added throughout the floor plate, which 
results in a stabilized horizontal plane. This works well in a 
typical construction, but in a Passive house, we need to work 
in an air barrier and eliminate thermal bridging. The main 
conflict here is how to tie the front wall to the floor plate with 
an uninterrupted air barrier inside the masonry wall, from 
ground to roof.
 The detail shown below was developed in an iterative way 
during some our first passive projects. D’Huy Engineering is 
a structural design engineer that has worked with us on many 
projects; Pete Garland and his team were vital in creating a 
detail that accomplished its structural duties while air sealing 
in an efficient and effective manner.
 We learned very early that connecting the floor plate in 
the typical manner presented a host of  issues and potential 
air infiltration points. Having to seal around blocking was 
difficult and connecting from the underside of  the floor plate 
to the wall framing above was next to impossible.
The air sealing and vapor control application is something 
we pay close attention to and has evolved as we build and 
reevaluate our details. In the project that is the case study 
for this detail, there are a few key sequencing points, starting 
from the exterior:

1. Air Barrier. On this masonry retrofit project, we installed 
the air barrier directly to the interior side of  the exposed 
masonry walls. This allowed us to install an airtight layer 
early in the project and make durable, airtight connections 
at joist penetrations. As an added benefit, the liquid applied 
product safeguards against water leaking into the assembly 
through cracks or imperfect flashing and finding its way into 
the cellulose layer of  the wall assembly, though it is not spe-

cifically labeled for this purpose. Once the existing masonry 
walls have been repaired/pointed and parged, the first step is 
to install the liquid applied air barrier (in this case Pro Clima 
Visconn) to the interior of  all of  the masonry walls, taking 
care to address any joist or other penetrations.

2. Blocking/insulation at wall. Instead of  bolting the first 
joist directly to the masonry wall as is typical in masonry 
retrofits, we install the first joist in such a way as to minimize 
thermal bridging and create a connection path for the vapor 
retarder which will be installed over the wall framing and 
insulation. The first joist is separated from the masonry wall 
by 2” rigid foam, with solid blocking replacing the foam at 
the bolt locations specified by the engineer. While not ther-
mal bridge free, this detail performs very well and satisfies 
the structural, thermal, and airtightness requirements of  the 
project. In fact, it’s very similar to a detail you might use for 
a deck ledger on a house with exterior insulation.

Joist prepared with blocking and insulation.

First joist installed at exterior wall.
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3. The Vapor Retarder. Since we’ll be insulating this wall 
on the interior side of  the air barrier, the assembly needs 
a vapor retarder – the old adage of  vapor retarder on the 
“winter warm side” still holds true in a Passive House. We 
use variable permeance (“smart”) vapor retarders where we 
can as they keep interior moisture out of  the wall assembly in 
winter while allowing drying to the interior should the wall 
ever get wet. We try to stay within the same family of  prod-
ucts whenever possible for air barrier/vapor retarder systems 
to help ensure compatibility and good results. Intello Plus is a 
smart vapor retarder from Pro Clima with a reinforcing mesh 
that helps contain dense packed cellulose insulation. The 
system has a full line of  tapes and gaskets to accommodate 
just about any tricky connection you can imagine.
 Typically, the house is not ready for installation of  the 
complete vapor retarder at this point in the project, but the 
first joists are prepped with either fabric or plywood to con-
nect to the rest of  the material when it is installed at a later 
date.

4. “Structural nailer.” This is where the connection of  the 
first joist and exterior wall occurs. This member has typi-
cally been an LVL that is sistered to the first joist, holding the 
vapor retarder in place between the two joists. It is secured to 
the first joist according to engineers’ instruction and does not 
need to be pocketed into the party walls.
 From here, the subfloor is connected to this sistered LVL 
and solid blocking is installed to complete the structural 
design.
 Of  course, there have been instances where we have to 
modify this detail to accommodate unique existing condi-
tions. One interesting example is a townhouse project in 
Carroll Gardens. (see image to the right)
 This project, seeking Passive House certification, is being 
constructed by Andrew Fishman and his company SMR 
Craftworks. The house is in relatively great shape with origi-
nal plaster crown mouldings at the parlor level still intact. 
Both the owners and our team felt strongly this should be 
preserved so we developed a detail to leave the original crown 

moulding in place. The obstacle was to get the air barrier 
around a 16” plaster crown.
 In addition to the plaster crown, the existing subfloor, 1” 
thick pine planks, was in such good shape that it would have 
been wasteful to remove and replace it. We agreed to pro-
tect it and refinish it as the final finish flooring. This added 
another challenge: creating an air seal that could be installed 
without removing any of  the interior joists and disrupting the 
existing subfloor.
 How do we secure the first joist, create an air barrier tran-
sition, and frame an interior wall while keeping the historic 
plaster crown in place and working within limited space 
of  the second joist 12–16” away? The solution came about 
through many field sketches and brainstorming along side 
Andrew’s lead Super, Billy Edwards and our PH Consultant, 
John Mitchell of  bldgtyp. SMR Craftworks chose to use the 
Pro Clima line of  products and sourced this from 475 High 
Performance Building Supply. 475 has been working closely 
with SMR, often dispatching technicians to the site to dem-
onstrate installation and field any installer questions.

 

Air barrier staged and nailer installed.

Existing condition

Interior view of exterior walls corner with crown.
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to deal with the first 
joist on the remain-
ing floors. Since we 
were preserving the 
existing wood floors 
in place and couldn’t 
remove joists to 
improve access to 

the first joist, we had to find a way to execute our thermally 
broken first joist detail with very little room to work. Again, 
working with SMR and bldgtyp, as well as our Structural 
Engineer on this project—Celin Muñoz Consultant Engi-
neers—we came to a remarkably straightforward solution. By 
simply using an LVL that was deeper than the existing joists, 
we could allow the LVL to extend past the existing joists by 
+/-3” top and bottom. The bolts connection the LVL to the 
existing masonry wall were installed through this overhang-
ing portion rather than in the cramped space between the 
joists. After that, the detail installation is business as usual.

  

Finding solutions to these challenges like this one where the 
solution does not subjugate the design, rather allows the de-
sign of  space the drive the detailing is incredibly rewarding. 
Being on site with a highly talented group of  consultants and 
builders is something we as a firm enjoy tremendously.
 
Note: All details included in this article were part of  a completed de-
sign with a Certified Passive House Consultant and implemented by 
certified Passive House Tradespeople. Please consult your individual 
professionals and carefully consider your specific conditions on all 
projects.         ∆

https://passivehouseaccelerator.com/articles/
passive-retrofit-detail-tying-floorplates-to-exterior-walls

At the crown, the first order of  business was to support the 
crown so that the wall framing could be removed to make 
room for installation of  the liquid applied air barrier. SMR 
came up with the clever solution. Working in sections, they 
removed the wall framing, prepared the masonry near the 
crown, and installed a plywood shelf  to support the crown. 
Later, when the air barrier installation is complete, wood 
framing will connect to the bottom side of  plywood shelf.
As we’ve learned on past projects, sound plaster is airtight. 
With no room to install our air barrier behind the crown 
moulding, we opted to utilize the crown itself  as part of  the 
air barrier system. The plywood holding the crown in place 
was sprayed with Visconn and taped to the bottom edge of  
the plaster moulding. The top edge of  the crown was con-
nected back to the Visconn air barrier at the masonry wall 
with either plywood (installed between and sealed to the 
joists) or Intello membrane.
 In the image above you can see a corner of  this house that 
connects the two exposed facades (South and West) where 
the interior framing is complete on the west side and yet to 
be complete on the south. With all of  this careful prepara-
tion, the final connection of  the vapor retarder is simple: the 
Intello membrane along the wall will be taped to the under-
side of  the crown. On the floor above, the Intello membrane 
connects to the plywood blocking used to connect the crown 
moulding back to the masonry wall.

 
 

Our next challenge was to create a modified structural detail 

The window on the right 
is a new masonry open-
ing on the side facade 
built to match the dimen-
sions of the existing 
window adjacent to it.

Same corner shown 
above: note the plywood 
between each joist taped 
to the top of the crown to 
connect back to the plane 
of the air barrier above.

View from above 
crown: wrapping the 
Intello under a joist 
header detail along 
the exposed side 
wall.

Enlarged structural nailer at the front wall.
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A Checklist of Ideas for Retrofit
Stuart Muir Wilson

DESIGNING NEW HOMES, STREETS, BUSINESS 
and non-for-profits to produce climate emergency-
ready buildings and infrastructure is an important 

factor in chain developing community resilience. Seizing the 
opportunity of  emerging and existing designs and technology 
to create homes that are not only resilient to climate change, 
but flourish in hardship circumstances is possible. Com-
munity mobilization is necessary for building retrofits and 
upgrades, in order to secure the immediate future against the 
ever-increasing issues arising from a changing climate. This 
mobilization must consider the fuel society uses to power 
transport (sea, air, car, trucks, trains and planes), materials 
that are used to build with, and a new type of  retro-fitting 
design thinking for homes owners to engage. 
 These issues should be looked at through a few different 
frame works to reveal gaps in both design and building prac-
tice. Theses lenses include architects, builders, trades (car-
penters and plumbers) with ecological design out comes at 
the center of  the issues. In the follow article, I present several 
different design options and outcomes that can be applied to 
variety of  circumstances.
 The scope of  our designs must include zero waste (reduce, 
reuse, and recycle), zero carbon (composting and mulch-
ing), closed-systems thinking (neighborhood collectives), and 
regenerative ecosystems. This requires a comprehensive, site-
driven rethink, re-design, and impletion action plan. This can 
be articulated at a systems change and/or individual home 
level. 
 Sick building syndrome occurs across over 98% of  new 
and existing homes and buildings. This is because building 
standards and regulation typically do not consider or account 
for passive house design, material health, and embodied 
energy. Forming sick building syndrome is a structure does 
not provide the basic needs of  comfort, energy efficiency, and 
occupant health. Most buildings are too hot in summer (caus-
ing heat stroke, death, and discomfort) and too cold in winter 
(increasing the risk on (pneumonia, cold, and flu)

Insulation
 Insulation works by isolating two different temperature 
environments—usually inside conditions and outside condi-
tions. Improving the ability and efficiency to have a warm or 
cool home is critical to reducing heating and cooling energy 
and their associated costs. The correct underfloor and ceiling 
insulation can make a difference of  up to 8 degrees Celsius 
or 46 degrees Fahrenheit. This is the difference between heat 
stroke and deaths, pneumonia, and power outages due to 
grid overload. This is referred to as sick building syndrome. 
Insulation is an essential part of  retrofitting a home. 
 Installing insulation under the floor (if  possible) and in 
the ceiling is the most effective way to save money and to 
stop burning fossil fuels to heat your home. At the same time, 

it increases the comfort and health of  your home.
 Insulation comes in a variety of  forms, including:

Recycled glass:  used to make a sustainable material base 
of  insulation. This can irritate the skin and lungs. So, 
breathing apparatus should be used when you work with it.

Recycled poly plastic: This insulation is my preference. It 
is made from recycled plastic bottles. This product does not 
irritate the lungs or skin and is safe to handle. One supplier 
is Autex.

Sheep’s wool: Perhaps one of  the older forms of  insula-
tion. Sheep’s wool is a great insulator. And it can be placed 
in most ceiling cavities and under floors.

Straw bales: Strawbales are an incredible insulator because 
of  their mass. As a natural resource, and a by-product of  
agriculture the sustainability credentials are great.

Thermal mass
    Thermal mass acts in the opposite manner to insulation. It 
holds heat or coolness over a long period of  time and releases 
it slowly. Examples of  thermal mass are stone, water, bricks, 
and earth. A good rule for creating thermal mass is to have 
at least 1 cubic meter (~ 1.3 cubic yards) of  material and be 
at least 30-50 cm (12-20”) thick. Thermal mass is commonly 
used in natural building techniques. The right combination 
of  thermal mass and insulation is essential to meet the cor-
rect comfortability. 

Passive ventilation 
    Ventilation done passively throughout a structure can be 
thought of  as natural fan that takes the hot air out of  any 
given room. Typically, two open windows are sufficient. 

Windows
    Windows are the area where most heat gets into a build-
ing during summer and where it loses the most heat during 
winter. Hanging heavy curtains and keeping these drawn, 
particularly at night, is the most inexpensive and cost-effec-
tive way to save on energy bills and increase the comfort of  
your home. 
    Timber frames are the best choice for new windows. They 
do not allow the heat or the cool to transfer through the 
window frames.

Rainwater gutter
    Rainwater harvesting gutters should be put on every new 
and old building as a matter of  urgency. Connecting a rain-
water tank and pump can supply the garden as well as the 
house during ever-increasing periods of  drought. 
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Eaves
    Eaves are the area of  a roof  that extends over the edge of  
an external wall. Eaves perform many important functions, 
including shading walls and windows in summer. Eaves and 
awnings can be added to a structure after construction is 
finished. 

Great examples of  these principles can be seen in Mike 
Reynolds’ earth ships and  Superadobe (earthbag): devel-
oped by Iranian-American architect Nader Khalili. This is 
an earthbag technique. Bags are filled with one-part sand 
and two-parts clay. They are used to build domes that can 
withstand earthquakes, fires, bullets, and floods. Superadobe 
is ideal for low income or emergency households. Because 
Superadobe houses are built with thermal mass, they are cool 
during hot days and warm during the winter when a wood 
stove is lit inside.

Regenerative fuel sources

 Homes in temperate and colder climates require heat-
ing to stay comfortable for habitation. It is critical that fuel 
sources which we can provide locally are developed as we 
move away from fossil fuels. Our energy may come from the 
sun in the forms of: 

• Sustainably grown timber from a wood lot. 
• Bamboo (where it is appropriate to the climate)
• Biogas: waste to energy. From urban or rural wastes

Tiny homes 

Tiny homes are small houses built on trailers. They are 
a great way for people who cannot afford to buy land. This 
will depend on the county laws for Recreational Vehicles. To 
house the increasing residential pressures on desirable places, 
counties have to think differently about how urban densities 
can be increased. Tiny Homes present a fantastic solution for 
this. Provided they are built to a high sustainability standard. 
The Tiny Homes I build in Melbourne, Australia integrate 
several important sustainability design features. These in-
clude:
• Passive ventilation. Two windows high on the walls that 

can be opened to take the hot air out during hot summer 
times. 

• Reclaimed and sustainably sourced timber, providing a 
rich story to the interior.

• Dense insulation in the walls and roof, keeping the inte-
rior warm in winter and cool in summer.

• Composting toilet, so the toilet does not have to be con-
nected to sewerage mains.

• A rainwater tank, which is enough for two people.
• Solar off  grid power, with a battery bank. Eliminating 

electricity bills, and also meaning the tiny home still has 
power in increasing brown outs.

• A fireplace as a central piece to the living area, key for 
setting a reflective mood. 

• Biogas from anerobic digestion for cooking and heating.

Tiny Homes represent a catalyst for place making, public 

space activation, and reducing ecological and carbon foot-
prints. This is achieved through living in the tiny home and 
the day to day habits this cultivates. For example, using the 
composting toilets eliminated the use of  fresh drinking water 
for flushing, and builds up quality soil. The grey water pro-
duced by the kitchen sinks run to different garden beds to aid 
in the establishment of  different food ecologies.

This kind of  innovation and adaptation to changing 
conditions are most effective when good assessment and 
planning are included in the design. 

Factors that influence retrofit for energy efficiency:

• Climate type, dry, cool or cold temperate, subtropical, and 
alpine

• Each climate calls for different design standards and 
climatic responses

• Fuel will always be need. So, it is important to use regen-
erative sources. 

Planning 

When in the design phase, it is best to use an architect, 
designer, or carpenter to support you through the process. 
The best way to inform these professions is coming up with 
a design brief. A design brief  tells the architect what your 
needs and desires are for the retrofit or build. Some ideas are 
listed below about what you could include in a retrofitting 
design brief:
• A cool place for summer
• A passive house and energy audit (by mechanical engi-

neer)
• Carbon accounting

Retrofitting decision-making 

Cost is always the biggest factor when making retrofitting 
decision. As a renter, even insulated floors and roofs make a 
significant difference to the liveability of  homes. Retro-fitting 
for renters has to be a bit more thought out. Things you need 
to consider are, how long are you planning to stay, and is the 
land lord willing to help pay for the building upgrades? How 
long does your lease run? And how uncomfortable/comfort-
able is your renting accommodation in a heat wave or ex-
treme cold? Is there potential to put temporary (and portable) 
solutions in place for water catchment? Energy production? 

Quite often the best solution is insulating in the roof  
and under the floor. Hands down, this is the simplest thing to 
do to improve the liveability and use of  the entire home. 

With the variety of  retrofitting and sustainable 
design methods techniques and strategies presented in this 
article, you can choose which pathway is required for your 
individual or community situation. Each step taken, adds 
to up to a significant contribution to form a more resilient 
future for our homes and community.    ∆ 
       
Stuart Muir Wilson is a practicing environmental architect and 
builder with more than 11 years of  professional designing and build-
ing experience. Website: www.designforhumanity.org.au
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WHEN I TOOK MY PDC BACK IN ‘86, we had 
an engineer as a guest instructor who was well-
versed in appropriate technology. I’d have to dig 

real deep in my papers to find his name now, but one thing 
he told us stuck with me ever after: passive solar energy is 
rather diffuse and irregular in availability, but it’s a great way 
to improve performance of  an on-demand type of  chemical 
energy: wood. If  our firewood is not dry, he said, up to 2/3 
of  its energy will be used in driving the water out of  it. More-
over, combustion will be at lower temperatures with more 
particulate and pollutants to foul the air and the stove pipe. 
But, by adding passive solar gain to a woodshed, we have a 
cost-effective way to improve performance of  this renewable 
resource. Dry wood just plain works better, and the irregular 
gain from passive solar is put to good use. Since then I have 
designed and built a number of  wood storages with solar 
gain, and I’ve been pleased with the results.

One of  the first I created was a simple greenhouse like 
structure that I put on the south side of  a wide sidewalk/pa-
tio on the south side of  a garage next to a home. Open on the 
ends, it was easily entered from the house and from the op-

posite end from the walk for bringing wood in. I used a tough 
greenhouse plastic and inside it had wooden stays to keep the 
stacked wood from touching the glazing or concrete so there 
was good air circulation to help in the drying process. The 
family liked the system way better than the old shed across 
the driveway under a huge dripping, mossy maple with the 
wood sitting on the damp ground. They also liked that they 
didn’t have to go out in the rain to get to the wood. 

A year later I moved to a small cabin where I had a small 
oak tree just outside next to the driveway. I figured out that I 
could tuck a shed under the oak, and I scrounged a piece of  
safety glass, 4 pier blocks, some 3/8” plywood siding, 2x3” 

Energy Retrofit

Dry Wood Storage Design
Rick Valley

studs, 2x4” rafters, 2x6” joists, and used ¾” plywood for the 
floor. These were all things I had scrounged, requisitioned, 
or got at Habitat for Humanity. Three pieces of  steel roofing 
of  various colors completed the project. I put it together in a 
day. Though to be sure, I have 10 years full-time experience 
as a carpenter. 

The final touches were to add some fencing wire to 
prevent contact between the window and the firewood and 
heavy lag screws in the floor protruding up 3/4 inch to re-
ceive the bottom ends of  five galvanized pipe “stays.” These 
slipped between two broad-head screws and the top of  the 
pipes in the header above the door side of  the shed. With this 
system it is possible to set a galvanized iron pipe in the chan-
nel formed between the screws and the wooden header, raise 
them slightly and drop the bottom opening of  the pipe over 
the lag screw in the floor below. Thus, the stacked wood can 
be held inside the shed, but when there is little or no wood 
in a given row, the pipe stay can be removed so a person has 
easy access to get the last wood or begin stacking a new file 
of  wood. 

Since the local rain wind comes from the south most 
usually, I did not need a door on the north side. By stack-
ing wood rows between the mesh-protected window and the 
stays, it is fairly simple to stack the wood over six feet high 
without endangering the window. By leaving some small 
space between stacks, air can circulate well, and with sun-

Wood heat is a practical supplement to solar heat, but it 
requires dry wood for burning. How ot make it easier for 
you to reach? Image via Pixabay.

A year later, I moved to a 
cabin where I had a small 
oak tree just next to the 
driveway. 
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shine most summer days, the wood gets quite dry. I got to 
appreciate the wood being off  the ground—less bending over. 
By having the wood stacked side-on to the wide-open door, I 
quickly realized I could take advantage of  all the ways wood 
can warm a body. I quickly began doing most of  my wood 
cutting and stacking in the cold wet months, filling a “bay” 
or “file” as they were emptied for the stove during the winter. 
This meant none of  this “first-in last-out” syndrome of  so 
many woodsheds. New wet wood wasn’t stacked in winter 
and would not block access to my seasoned wood. On top of  
all that, the overhang I put on the roof  made a fine spot for 
storing the wheelbarrow (which moves wood from chopping 
block or pickup) and hanging bicycles when you don’t have 
a garage. These days, living in a suburb with a garage, the 
woodshed shelters the ungainly big garden cart which is in 
less danger from theft than a bicycle

If  I had a problem with side winds blowing rain into my 
shed, I would erect a 40% permeable windbreak fence, (per-
haps of  bamboo poles or slats of  split bamboo, maybe with 

Diagram of the design by the author. 

a trellised vine?) on rot-resistant black locust posts perhaps) 
for shelter on the vulnerable side(s). This would reduce wind 
velocity and avoid turbulence which could potentially bring 
rain to “around the corner” and get into an open shed. Wind 
velocity reduction can thus be more effective than an imper-
meable block.        ∆

Rick heard about permaculture looking for grassroot ways into ap-
plied ethnobotany in 1981. He began by exploring hand tools and 
useful bamboos, and currently is keen on assisted migration for key 
western plant species. He’s a PINA teacher and designer who prefers 
working in mixed gender teams and with animal allies. Living 
in Eugene and Deadwood, Oregon, he implements permaculture 
designs as a licensed landscape contractor partner in Earthkeeper 
Landscaping LLC, OLCB#7922.
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My journey

Cool Runnings: The Greenhouse
Jeff Caldwell
Disclaimer: Though this was the first greenhouse I built; it is 
not my first building project. I have my handyman license 
and have worked in the building trades for 15 years. This 
project was neither easy nor cheap to build at a cost in mate-
rials to me of  about $4,500. 

IT IS FEBRUARY 2019 and the sun is starting to come 
out in Sonoma County, California. According to the 
USDA plant hardiness zone map we deal with average 

annual low temps of  25 to 30 degrees Fahrenheit. In other 
words, it doesn’t take any special talent to grow a garden 
here. Two years ago, I was encouraged with some success 
after purchasing three bookshelves on Craigslist which I con-
verted to raised beds, successfully raising a garden. This year 
I was going to step it up. I was not sure what I was going to 
grow other than heirloom tomatoes. 

I went on YouTube to get ideas of  greenhouse design and 
construction and was blown away when I came across the 
concept of  the climate battery. The premise of  the climate 
battery seemed genius to me. As the name implies, the goal 
of  the climate battery is to store climate, (i.e. heat or cool) in 
a medium (soil) in order to try to reach the ideal climate for 
growing crops year-round. Since I did not feel comfortable 
designing a system myself, I reached out to the professionals 
at Central Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute (CRMPI) 
design in Colorado for help. After I sent in a sketch of  my 
building plan the first thing Michael of  CRMPI told me was 
that my north/south orientation of  my greenhouse was in-
correct. After he explained why orienting a greenhouse from 
East to West was more efficient for capturing the rays of  
the sun as it travels from east to west I knew he was correct. 
However, I had already chosen my site, pruned large oak 
trees, and hauled almost three tons of  volcanic rock to the 
quarry to make room for my building footprint. I imagined 
this may have been what it felt like for a Jamaican bobsledder 
to walk on ice for the first time. 

It is now early April 2019. I’ve spent too much time doing 
underground work. I need to get 120-volt power and water 
from the main house underground to my site which requires 
trenching over 100 feet and laying pipe. These utilities are 
essential for my plans that include a 6-inch duct booster 
fan and two Dayton mechanical thermostats to control the 
climate battery, overhead lighting, and sprinkler irrigation 
controlled by a “smart” sprinkler timer that can be pro-
grammed and controlled through an app on my iPhone. 
After one memorable trip to Home Depot with a bill for 
$1,100 mostly for redwood lumber, I remember thinking that 
this may be the most expensive produce ever grown. The next 
greenhouse I build may use concrete block for the raised beds 

Framing of perimeter of structure with 30” redwood 
raised beds

Wiring for hi/low thermostatic control of thermal battery with 
shut off switch
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or some other cheaper materials that will still hold up over 
time, however this project was behind schedule and I needed 
to have materials on site for the little time I had available for 
the build. 

Building the climate battery was a fun challenge. I was 
advised to use a 6-inch duct booster fan mounted inside 
an 8-inch duct. This 8-inch duct would serve as the main 
manifold; I would drill three holes on each side and tie in 
4-inch corrugated drainpipe. This 4-inch pipe carries air and 
some moisture through my 30 inch raised beds and transfers 
heat to the soil during the day hours and removes heat from 
the soil during the cool hours. This efficient fan only uses 30 
watts to operate and from my observation is able to circulate 
oxygen through the structure at the recommended 20 cycles 
per hour. Controlling this booster fan required two Dayton 
line voltage thermostats. I programmed one thermostat to 
turn on around 85 degrees F and the other to turn on around 
55 degrees F, so the fan will automatically turn on in the case 
of  temps outside the ideal range. Using an infrared thermom-
eter, I have seen air temperatures 10 to 15 degrees cooler than 
greenhouse temperatures after circulating through the climate 
battery. I have consistently seen the temperature inside the 
greenhouse about 10 degrees warmer than temperatures 
outside the greenhouse. Walking inside Cool Runnings you 
definitely feel like you are inside a tropical forest! 

Cool Runnings has three locations for ventilation: the 
main door has glass panes that open, a 12-inch end gable 
vent with automatic thermal opener, and a 30-inch roof  
vent controlled again with an automatic thermal opener. 
My favorite aspect of  this project is the fact that it is largely 
automatic. Having irrigation and ventilation on controls that 
work when I am at my day job make managing Cool Run-

nings a breeze (pun intended) 
rather than a hassle.

One challenge I am trying to 
address is trying to get beneficial 
bugs to venture inside Cool Run-
nings. I have planted wildflowers 
and marigold in one of  the beds 
however they have not bloomed. 
I also purchased a hand-blown 
hummingbird feeder to place 
inside; the trick here is that the 
hummers are already satisfied 
with another feeder in the same 
yard and luring them away from 
that feeder has proven challeng-
ing. As ambitious as my build-
ing design for this greenhouse 
was, my choice in planting was 
cautious to the other extreme. 
This may reflect my confidence 
in one area but not the other. I 
started six varieties of  heirloom 
tomato from seed and mixed 
in peppers, carrots, artichoke, 
cucumber, seedless grape, golden 
raspberry, and took a chance 
planting a dwarf  banana which 
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looks good so far. It is August now and the tomatoes have 
climbed up to the ridge and beginning to take over both sides 
of  the building. For now, I will let them grow on the metal 
trellis I have built them until they begin to block out light for 
everything else.

I look back on the past six months of  this learning experi-
ence and see some things that went wrong, but mostly things 
that went right. Sure, if  I had the space, I probably would 

have made the structure longer than 16 feet and taller than 
10 feet. The cost per square foot of  space in this project does 
not make sense for most people, especially if  you had to hire 
someone to do it for you. If  you only looked at the practi-
cality of  this project, it would never get done. On the other 
hand, if  you had the experience of  getting off  of  a stressful 
day of  work and walking inside Cool Runnings every day 
and smelling the exploding growth and moisture in the air, 
you too may come to believe that it makes sense after all!  ∆

Jeff  Caldwell is  a 38 year-old part time handyman, full time Regis-
tered Nurse and father of  two girls, 6 and 12.  I enjoy my free time 
playing disc golf  and finding any reason to be outside, and enjoy 
trying new restaurants.  I have a 15-year-old chocolate cocker spaniel 
named Alice who hangs out with me when I have food.

8 inch manifold connected to (6) 4 inch perforated lines 
for heat exchange with raised bed soil. Ventilation in the roof for summer days. 
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Observations

Solar Energy
James R. Campbell

Because solar energy has been the primary external energy 
available for life on earth, billions of  years of  evolution have 
probably already optimized the capture and conversion of  solar 
energy [in the chloroplasts of  green plants].

—David Holmgren (1)

ASSUMING IT IS LIKELY that only a hydrogen 
energy economy will prove to be truly sustainable, 
some role for solar-driven electrolytic generation 

of  hydrogen from water is almost certain. But will it play 
a dominant role? Or even a permanent one? Whether or 
not Holmgren is correct in thinking the embodied energy  
(2) efficiency of  pairing photosynthesis with biomass H

2
 

generation will always continue to be greater than that of  
serial photovoltaic and electrolytic reactions, it is nonetheless 
true that his vision of  a photosynthetic energy future 
necessarily includes reforestation on a global scale. Relying 
on solar panels does not. But neither does their use preclude 
widespread greening of  the planet.
  It has been said that we preserve only what we love, yet 
human history enacts a harsher maxim: we are often forced 
to sacrifice what we love for what we believe we need. 
Consequently, it behooves every lover of  nature to find ways 
of  anchoring it in the realm of  what we need, as well as 
enshrining it among what we value.
  To achieve this end, however, it will most likely be necessary 

to deploy artificial technologies like solar panels when and 
where they fit into the grander project of  restoring nature. 
Holmgren himself  identifies three situations in which 
photovoltaic power generation would be appropriate: (a) for 
small, off-grid structures, (b) in urban centers where rooftops 
and impermeable pavement surfaces predominate, and (c) 

in places where biomass production is severely curtailed by 
aridity. Each of  these basic situations can be elaborated as 
follows:

  Small-scale off-grid uses. What appears at first glance to be 
marginal and exceptional situations becomes quite relevant 
to the global problem of  power generation when reframed 
as “on-site household solar”—whether energy ballasting is 
provided by batteries or by connection to a utility grid. Such 
installations can be designed as relatively unobtrusive rooftop 
or canopy additions that exploit the solar exposures of  new 
or existing structures.  (3)

  Urban heat-islands. Irrespective of  any overarching theory, 
common sense alone would both suggest and endorse the 
extension of  such on-site design principles to larger projects, 
where both the demand for power and solar exposures are 
greater. Corporations and public institutions have been 
among the first adopters of  such large-scale installations, but 
with the advent of  virtual net metering, aggregations—or 
communities—of users can participate in the benefits of  
sourcing their electricity from locally located solar arrays. As 
currently structured in Illinois, publicly mandated funding for 
community solar projects allows subscribers to enjoy lower 
rates for non-polluting solar-electric power, while owner-
developers benefit from incentives and purchase of  energy by 
Commonwealth Edison.
  A goodly variety of  community solar projects have been 
designed for sites in nearby Cook County, but have not 
yet been constructed. Nonetheless, existing single-user 
solar installations at North Central College in Naperville, 

Publicly mandated funding 
for community solar 
projects allows subsribers 
to enjoy lower rates 
for non-polluting 
solar-electric power
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Michigan State University in East Lansing, and the 
Blackfriars Railroad Bridge in London, England illustrate 
how three types of  urban heat-island site could be harnessed 
for mid-scale community solar projects.(4)
  Unfortunately, all of  the community solar projects proposed 
for McHenry County under the auspices of  the Future 
Energy Jobs Act have been designed as “solar farms,” 
meaning they feature ground-mounted arrays of  solar panels 
sited on leased agricultural land. In an effort to mitigate the 
blanketing of  acres of  land with abutting ribbons of  inclined 
solar panels, environmentalists have advocated design criteria 
such as planting throughout the site with native pollinators, 
and filling perimeter setback zones with screening. (5) 
  But even more unfortunately, these ameliorations (a) are 
located within a perimeter fence that disrupts and contracts 
habitat for terrestrial species larger than a mouse, (b) do 
nothing to ensure that carbon sequestration by grasses and 
forbs on the site is not seriously compromised in the areas 
of  permanent shade created under the panels, (c) encourage 
rather than retard the on-going encroachment of  the built 
environment on open lands, and (d) deflect attention away 
from finding compatible agricultural uses for the land during 
the term of  the lease. Yet we should not forget that urban and 
rural landscapes are linked, and that ultimately

It is not a choice of  either the city or the countryside:
both are essential, but today it is nature, beleaguered in the country,
too scarce in the city, which has become precious.—Ian McHarg (6)

   To protect what is beleaguered and to make what is scarce 

flourish, our first study must be whether and how solar arrays 
might help reverse the devolution of  fields and forests, of  
parks and gardens into blighted acreage in and around our 
urban conglomerations.  

  Arid landscapes. Of these biomass impoverished 
landscapes there are two basic forms—naturally occurring 
and basically stable deserts, and regions of  “desertification” 
in which more biologically diverse and fertile land has 
become increasingly barren due to human practices. It is with 
the latter form that we are rightly concerned here and now, 
for we as humans are responsible for—and endangered by—
proliferation of  these aridities.
  It might seem that even Holmgren would approve of  utility-
scale solar arrays being placed over such desiccated soils, 
if  only to provide a bit of  cooling shade. But that would be 
to ignore the crucial role reforestation plays in his vision 
of  a sustainable future, and to miss the way selective solar 

shading fits into that scenario. Thus, in order to create—on 
suitable, but degraded “old field” terrain—a full canopy 
coverage suitable for agroforestry we have to posit at least 
two prior stages: that of  a pasture with clusters of  trees that 
could potentially bear fruit or nut crops while forming islands 
of  shade for livestock; and an earlier stage in which partial 
shade has been introduced into an open field site by means 
of  elevated and open-spaced solar panels that are compatible 
with grazing the more diverse grassland they foster. (7)
  Although progression from a minimal to a full tree canopy 
is being contemplated here, there is no inherent compulsion 
to move from one stage to the next. But—if  and when 
reforestation is the end in view—the option of  using openly 
spaced clusters of  solar panels to initiate conditions of  mixed 
shade and sun that give introduced saplings time to mature 
also gives the farmer time to make an incremental transition 
from uniform grazing land to a diversified tree crop and 
pasture form of  agriculture. And if  the initial solar array is 
scaled so that it generates a profit, or if  the land is leased 
in parcels with varying end dates, a revenue stream is being 
generated that would offset the costs of  changing to a more 
diversified and profitable way of  farming.
  Then too, this prototypical dual-use scenario could also 
be used to transition from row-crop farming (8) to more 
diversified and sustainable practices—such as using fruit and 
nut-bearing trees to mitigate full sun or drought conditions 
in market or nursery stock growing, or incorporating 
harvestable shelter belt plantings into fields primarily devoted 
to annual or perennial grains.    
  Although a line of  “solar trees” does not exactly constitute 
a shelter belt, siting them along the periphery of  fields allows 
solar panels to be integrated into a varied landscape. And 
to the degree that their shade helps other shrubs and trees 
become established, using solar trees to jump-start new 
shelter belts and species-rich edges to fields is quite sensible. 
Esthetically speaking, solar trees sited in the countryside 
need to be more restrained and serviceable than those used 
as showpieces in malls. Thus, a tiered cluster of  five to nine 
horizontal panels could form a tree-like canopy (9) which 

Yet we should not forget 
that urban and rural 
landscapes are linked.
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on marginally productive agricultural lands and degraded but 
restorable open spaces, provided the following guidelines are 
observed:
 • support columns are driven into soil without use of  

footings so they can be easily removed;
 • ownership is transferred from developer to participants 

after payback period by “third-party flip” contracts; (11)
 • solar panels are elevated (8’) and open-spaced (1:3) so 

they create moving shadows, with no soil in total shade;
 • native or grazeable grasses and forbs are established 

throughout the site so that erosion is curtailed;
 • disturbance by access and service structures is 

minimized, and any damage to drain tiles is repaired;
 • any required fencing is unobtrusive or integrated into the 

landscape with appropriate plantings.

  In short, when properly sited and designed, urban 
community solar arrays and solar farms will support local 
economies by reducing electric bills for subscribers, feed 
emission-free and sustainably sourced electricity into the 
local power grid, provide needed shade and power in urban 
areas without encroaching on the rural landscape, and still 
provide local farmers with income from compatible uses that 
can help restore soil fertility and habitat biodiversity on their 
lands. (12)        ∆

James R. Campbell is a retired adjunct instructor, landscape designer 
and zookeeper with Masters degrees from Roosevelt University and 
The University of  Chicago. His previous publications include studies 
on the Eastern Christian paschalion, addictions and repentance, 
direct taxation in the Constitution, and the Qur’anic concept of  
usury. He is currently working on a book about the use of  embedded 
acrostics in Renaissance Italy and England.

Images for this article are CC0 via Pixabay. 

could easily be elaborated by replacing the 
flat-plate collectors with ones composed of  
narrow tilted louvers. Another attractive 
variation could be introduced by mounting 
such solar trestle-style canopies on poles 
of  varying heights to create a credible 
harbinger of  a small cluster of  living trees.
  The same methods could also be used to 
replenish the scarcity of  nature in cities 
by transforming degraded brownfield 
sites into parks, (10) for nature becomes 
particularly “scarce” in cities where 
brownfields abound. Restoring despoiled 
urban lands by conventional landscaping 
practices could quickly create a veneer of  
nature, but in order to truly restore the soil 
and habitat to health, a slower process of  
nurturing is required—a progression that 
might well benefit from introduced islands 
of  moving shade cast by solar arrays with 

a lifespan of  about twenty-five years.
  The ecological benefits of  making changes in the direction 
of  diversity and sustainability are clear. The suitability of  
well-designed solar arrays for helping initiate such changes 
has yet to be fully implemented in the field, but the current 
influx of  money into community solar projects presents 
serious environmentalists with two related opportunities 
to defend our “beleaguered” countryside: (1) persuade 
solar development companies that urban sites are the most 
preferable and profitable locations for mid-scale aggregations 
of  solar panels, by (2) persuading rural landowners to insist 
that mid-scale community solar arrays located on open 
lands—whether agricultural or not—must consist of  elevated 
and open spaced panels, or clusters of  pole-mounted panels.

A Prototypical “Best Practices” for Solar 

  We strongly encourage installation of  solar panels on the 
rooftops of  suitable residential, commercial, educational 
and industrial structures; and recommend that community 
solar installations be located on expansive rooftops and over 
parking lots or transit corridors within our built landscape. 
We also support the establishment of  community solar farms 

Mid-scale community 
solar arrays located on 
open lands must consist 
of elevated and 
open spaced panels. 
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Growing the Perma-Culture Community in Cascadia

The Pacific Northwest 
Permaculture Convergence
Collectively written by members of the Northwest Permaculture Community and allies:
Shaelee Evans, Ryan Flesch, Setesh Freeman, Jillian Hovey, Paul McDermott, Michael “Skeeter” Pilarski,
 Jessi Pongratz, Cody Wicks, Julie Wolf and Tiffany Y’vonne; Edited by Shaelee Evans and Jillian Hovey

NORTHWEST PERMACULTURE is an expansive 
network and social movement composed of  people, 
projects, and organizations across the states of  

Washington and Oregon and extending throughout Cas-
cadia. The regional convergence is the annual pulse of  the 
heart of  this community, which has grown out of  almost four 
decades of  permaculture activities in the bioregion.

Fresh from this year’s gathering, a group of  us who repre-
sent various aspects of  the larger community came together 
to write about our experiences of  the recent Convergence. 
Out of  that collective writing exercise, there emerged the 
themes of: the need to continue working locally and across 
regions: within permaculture, and with aligned organiza-
tions; the evolution of  permaculture into a more wholistic 
practice beyond “Earth Care”; intergenerational learning; 
our hopes for the future; and growing a ‘perma-culture.” 

PNW permaculture history

Permaculture Elder and Historian, Michael “Skeeter” Pi-
larski tells us that the first ever Permaculture Design Course 
(PDC) was held in 1980 in Australia, and the first PDC in the 
Pacific Northwest, was offered only a couple of  years later at 
Evergreen State College’s organic farm in Olympia, Wash-
ington in 1982. Andrew Jeeves (the Australian illustrator of  
Permaculture: A Designer’s Manual) was the instructor, and Bill 
Mollison (the co-founder of  permaculture) taught a few days 
as well. Skeeter took that first Pacific Northwest PDC, along 
with 25 other people. He was 32 years old at the time. Now, 
at the age of  70, he says that course changed the course of  
his life, which he has also seen be a common experience for 
people who take a PDC. 

During the rest of  the 1980s, Skeeter helped organize and 
teach one to three courses which were offered in Washing-
ton each year. In 1986, Evergreen State College hosted the 
2nd International Permaculture Convergence. That is the only 
time that North America has hosted the global convergence, 
which is held in different parts of  the world every two years 
(the next one is in Argentina in November 2020). In 1988, 
the first Permaculture Design Course in British Columbia 
was held at Linnea Farm on Cortes Island. It was billed as 
a “Bioregional PDC” and held in conjunction with the 3rd 
North American Bioregional Congress.

From 1988-1992, five “NW Permaculture Rendezvous” were 
held at the Bullock Brothers’ Homestead on Orcas Island. 
They had fun building chinampas at their event, so it became 
known as the “Orcas Island Bog-Toss” with 100-150 people 
attending each time. In 2008, the first “WA State Conver-
gence” was attended by 115 people; the second year of  that 
event, with 170 participants, it outgrew the host site, Sahale 
Retreat Center on the Hood Canal. In 2010, the gathering 
was named the Northwest Permaculture Convergence (NW-
PCC) and the organizers decided to move between Oregon 
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and Washington each year. In 2011, dedicated people began 
to form the Northwest Permaculture Convergence into a non-
profit to give more cohesion to events and the community. 
In the subsequent years, it was first licensed as a 501(c)3 in 
Oregon, and then in Washington. The Northwest permacul-
ture community converged in St. Helens in 2011 and drew 
in 450 to 500 people. The largest attendance ever was 600 
people in 2016, at Fort Flagler, on Marrowstone Island near 
Port Townsend, WA.

Our region has held hundreds of  permaculture design 
courses with over 5,000 graduates, and tens of  thousands of  
people involved. Over 100,000 people in the Pacific North-
west know something about permaculture, think kindly of  it, 

and participate in events across Washington, Oregon, Idaho, 
Montana and British Columbia. Indeed, the greater Cascadi-
an bioregion includes sub-regions with localized gatherings: 
in eastern Cascadia, the Inland Northwest Permaculture 
Convergence stewards the area east of  the Cascades and west 
of  the Rocky Mountains; to the south, we find the NorCal 
Permaculture Convergence (aka “The Convergence”). To in-
clude the area north of  the international border with Canada, 
we have made efforts to build relationships with British Co-
lumbia and look forward to much more in the coming years.

A cohesive Northwest Permaculture Convergence Board 
gelled in 2017 and is working to articulate an operations 
manual illustrating best practices for holding gatherings 
based on the collective wisdom of  the past years. Many peo-
ple have been involved with co-creating the Pacific Northwest 
permaculture community, such as Jude Hobbs, Tom-Hazel 
Ward, Rick Valley, the Bullock Brothers (Doug, Sam and 
Joe), Sego Jackson and Susan Buis, Jan Spencer, Pat Rasmus-
sen, Mike Maki, Laura Sweany and Penny O’Grady, Matt 
Bibeau, Erik Blender, Amber Peoples, Kelda Miller, Tom 
Allen, Marisha Auerbach, and many others. We are grate-
ful for the mentorship of  elders sharing what they know and 
passing the torch to the next generation. This has given some 
Elders space to bring other aligned events to the region: such 
as Skeeter’s recent Global Earth Repair Conference, and current 
Board President Shaelee Evan’s mentor, Bill Aal who has 
focused on Tools for Change. This inter-generational exchange 
is key to our current and long-term success. The rich work 
that has been done by so many over the first four decades, 
has generated fertile pockets of  soil and a mycelial network 
to help accelerate the succession of  healthy ecosystems going 
forward. Skeeter says “We need to continue to step into what 
we know is right, even without the guarantee of  success.”

Northwest Permaculture Convergence: an 
Organizational Tool for Community Benefit; A 
Container to Grow Community

by Shaelee Evans, President, Northwest Permaculture Conver-
gence Board

The Northwest Permaculture Convergence (NWPCC) 
promotes permaculture education and projects throughout 
the Cascadia bioregion, organizing yearly gatherings to draw 
together those wanting to strengthen sustainable systems in 
practice. Over the past 12 years, these meetups range from 
large four-day conference-festivals bounded by site-visits and 
community workshops, to small weekend get-togethers. We 
share meals prepared from fresh food donations brought by 
attendees and donated by the community. All paying par-
ticipants volunteer for two hours to help run the show. All 
present show up in a spirit of  offering to produce a new norm 
through the shared work of  our hands, hearts, and minds.

Along with the convergence traditionally moving between 
Washington state and Oregon each year, we aim to vary its 
location within each state to spread the beneficial impact 
brought by our activities. The host venues of  our convergen-
ces are seen as collaborators in manifesting a new paradigm. 

Map of Cascadia bioregion laid over political boundaries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cascadia_(bioregion)#/me-
dia/File:CascadiaMap.png
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We prefer locations which have a vision for the land to con-
tinue to educate and serve beyond our weekend event. In a 
few days of  working together, the sites are positively impact-
ed from projects on the land, a rallied local community, and 
the residual joy from so much good knowledge being shared. 
Examples of  host communities that continue the work Jan 
Spencer’s suburban permaculture projects around Eugene, 
Camp Singing Wind’s “Women of  the Woods” gathering, 
the continuous efforts of  Lost Valley Education Center, and 
the communal living model developed by Sahale Ecovillage. 
Over time, we believe our gatherings are demonstrating and 
codifying models for sustainable gatherings that restore the 
land and grow healthy community.

During NWPCC events, we strive to provide hands-on 
workshops to practically teach what permaculture looks like 
in action and have had from 30-65 presentations at each 
convergence. Sessions in this year’s convergence ranged from 
installations of  hedgerows and regenerative agroforestry, 
to acorn lore and preservation, to plant walks and social 
forestry, to fungi and Zone 00 care, to radical ecology and 
discussions on shaping society along permaculture prin-
ciples! Skill-shares give active opportunities to participate. 
Last year’s event included tree pruning, stone paints, seed 
saving, and animal fat rendering. These are woven around 
the traditional lectures and keynote speakers (such as soil 
scientist, Elaine Ingham, who was with us last year). For 
keynotes in 2019, we had Tao Orion, last years’ PINA design 
prize winner and author of  Beyond the War on Invasive Species: 
A Permaculture Approach to Ecosystem Restoration and Lowell 
Dietz, a mushroom aficionado, who shared his home-scale 
method to create Terra Preta while providing an abundance 
of  mushrooms for culinary, medicinal, and bioremediation 
use. Pre-convergence tours and workshops included suburban 
permaculture site visits demonstrating neighborhood resil-
iency in Eugene, and an earthworks workshop on creating 
swales on contour. Find a link to the 2019 program at www.
northwestpermaculture.org.

In the early millennium, elders like Hazel (formerly Tom 
Ward) and Michael “Skeeter” Pilarski infused game, story, 
song, and dance into our events. We carry that on as a wel-
come space to make learning fun while building friendships 
and informally meeting each other as people rather than 
presenters and attendees. Opening circles and shared meals 
facilitate joining together in unity, rather than just giving an-
nouncements and introductions. Here we give thanks to the 
ancestors who cared for the land we stand on and to teachers 
for sharing their wisdom. Together we acknowledge the injus-
tices we hope to learn from and strive to heal through ethics 
of  fairness, sharing and care, treading a path to be reconciled 
to a life that teems with honor and good stewardship.

We are growing an ecology of  sponsors, who are extreme-
ly important to the success of  our annual Convergence. They 
provide necessary infrastructure for setting up in remote 
areas, such as sky lodges and tipis, technical tools, and equip-
ment for our tea lounge. Nourishment and hospitality is do-
nated from small farms and producers across the northwest, 
and cash donations pay for things like site deposits, insur-
ance, and coordinator stipends. We couldn’t possibly hold 
our events without this support, and give thanks through live 

banners, recommendations and perpetual promotion on our 
sponsors, archives and social media pages. In this digital age, 
we recognize that a well-developed website is a critical link in 
getting our messages out to the world, as well as encouraging 
the community to develop itself  outside of  the container of  
our yearly events. We have an events calendar for all to post 
to. Also, our directory gives individuals, regional teachers, 
sustainable businesses and all other permaculture-aligned 
parties a platform to announce their presence by county. Be-
ing able to find other local community members to work and 
play with is what makes a system dynamic and durable!

The Northwest Permaculture Convergence, as a 501(c)3, 
views our position as a principle-driven organization as an 
opportunity to model the emerging future of  how work is 
done in the nonprofit world. As President of  the Board, I feel 
it is so important to model leadership based on the sharing of  
knowledge and resources—like a coach equipped to supply 
their team with a network of  supporters and a platform to do 
the work each member is uniquely gifted to do. In my experi-
ence as a volunteer for the nonprofit community, I’ve wit-
nessed power and communication dynamics that block good 
work being done. To create a new story with the NWPCC, 
I have been diligent to increase organizational flow through 
seeing my role as a Listener, looking for the sparkle in my 
friend’s eyes, and doing all I can to help it shine brighter. We 
use #slack, Google Docs, and Zoom to be inclusive in how 
we work. Please reach out to join our channels.

Dynamic David Ahlgren leading the Swale & Pond Pre-
Convergence  Workshop. Photo: Jillian Hovey
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Hosting Collective Community Growth: Lost 
Valley Education Center—An Ally in the 
Northwest 

By Setesh Freeman, Director of  Events at Lost Valley Education 
Center and Meadowsong Ecovillage

In the late 1980’s, a group of  visionaries set out to find 
land and create long-lasting community, built on permacul-
ture ethics and principles. They found an abandoned retreat 
camp in the Oregon Cascades, which had 87 acres of  land, 
existing infrastructure, 300-year-old oak trees, and diverse 
riparian systems; it also had pockets of  habitat degradation 
from logging and neglected maintenance issues. Lost Valley 
Education Center (LVEC) was created and has a rich history 
including 30 years of  events, education, regenerative de-
sign, and shared living retreats/events, ranging from 25-500 
people, including monthly overnight ecstatic dances and 
Permaculture Design + EcoVillage Design Education certifi-
cation courses. Now the related Meadowsong Ecovillage is a 
full-time home to 35 adults and 6 children.

Lost Valley was blessed to host the 2019 Northwest 
Permaculture Convergence in September. As the Director 
of  Events at LVEC, and Site Manager for the Convergence, 
I was able to witness the remarkable collaboration it took 
to host this event. On-site resident teams cared for many 
of  the needs during the event, for which we established a 
work-trade program months in advance. In walking the land 
during the convergence, I was struck by the energy that had 
been brought to our home—through skillshares, earthworks, 
classroom presentations, live music, natural building, a 
temple space and sauna/hot-tub. I felt that the vision of  this 
land being fully activated had come alive! One very positive 
sign came from a large pasture which was secured for parking 
from adjacent conservative neighbors. On the Friday night 
at the start of  the Convergence, for the first time, they came 
onto the land asking: “So what’s this permaculture thing all 

about?” That’s when I began to recognize the real impor-
tance of  this gathering: deep drawing together of  community.

The larger vision of  Lost Valley Education Center is to 
hold a place of  service where our 501c3 Non-Profit educa-
tion and event center supports the local and bioregional 
community to offer their skills and create containers for 
social, ecological, personal, economic, and spiritual growth. 
We vision this reality through the restoration of  the native 
oak savannah, increased food forest systems, off-grid demon-
strations, and social systems such as sociocratic governance, 
ecstatic dances, and community gatherings. 

Integrate rather than segregate our commu-
nity: The Permandala Project

By Tiffany Y’vonne, Community Cultivation Practitioner with 
IQuark : community cultivation firm

Shaelee Evans, Abby Colehour, and I initiated the Per-
mandala Project to visualize how permaculture ethics are 
lived out through practicing the twelve design principles. This 
project is an ongoing, community-wide effort to document 
permaculture in-action across the Northwest region through 
art, narrative, and digital documentation. The development 
of  this living catalog of  knowledge, skills, and experience 
within the community facilitates connections through prac-
tice areas and supports intra-community relationships that 
extend beyond the annual convergence. As the visual instal-
lation of  the Permandala becomes an interactive, searchable, 
digital map of  the Northwest, it invites exploring permacul-

ture with suc-
cessful models to 
follow. Northwest 
Permaculture as a 
region is posi-
tioning itself  to 
demonstrate the 
impact of  permac-
ulture not only as 
a lifestyle, but as a 
design methodol-
ogy for systems 
change. To join 
our emerging 
digital Permacul-
ture Atlas, please 
share how you 
live the permac-
ulture principles-
in-action though 
survey or email 
to info@north-
westpermaculture.
org, with subject 
“Permandala 
Project.” 

Meadow Kitchen and Convergence Hearth Center. Photo: 
Jillian Hovey 

The Littlest Swale & Pond Workshop 
Attendee, Maya Morris. Photo: Jillian 
Hovey
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Children as foundation and future

By Tiffany Y’Vonne

Permaculture as a lifestyle and design system is growing 
beyond its mis-categorization as a subculture and has started 
to influence the mainstream, with the intelligence to inform 
a healthy society. Within the NWPCC, we are increasingly 
tending and seeding life-affirming systems, which grow from 
the roots of  permaculture ethics and design principles, and 
this calls forth our children. Oftentimes children are not well-
integrated into the learning narrative, yet they are the future 
carriers of  a life-affirming culture. The NWPCC is explor-
ing ways to not only include, but increase intentionality and 
acknowledgment of  our children as emerging practitioners 
within developmentally appropriate experiences at our 
events. This intentionality with children for a conference was 
learned through Biodynamic Conferences, an affinity com-
munity gathering by the Biodynamic Association. In Europe, 
children are increasingly being involved in many aspects of  
permaculture 
community 
and gatherings.

This year, 
NWPCC 
hosted dedi-
cated children’s 
programing, 
led by Flow 
Whitewater, 
which included 
nature lessons, 
crafts, songs, 
and inclusive 
educational 
games. It is 
inspiring and 
humbling to 
witness the 
knowledge 
and practice of  
young stew-
ards. My hope 
is that future 
convergences 
will follow 
their lead with 
youth presenters facilitating sessions for their peers and even 
adults too! As the Ethopian proverb states “One who learns, 
teaches.” And what better way to seed permaculture into the 
mainstream than with children from a multitude of  back-
grounds, as they will become the next generation of  practitio-
ners, and ultimately, elders. 

By Paul McDermott, Mentor, Program Designer, Container 
Builder, Founder of  Regenerative Roots:

In considering the role of  children and permaculture, I 
agree it is imperative they be designed into the gatherings and 
language of  what it means to be a permaculturist. In order 
for a culture to be permanent, the future generations need to 
be offered accessibility and inclusion into cultural practices 
and seen as an integral part of  the whole.

At this year’s convergence, my daughter Luna was invited 
by Jillian to help anchor the center of  the Dragon Dreaming 
Mandala as adults exchanged emotional energy across the 
mandala field. When I asked her about the experience, she 
shared that she “could see everyone, some people were smil-
ing, some were serious, and some were in the middle.” When 
I asked her how she felt, articulating a specific word was a 
challenge. After a pause, she landed on “supported,” and I 
was struck by the simple truth as much as by the complexity 
of  what was left unsaid. Having seen and felt the response of  
the adults in the circle, I was also proud; her graceful power 
extended a warm invitation for them to access their vulner-
ability with tenderness. This inter-generational confluence 
highlights the great opportunity we have in designing whole-
system relationships.

In considering how best to involve children into conver-
gences, we can look to tie socio-cultural practices of  permac-
ulture to the lived experience of  feeling “supported.” At ten, 
Luna loved hearing about microbes and mycelium, bio-char 
and rocket stoves; she was engaged and had fun. However, 
what I see sustaining her, and encouraging her to explore and 
develop the practices that nourish a permanent culture, is the 
emotional connections that were woven with, for, and by her 
during the weekend.

Guided by this construct, our organization (Regenerative 
Roots) hosts an annual Art of  Mentoring gathering. This 
is an intentional program developed by Jon Young over 30 

Permandala. Photo: Jillian Hovey

Luna, assisting the Dragon Dreaming 
Mandala Exercise. Photo: Jillian Hovey
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years ago which uses iterative design principles aligned with 
the values of  permaculture. By holding space for all ages 
and stages, and emotional phases, we create a container of  
connection where participants experience the re-livening of  
the village. Activities, story-telling, and celebrations weave 
the individual with the collective, the old with the young, and 
foster relationships of  reciprocity. We hold the vision that 
when we gather with intention and consideration for place 
and all beings, and integrate our children into this process, 
we create and move energy in life-giving ways. This activates 
a regenerative ecosystem that will feed a permanent culture, 
nourishing the whole and allowing us to grow forward.

Growing the Community through 
Social Permaculture

By Jillian Hovey, Facilitator of  Regenerative Whole System 
Ecologies

Social permaculture has been emerging around the world 
over the past years, with avant garde areas such as the UK 

lifting up the other two ethics of  People Care and Fair Share, 
rather than only focusing on the ethic of  Earth Care. Permac-
ulture was always meant to be about permanent culture, not 
just permanent agriculture. The permaculture community 
in the Pacific Northwest is taking this up and is increasingly 
stepping into cultivating community. This is not about aban-
doning Earth Care—it is about catalyzing more awake, con-
nected, equitable, regenerative social ecologies that support 
increasingly aligned, intelligent, and active earth care.

An aspect of  growing the permaculture community, or 
accelerating succession, is facilitating more intergenera-
tional relationships. We have permaculturists who have been 
involved for 30 years or more. These Elders have a lot to 
share with ”Youngers” (including children) who in turn are 
living new patterns which can help move us forward with the 
cultural paradigm shift underway. Using nature as a model, 
we can envision the community as a forest garden, where the 
guilds and their interconnectivity can grow into a thriving, 
rich, and diverse multi-function polyculture that supports 
permaculture coming to life across the entire bioregion and 
beyond. For now, let’s hear from four of  our existing and 
emerging young leaders.

The Power of a Diversity 
of Inter-Relationships

By Ryan Flesch, Founder of  Rooted Spirit Nutritives and Co-
land Manager with SeattleEcoCampus.com

I am so grateful and appreciative for my experience at 
the Northwest Permaculture Convergence this year. To find 
space where we connect and exchange intergenerational 
wisdom, from elder to younger, as well as from younger to 
elder, is so transformative and healing. After having been 
introduced to permaculture at the Standing Rock Water 
Protectors movement, the work I felt called to is in the social, 
emotional, and spiritual realms—to build up the biophysical-
ly-focused foundation that has been laid by those who have 
come before me, and to create a permanent culture that is 
inclusive and equitable.

At the NWPCC, I found many offerings highlighting the 
nature of  interbeing—a term coined by Thich Nhat Hanh 
and introduced to me through Charles Eisenstein’s work, 
meaning a deepened understanding of  interconnected, being 
more than connected: I exist because you exist. My studies 
have shown me that we literally exist because the micro-
organisms in and around us exist, and because the plants 
breathe out oxygen. The principle of  inter-being is fundamen-
tal to the core fabric of  life. 

During a social forestry walk, Auntie Hazel invited us to 
not only look or feel the land during observation, but to smell 
it, taste it, and open ourselves to a deeper relationship with 
the land. They asked us to reflect on what it would have been 
like to have been the White Oak during the snowstorm that 
hit the Pacific Northwest this winter? The White Oak is a 
beautiful example of  an implicate species, as it is intimately in-
volved with more species than keystone species, which gives 
additional insight into the ecology of  interbeing.

Map of Cascadia States & Provinces, by Cascadia Now!
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In an experiential workshop with Jillian Hovey, we 
mapped ourselves onto a mandala composed of  the four 
quadrants of  Dreaming, Planning, Doing and Celebrating. 
One encouragement in the exercise, was to begin valuing 
those in different quadrants than the one we feel the most 
comfortable in. This gave an insight into diversity in our 
communities and illustrated to me how crucial it is for us to 
work together as interrelated beings.

I think what is needed today is a shift in priorities, and to 
craft a new story. To do so, we need to be in community, cre-
ating a society that values what is truly valuable, like relation-
ships, peace, and stewardship, rather than what is profitable 
or makes life more immediately comfortable. In looking to 
future permaculture convergences, I am inspired to help co-

create intentional conversations around these concepts and 
ideals. My vision for the future is to remain grounded in the 
biophysical, but expand our design capabilities to the intra-
personal, interpersonal and communal realms. We are calling 
in an abundant future, and it needs a story beyond regenera-
tively grown food!

Inter-Generational Biochar Guild

By Ryder Coen

This year I attended the Northwest Permaculture Conver-
gence to lead a skill-share on biochar. It was my final event 
of  the season after a whirlwind of  teaching and network-
ing around permaculture. This was born from a small grant 
offered to empower me to do biochar related work in the 
world, where I got the opportunity to travel to the Global 
Earth Repair Conference (GERC), the Indigenous Wisdom 
and Permaculture Skills Convergence (IWPSC), and to 
teach workshops throughout the Pacific Northwest. These 
opportunities have supported me in my exploration of  right 
livelihood and greater embodiment of  purpose and place in 
the world.

One of  the benefits of  attending permaculture gatherings 
is to be part of  an intergenerational community and move-
ment where we can all learn from, support, and inspire each 
other. I feel this is so important and necessary for our much-
needed shift to a regenerative culture in this time of  great 
crisis and opportunity. At this year’s convergence, there were 
two other biochar professionals who have been working with 
biochar much longer than me. Their devotion to developing 
biochar knowledge over the years is a gift they generously 
share, and I now see my place in this ecological guild more 
clearly and feel empowered to continue forward. 

I have some hopes for the Northwest Permaculture Con-
vergence (NWPCC) moving forward. Both GERC and the 
IWPSC gatherings were indigenous-led and strongly centered 
and grounded in prayer and spirituality, and the theme of  
centering BIPOC voices and decolonizing the permaculture 
movement also came through very strongly at the IWPSC. I 
hope to see the NWPCC continuing to work towards bring-
ing together the spiritual and the physical, and the mind and 
the heart, alongside the work of  decolonization and center-
ing of  BIPOC voices. In another inter-generational oppor-
tunity, I am excited to explore my involvement in the next 
chapter of  the local Aprovecho community and education 
center. I would be standing on the shoulders of  those who 
went before me, with a view toward helping to steward the 
healing and re-birth that is needed. I’m grateful to say that 
my time and experiences at the NWPCC have helped me feel 
more clear and confident on my path. 

Re-Villaging through Collective Space

By Cody Wicks, Sustainable Community Facilitator, Founder of  
CollectiveSpace.org and Co-opMediaNetwork.com

The essence of  permaculture can be seen as a collective 
set of  values and principles to guide our relation to ourselves, 
each other, and the earth. As we can see embodied in this 
article itself, social permaculture goes deeper in creating an 
operating system around the principles outlined by Bill Mol-
lison, David Holmgren, and others. The specific principles 
vary depending on who you are talking to, but they outline 
the same general system of  regenerative relationship: always 

Ryder Coen leading biochar skillshare. Photo: Jillian 
Hovey.
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leaving things the same or better for all involved. To cre-
ate a re-villaging, we must find ways to story this complex 
system change and sustain it in a life-affirming way. When 
we converge, we share stories with depth that can reinforce 
and inspire more of  the good that is happening locally. This 
can meet principles such as many functions for each system, 
and many systems for each function, as well as others. So, we 
continue to build, share resources and apply the permacul-
ture principles to many projects. 

Up in Duncan and the Quw’utsun’ Valley, we are co-cre-
ating a permaculture-inspired social system and community 
that widens to include those who connect with this work by 
applying it to all aspects of  life and society. This involves ap-
plying permaculture principles to everything we do. We have 
launched workshops and speaker series on sustainable com-
munity development, coworking space, nonviolent commu-
nication, Cowichan First Nations elder teachings, herbalism, 
gatherings, music, and more; building a regional network 
of  teachers and listeners through a project called Collective 
Space. It is through coming together in unity to create and 
grow these stories that we create the society-transforming 
steps that we need for a sustainable future. 

Our part is just one piece of  the whole intention to create 
a diverse social ecosystem of  change. Leading the way for 
20+ years here on Vancouver Island, is O.U.R. Ecovillage. 
They have hosted many Earth Activist PDC’s with Starhawk, 
and Permaculture Teacher Trainings with Oregon’s Jude 
Hobbs. Jillian, an amazing mentor and colleague, has a vi-
sion of  connecting with other permaculturists on the Cana-
dian side of  the border. These include: Javan Kerby of  Verge 
Permaculture, and Ron Berezan of  The Urban Farmer, both 
in Vancouver; Delvin Solkinson & Kym Chi on the Sunshine 
Coast; Gregoire Lamoureux of  Kootenay Permaculture 
Institute; and of  course, the historic Linnea Farm, an “eco-

logical oasis” on Cortes Island, which is a 314 acre organic 
land trust stewarded by five families dedicated to sustainable 
agriculture and education.

All systems that create our society need to make the tran-
sition to a regenerative future together. This means adjusting 
a complex ecosystem with old roots and many more recent 
changes. We must continue to converge, to bring our inner 
zone 00 work into the outer work of  family, community, and 
earth. By doing our inner spiritual, emotional, mental, physi-
cal work, we show up in all the zones of  social permaculture 
and make big changes in relations with family, friends, com-
munity, humanity, and all of  earth. A big thank you to the 
Northwest Permaculture Convergence and all those involved 
for being a local aspect of  this connection and re-storying. 
We look forward to becoming ever increasingly interdepen-
dent and resilient with this work, across borders, and between 
bioregions with this Pacific Northwest Permaculture Com-
munity.

People Care—Showing up for Social Justice 
in the Permaculture Movement

By Jessi Pongratz, Event Coordinator for the 2019 Northwest 
Permaculture Convergence and the Kindle Cascadia Ancestral 
Skillshare Gathering, and Interim Executive Director of  the Apr-
ovecho Center for Research and Education in Sustainability

Permaculture draws from research and observation of  
indigenous peoples’ intimately connected relationship with 
people and place. Permaculture teachers, organizations, and 
gatherings easily put in to action the indigenous values in 
the ethic of  Earth Care but what of  the other two ethics of  
People Care and Fair Share? I find that native values such as 
humility and reciprocity as applied to those same peoples, are 
largely missing in our permaculture practices. From the lack 
of  the native values of  humility and reciprocity, egotistical 
motives can take hold in harmful ways. I think that it would 
be good for permaculturists to reflect more deeply on the two 
“non-dominant” ethics and take a critical look at the perma-
culture movement’s complicity in appropriating and capital-
izing on the traditions of  indigenous cultures.

Another fundamental consideration in our permaculture 
landscape, is that most people are working on what-was 
indigenous-managed land, and they have access to education 
and resources that probably weren’t available to indigenous 
people, even if  they could be on their lands. Without building 
a reciprocal relationship with the native people from whom 
this land historically belongs and from whose wisdom is 
observed, permaculture practices turn from appreciation to 
appropriation. 

Though the permaculture movement is well intentioned, 
invisible structures exist that exclude indigenous people and 
people of  color. Gatherings like the Northwest Permacul-
ture Convergence can unintentionally perpetuate systems 
of  oppression through practices that persist from a legacy 
of  colonization. At this years’ convergence I recognize that 
there were missteps around inviting and hosting native 
people at the convergence. The conversations of  decolonizing 
occurred largely in the absence of  native stakeholders—lo-
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cal native people, the sovereign nations who occupied those 
lands. Building this conversation in, not just tacking on, will 
be necessary for true collaboration and cultural sensitivity 
to possible appropriative activity and true land stewardship. 
To ignore this or trivialize it, is to further erase native people 
from the homelands they seek to reclaim. It cannot be true 
People Care, when the very people who informed the perma-
culture movement are not an authentic and substantial part 
of  the gathering. 

It will take a concerted effort to uncover these invisible 
structures, and challenge the privileges and benefits afforded 
so many of  us. Acknowledging that those primarily involved 
in the permaculture movement are mostly descendants of  
white European settlers/colonizers, the positions, wealth, 
and privilege afforded them are based on the genocide of  
indigenous people and the slavery and oppression of  people 
of  color. Restoration involves developing relationships with 
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of  Color) communities 
and individuals. We need to be inviting BIPOC into difficult 
conversations and truly listening, putting aside our own agen-
das, learning to be good allies and how to offer support from 
those who have inherited privilege. The permaculture move-
ment must put focus on developing a cultural understanding 
of  what People Care and Fair Share truly are, and that social 
justice is an integral and indispensable aspect of  permacul-
ture. It requires many to give up some power and position, 
most of  all it requires honesty, humility, and compassion. 

Tiffany Y’vonne, a woman of  rich cultural background within 
often racially marginalized ethnic minorities recognizes and owns her 
full heritage and adds her voice to this conversation:

Within the Northwest Permaculture Convergence Com-
munity, there is an emergence of  learning regarding how to 
address oppression, disparities, contextual identities, and 
the systemic structures from the arc of  history that keep 
injustices in place. As permaculturists we strive to embrace 
discomfort, choose reflective action, and live into the edges. 
This means even recognizing the artificial boundaries of  how 
we “identify” people who live the realities of  marginalized 
categorization. For example, the term “People of  Color” re-
inforces and perpetuates whiteness and racism, and it is just 
one stepping-stone towards understanding systemic racism 
for labeled and categorized non-white persons. As permacul-
turists, let us seek to address separation, understand intersec-
tional “isms,” and uproot belief  systems keeping inhumane 
and non-life affirming conditions in place.

Weaving our Stories after the Convergence

For the 2019 convergence, we invited all attendees to 
collect visual and audio artifacts from our time together. The 
goal of  this “citizen journalism” is to capture pictures and 
audio/video recordings of  presentations, keynotes, circles, 
songs, and spontaneous moments from a variety of  per-
spectives. The intention is to increase the reach of  wisdom 
shared, and continue our conversations beyond the annual 
event, keeping us connected and supporting each other’s 
projects, crafting a more inclusive culture that expands com-

munity through a media framework made to build collabora-
tions. We are always accepting useful content, please share 
with NWPCC media liaison Julie Wolf  at nwpccmedia@
gmail.com 

From Hannah Apricot Eckberg, co-founder of  Abundant Earth 
Foundation and contributing editor to Permaculture magazine: 

After many years of  attending permaculture convergen-
ces around the world, from the International Permaculture 
Convergences in Cuba, England and India, to the European 
Convergence and gatherings up and down the West Coast of  
the US, I found a common thread—a lack of  an easy way to 
follow up with other participants to continue the conversa-
tions and find ways to collaborate once we return to our own 
farms and communities. Not finding a good resource for con-
necting us and with the support of  Abundant Earth Founda-
tion, I worked with a team to create the Weaver Network. 
Our aim is to help fill this need and support the permaculture 
movement to grow deeper connections. 

The Weaver Network is an online directory and plat-
form to help permaculturists from around the world con-
nect around common interests, share information, and offer 
mutual support on projects. It is a way to help bring more 
cohesion and collaboration, and is designed for permacultur-
ists, by permaculturists. People are invited to create a profile, 
list their projects, and list hand-crafted items for sale in the 
Weaver Community store.

Permaculture Convergences are such an important place 
for people to get to know each other in person and share 
their wisdom and dreams. I hope that more people will join 
Weaver so we can gain a critical mass to make the platform a 
useful tool for permaculturists and continue to strengthen our 
relationships in between convergences. This way, when we 
do come together in person, we can dive even deeper into col-
laboration and mutual support. www.WeaverNetwork.org 

Daphne Singingtree at the Opening Circle. Photo: Jillian 
Hovey.
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(Conclusion)
Intergenerational Co-creation 
of a Perma-Culture

By Shaelee Evans, Board President for NWPCC, Founder Good-
nessTea.com and Integrated Earth Horticulture 

Like an aged guild, the growing diversity in the northwest 
permaculture community provides a host of  offerings to the 
world. We share a vision of  uniting people who are doing 
the work of  crafting regenerative systems on the ground 
and sharing stories and wisdom which can only be earned 
through time and trial. Since the early 1980’s, early practi-
tioners have been laying a foundation in our soil and souls 
which continues to nurture emerging cohorts through an 
established root system grown along permaculture design 
principles which value all life. 

We have an opportunity in this digital age of  super con-
nectivity and information-sharing-ease to give honor and a 
voice to the marginalized. The annual Northwest Permac-
ulture Convergence is a space where a wonderful blend of  
modalities and disciplines come together, creating joyous 
opportunity to witness an explosion of  innovative brilliance 
at the intersections, like the life found at edges between 
ecosystems as witnessed in nature. Together we have the 
ability to imagine and put in motion designs for a more lov-
ing, resilient future; influencing policy through the power of  
our collaborations and the breadth of  our collective resource 
stewardship. 

Going forward, Jillian Hovey is encouraging us to de-
velop our social permaculture skills by using permaculture 
principles and methodologies to design our convergences on 
a deeper level. She offers that part of  this practice is returning 
to fundamental questions such as: what are the convergences 
serving, for whom, and how? The Northwest Permaculture 
Community plans to have creative permaculture design ses-
sions this winter to create a pathway forward to grow healthy 
community, for the convergence and more. Our first design 
session will be the first week of  December. We invite the in-
volvement of  others interested in sustainable gatherings, and 
will share our learning, so please email jillian@permaculture.
net if  you are interested in learning with us in this process.

The Northwest Permaculture Convergence is seeking 
partners for the 2020 gathering, please contact us with sug-
gestions for sites, collaborators, coordinators, sponsors and 
presenter proposals, as well as interest in holding space for 
workshops, community events, tours, and keynote speakers, 
and any other ideas that you have—let’s get the party-plan-
ning started now! Please send us events and announcements 
to promote what’s going on across the region through our 
social media outlets and newsletter. Please teach what you 
know and share your story in your neighborhood and through 
email to info@northwestperaculture.com (subject: Perman-
dala Project) to be sent a link for establishing the Permaculture 
Atlas, a tool to identify our collective resource and map 
methodologies for crafting a sustainable future. Through 
converging at gatherings across the land and sharing expres-
sion, we grow in communication collaboration and move 

together to craft a society that thrives within the bounds of  
planet earth.

Our authors span the region, shining light on varying as-
pects of  permaculture in practice. In collectively writing this 
article, we weave together threads from aligned organizations 
to continue the work between convergences. Valuable models 
are developed through an open sharing of  what works and 
what doesn’t, so best practices are born of  real experiences 
and the delight of  growing new patterns for a resilient cul-
ture. In sharing this history and the parts we play, our authors 
hope to magnify the impact our coming together has in the 
region through the power of  becoming a bright light and 
resource to each other.      ∆
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● Shaelee Evans:	Acting	Board	President	for	NW-
PCC, Founder GoodnessTea.com and Integrated Earth 
Horticulture
● Jillian Hovey: Facilitator of Regenerative Whole 
Community Ecologies, www.JillianHovey.com
● Michael “Skeeter” Pilarski: www.friendsofthet-
rees.net, www.inlandnorthwestpermaculture.com
● Setesh Freeman: Lost Valley Education Center
● Juli Wolf: Northwest Permaculture Media Wizard
● Hannah Apricot Eckberg: The Weaver Network, 
and the Abundant Earth Foundation
● Tiffany Y’vonne: IQuark : community cultivation 
firm
● Paul McDermott: Regenerative Roots
● Ryan Flesch: www.seattleecocampus.com
● Cody Wicks: www.collectivespace.org, www.
cowichanvalley.org
● Jessi Pongratz: Kindle Cascadia and Aprovecho

Shaelee Evans leading closing circle. Photo: Jillian 
Hovey.
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Tree Crops and a Model of Regenerative Forestry
A Walk in the Woods
John Wages

WHEN MOST OF US THINK OF A FOREST 
FARM, we imagine something that a farmer or 
a designer planted deliberately. We imagine that 

someone came to a more or less blank slate and decided, 
through permaculture design process or some other method, 
what to plant in various locations on that site. This is 
indeed the case for most of  the food forests that have been 
described in these pages. In the mountains of  western North 
Carolina, Michelle Dixon and Peter Waskiewicz live on 
a sprawling homestead, Watershed Forest Farm (www.
watershedforestfarm.com). Their farm is essentially a 160-
acre food forest, but a very special one. In this case, it was not 
planted deliberately, or at least not with a detailed outcome 
in mind. Instead, this is a natural, native food forest. Given 
that it’s in the southern Appalachians, one of  the most 
ecologically diverse regions in eastern North America, you 
might imagine that it’s biologically productive, and you 
would be right. In late September, we visited Michelle and 
Peter to learn more about what they’re doing on this unique 
and very special property.

Your farm is called Watershed Forest Farm. How did you come up 
with that name?

 Three years ago, when we envisioned the qualities we 
were looking for in a homestead, a pure, protected water 

source was the primary directive. At first we thought we were 
looking for a few acres with a spring, then we were offered 
an incredible opportunity to steward this classic Appalachian 
cove* hardwood forest, which was grandfathered within 
the Cherokee National Forest. The land forms a south 
facing bowl that rises 1,250’ (380 m) in elevation from the 
lower homestead on up to the encompassing ridge lines. 
The topography forms a self-contained watershed with 
a great variety of  slopes, solar orientations and resulting 
microclimates, hence the name. The second name we 
considered was Plant and Gather Forest Farm, which 
describes a protocol for “pro-active wild-crafting” that I have 
been working with over the years. My favorite name was 
Climax Forest Farm, which, to me at least, illustrated the 
legacy aspect of  our vision for the forest. However, when we 
tested it out in the community, most folks tended to chuckle, 
as the successional definition of  a climax forest was lost to 
the reproductive connotations.

Tell us a little about the history of  this area—what crops the people 
grew here and how they lived, and what you know about the history 
of  the farm itself.

Watershed Forest Farm Visitor’s Trail Map

Relax with a cup of tea while the chickens entertain you—
Chicken TV!
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 The old-timers tell us the Cherokee would spend 
summer months here, presumably to enjoy the mild summer 
temperatures. There is a spring near the old cabin that was in 
use before the first settlers arrived.
 In the 1880s, the Capps family settled in this cove and 
immediately built a hand-hewn American chestnut log cabin. 
As the story goes, they called it Butter Holler, because the 
grass and water were so rich that the cows gave butter. They 
didn’t have a truck, a tractor, or even a wagon, just a mule 
and a sled. Life was tough because of  the extreme isolation, 
but they managed to provide for nearly all their needs. We 
have heard stories from the family how their ancestors would 
trade ginseng and bloodroot to the peddler who would travel 
by wagon, for things they couldn’t produce like nails, tools, 
boots, and cookware. They would grow wheat, corn, and sor-
ghum on steeper slopes than would never be recommended 
in permaculture. After the 50s, subsistence agriculture mostly 
ceased, and Butter Holler changed hands several times. One 
fella planted Christmas trees, another was busted for growing 
cannabis, which resulted in it changing hands by auction on 
the Madison County courthouse steps for a song. We pur-
chased it from a glass artist who was the leader of  the Butter 
Holler String Band. Herbal medicine has deep roots in Ap-
palachia. We know that most pharmaceuticals used to come 

from plants. Well, many of  those raw materials were harvest-
ed in hollers** just like this one. Botanical businesses were a 
big part of  the local economy. Nearby towns like Erwin, TN, 
and Boone, NC, were trade hubs for raw plant materials that 
were shipped to apothecaries around the world. We’re seeing 
a reawakening of  the rich herbal tradition that used to be 
here. To celebrate it, the Sassafras Moon Herb Festival was 
launched this year in Erwin (herbalachia.com). It is fantastic 
to see communities reinvigorating local economies with busi-
nesses rooted in the botanical richness of  the mountains.

Is that a chestnut tree I see outside your kitchen window (or is the 
forest just glad to see us)?

 When the Capps family first arrived, the American chest-
nut (Castanea dentata) was still the primary canopy species. 
Permies know that it provided exceptional timber and an 

It is fantastic to see 
communities 
reinvigorating local 
economies with businesses 
rooted in the botanical 
richness of the mountains. 

abundant source of  protein and carbohydrates for people 
and wildlife.  The chestnut blight was first noted 1904 in 
New York and quickly spread through Eastern forests, killing 
nearly every tree by the 1930s. Before the blight hit here, all 
but the steepest slopes had already been cleared to graze and 
grow crops. As Southern Appalachian forests regenerated, 
the oaks and tulip poplars replaced the chestnut as the climax 
species. Around 1950, the Civilian Conservation Corps took 
on the first efforts to reintroduce the American chestnut by 
planting blight-resistant Chinese chestnuts (Castanea mollissi-
ma) in this and other hardwood coves. My assumption is they 
had hopes that they would naturalize and cross-pollinate, 
passing their resistance to any of  the remaining American 
chestnuts that were resprouting from the old stumps. The 
Chinese chestnuts they planted have since naturalized along 
the creek with a healthy succession of  70-year-old plantings, 
teenagers, and saplings behind them. We have a nursery of  
modern, improved Chinese chestnuts that we are planting 
into the groves to invigorate the gene pool. We still have 
American chestnuts sprouting from the old stumps and inde-
pendent American chestnut seedlings growing in the high-
lands. I am still hopeful that blight-resistant American chest-
nuts may be regenerating here and in other hidden coves. The 
CCC also planted selections of  black walnut (Juglans nigra) in 
this hollow, and we now have a large succession of  produc-
tive black walnuts growing on the west face.

What are some of  the more unique products of  Watershed Forest 
Farm?

 In terms of  botanicals, we’re experimenting with 
spicebush, (Lindera benzoin), a hardy native shrub also known 
as Carolina allspice. The tea you’re drinking is a combination 
of  spicebush twigs, leaves, and berries. We’re working 
towards value-added products that combine spicebush with 
complementary botanicals. Other income streams we are 
developing include a plant nursery, mushroom cultivation, 
wildcrafted herbs, honey bees, specialty crops like ginger and 

View of the upper garden from the deck of the cabin.
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turmeric, workshops, and a variety of  agritourism offerings. 
All of  these come together in our CSA program, which we 
call Community Supported Forest Agriculture.

Tell us a little bit about how your CSFA differs from a typical CSA?

 From the beginning, it was clear that the finance and labor 
required to fulfill the long-range vision for the watershed was 
well beyond the capacity of  one couple, and the concept grew 
from there. The CSFA model we are developing addresses our 
short-term economic needs, while supporting regenerative 
forestry goals that merge agriculture with preservation.
 Our mission and permaculture design process led us to 
combine aspects of  traditional CSAs and forest farming 
with elements gleaned from Community Forestry (CF). CF 
is an innovative branch of  forestry that is broadly defined as 
“any situation that intimately involves local people in forest 
activities.” On a regional scale, CF projects combine forest 
conservation with rural development, poverty reduction, and 
community empowerment.
 Alongside traditional vegetables, our biweekly deliveries 
include wild harvested herbs, mushrooms, value-added 
medicinal products, and even firewood. Then there is the 
agritourism aspect. CSFA members can come for a farm-
to-table meal, to wild-craft some nettles, take a workshop, 
they can host their own small event, campout or simply 
un-plug with an afternoon of  free-range nature bathing. 
A big difference between a typical CSA and our CSFA is 
that unused credits don’t expire at the end of  the season. 
This gives our members an opportunity to purchase two or 
more years in advance as a way to support and invest in the 
prolonged task of  establishing a perennial agriculture.

How is the CFSA developing, and how has it been received in the 
community?

 This was the first year we sold multiple shares, and now 
that the season is coming to an end, I can safely say our 
members were thrilled. Overall, people are very excited 
about the concepts. Because members were promised a 
certain amount of  foods that they’re accustomed to eating, 
we used that as motivation to get some good-sized gardens 
established. The drive to keep members happy serves to move 
it all along.

What about animals. I’m sure you have plenty of  wildlife here.

 Yes, there’s a lot of  wildlife in the woods around us. 
We have bear, bobcats, coyotes, and according to everyone 
but the state of  North Carolina, there are mountain lions 
here. I saw one off  Paint Fork Road some years back. My 
first thought was, that was a big dog crossing the road. A 
split second later, I knew that sleek moving creature was no 
dog—it was a lion! But yeah, there are wild turkey and a fair 
amount of  deer, but probably not as many as you’d imagine, 
in places like Kansas or Arkansas. I suppose the topography 
is tougher for the deer here, and maybe the lack of  monocrop 
grains and cleared pastures keeps them in check. We have 
two great guard dogs who generally keep all the deer and 
predators away from the homestead. Sometimes, they chase 
them all night long, but the deer have never hit our gardens.

Your farm is mainly on a steep slope in Western North Carolina. It 
must be difficult to grow traditional crops, yet you have a CSA. How 
do you cope with the slope?

 With a 1250’ elevation change, the topography is a major 
defining feature that impacts nearly every aspect of  design. 
The lower portion of  the land has about 10 acres (4.1 ha) of  

Air potatoes produce small edible bulbils along their grow-
ing stems. This abundant crop is growing in a bush along-
side the trail to the upper garden and cabin.

Shiitake logs stacked streamside. As we walked down to 
the stream, we noticed American groundnut (Apios ameri-
cana) growing near the bridge.
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moderately sloped, full sun pastures that we have reclaimed 
over the past two years from the tangle of  invasives, briars, 
hardwood saplings, and fallen Christmas trees that we 
inherited. After nearly three years of  observation and 
planning, I look forward to 2020 when we plan to have a 
good sized excavator here to move large stone for terraces, dig 
swales and ponds, fix logging roads, and all sorts of  powerful 
projects that will help to level the playing field, at least a 
bit. For now, we are incorporating a higher percentage of  
annuals as we transition these pastures towards a production 
plan that increasingly favors perennials. Growing vegetables 
drives us to build soil, terraces, and trellises down in the sun 
where we live. Over time, these mixed gardens and orchards 
will expand into the moderate sun areas to meld with the 
surrounding forest edge. As we progress, the marketing plan 
will move further away from the traditional CSA model 
towards one that incorporates more u-pick and wildcrafting 
member shares, along with agritourism.

That all sounds exciting. Have you made any projections of  how 
much income you can develop from this site?

 Before we even moved onto the property, we were 
working with spreadsheets to estimate how many people 

per day we wanted to have on the site. What is the limit 
for people? What’s the limit for parking, etc.? The current 
limit is no more than 28 people on the land at any given 
time. I mean, so if  we wanted to have a wedding and say 
we have five helpers on the land and maybe another family, 
that’s ten already. In that case, we wouldn’t host a wedding 
with more than 18 people. As far as projecting potential 
income from this site, the forest yields, annual garden yields, 
agritourism, I’ve done some of  that. We are confident that 
we can have all the dollars we need, for as long as they are 
necessary. We work with two inspiring groups in Asheville 
that are pioneering the cooperative nuttery movement. 
Acornucopia (www.acornucopiaproject.com) and Nutty 
Buddies (nuttybuddycollective.com) have purchased and 
constructed commercial-scale nut shellers and oil presses 
to process their added-value products. They also make the 
equipment available to the community for a percentage of  
the harvest. We plan on getting a walnut cracker and oil press 

for our farm and our neighbors, plus we are in the process of  
designing a large dehydrator for herbs, mushrooms, and small 
batches of  timber.
 When it comes to the forest, “The yield of  the system 
is limited only by the creativity of  the designer.” At 
the onset we hired Certified Forester Richard Sanders 
(wildwoodconsultingllc.com) to help us develop a long-range 
management plan that would guide us in our newfound 
stewardship. The plan divides the land into six tree stands, 
depending on their species make up, age, and microclimate. 
We developed separate management plans for each of  the 
six stands, which includes: low-grade thinning, removal of  
invasive species, habitat restoration for wildlife, and low-
impact sustainable timber harvests for use in onsite structures 
and a woodworking shop. We plan to share what we learn 

These mixed gardens and 
orchards will expand into 
the moderate sun areas to 
meld with the surrounding 
forest edges.

Peter showing us red, ripe spiceberries.

American chestnut sprouting from a stump trailside.
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a household term. One of  the most memorable aspects of  
that period was when we enrolling the company as plaintiffs 
in the Organic Family Farmers et al. vs. Monsanto case. In 
the case, 70 farmers and seed growers petitioned the court to 
end Monsanto’s practice of  suing organic farmers for patent 
infringement after GMO pollen drift contaminated organic 
seed crops. Thanks to Obama, the Monsanto President, they 
successfully defended their bogus claim in the U.S. Supreme 
Court, that pollen drift from GMO to organic crops does not 
amount to contamination. However, towards the end of  the 
case, they did announce that they would no longer pursue 
these types of  lawsuits, and to my knowledge they haven’t 
filed one since.

What is your vision for the future of  Watershed Forest Farm?

 Well, our day-to-day vision is rooted in the future, and 
you’re in luck, I have a freshly shined up vision/mission 
statement that I will read from the website.

Watershed Forest Farm is a family homestead, botanical sanctuary, 
and regenerative forestry preserve in the mountains of  Western North 
Carolina. Guided by a commitment to water protection and the 
ethics of  permaculture design, Peter and Michelle are stewarding this 
magnificent cove forest towards a legacy of  ever increasing vitality, 
resilience, and abundance. Through demonstration, practical 
research, and education programs, the farm works to provide a model 
for active preservation that inspires sustainable forestry in Southern 
Appalachia and temperate climates around the world.
 This grand vision begins with Zone 0: the homestead 
and the lifestyle we are creating.  We started with the 

best day ever and worked from there to create a plan that 
allows us to repeat it over and over. That would be a lot less 
complicated if  it didn’t have to include conjuring all of  the 
energy needed to pay for the land as well as regenerate the 
forest. Our best days include time in the gardens and forest 
to cultivate and wild-craft and time in the kitchen to process 
and experiment. So, we are developing income streams that 
allow us to concentrate on the diversity of  the forest and 
not get caught up producing just a few products. The perfect 
example is the “Forest to Table” dinners we host. Rather 
than spending our time harvesting large amounts of  a few 
species to sell wholesale, we can get the greatest effect with 
the least effort by serving that produce on plates at a much 
higher margin. The Forest to Table also fulfills a primary 
economic goal of  our permaculture design, which is money 
coming from on-farm sales (including internet) rather than 

I have to have at least 
two reasons to cut a tree. 

with other private forest stewards to help provide alternatives 
to clear-cutting.

A few issues back in the magazine, we had some people write about 
Hershey’s nursery in Pennsylvania. They went searching for the 
site of  the old nursery. The nursery was long gone, of  course, but 
amazingly, some of  Hershey’s trees were still there. They collected 
seeds and materials to try to bring some of  it back—improved honey 
locust, mulberries, persimmons, walnuts, and so forth. But, after 
Hershey died, nobody kept his nursery going. Much of  Hershey’s 
research and long-term breeding knowledge was lost, and that was 
one of  my questions. What have you done to ensure that Watershed 
Forest Farm will continue after you’re gone?

 That’s a good question. Well, we’re looking at land trusts. 
There’s a local group, and I probably wouldn’t mention them 
by name because we’re not settled on doing it yet. But they 
would put agricultural easements on the property, so that 
it has a kind of  blanket preservation to ensure that it’s not 
going to become a real estate development. At some point, 
the permaculture design along with our forestry management 
plan would become fused to the land via the easement. The 
design and forestry plan would carry forward with the land, 
even if  it changes hands.
 As long as we are managing the forest with integrity, 
where we don’t cut trees or make changes to the forest 
without basing those changes on a series of  conscious 
decisions, we are doing the foundation work to set this forest 
into a harmonious pattern that will replicate itself. If  we 
do a good job, why would anyone ever mess with it? If  the 
roads and the access are perfect, and the plantings are really 
doing well together, and if  the soil is gorgeous in the middle 
full sun spots, and our water and energy systems are set up, 
there would be no reason to change it. That’s how I feel, but 
I realize the need for sound planning. The thing that’s cool 
about land conservancy is they will help find a caretaker. 
If  something changes, they’ll hold onto the land until they 
find the right people to manage it within the bounds of  the 
easement and offer them a sweet lease or purchase deal.
 Another strategy we’ve considered is to bring in another 
family or two here to help carry out the long-range plan.

You founded Sow True Seed in Asheville. What can you tell us 
about your experience starting a seed company?

 Yeah, Sow True was my baby. I named it, put the seed list 
together, marketed, and ran it for the first four years. I’m very 
proud to have launched it, but I’m not involved anymore. 
Before I moved to the Asheville area, I had experience in 
the organic seed industry. I remember telling the folks at 
Earthaven, that if  nobody picks it up in a few years, I’ll do 
a great seed company here, because every great regional 
agriculture system needs one. When we opened up the doors 
in 2008, it spread like wildflowers that were being watered 
by a perfect storm. It was like the maturation of  the local 
food movement, collided with the rise in gardening during 
the sub-prime collapse, while Non-GMO was fast becoming 
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driving to traditional markets. A recurring planning question 
is how to incorporate the whole of  the forest into our daily 
lives, while meeting our financial obligations and honoring 
our preservation goals. One answer is to share it with others. 
Ultimately, what we are sharing is a legacy in the form of  a 
food and medicine forest, that endures for centuries. Within 
that we have some very groovy projects that deserve support 
like: a wood-fired forest spa with spring-fed tubs, sweat lodge 
style sauna, cold plunge, and a radiant heated bathhouse 
with space for yoga, massage, and a Jap-Palachian teahouse! 
That’s the plan for what I call the permaculture country club. 
To find out how you can support this and other projects go 
to the Watershed Preservation Society page on our website, 
or support our campaign on Patreon. https://www.patreon.
com/watershedforestfarm
 We are members of  the United Plant Savers Botanical 
Sanctuary Network (unitedplantsavers.org). United Plant 
Savers was started by Rosemary Gladstar and others to 
provide education on ethical wildcrafting and cultivation 
methods to take pressure off  of  wild medicinal herb 
populations. They publish an annual list of  at-risk plants and 
were instrumental in promoting the expansion of  ginseng 
and echinacea cultivation. The network is comprised of  
around 70 locations in North and Central America. Beyond 
plant habitat, the sanctuaries provide educational events, as 
well as native plants and seed for preservation efforts. We 
are proud to be one of  the newest members of  the network. 
We all know what regenerative forestry is—the ‘preserve’ 
part refers to the plan to protect the watershed in perpetuity.                                
∆

Peter Waskiewicz is a lifelong student, teacher, and advocate of  
organic farming and sustainable culture. He moved to western North 
Carolina after ten years in the company of  world-class seedsmen 

and permaculture designers in New Mexico and the Garden Isle of  
Kauai. In 2001, he co-founded the pioneering green building firm 
Southeast Ecological Design. Beginning in 2008, he conceived and 
established Asheville’s organic-heirloom seed company, Sow True 
Seed. Uniting his powers of  botanical inspiration with the embodi-
ment of  the divine feminine, Peter merged with Michelle in 2017 
to birth their life’s greatest work, Watershed Forest Farm (www.
watershedforestfarm.com).

For the last two decades, Michelle Dixon has worked with young 
children, staying home with her young son and creating the five-star 
family child care home Nanny Nanny Poo Poo, Inc. During her 
time working with young children, Michelle became passionate 
about child-directed free play, local food, clean water, and being 
outside. At Nanny Nanny Poo Poo, children were often
barefoot, working with mud, deep in concentration. The outdoor 
learning environment grew blueberries, grapes, mints, and herbs. 
A community garden was started next door where the children 
visited daily. Several times a week, Michelle could be seen leading a 
crew of  five preschoolers through the woods, across the street, to the 
Botanical Gardens. The family-style meals were organic and often 
local, thanks to their CSA produce box. Spring water was always 
on tap and accessible. Nanny Nanny Poo Poo was a model family 
child care home, receiving many accolades. Michelle was awarded 
Preschool Teacher of  the Year in 2006. Now retired from preschool 

teaching, Michelle is excited to create a new outdoor learning envi-
ronment for all ages. 
 Permaculture Design thanks Bruce Johnston for introduc-
ing us to Peter and Michelle. Watch the pages of  this magazine for 
future developments and more on Watershed Forest Farm.

* A cove is a valley between two ridge lines, which is closed 
at one or both ends, in the Appalachian Mountains. Coves 
typically have abundant edges and multiple microclimates.
** ‘Holler’ is a term used in the South for a hollow, which 
refers to a smallish valley.

View	of	the	Blue	Ridge	Mountains	from	the	table	where	
Farm to Table dinners are currently held in the historic 
1880s cabin.

Michelle Dixon and Peter Waskiewicz
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Continued from page 6.

 Rainwater is harvested on-site with two locally made 
corrugated iron tanks which together hold 32,000 L (8,000 
gal.). We use this for our internal household water supply, 
pond, and garden bath to which we add liquid manures and 
compost teas for hand watering. The majority of  the garden 
is irrigated by hose using mains water. We also collect run-off  
water from the laneway adjoining our property, which flows 
down a channel on a slight decline to a large infiltration 
basin in the front yard. This overflows into a smaller basin in 
the nature strip (land directly in front of  our property, which 
is open to public use) that surrounds the tile-lined raised bed.
 We have a netted orchard / straw yard with nine chooks 
that help turn our unwanted biomass into rich compost. In 
winter, I dig up the yard and put the material into compost 
bins around the garden, where they are left for a few 
months to break down further with the addition of  ash and 
humanure. When I’m ready to plant, I spread the compost 
over the surrounding area.
 I consider Abdallah House an example of  an ‘extreme 
retrofit,’ which has repurposed on-site materials to maximize 
beneficial outcomes. Aspects of  the project are included in 
David Holmgren’s RetroSuburbia: A Downshifter’s Guide to a 

Resilient Future and as one of  several case studies featured 
on RetroSuburbia.com (retrosuburbia.com/case-studies/
abdallah-house-case-study/).     ∆

Richard Telford completed his PDC in 2000 and received his 
Diploma of  Permaculture in 2010). Beginning in 1998, Richard 
spent seven years living in two permaculture-designed intentional 
communities. In 2001, he collaborated with David Holmgren on the 
design of  the Permaculture Design Principles icons and has since 
produced many of  his other titles, using skills he developed as a 
graphic artist. In 2008, he launched permacultureprinciples.com and 
produced the Permaculture Calendar with David Arnold to illustrate 
the design principles and convey the foundations of  permaculture 
to a wider audience. He now co-directs a permaculture book 
distribution enterprise of  Melliodora and other titles. He bought a 
small run down home in Seymour, Victoria, Australia, rebuilding 
it with his family to be Abdallah House: an urban demonstration 
of  low-impact living. Since 2010, the home has become a local 
attraction and a small-scale ‘permaculture playground’ where ideas 
can be put into practice. This article first appeared in Pip Magazine 
Issue #7 and is reprinted here, with some changes, by permission of  
the author.

Supporting innovators with tools  for change

plenty  more  available  from /us

Dive in deep with  
Holmgren’s revised 
classic principles book.

Down to earth, 
practical action for 
transforming suburbia 
from permaculture’s 
co-originator. 

A light hearted 
look at how to 
spend less, and 
enjoy life more.

new 
look!

Now with affordable shipping from our US distribution warehouse!
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Thriving Earth

Food Forests for the Future
Marisha Auerbach

CURRENT EVENTS OFFER A DISMAL PICTURE 
of  our ecological future, but as permaculture design-
ers we may know in our hearts that another future is 

possible. I have been inspired by the work of  food foresters 
all over the world that are diligently dancing with their local 
environment to cultivate food and habitat, enrich soil carbon, 
enhance biodiversity, and provide resiliency on the house-
hold, community, and bioregional scale. 

Food forests are intentional forests whose design is based 
on observation of  the local forests and wild areas of  a place. 
By observing our native wild areas, we can take inventory of  
the various plants that thrive in our local environment. Their 

relationships with each other provide insight to how we can 
mimic these relationships for enhanced ecological functions 
and accelerating succession. Our insights can help us both 
restore degraded areas with native plants and enhance our 
human focused environments by creating intentional cultivat-
ed forests that provide for our needs, all while caring for the 
other inhabitants of  our place. As humans, it feels relevant to 
strive to use as little land as possible to support our needs and 
restore other lands to support biodiversity. As permaculture 
designers, we recognize that biodiversity and healthy ecosys-
tems are the essence of  tending to our homes on this planet. 

From the wet temperate maritime forests that I call home 

 Overview of the author’s site. Drone photo by Seth Ring. 
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to the humid tropical jungles or the dry arid savannas, unique 
plants are adapted to our environments. When we cultivate 
food that is appropriate for our place, we need to spend less 
time tending to the plants and preventing pest and disease 
pressure. Each climate has heirloom varieties of  fruit trees 
that have been adapted over time to thrive in the weather of  
that place. A search into the historical methods of  food pro-
duction in each place yields information about what specific 
varieties will do best in each area. I find it helpful to partici-
pate with local fruit growing clubs to learn about the varieties 
that work best for local people to provide food throughout 
the seasons. 

A food forest is a multistoried planting. Trees tend to be 
in the overstory layer. Overstory trees capture the most sun 
and use the most nutrients and water. They impact the area 
around them as they dominate photosynthesis. Overstory 
trees determine how much sun and rainfall comes through 
the canopy to the lower layers of  the forest. Depending on 
your climate, you may have understory trees or vines that are 
encouraged to grow up a tree. Overstory trees, understory 
trees, and vines can provide habitat for diverse bird species. A 
shrub layer lives below the trees, often on the dripline. Shrubs 
offer ground dwelling species opportunities for food and shel-
ter. The herbaceous layer is below the shrub layer. The her-
baceous layer is often the most diverse layer in a food forest 
system. Plants in the herbaceous layer tend to cycle nutrients 
while supporting a high amount of  insect diversity. They tend 
to have a high level of  productivity due to the high amounts 
of  carbon near the soil surface. Groundcover plants tend to 
prevent erosion and evaporation. They may help enhance 
the water absorption in the soil. Groundcover plants provide 
shade for soil microbes while cooling the soil’s temperature. 
It is essential to consider your place when planning your food 
forest. In my climate, I find that the vines tend to prevent 
good airflow through the trees, which can lead to fungal 
diseases. In the tropics, trees may support the growth of  vines 

or other species that live on their bark as a symbiotic relation-
ship. In an arid region, growth may be episodic, or triggered 
by rainfall. Take care to assess the strength and limitations of  
your climate to help design a resilient dynamic response for 
your future. 

A food forest can be an active response to the dire need 
for storing carbon in our soils. In Paul Hawken’s book Draw-
down, it is stated that multi-strata agroforestry can achieve 
rates of  2.8 tons per acre of  carbon sequestration while 
providing food for your household and community. Soil 
building strategies in a food forest are often designed into the 
system. We can include plants for mulch, attract wildlife and 
animals to distribute their manure, design for a living mulch, 
and, where appropriate, include fungi. Fungal relationships 
encourage nutrient cycling. Fungi can also protect from 
frost, discourage salination of  soil, enhance the water stor-
age capacity of  the soil, and discourage disease rot fungus. 
Your design for soil building in your food forest needs to be 
responsive to your available resources and time to steward 
your project. 

Food forest design follows the wheel of  the year. Plan for 
having yields throughout all seasons. Take care to also pro-
vide for habitat for wildlife throughout the year. Get to know 

the species that may share your environment and provide for 
their needs throughout the seasons. If  possible, there should 
always be something to harvest and something of  interest for 
wildlife. 

A food forest provides a delightful place to spend time, 
not only for yourself  but for birds, native pollinators, and 
other wildlife. It was reported in an article from National Geo-
graphic in February 2019, that 40-percent of  insect species are 
in decline. A food forest can provide a refuge for insects that 
may be experiencing habitat loss. Many of  these insect spe-
cies may be predator insects that can help with pest control 
in your landscape. Some may provide pollination services. 
As they complete their lifecycle, insects also provide biomass 
that helps to fertilize the soil.  An integrated food forest 
design can ensure that all of  these functions happen in your 
own backyard. 

Food forests are growing around the country. The Commu-
nity Food Forest Handbook documents the rise in community 
food forests over the last two decades in the United States 
alone. All over the world, food forests are being developed in 
backyards, farms, schools, venue spaces, restaurants and just 
about anywhere that you can imagine. The stewards of  these 
places recognize that by planting a food forest, they are help-
ing to provide a vision of  what environmental stewardship 

Production food forests 
are designed to provide 
a marketable yield. 

 Marisha maintains a seed exchange and permaculture 
 plant nursery onsite.  Plants are available from August 
 to June.  Check her website for future plant sales: www.
 permaculturerising.com.  Photo by Ellen Donald.  
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paired with local food production can look like as we move 
into a new era of  caring for the earth.

On the home scale, you can develop your food forest to 
meet the needs of  your household. A home scale food forest 
is your personal design and the maintenance plan is best 
suited to your schedule. If  you live with others, it is helpful 
to design in ways that they can delightfully participate in the 
maintenance and harvest of  the food forest. This type of  food 
forest can be planted more densely if  this sort of  diversity is 
understood and welcomed by the household. Varietal choices 
of  plants to grow in the food forest are specific to the needs 
of  the household and perhaps the extended community. 

Production food forests are designed to provide a market-
able yield. Ease of  maintenance and harvest are essential 
for a successful business model. It is important to plan for 
multiple people using the space and the potential for turnover 
in management. Species selection is often repetitive, with 
less diversity than a home scale food forest to help with ease 
of  maintenance. Depending on regulations, animals may be 
used to tend to the understory and provide fertility services. 
Tidy aesthetics can be important if  the food forest is a public 
place. It is important to consider local and regional regula-
tions depending on the marketing status. 

Food forests in schools are driven by educational oppor-
tunities for students. Management needs to be simplified as 
many groups of  students and classes may move through the 
space. Maintenance may be determined based on educational 
goals for the classes that interact in the space. Educational 
food forests need to be tidy and familiar to promote interac-

tion. In areas of  food insecurity, a food forest in a school can 
generate enthusiasm with students for local food production. 
By having abundance and propagation opportunities, these 
food forests can help increase the food in the households of  
the students in the school. These food forests tend to have 
good signage for passive education in case there is no one 
there to guide the experience. 

Community food forests are springing up on public and 
private land as places where local people can grow food in 
community. Think of  these as a food forest park. Many of  
these food forests allow the public to harvest the food and 
offer regular work parties that build and strengthen the local 
community. There is a high level of  trust that the harvest 
will be shared in this sort of  organization. Signage helps to 
guide visitors through the space. Clear, wide pathways help 
to provide ample access for large groups of  people. Funding 
is often an issue for this type of  food forest. They are often 
organized as a non-profit with fundraising events and dona-
tions as strategies for gathering the materials needed for this 
endeavor. Community food forests offer opportunities for 
diverse people to collaborate together in their neighborhood. 

Less frequent are food forests that are associated with a 
restaurant or a public event space; they exist to help provide 
food and connect the visitors with the ecology of  the space. 
West Central Park, an event space in Olympia, Washington, 
is not only responding to the desire for outdoor recreational 
activities in their community, but it is also responding to 
the increased houseless population’s need for fresh food. By 
working with people that have been marginalized, they are 
cultivating relationships beyond the ecological relationship 
with the plants in the food forest. 

Indigenous people have cultivated plants in polyculture 
systems since the beginning of  time. In each place on this 
planet, there are historic cultivation systems that enhance 
ecological functions while providing for the needs of  the 
people that live there. The time has come to shift our culti-
vation pattern from large-scale agribusiness providing food 
for the masses, shipped vast distances with a high ecological 
footprint, to a return to the cultivation of  food on a local 
scale in our home communities. Food forest design offers us 
the opportunity to learn from indigenous people ecological 
strategies for stewardship of  our place in the cultivation of  
food, medicine, and habitat in an intentionally forest de-
signed based on our own needs.      ∆

Marisha Auerbach is an internationally recognized permacul-
ture educator, designer, and speaker based in Portland, OR.  As an 
avid gardener and herbalist, Marisha specializes in food production, 
ecology, and useful plants. Marisha believes that it is possible to 
respond to the current environmental challenges, lower our ecologi-
cal footprint, and continue to live delightful lives through permac-
ulture design. By providing a functional and attractive example in 
her neighborhood in Portland and by guiding the work of  students 
worldwide, Marisha hopes to have an impact on the resilience of  
communities as we face climatic, economic, and social challenges. 
www.permaculturerising.com

Food	forest	layers	in	a	Belize	agroforestry	system	focused	
on	production	and	diversity.	Photo	by	Rhonda	Baird.	
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Embracing Life in an Age of Ecological Destruction & Climate Chaos

Embers of Hope
Bonita Ford

Editor’s Note: This is an excerpt from the forthcoming 
“Embers of  Hope: Embracing Life in an Age of  
Ecological Destruction & Climate Chaos”

I AM CONCERNED WE ARE KILLING the living 
world that makes possible our survival. I want to imagine 
a healthy future for the children I know: right now, I 

worry about the hardship they will have to bear in their 
lifetimes.

When I chat with people, be they neighbors or strangers, 
most agree that things are not working in some way: the state 
of  our environment is dire; our economies are unstable; our 
political systems do not serve the average citizen. In addition, 
many of  us may be dealing with personal challenges, such as 
a serious illness, the loss of  a loved one, or other trauma. It’s 
not easy to deal with all of  this and keep our hearts open.

Considering our own deaths as well as the possibilities of  
climate catastrophe and our collective extinction shows us 
what we have to lose. Our lifetimes are finite and the future 
of  life on Earth is uncertain. If  we are to find happiness, I 
believe it is up to us to create it while making a contribution 
to the world.

Embers of  Hope is about embracing life in uncertain times. 
In this book, we explore death in order to experience vitality. 

We confront ecological devastation to discover our oneness 
with all of  life. Although reflecting on these things may feel 
uncomfortable or scary, they lead to what is truly important 
to us. 

 My perspective has been radically transformed by the 
death of  a dear friend and a close family member. I learned 
through them to be grateful, to do small meaningful things 
each day, to give back to the community, and to let go, so that 
when it’s my time to die, hopefully, I can be at peace.

Their journeys helped me see our global ecological crisis 
through new eyes. Previously, I thought there were only two 
options: be hopeful and do everything in my power to change 
things; or accept that there’s no more I can do and give up. I 
now hold both perspectives. I am doing what I can to foster a 

healthier world and make peace with the end. I am nurturing 
new possibilities and trying to receive what life brings.

When we acknowledge our own mortality, how does it 
cause us to live? When we look at the threats to our planet 
home, how does it compel us to act?

We can nurture ourselves and the life around us through 
our choices. It can be as simple as helping a neighbor; or it 
can be as significant as protecting a forest or starting a non-
profit to serve food insecure people in our community. If  the 
end is near, then now is the best time to appreciate life: to 
feel the air on our faces, to sing, to sit under a tree, to hug a 
friend. 

I hope this book will help you realise or remember how 
you want to live. May this nourish the seeds of  possibility 
and the embers of  hope that you carry.

Everyday Heroes

Perhaps you are an environmental activist, feeling 
helpless, overwhelmed, or burnt-out. Or perhaps you are 
concerned about climate change and don’t know what to do 
about it.

Climate chaos may affect us in different ways. You may 

We can nurture ourselves 
and the life around us 
through our choices. 

What seeds do you sow? 
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have lost your crops, home, or neighborhood to a flood, fire, 
or hurricane; or you know someone who has. Maybe all of  
that seems far away to you, so you try not to think about it, 
because it’s too frightening. Perhaps you cannot stop thinking 
about it, because it’s too terrible to deny.

If  you’re reading this book, I imagine that you and I share 
some things in common. We care about our own lives and 
about life on Earth. We appreciate happiness. We experience 
meaning when we help others. 

Throughout my life, I’ve grappled with big existential 
questions; death and crisis have also fuelled such reflections. 
These kinds of  questions may be in the back or front of  your 
mind, too.

How might I create meaning and happiness in my life, while 
helping others or taking care of  the Earth?

How might I use my passion and gifts to help my community or 
the world?

How might I live, so that I may be at peace when I die?

How might I share love and nourishment today?

Our responses to these questions point to what we may 
offer the world. And we don’t have to be super-heroes to 
share our gifts.

In the super-hero stories I know, the super-hero discovers 
they have super powers and are unlikely to die, which 

compels them to be bold, to work on the side of  good, to 
save others, and the world. Ordinary, everyday heroes are 
people who discover they will die, which compels them to be 
courageous, to work towards a greater good, to help others 
and the world, therein realising their power. 

This book is for ordinary, everyday heroes, which includes 
you and me. When I think of  famous leaders like Mother 
Teresa, Nelson Mandela, the Dalai Lama, and Vandana 
Shiva, I admire their commitment and their love. Even if  you 
and I are not famous leaders, we are the caring hands that 
nurture our communities now and for future generations. To 
be changemakers, healers, caring neighbours, and empowered 
citizens asks us to strive for our highest potential. 

As you read this book, I invite you to imagine us sitting in 
a garden sharing heroic visions and humble ideas over a cup 
of  tea.

The Knife’s Edge 

Ecocide is happening now. Consciously or unconsciously, 
we grieve the loss of  species, habitats, pure water, clean 
air, fertile topsoil, wilderness, and beauty. We may grieve, 
because we don’t know if  the living world has the capacity to 
recover. Nonetheless, this civilization continues on its current 
trajectory towards disaster.

Runaway climate change is something that impacts all 
of  us. We will have more extreme storms and wildfires; 
more flooding of  low-lying and coastal areas; more droughts 
and severe crop failures. In some places, this is already 
happening.

Ecological destruction is pushing more species to 
extinction. Many scientists say that a mass extinction has 
already begun and—unlike an asteroid collision or a volcanic 
eruption—this time, human activities are the cause.1

My partner, Bastou, and I can have depressing 
discussions about all of  this. In one such conversation, he 
said, “people either think there’s still hope or that we’re 
totally fucked.”

I realised that I’m holding both perspectives at the same 
time. Indeed, it seems a paradox to practise accepting death 
and continue to live fully. I try to acknowledge hard facts, 
while focussing on an empowering and productive response. 
I am balancing on a knife’s edge, learning to make peace with 
the end, while working towards a healthier world. 

I urge myself  to face what is hard and painful, because it 
strengthens the love, the care, and the hope I carry. It is like 
a blacksmith firing metal to make a blade: a certain range of  
heat makes the metal workable and another range of  heat 
fortifies the blade.

A knife can be a powerful tool. In the hands of  a skilled 
user, the same knife can whittle a spoon or fell a tree. If  we 
are careless, however, that sharp edge can be painful. 

One day, I was on the phone having a serious 

Extreme	flooding	in	Perth,	Ontario	in	2014:	a	public	park	
in	the	floodplain.

I am on a knife’s edge, balancing hope and despair.
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civilization, that would be a welcome surprise.
Ecological crisis can be frightening and can also bring out 

the best in us. We notice what is dying and what could be 
born. We nurture the seeds that we sow. Still, tomorrow is a 
gift of  possibility, rather than a promise.

Book Overview

Death, ecological collapse, and extinction can be 
overwhelming—and climate chaos may hasten all of  them. 
Thus, we start in the book with building inner capacities—
such as noticing self-defeating thoughts, having gratitude, and 
cultivating presence—to prepare us for the challenge.

Next, we consider death and ecological crisis to clarify 
how we want to live. Through two significant deaths and the 
climate emergency coming to the forefront, I’ve learned to 
practice having gratitude and to focus on the small ways I 
can help others and the world.

My partner and I redesigned our relationships with food, 
home, money, and livelihood to take better care of  ourselves 
and Mother Earth. Building community became part of  
being resilient and nurturing our garden has created a small 
haven for life. With the threat of  climate breakdown, all of  
our actions matter. The world needs all our efforts and gifts.

In the last part of  the book, the reader is led through 
exercises—meditations, writing, and other activities—to 
integrate these ideas with their own life.    ∆

Bonita writes and gardens with a lot of  heart. She gives courses in 
permaculture, Nonviolent Communication, and Reiki, and has led 
workshops around the world for over 17 years. “Embers of  Hope” is 
expected to be released in the summer of  2020. Stay tuned and visit 
www.livinghEARTH.net.

Sources
1. nationalgeographic.com/science/prehistoric-world/mass-
extinction/
2. rollingstone.com/politics/news/we-need-hope-and-
fear-in-equal-measure-an-interview-with-naomi-klein-
20140922#ixzz3EMOxHesA

conversation and preparing dinner at the same time. With the 
phone wedged between my ear and shoulder, I tried to cut 
a butternut squash in half. “Ow!” I yelled. A stabbing pain 
and blood. I didn’t notice that my little finger was under the 
squash. Self-awareness is useful, whether we are handling 
dangerous tools or confronting our mortality.

It seems that life and death are separated only by a fine 
line. I’m conscious of  how much there is to lose.

Environmental activist and author, Naomi Klein, asserts 
that climate change is a message:

telling us that our system is failing, that there’s something 
fundamentally wrong with the way we’re organizing our 
economy and thinking about our place on the planet.... 
We need fear and hope in equal measure. We absolutely 
should be scared. But fear alone will not mobilize people, 
or it will mobilize them in scary ways. I think a lot of  
us respond well to deadlines. And we’re on a deadline.... 
Okay. Time’s up.2

I can feel very discouraged about where we are headed 

as a civilisation. Yet, I know many people—caring teachers, 
parents, activists, researchers, authors, and artists—who 
endeavor to leave the world a better place. Despair and hope 
are real for me, and I consciously allow myself  both. The 
despair keeps me focussed on what is at stake and the hope 
fuels me.

But is hope just a naive, idealistic notion to avoid painful 
realities? To me, hope is a spark of  aliveness that wants to 
grow. It is fed by a desire to nourish what is beautiful. It does 
not ensure any outcome, though it invites us to embrace life 
fully. Hope is about trusting that something meaningful can 
emerge from losing something that is precious.

I don’t equate hope with getting what I want. My dear 
friend Katherine taught me to consider the worst, then 
seek to make the best possible. In the year leading up to 
her death, Katherine did everything she could to heal and 
actually exceeded her doctor’s expectations. When it became 
undeniable that the end of  her life was near, she let go. 

Although we do not know the results of  all our efforts, 
it does not diminish the positive impacts we can have. If  we 
are indeed nearing the end, we can be kind to one another 
and take care of  Mother Earth. If  there’s a chance that 
our actions could help alter the destructive course of  this 

I’ve learned to practice 
having gratitude and 
to focus on the small ways I 
can help others 
and the world.

Extreme	flooding	in	Perth,	Ontario	in	2017:	a	stone	
footbridge (in front of the road) covered in approximately 
5 feet of water.
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Reflections and Ruminations
Climate Crisis
Gloria Flora

Prologue: Returning home to NE Washington, after 
attending an amazing climate crisis conference, and in 
the wake of  millions marching around the world to call 
attention to the growing crisis, I faced a hard reality. 
The reality that millions more simply choose to ignore 
science and what they see in their own backyard. That 
Saturday, our tiny local climate action group, the Alli-
ance for Resilient Communities, set up a table at the lo-
cal Farmers Market to talk to folks about climate change. 
Just before the market opened, the manager came by 
looking anxious. She informed us that we weren’t al-
lowed to talk about climate change or display anything 
with the word ‘climate’ on it because it was too contro-
versial. We grimaced but persevered. Thanks to Project 
Drawdown we had a long list of  exciting solutions and 
engaged dozens of  people without saying ‘climate.’  

Just the Facts

409.5 ppm CO2
e
 @ 09.05.2019.  Translation: As of  the 5th 

of  September 2019, according to the Mauna Loa Observa-
tory, the official global count of  atmospheric carbon dioxide 
combined with the equivalent effects of  other greenhouses 
gasses (GHGs) stands at 409.5 parts per million parts of  
other atmospheric gasses, the gasses we depend upon for life, 
like oxygen. 

Translation: We’re currently standing in deep manure with 
short boots.  

That’s the bad news. 
Permaculture tenets tell us the within the problem, we 

find solutions. So what are they, where are they, how fast 
can they get implemented, and who’s going to do them? And 
how much good are they going to do at what cost? Answer-
ing those questions is where we find the good news!

First a word from our interdimensional sponsors… de-
spite our gut-wrenching distress at the shocking dimensions 
of  ecosystem decline and deadly climate-driven disasters, as 
with any situation, we stay strong when we focus on positive 
outcomes. The extraordinary educator, Lou Tice opined, 
“We move towards and become like that which we think 
about. Our current thoughts determine our future.” So an 
underlying challenge of  this climate crisis is to see ourselves, 
individually and collectively, as active players, competent and 
capable of  effective response. 

Uplift and Drawdown

To help us understand what’s effective, we turn to Proj-
ect Drawdown (www.drawdown.org). In their own words, 
“Project Drawdown is a global research organization that 
identifies, reviews, and analyzes the most viable solutions 

to climate change, and shares these findings with the world. 
We partner with communities, policy-makers, universities, 
non-profits, businesses, investors, and philanthropists to 
deploy climate solutions as quickly, safely, and equitably as 
possible.”

Conceived by Paul Hawken, Amanda Joy Ravenhill and 
Chad Frischmann, Drawdown debuted in 2017 in a book of  
the same name and billed as “The Most Comprehensive Plan 
Ever Proposed to Reverse Global Warming.” And it seems to 
be that, or at least the most accessible, achievable and partici-
patory set of  plans ever proposed. Rapidly becoming a best 
seller, this compilation underscores solutions based in nature, 
existing technology and just human behavior. 

Eighty economically viable, scalable, accessible solutions 
were deeply researched by teams of  academics and experts 
in the field and modeled as to scope, applicability, amount 
of  carbon pulled from the atmosphere and the total and net 
costs to society expressed in dollars spent from 2020-2050. 
Dollars-saved calculations are based on the lifetime of  the 
impact. Extreme care is being taken to eliminate double-

counting for an accurate accounting. 
The modeling is based on three scenarios reflecting 

potential rates of  adoption measured against the business-
as-usual for the next 30 years. Plausible scenarios assume a 
reasonably vigorous rate of  adoption adjusted for projected 
economics and population. Drawdown scenarios add an 
impetus and focus on reducing atmospheric carbon, thus 
increased application. The ‘best case’ or Optimum scenarios 
assume widespread aggressive adoption and maximization of  
solutions with full displacement of  high-emission practices, 
encouraged by market forces and broad participation. Data 
from all models were input into sector-specific integration 
models to reflect potential outcomes at a global scale. 

Project Drawdown prioritizes the list of  solutions accord-
ing to the highest effect for the highest return based on the 

Project Drawdown 
prioritizes the 
list of solutions 
according to the highest 
effect for the hightest return 
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following criteria.
1. Human rights and equity;
2. Total emission reductions and/or sequestration 

increases;
3. Abatement costs compared to savings, and;
4. Additional factors such as: food security, resilience, 

well-being, culture appropriateness, and short-term effects.
No surprise, the solutions follow permaculture ethics: 

Care for the Earth, Care for People and Fair-Share the Sur-
plus. 

But they didn’t stop at 80 solutions. 

Permaculture-based Drawdown Solutions

Project Drawdown 
has expanded to 100 so-
lutions in multiple sec-
tors: Electricity Genera-
tion, Transport, Women 
and Girls, Buildings 
and Cities, Land Use, 
Food, Materials and 
Coming Attractions. 
But here’s the very cool 
part: many of  the solu-
tions, especially those 
high-ranking solutions, 
are specific permacul-
ture practices! You’re 
probably implement-
ing a number of  them 
already.

For example, check 
out these North Ameri-
can Land Use/Food 
solutions (and their 
rankings): Reduced 
Food Waste (3), Plant-
Rich Diet (4), Silvopas-
tures (8), Regenerative 

Agriculture (11), Temperate Forest  Restoration (12), Affor-
estation (15), Conservation Agriculture (16), Tree Intercrop-
ping (17), Managed Grazing (19), Farmland Restoration 
(23), Multistrata Agroforestry (28), Biomass Utilization (34), 
Forest Protection (38), Composting (60), Nutrient Manage-
ment (65), and Biochar (72). 

Systems thinking pervades all solution discussions as 
obviously the solutions overlap and support each other. 

When you look at Electricity Generation, Buildings and 
Materials, again the imprint of  permaculture as a holistic de-
sign system in harmony with nature shines through: Onshore 
Wind Turbines (2), Rooftop Solar (10), Clean Cookstoves 
(21), Insulation (31), LED Household Lighting (33), Alterna-
tive Cement (36), Solar Hot Water (41), Heat Pumps (42), 
Home Water Saving (46), In-Stream Hydro (48), Household 
Recycling (55), Waste-to-Energy (68), Green Roofs (73), Net 
Zero Buildings (79) and RETROFITTING (80), the theme of  
this issue of  Permaculture Design!

Social permaculture solutions around Women and Girls 
weave through the list: Educating Girls (6), Family Planning 
(7), and Women Smallholders (62). 

The Coming Attractions solutions intrigue, particularly 
those with a permaculture bent: pasture cropping, intensive 
silvopasture, living buildings, microbial farming, perennial 
cropping, seaweed as feed for livestock, ocean farming, build-
ing with wood, and marine permaculture. 

The Drawdown Conference

The first International Drawdown Conference was held 
in mid-September at Pennsylvania State University. I was 
delighted to be able to attend and present a brief  talk on Col-
laboration for Forest Protection and Restoration. Well-known 

Image CC0 via Pixabay.

Figure 1. Land Use and Agricultural Production Systems
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permaculture author and thought-leader, Eric Toensmeier 
was there -- for obvious reasons – he’s the Senior Research 
Fellow and Lead for Land Use Solutions. No wonder we see 
permaculture fingerprints all over this project! 

The conference drew over 500 participants from around 
the world with another 1,500 following the live-stream [Tele-
presence (63)!]. The cost of  travel of  all physically present 
was calculated and offset through purchase of  carbon credits 
through the collection and destruction of  refrigerants (spoil-
er - Refrigerant Management is the #1 carbon drawdown 
solution.) Recycling, a local plant-based diet and composting 
further reduced the conference’s carbon footprint. 

The talent, intelligence and enthusiasm of  the crowd up-
lifted everyone, despite the dire information we were sharing 
about our exigent dilemma. Our collective focus remained on 
getting to drawdown, that is, the point at which greenhouse 
gasses stop accumulating and we reverse concentrations. And 
getting there safely, swiftly and effectively remains key. 

Project Drawdown Director, Jonathan Foley reminded us 
that GHG sinks can take reabsorb half  of  our excess GHG’s 
if  we 1) zero-out emissions, 2) protect, enhance and augment 
sinks like oceans, productive land and soils, and 3) advance 
human well-being through equality, public health, and educa-
tion. Three strategies will help us get there, the first being 
to build a place for solutions, stories, communication and 
education – a role Project Drawdown aspires to fill. Secondly, 
we need to deploy solutions collectively and collaboratively 
across sectors, communities, businesses and partnerships. 
And finally, change the global narrative about climate. Over 
86% of  climate news is negative and negatives do not attract. 
Foley reminded us that Dr. Martin Luther King did not begin 
his most famous speech with “I have a nightmare!”

Some additional highlights from this sparkling gathering 
chockfull of  highlights…

My jaw dropped to learn that if  food waste was a 
country, its emissions would place it #3 in global emis-
sions just behind China and the U.S.! A third of  the food 
produced never makes it to someone’s kitchen, and when 
it does get to a kitchen, it has a 35-40% chance of  being 
trashed instead of  eaten, contributing 8% of  global emis-
sions. Yet 800 million people face hunger daily. Conser-
vation, wise use and equitable distribution of  food is just 
as important as growing it. Fair share the surplus. 

Concrete is another shocker—it too rivals top GHG-
emitting countries and its use continues to increase 
by 8% per year, because its ingredients are so ubiqui-
tously available. There are fascinating alternatives being 
explored, like Econcreed, a Belgium company using 
miscanthus and nanotechnology to create a lightweight, 
carbon-neutral alternative to concrete panels. Another 

Demand for cooling is 
increasing exponentially.

approach is replacing traditional cement in concrete with 
limestone calcined clay cement (LC3) which hardens by 
binding with CO

2
, reducing emissions by 30%. 

The greenhouse effect of  carbon dioxide on the at-
mosphere isn’t new. Until the conference, I always heard 
that circa 1860 Dr. John Tyndall was the first scientist 
to identify the greenhouse effect of  carbon dioxide. 
Hmmm, seems he wasn’t. Scientist and women rights 
activist, Dr. Eunice Foote, published a comprehensive 
paper on her experiments demonstrating the CO

2
 green-

house effect in 1856. 
As the earth continues to heat, so does the human 

desire for cooling, in fact, demand for cooling is increas-
ing exponentially. Did you know that simply moving air 
can make it feel 4 degrees cooler than still air? 

Off  the coast of  California, 93% of  all the kelp beds, 
the virtual forests of  the sea, are gone due to a combina-
tion of  warming waters, ocean chemistry and the chain 
reaction of  predator habitat loss allowing proliferation 
of  its prey which eat the kelp. Broad collaborative efforts 
are seeking to reverse the trend and bring balance back to 
the system. 

Speaking of  oceans, marine permaculture is break-
ing onto the scene in a big way. Dr. Brian Von Herzen 
brought us from tears to cheers with his talk on refor-
estation of  oceans. Oceans have absorbed 90% of  the 
heat from global warming. Ocean forests and coral reefs 
depend on upwelling of  nutrient rich, cold water from 
depths below 80’. Too much heat in the surface water 
suppresses that vital exchange with a negative cascade up 
the food chain. Von Herzen is promoting an innovative, 
low-energy intensity methodology to re-stimulate that 
circulation. The full story if  far more complex and abso-
lutely fascinating. His Climate Foundation is amazing, 
read more at www.climatefoundation.org. 

But you can get the lowdown on all of  this and more 
because the conference presentations are available to view for 
free at https://drawdown.psu.edu/livestreaming.  Many of  
us laughed about the uniqueness of  this conference, instead 
of  folks slipping out asap, no one wanted to leave at the end 
of  the conference!

Epilogue: Days after the Farmers Market “can’t say cli-
mate” experience, the local paper wrote a scathing editorial 
railing against the evil, fear-mongering socialists propelling 
the myth of  climate change. Three days later, still weeks 
away from our normal first frost, 6-8” of  heavy, wet snow 
tore the branches off  our fully leafed and ladened fruit 
trees… you don’t have to say it to see it.     ∆

Gloria Flora is a frequent contributor to Permaculture Design 
and a collaborator with Marc Flora in their Washington-based 
permaculture farm. 
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Steps in Permaculture Design

Concept Plans versus Detailed Plans
Meg McGowan

I’M A FAN OF THE CONCEPT PLAN. Complete your 
sector and site analysis, establish your clients’ goals, 
priorities and vision, and play with all that information 

using design tools until you’ve come up with some broad 
brushstrokes across the site. These are sometimes called 
‘bubble plans’ because you outline areas where different 
things will happen within the design but without going into 
specifics. Sometimes these are zones, and sometimes they are 
functional areas, like a chicken coop or a wildlife corridor.

Typically, this is the stage that you return to the client to 
flesh out the details. Then it’s several weeks of  detailed draft-
ing, plant lists, costings and recommendations to produce a 
finished plan. This is what permaculture certificate or degree 
teaches designers to do. It’s very similar to the process taught 
to landscape architects. The most notable difference is that 
a permaculture design incorporates the ethics and principles 
of  the permaculture model. The drafting conventions are the 
same.

When we teach a permaculture design course (PDC), 
students are typically asked to produce one individual plan 
and one group plan. Some courses now include a social per-
maculture plan as either an alternative or additional project. I 
don’t require students to go beyond a concept plan. Here’s 
why:

Most students will not become professional 
designers

At the PDC level the majority of  students will be de-
signing for themselves. Their individual plan will be their 
own site. The real challenge is to get these students to start 
implementing permaculture on the ground. I consider this 
my primary goal. The plans are a means to an end.

A concept plan helps them to design the macro pat-
tern for their site and gives them a clear understanding of  
how it’s an expression of  the permaculture ethics and prin-

ciples. It divides the site into manageable chunks in a way 
that a detailed plan often doesn’t.

For those wishing to become professional designers there 
is a compelling reason to learn detailed drafting. You will 
probably be dealing with other industry professionals and 
your plans will need to be accurately costed. They will also 
need to be read and understood by anyone the client con-
tracts to implement the plan. Detailed plans are essential 
when dealing with government bodies or groups.

Detailed plans are a valuable communication tool for 
those that want to discuss a design with professionals, but 
for someone just starting out in permaculture they can seem 
overwhelming. Where to start? How to start? Do we wait 
until we can realize the whole plan in one go, or do we 
randomly select a starting point? I have seen many beautiful 
plans presented in PDC’s but I’d estimate that less than 10% 
of  them are ever realized. That’s a terrible waste of  energy. 
I also suspect that the expectation to produce detailed plans 
might discourage some people from ever designing again.

I have commented before that implementation is one of  
the missing components of  many PDCs but that’s a whole 
other subject. For today’s post it’s enough to say that if  our 
goal is to get more permaculture happening then I fear that 
a course requirement for detailed plans might actually work 
against that goal.

If  you’re never going to design for other people, then a 
concept plan is likely to be a much better tool. It will help 

Detailed plans can seem 
overwhelming for someone 
just starting out 
in permaculture.

Enough information to see the pattern clearly. Everything 
should be as simple as possible and not one bit simpler.
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you to keep the pattern of  your site in mind as you develop 
it. When you make changes, a concept plan will help you 
to stay aligned with the ethics and the principles because 
it shows you the pattern rather than the detail. I have seen 
many beautiful plans fall over at the implementation stage 
because clients didn’t appreciate the underlying pattern, or 
because the well-intentioned sales rep at the giant hardware 
store recommended what was ‘fashionable.’

“Nah, luv, you don’t want light pavers. Everyone’s putting 
in dark pavers this season….”

Student designs are typically implemented 
over time

While professional designers are usually working to a 
time frame and a budget, this is not the case for students 
implementing their own designs. Typically, they will be 
incrementally making their permaculture dreams come true 
as time and budget allow. In the course of  getting things done 
they will be learning. They will want to change their minds 
and their plans based on the feedback they receive from the 
site and from other members of  their family or household. 
As their permaculture knowledge grows, they will revise and 
improve their original ideas.

The trouble with detailed plans is that they are a snapshot 
in time, and not even an accurate snapshot. In my experi-
ence, there is no point in time when the property and the 
plan with match. There will always be deviation. So why 
invest all of  that energy in a detailed plan in the first place? 
So much better to encourage students to invest their energy 
into getting stuck in.

We all know that the minute we break ground the plan is 
likely to be changed. We discover that the soil has bedrock 

just below the surface or that the map of  the utilities was 
incorrect. We discover that our soil samples indicate some 
kind of  contamination exactly at the spot we were going to 
put a food garden. The map is not the territory! Personal 
plans need to be flexible, so why do we make them detailed in 
the first place?

Much better to teach to this reality, and to make it safe for 
students to experiment, make mistakes and make changes. 
A concept plan invites flexibility and creativity. A detailed 

plan feels more permanent and changes are more difficult to 
make. Students might be reluctant to ‘ruin’ a finished plan 
and more likely to play with a concept plan. A concept plan 
is also more inclusive of  other family members. Nick Ritar 

from Milkwood once commented that “the permaculture 
divorce is a thing” and who wouldn’t be put off  by a fully 
realized plan with no opportunity for discussion or change. 
Okay, sure, you can say that you’re open to changing it, but 
there is a permanency about a detailed plan that makes oth-
ers feel excluded, whereas a concept plan says, “Let’s work 
out the details together!”

We are not all artists

Drafting skills and artistic ability vary among students 
and the requirement for a detailed plan can leave some 
feeling embarrassed or incompetent. No matter how many 
reassurances you give students, there’s a pervading mood 
of  inadequacy when the more creative students unveil their 

I want students to feel 
both excited about their 
designs and capable of 
acheiving them—
The plan is not the goal. 

Detailed design maps can take a long time to draw by 
hand. For many clients maps can be both helpful for 
expressing ideas and overwhelming in detail if not done 
well..	Image	by	Rhonda	Baird.	
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gorgeously presented plans. There’s a natural tendency to 
equate beauty with quality even though we know that a 
poorly drawn plan might actually be the more closely aligned 
with the ethics and principles.

There is insufficient time within a PDC to teach profes-
sional drafting skills so plans usually reflect the existing skill 
level of  the student. These vary widely. I worry that the less 
beautiful plans are tucked into bottom draws or consigned to 

compost heaps with some embarrassment. A concept plan is 
much easier to draw and allows all students to feel competent 
in their designing. The pattern is the priority and not the 
aesthetics.

I also encourage students to include whatever they need 
to communicate their ideas. Photos with overlays, lists of  
elements, strategies or goals, pictures of  things that have 
inspired them and even vision boards or Pinterest collections. 
I want students to feel both excited about their designs and 
capable of  achieving them. The plan is not the goal. The 
creation of  a system that meets human needs while increas-
ing ecological health is the goal.

I’m particularly fond of  an observation journal where 
students keep records about their site, ideas for what they 
are doing and, perhaps most importantly, progress reports 
on what they have done. I teach part time (typically one 
day a fortnight) so that there’s plenty of  time for students to 
start doing. This also reflects best practice in adult educa-
tion; what we don’t use we lose! Theoretical knowledge gets 
forgotten within a few months if  adult students don’t apply 
it practically. Waiting until a detailed plan is finished before 
doing anything works against this.

Not everyone understands a two-dimensional 
plan

Plans are a kind of  code. We agree that certain types of  
lines and shapes will represent certain types of  things, but not 
everyone has the ability to imagine what a two-dimensional 
plan will look like in a three-dimensional space. It’s like the 
way a musician can make sense of  musical notation, but if  
you’re a person that doesn’t know musical notation it’s just so 
many marks on a page.

Students shouldn’t be prevented from designing a perma-
culture system just because they don’t understand a two-

dimensional plan. In many parts of  the world the only option 
is to design on the site because they don’t have the luxury of  
paper and pencils. I’m inspired by Rosemary Morrow’s expe-
riences in some of  the harshest environments on earth where 
people use whatever is at hand to mark out a site. The scale 
of  these designs is 1:1 and they are three dimensional. They 
are no less a permaculture design than something conceived 
on paper. Arguably, these designs are superior. They are more 
likely to intuitively include elements that a paper design can 
get wrong, like incorporating desirable views, shadow pat-
terns, ergonomics and water flows.

I’m impressed by Dan Palmer’s recent video showing how 
he marks out a driveway on a property using hay bales. Only 
on site is it possible to determine that the line of  sight from 
the house makes the old access road unsuitable. It probably 
looked like a reasonable option drawn on paper. Dan also 
talks about the benefits of  starting with a macro pattern and 
developing the micro components on site. This seems like a 
much better use of  human energy and has the advantage of  
engaging clients in a way that a paper plan never will.

The pattern is the design challenge

To my mind, a concept plan tells me everything I need 
to know as a trainer. It allows students to demonstrate to me 
that they understand the ethics and principles of  permac-
ulture and that they can apply them to designing. Learning 
outcomes achieved!

I can see the area they have set aside for wild things and 
they can tell me why it’s critical, but I don’t need to know 
which native species will grow here. They can show me an 
appreciation of  value and the patterns of  trees, with decidu-
ous plants on the sunward side and nitrogen fixing species 
interplanted with food producing species. Do I need the 
specifics? Does it impact the quality of  the plan if  the food 
tree is a macadamia or a walnut? Or does the detail make it 
harder for me to assess their pattern?

I want to see a pattern for catching, storing, sinking, 
slowing and cleaning water before it leaves the site, but I 
don’t need their first idea to be so carefully rendered that they 
won’t feel empowered to change it if  they have a better idea 
in twelve months’ time. Students need to be able to answer 
questions about nutrient cycling, food production and animal 
systems (where they have them) but it’s their understanding 
of  the functional aspects that matters and not their ability to 
draw them.

I am interested in seeing the overlays or any other infor-
mation they collected in their sector and site analysis. I want 
to know how they got from there to their concept design. 
This process is the other important pattern, the design pat-
tern, that I will encourage them to use every time they want 
to apply permaculture ethics and principles to a design task. 
Knowing this pattern is critical.

As teachers, we need evidence of  learning. It’s not enough 
that we are sure we told them. We need proof  that our learn-
ing was effective. For me, a concept plan provides the best 

It’s their understanding 
of the functional aspects 
that matters and not their 
ability to draw them.  



50     PERMACULTURE DESIGN  •  #114

means for students to demonstrate this knowledge. It also 
makes it much safer for me to ask questions that might result 
in changes; altering a concept plan is not a big deal but ask 
“Where is your zone five” of  a detailed, hand-painted, beau-
tifully rendered design and you’ve got probably got a resent-
ful student on your hands.

Concept plans might just be the way of the 
future

I used to do detailed plans for clients. Not so much these 
days. Permaculture challenges me to keep redesigning my life 
to bring it into better alignment with the ethics and prin-
ciples. I made the observation that most of  the people I know 
with established permaculture systems never drew a plan.

I didn’t. I started on a three and a half  acre property over 
20 years ago and knew that the front acre was going to be re-
stored to zone five and that the house would sit in the middle 
of  the large, bare horse paddock where the least cut-and-fill 
would give us a sunward aspect. That was enough to start 
with. We soon added a well-positioned access road and used 
the car to mark it out so that there were no sharp bends or 
uncomfortable maneuvers. We thought about water, installed 
tanks and cut swales.

Over 20 years later, we are still making changes. Most of  
us know that our needs and wishes change over time. The 

permaculture system I imagined I needed in my twenties is 
not the permaculture system I imagine I need in my sixties 
and beyond. Today’s system is both an expression of  my 
growing knowledge and an appreciation of  my increasing 
physical limitations as I age. Both the system and me are dy-
namic. I once drew a plan of  this property as part of  a PDC. 
The current system only resembles it. We’ve made many 
changes since then.

I realized that most of  my friends in permaculture did the 
same. They started at their back door with herbs and annuals 
and worked outwards. They started at their boundaries with 
fire breaks and wind breaks and worked inwards. It seemed a 
natural pattern; spiral outwards and spiral inwards.

So why have I spent so many hours preparing detailed 
plans for clients? It’s a case of  adopting the existing pattern, 
as we so often do. Only when we have lived the pattern for 
a while does it occur to us to check it against the ethics and 
principles to see how it stacks up. These days I’m much more 

inclined to provide clients with a concept plan and to coach 
them on site to make it happen, or even (shock horror!) to 
just start on the site and help them create their designs with-
out a paper plan.

Most designers have had the experience of  clients staring 
blankly at a two-dimensional plan and asking for something 
obvious to be explained. “So, is this the garage?” they say, 
clearly indicating that the two-dimensional plan is not the 
best way to communicate with them. I’m not seeing this with 
concept plans. They are easier to read, easier for clients to 
understand and on that basis, much more likely to result in 
permaculture actually happening on site.

One of  the great benefits of  a concept plan is that it al-
lows the clients to be part of  the evolution of  the system. 
The implementation phase is like the pattern of  succession. 
Clients start small, improving their knowledge and skills, and 
then slowly increase complexity. They save energy by making 
mistakes early and learning from them. It would be a disaster 
to put a fully ‘blitzed’ permaculture system into the hands of  
an inexperienced client. We need to make sure that clients 
are an integral part of  their system and that they grow with 
it.

A concept plan helps clients to design from the macro 
to the micro. Once they understand the thinking behind the 
pattern, they will be less likely to make expensive mistakes or 
to swap out elements for something not aligned to permacul-
ture ethics and principles. They are now my preferred service. 
Clients can always request more detail for a particular area 
or for the whole site, but in my experience a concept plan en-
courages them to get out there and start implementing while 
a detailed plan is often overwhelming.

I like to give clients a blank sheet of  tracing paper with 
their plan. It’s a way to encourage them to interact with it, 
to play with it and to fill in their own details. I think concept 
plans are the way of  the future for most clients. The results 
speak for themselves. Typically, clients can’t wait to get 
started.

This means that even for those students that want to 
design for other people, learning to prepare a concept plan 
might just be the core skill. It gives clients the pattern for 
their site in a way that is easy to understand and that means 
we have helped them to improve their chances for success. 
Sounds like people care to me.     ∆

Meg McGowan and her husband teach the design process. She 
enjoys her garden and sharing occassional pieces at her blog:  smart-
erthancrows.wordpress.com, where this piece first appeared in May 
2019. 

One of the great benefits of a 
concept plan is that it allows 
the clients to be part of the 
evolution of the system. 



RETROFIT •  NOVEMBER/WINTER 2019     51 

snow receded, the low fields could be cultivated, and winter-
accumulated animal dungs used as fertilizer. This practice 
is still followed in parts of  Iraq, France, and not long ago in 
Portugal, where shepherds walked their flocks from south to 
north across the country. 
 All these behaviors yielded food security for people who 
knew and understood the seasons, the harvests, the potential 
of  diversity, and the need to be in good relationship with the 
land. 
 These cultural approaches to food security differ from 
self-sufficiency, as sometimes advocated by permaculturists. 
Self-sufficiency is almost impossible on an individual level 
and only possible as a community. Now, most permacultur-
ists advocate for self-sufficiency to be community-based. 
 The land stayed in good health and was fully sustainable 
wherever people monitored and managed their consump-
tion. For example, the Aga-Bali, the Konso, the Australian 
Aboriginal people, the people of  the Rajasthani deserts, and 
the T’Boli all practiced the same primary ethic of  controlling 
consumption and never depleting resources below Nature’s 
ability to restore them. In harsh seasons, they took less. They 
never took more from the forests than could be regenerated. 
The Konso of  Ethiopia required the oldest people to share 
food with the youngest when food was becoming scarce. 
They also ensured the sick, pregnant, and elderly accessed 
fresh water first. They never cut trees on the tops of  moun-
tains or beside rivers. All these cultures managed resources 
carefully so that they could recover. The natural environment 
supplying food was never diminished, which is the definition 
of  sustainability. 

From the Personal to the Publicly Global
Permaculture and Food Security
Rowe Morrow

THE UNITED NATIONS’ COMMITTEE on World 
Food Security has defined food security as follows: 
Food security, means that all people, at all times, have physi-

cal, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food 
that meets their food preferences and dietary needs for an active and 
healthy life.
 The definition, in turn requires definitions—what does 
it mean to have ‘sufficient’ food or ‘safe’ food? And to meet 
our preferences? Some tendentious questions are embedded 
in the definition. Then there is the question of  economic 
access—enough money to buy sufficient, safe, and nutritious 
food? That brings up questions of  access and equity. And, of  
course, how can this be done? Can permaculture contribute 
significantly to future food security to meet the UN defini-
tion? And is the definition enough? 

Cultural approaches to food security

 Historically, when life seemed simpler and more local, 
bioregions could produce and meet their own food needs of-
ten with reasonable equity. I remember a class of  30 Vietnam-
ese permaculturists each defining their bioregion and listing 
what foods they produced and how much rice as a staple. 
Even France, with its ‘one cheese for every day of  the year’ 
slogan, demonstrated bioregionalism. Ugandans mentioned 
the variety of  yams they had traditionally eaten as staples. 
 However, most of  the world has never had complete food 
security, and perhaps such a goal is not possible. 
 In the tropics, both wet and dry, there are traditional 
‘hunger’ periods for climatic reasons—too humid and wet, or 
too dry to support food production. In the temperate regions, 
cold was often a limiting factor. Cultures in these regions 
always stored food for these periods of  scarcity. They dried, 
salted, fermented, sugared (jams), preserved, and froze. They 
had granaries, cellars, and larders of  a range of  types. These 
gave food security during the lean periods.
 Seasonally, the Khmer put their houses on small trucks 
or ox-driven drays and moved to the lake Ton Le Sap for the 
flooded fishing and fish-drying season, and then they took 
their houses home again. In this case, food security came 
from understanding seasons and their harvests of  fish. People 
needed local ecological knowledge and an understanding of  
these patterns. 
 Transhumance, walking animals up mountains, has 
been a global response to the need for food security. The 
animals, kept indoors in barns during winter and fed hay 
and grains, were taken to high pastures in summer. After the 

Food	insecurity	is	a	reflection	of	our	cultural	approaches	to	
the land. Image CC0 via Pixabay. 
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More mass migration due to war and environmental decline 
is inevitable. 
 Technology fueled growth. Consumption became synony-
mous with growth. For many, being rich was more presti-
gious than being honest. 
 You know this—you are permaculturists. First, evaluate 
how equipped you are with permaculture knowledge and 
skills. Then ask if  permaculture can contribute to food secu-
rity against the backdrop of  such challenges?
 What was missing in the UN definition of  food security? 
It succeeded in assisting monoculture to produce food—
mainly staples—to feed a growing world. It failed when we 
look at the consequences, such as soil, water, and air pollu-
tion, and its carbon footprint. Any definition tied to goals 
and objectives requires ethics and principles. There was no 
ethical framework around the UN statement. Unbridled 
capitalism moved in on food. And today, some crops are 
considered commodities on a futures market rather than as 
resources for human and animal populations.

 Against this background, is the UN definition still ap-
propriate? As permaculturists, I believe we must move to a 
bioregional approach. A bioregional focus can help put the 
control of  resources back into the hands of  people to make 
food security accountable and visible. 
 Permaculture is undergoing a ‘growth spurt.’ It is being 
recognized throughout whole societies as a discipline with 
much to offer this world of  uncertainty. Permaculture has 
expanded knowledge skills and diversity. Areas of  permacul-
ture, once only a session in a course, are now whole bodies of  
knowledge and skills. Some of  these are Dave Jacke’s work 
with food forests, and subsequent implementers are going 
further. Darren Doherty has created a discipline for agri-
culture with Regrarians and is taken seriously by the regen-
erative agriculture practitioners. Children in Permaculture, 
permaculture in schools, and community gardens are moving 
into the realms of  science. Developments like these are un-
stoppable and absolutely necessary to prepare for the unpre-
dictable and to have food security in place locally before the 
crisis.

Farming in a clearing

 On a smaller scale, there are numerous studies of  de-
signed sites that give the large food quantities that very small 

 Where community residents grew their own food, they 
shared and traded surplus. Among the Konso where I spent 
some time, the most important people in the community, 
with the highest status, were those who could and did grow 
the most food of  good quality. 
 Vietnam has a gardening history of  3,000 years and an 
extraordinary range of  adaptations to its various ecosystems, 
including fruit, animals, staples, and fish. 

The modern approach to food security

 In 1900, just under 40% of  the US population lived on 
farms, and 60% lived in rural areas. Today, the respective fig-
ures are only about 1% and 20%, respectively. In 1900, 98% 
of  US farms had chickens, 82% grew corn for grain, 80% 
had at least one milk cow, and a like percentage had pigs. 
Most of  them grew surplus for local or urban markets. 
 From the US example, which provides an early trend for 
the whole world, food security is no longer individual and 
communal, but has been given over to large operators. Of  
course, there are small pockets and exceptions, but the trend 
to fewer and fewer providing for more and more is universal.
 This outcome was, of  course, achieved by cheap energy 
in the form of  fossil fuels. Companies, with their big ma-
chines and so called ‘economies of  scale,’ developed verti-
cal integration from farm to market. Chemical fertilizers, 
pesticides, and other energy-intensive necessities resulted in 
very large yields from monocultures. The consequences were 
postponed into the future. Polluted rivers, groundwater, and 
soils; loss of  soil life, wildlife, and biodiversity; river silting; 
farmland subsidence, depletion of  minerals and microbial 
life, salinization, and erosion were the unintended results. 
 The measure of  yield became, not the total biomass per 
hectare, but the total tons of  a particular crop per hectare. 
Complementary yields, such as honey, biofuels, building 
materials, ecosystem services, and so on, were excluded from 
figures for harvest per hectare. 
 Modern food security became the supermarket. So, which 
has the responsibility to provide food security: the state or 
the market? Whose duty is it to ensure sufficient, safe, and 
nutritious food? Where are the alternatives to provide us with 
choices, including how to farm? Morally and ethically, whose 
responsibility is it?

Permaculture, bioregions, & food security

 We live in an age of  unprecedented changes and chal-
lenges. Global warming is accelerating at such a pace that 
it is difficult to comprehend all the outcomes and problems. 
It affects everything—the insects, the forests, the soils, and 
the declining arable land, while in some countries there are 
mountains of  organic and inorganic wastes.
 Simultaneously, human population is increasing with the 
survival of  babies and of  older people (I am one of  them). 
Cities reach unimaginable sizes in population and architec-
ture—buildings of  80 stories are conceptually confronting. 
By 2050, 60-79% of  the world’s population will live in cities. 

Developments like these 
are unstoppable and 
absolutely necessary 
to prepare for the 
unpredictable.
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parcels of  land can produce. The evidence is in that permac-
ulture can supply a considerable fraction of  a family’s needs. 
Many people, such as David Holmgren and others, note and 
weigh every item harvested from their gardens. 
 David’s book, RetroSuburbia, is premised on an economy 
that uses all household waste as inputs for the next harvest. 
In this setting, swap, share, sell, store, process, and give fulfill 
the third ethic of  permaculture. ‘Redistribute surplus to 
need” becomes operative. 
 The suburbs and city neighborhoods can become distrib-
uted kitchen gardens and food forests. It is time to measure 
cities and suburbs to discover what critical mass of  active citi-
zens can provide for the needs of  their community. I suspect 
it isn’t a large percentage.
 Commercial organic kitchen gardens are undergoing 
a revolution. Using traditional crops, new parts of  plants, 
small-scale appropriate technology, and sharing informa-
tion on all aspects of  their work, these permaculture farmers 
are providing reliable food for people who have no access to 
land. They are also dispensing with some of  the backbreak-
ing work. With crop diversity and careful timing, they are 
spreading risk. 
 Staples, being mostly annuals, have contributed substan-
tially to land degradation and global warming. Growing 
staples for a bioregion using regenerative principles reverses 
the destruction. Positive impacts are evident in all natural 
systems such as forests, waterways, local climate buffering, 
and more consistent yields. 
 The challenge to permaculture has been always to supply 
staples. With bioregional planning, commercial farmland 
could be freed up, and home kitchen gardens could supply 
high yields from household waste and grey water. 
 For some, substitution of  the five key grains is possible 
with permanent plants like nut trees. Others would revert to 
traditional staples according to their local climate, e.g., pota-
toes in cooler climates.  
 But would permaculture be able to provide food security? 
Coming from a systems approach, food security would have 
to be audited so that waste becomes valued.
 With effective and ethical food security, it is necessary 
to remove junk food from the calculation, and with it all the 
unnecessary packaging and transport. In this light, ice cream 
made thousands of  miles away from soy or palm oil becomes 
embarrassing and undesirable. 
 Providing protein is easier than growing staples. In some 
tropical cities, rabbits, chicken, and quail are grown on balco-
nies. With his usual prescience, Bill Mollison suggested that 
we abandon parking areas and floors in skyscraper towers, 
and replace them with small animal systems. As cities are 
now questioning the huge and indefensible amount of  land 
handed over to parked cars, this is likely to happen in the 
future. 
 Cities are a huge question for food security. We know 
that a city holds food for only about three days, and fuel for 
perhaps less. So despite apparently full supermarket shelves, 
city populations live with the frightening risk of  running out 
of  food. Of  course, governments fly in rations when there is a 

disaster. However, if  there were multiple demands on govern-
ment disaster services, life could quickly become precarious. 
When Bill Mollison wrote, “Bring food production back to 
the cities,” he could see from the 70s that the problems would 
multiply. 
 Skyscrapers present opportunities as well as challenges. 
We have the technology to turn whole floors into rainwater 
storage and grey water recycling. Whole aspects can be con-
verted to green houses. Parking areas can become commu-
nity farms and worm farms. They have enormous potential 
to present themselves as ‘organisms’ that manage their own 
water, waste, and food systems.
 Sustainable Cities, Liveable Cities, and other such move-
ments are rapidly developing strategies and techniques. 
Notably, Paris adopted permaculture and has all its planners 
and land managers working towards a food-secure city. It is 
building on some of  its traditional approaches and using best 
practices and ideas. Other cities are following.
 Some cities are becoming ‘city states,’ as their ethics and 
practices diverge from those of  the wider nation. The is most 
evident in the US. Forward-thinking cities put food security 
near the top of  their list for sustainability, together with po-
table water supplies. They buffer global warming with shade 
trees, green spaces, gardens, city farms, and air cleaning. 
Cities can sequester large amounts of  CO

2
 through greening 

programs. 
 And so, with forests of  all types, the permaculture 
principle to plant forests as both carbon sequestration and 
intergenerational equity can also function to protect soils and 
water so that food security is buffered against future disasters. 
The original concept of  ‘farming in a clearing’ holds more 
now than when Mollison & Holmgren first used the term. 
Any sort of  farm or food security land will be buffered and 
protected by a range of  appropriate forests and hedges. 
 Finally, can we buffer global warming and provide global 
food security without using the reigning principles and ethics 
of  permaculture? Is there any other framework or toolbox 
that gives humans an approach and means to create a living 
world which is presently under threat? I haven’t found any-
thing yet.  We need to start quickly in our communities.       ∆

Rosemary Morrow is a permaculture educator, development worker, 
writer, and home gardener. Based in the Blue Mountains of  New 
South Wales, Australia, Rosemary is a Quaker who has worked 
in Cambodia, Afghanistan, Albania, and Vietnam and trained in 
Australia as a teacher with permaculture analysis and design sys-
tems that lead to resilient land and townscapes. She is the author of  
the Earth User’s Guide to Permaculture as well as the Earth User’s 
Guide to Teaching Permaculture.
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Permaculture Plant Profiles: Let us introduce you to…

Black Locust
Robinia pseudoacacia

 
Just The Facts

SAY: roe-BIN-ee-uh soo-doe-uh-KAY-shuh
AKA: false acacia

DESCRIPTION: Typical height of 40–100 feet (12–30 m) with a diam-
eter of 2–4 feet (0.61–1.22 m).[13] 
Significantly older trees can almost 
double this. 
Black locust is a forest edge spe-
cies and prefers dry soils.  It often 
spreads by underground shoots or 
suckers, which contributes to the 
weedy character of this species. 
Young trees are often spiny. The 
early summer flowers are large and 
appear in large, intensely fragrant 
clusters. 

HARDINESS:  Zone 4 - 8 
FAMILY:  
Robineae (roe-BIN-ee-ay)
ORIGIN:  North America

Why we love this plant… 

Black locust is a nitrogen-fixer and soil builder; a wonderful bee fodder; 
general fodder for domesticated animals; and a wonderful insect-resistant 
source of fenceposts and light building materials. It can be light shade for 
your production garden, and a source of beautiful craft and fire wood (which 
burns very hot and for a relatively long period of time).  It is also a solid 
component of erosion control on slopes because of its tendency to spread via 
the root system. 

Be Advised...

Black locust can be a wonderful addition to fence rows, gardens, and 
forest edges. Its propensity to spread from suckers gives it an aggressive edge which some people label invasive or noxious. 
However, this tree is so useful, that good management is a better solution. However, some states respond aggressively in their 
management recommendations. Be advised: check your state. 

While some people really object to the thorns on young trees, these are seen as craft and material opportunities by others. 
Finally, black locust borers and the locust leaf miner are two pests which can affect your fun with locust trees. Be on the lookout!

This article was produced by staff  writers who truly appreciate black locust as a forest edge species. Image of  Locust Flowers 
were obtained CC0 via Pixabay. 

Twelve year old black locust forest plantation 
in Kansas. Photo from 1912. Image Public 
Domain, from American Forester collection. 
Foresters noted the locust did not make for 
good telegraph poles, but was durable as a 
fence post. 

Locust borer on locust. Photo CC02 by Susan 
E. Adams. 
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For example, a Turn puddle—a more 
specific type of  Junction puddle—oc-
curs when a minor path meets a major 
one and indicates which way people 
most often turn and which is more 
likely to lead to a town. Meanwhile, the 
section on currents and tides provides 
both a basic explanation of  different 
types of  ocean tides and natural cycles, 
as well as more technical details on a 
few of  the hundreds of  factors at play 

when it comes to tidal characteristics.

 Gooley’s passion for the simple act 
of  observation truly shines through the 
text. Alongside the key bits of  infor-
mation meant to help readers identify 
some basic patterns are nostalgic mem-
ories of  his own inspirational moments 
of  enlightenment with the water: “A 
bat was swooping over the water, and 

Clues from water
Review by Sam Olvera

Tristan Gooley 
How to Read Water: 
Clues and Patterns from Pud-
dles to the Sea
The Experiment. 2016.
400 pp. Hardcover. $19.95

WHAT DO THE COLORS 
in a rainbow indicate about 
the size of  raindrops? What 

can a snail tell you about the oxygen 
content of  a pond? How does the sound 
of  water subconsciously affect your 
navigation skills? Tristan Gooley’s How 
to Read Water: Clues and Patterns from 
Puddles to the Sea is an introduction to 
learning a new language—one that can 
be used by anyone, anywhere in the 
world, to gain insight into our environ-
ment and its complex interplay with the 
water. Like any language, reading water 
provides a unique lens through which 
we see and interact with other living 
creatures.

 Gooley masterfully zooms in and 
out of  micro and macro levels of  infor-
mation. Whether it’s an obscure insect 
making its way across a pond, or the 
ebb and flow of  tides moving in time 

with celestial bodies, Gooley gleans the 
significance from small details, always 
relating these minutiae back to larger 
patterns that we should always have on 
our radar. An entire chapter dedicated 
to the “not-so-humble” puddle explains 
why puddles can be classified into at 
least six different types, each with their 
own useful, trademark characteristics. 

Reviews

... part practical survival guide, 
part encyclopedic collection 
of water-related fun facts, 
part ode to the mysterious beauty of water....

the faintest breeze from its wings was 
visible in the motion of  Jupiter oscillat-
ing in the puddle.” Despite the author’s 
extensive knowledge and experience in 
this field, he emphasizes its accessibility 
above all else. 

 The author describes the rich 
tradition of  water navigation through-
out history by experts such as the 
Pacific Islanders and Vikings, while 
also acknowledging that such a level 
of  fluency with the water requires full 
immersion and generations of  experi-
ence to achieve. Nevertheless, interpret-
ing water is a skill that can be honed 
on a daily basis just by taking an extra 
second to gaze at the pond in your 
backyard or noting the signature ripple 
pattern as you drop milk into your 
morning coffee. 

 How to Read Water implores us to 
engage with all of  our senses in a more 
intentional way. By having the patience 
and the dedication to practicing the 
skills in the book, we can begin to piece 
together a puzzle that only gets bigger 
and more intricate over time. For per-
maculturists, this particular language 
of  reading water should be a subset 
of  the more general habit of  “reading 
the landscape:” getting to know what 
insects, animals, and plant species are 
associated with certain types of  water, 
understanding what kinds of  activity 
may have previously happened on a 
piece of  land, and analyzing the rela-
tionship between water, wind, sound, 
smell, growing patterns, and more. 

 By realizing the wealth of  informa-
tion hiding in plain sight all around 
us, we can equip ourselves to design 
smarter systems and respond to natural 
feedback in the environment. These 
skills can help readers with everything 
from choosing where to site projects, 
designing holistic systems, anticipating 
weather patterns, and more. Beyond 
the practical, this new language also 
adds a depth of  appreciation for natural 
beauty—the satisfaction of  understand-
ing the meaning behind a mesmerizing 
glitter path of  moonlight on the water.

 This book is part practical survival 
guide, part encyclopedic collection of  
water-related fun facts, and part ode to 
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the mysterious beauty of  water in its 
many forms, all rolled into one. With 
absolutely no equipment required to get 
started, How to Read Water will no doubt 
be a powerful tool for readers, regard-
less of  their background. Gooley will 
leave you gripped by topics normally 
relegated to textbooks and in awe of  
everyday phenomena that have never 
before given you pause. For those look-
ing to expand their ability to read the 
landscape, this book is a must-read.     ∆                                                                                                           

Whence Gaia?
Review by John Wages
James Lovelock
Novacene—The Coming Age of 
Hyperintelligence
Penguin: London. 2019.
160 pp. Hardcover. $22.95

JAMES LOVELOCK IS NO 
STRANGER to controversy. 
The prologue to Novacene traces 

his life as a British scientist during 
the Cold War, his role in the Mariner 
missions to Mars in the 70s, and 
the accomplishment for which he 
is most famous in permaculture 
and environmental circles: the Gaia 
hypothesis. Lately, he has become vocal 
in his support for nuclear power as a 
means of  ostensibly addressing climate 
change. With Novacene, he goes a few 
steps beyond his previous positions and 
suggests that inorganic life (artificial 
intelligence-endowed cyborgs, to be 
exact) will be the next phase of  “life” 
on Earth and may even supplant 
organic life. Contemplating this rosy 
scenario, that is sort of  the opposite of  
permaculture, should not make us sad 
or worried, according to Lovelock.
    The Gaia hypothesis was first 
formulated by Lovelock in the 
70s. Gaia theory proposes that 
living organisms interact with 
their habitats to form a self-regulating 
system that helps to maintain the 
conditions for life on the planet. In the 
popular imagination, this is sometimes 
taken to mean that the planet is 
literally alive. While this isn’t part of  
the scientific hypothesis, many aspects 
of  a self-regulating system like Gaia 
are characteristics of  living organisms, 
and certainly living things are an 
essential part of  this planetary system. 

Living organisms can participate 
in geochemical cycles—the carbon, 
nitrogen, water, and other cycles, and 
they do so in a way that stabilizes 
climate in a life-friendly state and 
buffers planetary extremes. Like most 
offerings from Lovelock, Gaia theory 
was controversial and remains so, at 
least outside of  environmental science. 
 Whereas Gaia theory resonated 
with me from the beginning and does 
so now, this new theory is disturbing. 
Novacene is Frankenstein writ large—

the kind of  nightmare future you dream 
about and then wake up in a cold 
sweat. As a scientist, I like to think 
my decisions are not made based on 
emotions alone, but in consultation 
with the data or our prolonged and 
thoughtful observations. That I read 
Novacene during a weekend stay 
on a 2,000-acre ranch in the Sierra 
foothills—very quiet and alone except 
for numerous animals and plants—may 
have colored my view. Realizing that 
the pristine setting could have colored 
by impressions, I put down some 
thoughts but waited to finish the review 

until I was back in Silicon Valley. 
However, nothing changed. So I waited 
until I was back home on my farm in 
Mississippi. Still nothing. Remembering 
some of  what Lovelock says in this 
book, including that we should not be 
afraid to follow our intuition and not 
always be wedded to strict scientific 
method, I think that it’s my intuition 
that warns me off  of  Lovelock’s 
Novacene as a future we might aspire 
to. 
 In Novacene, Lovelock argues for 

human exceptionalism. In much the 
way Daniel Dennett sets humans 
above other species as the only self-
aware species on Earth, so too does 
Lovelock. This, to my mind is a 
mistake. Having been around domestic 
animals my entire life, I appreciate their 
varieties of  consciousness. Chickens 
have individual personalities, and 
so do dogs and cats. However, like 
Dennett and Lovelock, I just don’t 
see much self-awareness reflected in 
their actions. Problem is, neither is 
there much evidence that humans are 
self-conscious. Look at the way we 
treat other human beings, particularly 
when we’re part of  a group, like the 
“exceptional nation.” So, the idea 
that humans are the crest of  the 
evolutionary wave seems like pure 
hubris to me. On the few instances 
when humans do exhibit a glimmer 
of  self-awareness, that consciousness 
is constantly at risk of  being snuffed 
out or subsumed by expediencies. So, 
the root of  my objection to Novacene 
thinking goes deeper than anything 
Lovelock says about those beautiful 
silicon cyborgs of  the future and 
questions the apparent “fact” of  human 
consciousness itself.
 In the first part of  Novacene, “The 
Knowing Cosmos,” Lovelock argues 
that it is unlikely that conscious life 
(i.e., human-like) evolved anywhere else 
in the universe. Given that the universe 
is around 13.8 billion years old, and life 
took 3.7 billion years on Earth to get 
from the first cells to humans makes 

Problem is, neither is there much evidence 
that humans are self-conscious. 
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up the most cogent and believable part 
of  his argument. “Our existence is 
a freakish one-off.” “We are unique, 
privileged beings... our supremacy as 
the prime understanders of  the cosmos 
is rapidly coming to an end.” His 
choice of  words makes it abundantly 
clear that the author sees human beings 
as the pinnacle of  evolutionary success. 
This view is not that much different, at 
least in its effect on those who accept it, 
from the Great Chain of  Being or the 
notion that man is created in the image 
of  a god. After Copernicus, Galileo, 
Newton, Darwin, and Einstein, we 
were supposed to have escaped the 
binding chains of  irrational thought 
and patterns of  behavior that tend 
toward violence and self-destruction. 
The fact that we have not escaped at all 
is abundantly clear—Hiroshima, Silent 
Spring, and Abu Ghraib speak volumes 
about human consciousness and human 
exceptionalism. Not only are humans 
in general abysmally self-unaware, but 
they are decidedly not an exceptional 
species. We can be exceptional only in 
the human context: as individuals of  
the species in relation to the species.
 Furthermore, Lovelock’s timeline 
for life to develop assumes that the sum 
of  steps from primordial cells to the 
human neocortex all had to happen on 
Earth. The panspermia hypothesis says 
that life could have arisen elsewhere, 
then been dispersed to neighboring 
planets via comets. We can imagine 
a world more hospitable than early 
Earth for the first steps to occur and 
archaea and bacteria to arise, then to 
be dispersed to Earth, where conditions 
were by then hospitable for cells, having 
formed elsewhere, to grow. Such a 
scenario could have billions of  years off  
Lovelock’s timeline, as the most time-
consuming part of  evolution seems 
to have been the billions of  years of  
bacterial development, not the paltry 
millions of  vertebrate evolution, much 
less the million or so years for the 
appearance of  the vaunted neocortex 
and consciousness. Finding similar 
archaeal or bacterial lifeforms on Mars 
as exist on Earth would add support 
for this hypothesis. There is an awful 
lot we don’t know, and we should act 
accordingly.
 If  humanity is indeed the only 
consciousness that has arisen in the 

universe, and if  this is something 
intrinsically valuable (two very big if ’s, 
in this reviewer’s opinion), then we 
should fear the end of  Earth, whether 
through a volcanic event, asteroid 
strike, or expansion of  the sun in 
another 5 billion years or so. Even more 
so, we should be aware that we may 
have misapprehended the whole point 
of  consciousness, which is to more fully 
comprehend reality—the beauty of  
the sky, the pain and suffering of  other 
humans beings and other creatures—
rather than to construct artificial 
realities like religions and other forms 
of  virtual reality, and models that take 
on a life of  their own (e.g., free market-
ism). In the words of  Ferris Bueller, “A 
person should not believe in an -ism.”
 Act 2 of  Novacene, “The Age 
of  Fire,” traces the Industrial Age 
from Thomas Newcomen’s water 
pump that made it possible to mine 
deeper seams of  coal. On boldly 
into the Anthropocene, with its great 
acceleration in transport, its notably 
exceptional inventions in warfare, and 
the growth of  cities, along with positive 
developments in science and medicine, 
expanding now into the Information 
Age with cell phones, the internet, and 
AI. We can get carried away with these 
things and forget what sustains us and 
what brings us happiness. We’ve come 
a long way from Newcomen’s water 
pump, and with a Novacene future 
growing out of  current developments 
in AI seeming at least possible, it’s 
past time to ask what mechanisms 
we have to gauge the utility of  these 

new technologies. How does society 
determine what is worth developing? 
Who does the cost/benefit and risk 
analysis? Where does the Precautionary 
Principle come in? It seems that we 
have no such mechanisms. Humanity 
seems unable to say no to the latest and 
greatest shiny new technology. So much 

for vaunted self-consciousness—we’re 
no better than a bowerbird excited to 
find another shiny bauble to add to 
the nest. The train has no brakes! This, 
then, is the greatest need of  humanity 
at the moment: to apply self-regulation 
and accept feedback.
 Humans play an essential role in the 
biosphere, but it has little to nothing to 
do with our consciousness. Rather, it’s 
just playing our role as benignly and as 
mightily as any other species, be it an 
osprey or a fox. Perhaps that should be 
enough for us. 
 Aside from his thoughts on the 
future of  life on Earth, Novacene is also 
a sort of  mini-manifesto comprising 
Lovelock’s intuitions. I recommend 
reading it with a salt shaker at the 
ready, but it is his discussion of  the 
power of  intuition that I think is most 
useful. His experience as a young 
scientist  (this being the 40s—Lovelock 
is 100 years old this year) involved 
systems science, and so he “took for 
granted the non-linear way of  thinking 
of  dynamic systems.” This openness 
to non-linear thinking, as contrasted 
with strict cause-and-effect logic of  
experimental science, was critical to his 
early successes and later formulation in 
1972 and subsequent co-development 
with Lynn Margulis of  the Gaia 
hypothesis. For that, I am grateful.      ∆        

We can be exceptional only 
in the human context: 
as individuals of the species 
in relation to the species.
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led to conditions of  inequity we see 
so painfully today. They lay out key 
principles of  the democratic economy 
and devote a chapter to each with 
an example of  where that principle 
is already in action. The principles 
include: community; inclusion; place; 
good work; democratized ownership; 
sustainability; and ethical finance. 

Permaculture Design 
Workbook

Review by John Wages

Permaculture Design 
Companion: A Practical 
Workbook for Integrating 
People and Places
Jasmine Dale
Permanent Publications. Nov. 22, 
2019
Paperback. 194 pp. $28.95

THE FORMAT of the Permaculture 
Design Companion is sort of a 
hybrid between a guidebook and 

a journal. The guidebook has all the 
basic instructions needed to carry out a 
thoughtful design for a small property, 
along with plenty of space to document 
progress along the way. Perhaps more 
useful as a review rather than as a main 
course title, this book would be good for 
someone who took a PDC sometime in 
the past and who now wants to come up 
with a plan for a new site. Because the 
book compares several approaches to 
the design process (SADIMET, CEAP, 
Appreciative Inquiry), it may provide the 
reader with a slightly different take on 

the design process than they got in their 
course. 

Dale emphasizes observation and 
techniques for deep observing: walking 
the site, using 180° peripheral vision, 
finding a sit spot, and looking at features 
from multiple angles—even upside down. 
The time spent on observation seems 
proportionate to the necessity of making 
solid, thoughtful observation as the first 
step in good design. Although I wouldn’t 
advise trying to do a site design with 
nothing besides this book, the time spent 
on observation makes that seem at least 
possible.

The Design Companion presents many 
useful techniques, but eschews low-tech 
approaches like A-frame levels in favor of 
laser levels. There is mention of bunyips, 
but I suppose laser levels are easily 
accessible these days and are probably 
the most practical approach to accurately 
determine contours. On the other hand, 
low-tech methods of mapping are 
covered: the chain survey. A chain survey 
involves laying a long rope or chain in a 
straight line across the middle of a site. 
Any features can then be mapped by 
measuring their distance from the survey 
rope, along a line perpendicular to the 
rope. 

Dale emphasizes the importance of 
base mapping. And, of course, zones and 

sectors are covered.
To this reader, the font, Fh Hyperbole, 

seems hard to read. This font is designed 
to appear handwritten, which fits with 
the image of this book as a designer’s 
journal. Nevertheless, it seems to require 
more concentration to read than would a 
standard font.                ∆

Foundations for Hope?
Review by Rhonda Baird

Marjorie Kelly and Ted 
Howard
The Making of a Democratic 
Economy
Building	Prosperity	for	the	Many,	
Not Just the Few
Berrett-Koehler: Oakland, CA. 2019.
336 pages, hardcover, $26.95

This review will not have the space to 
do this book justice. Marjorie Kelly 
and Ted Howard of  The Democracy 
Collaborative continue the vital work 
of  the group in this simple, clearly 
written, and critical text. 
 Kelly and Howard note that the 
democratization of  our government 
occurred, but the economy was never 
democratized. The failure to do so 

 Howard and Kelly explain not only 
what these principles mean, but how 
they can be applied in communities 
through anchor institutions (those 
unlikely to abandon their community in 
hard times) and through the founding 
of  new community projects. 
 As Naomi Klein notes in her 
forward, “to be sustained, hope needs a 
foundation. It’s not enough to imagine 
that another world is possible; we need 
to be able to picture it, experience it 
in miniature, feel and taste it.” That is 
what this book does. Kelly and Howard 
demonstrate that the systems in place 
now, are already beginning to change. 
In this moment, “system-changing 
issues are on the policy agenda today 
more than at any time in memory….” 
Policy and investment may not save our 
civilization, but it can channel energy 
and power back into the hands of  the 
people. This book inspires us to build a  
bridge between despair and hope.         ∆
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EVENTS
Permaculture Design Course
Online
 Dates: Ongoing 
   Description:Our course is the clas-
sic, official 72-hour Permaculture Design 
Certificate Course (PDC) as taught by the 
founders of  permaculture.
 The full Permaculture Design Course 
(PDC) is a 72- hour intensive program. This 
course involves study modules supported by 
practical exercises, fieldwork and videos.
  Instructors:  Dr. Alan Enzo, Jessica  
    Enzo, Steven Cran, Steve  
    Hart
        Cost:  $550 
 Contact:  PermacultureEducation.com  
                info@PermacultureEducation.com

Send Event and Calendar Listings for Issue #115
(February 2020)

Emergent Design
by the December 1st deadline  

events@permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Permaculture Design Course
Online
 
   Description:  Oregon State University’s 
online Permaculture Design course is a 
great way to build essential sustainable land-
scape design skills in a convenient online 
format. After ten weeks, you will complete a 
finished design with: 
 * One-on-one guidance from experts 
who will walk you through each assign-
ment. * Timely feedback on your individual 
project from your designated instructor. * 
Low student / teacher ratio to ensure indi-
vidualized attention for you. 
 Also, since the program is entirely on-
line, you can access our expert-led courses 
from the comfort of  your own home. 
   Instructors:  Andrew Millison and others
  Contact:
        pace.oregonstate.edu/permaculture

“Experience is the one thing you can’t get for nothing.” 
- Oscar Wilde

Permaculture Design Course
Costa Rica

 Dates: December 1-15
 Location: Costa Rica
      Description: The two-week 
Permaculture Design Course (PDC) offers 
training in holistic problem-solving for 
all aspects of  human settlement, both 
visible and invisible. Captivated near the 
Corcovado rainforest we will demonstrate, 
explain and train you to integrate whole 
systems design and pattern thinking into 
your social, economic, land, water, plant 
and shelter subsystems.Taught over 72 
hours or more, it delivers the standard 
international curriculum recognized 
since 1984 by institutes around the world. 
Students will learn practical applications 
of  ecology, design for buildings, soil, water, 
and vegetation management, design for 
animals, technology, economics, urban 
and rural environments, and planning 
for catastrophe, among other subjects. 
Permaculture is an ethical design system. 
Those completing the course will receive a 
certificate attesting to their participation.
The course includes: 
• 3 meals a day, made by our chef(s) 

from locally sourced, fresh organic 
foods.

• At least one design project, or multiple 
design vignettes as the group dictates.

• A Talent Show at the concluding 
celebration.

• Field Trip to some interesting 
demonstration sites.

• The PDC Course will be taught in 
English.

  Instructors: Peter Bane, Nicolo Scifo
            Cost: $1,350-$2,050 depending 
        upon accommodation
          Contact: numundo.org 

Permaculture Design Course
Belize

 Dates: March 2-14, 2020
 Location: Maya Mountain   
  Research Farm, 
  San Pedro Columbia,  
  Toledo District, Belize
      Description: Through lecture, 
discussion, small groups, site visits, 
participants will gain the tools to create 
sustainable, ecologically based homes, 
farms, businesses and communities. 
Hands-on training is balanced by class time 
covering core concepts and design practice. 
The course covers the material of  the 
standard PDC and meets the requirements 
of  the Permaculture Institute of  North 
America. 
 Tucked into the foothills of  the Maya 
Mountains, two miles up river from the 
village of  San Pedro Columbia in southern 
Belize, Maya Mountain Research Farm 
is a working demonstration farm and 
registered NGO that promotes sustainable 
agriculture, appropriate technology and 
food security using permaculture principles 
and applied biodiversity. With over 26 years 
of  organic management and conversion 
from an abandoned citrus and cattle 
farm to a biologically diverse polyculture, 
MMRF is one of  Central Americas 
oldest permaculture farms. Students who 
attend this course get a chance to learn 
permaculture in a venue that is the product 
of  decades worth of  permaculture design 
work.
 The facilitators of  the course bring 
together a wealth of  diverse experiences and 
knowledge to support your journey with 
permaculture design and practice. Rhonda 
Baird has taught more than 40 courses over 
North America; practices design within her 
region; and has helped to organize events 
and groups for more than 20 years related 
to community and ecosystem health. Alex 
Nikesch teaches permaculture design and 
forest gardening at Florida Gulf  Coast 
University, organizes for the Southwest 
Florida Permaculture Guild, and does 
consulting and designing for homesteads 
and farms. Christopher Nesbitt has been 
the originator and implementer of  the 
permaculture systems at MMRF since 
1986 and has represented permaculture 
interests internationally and supported 
solar and other technical projects in villages 
throughout the region. 
      Instructors: Rhonda Baird, Alex   
 Nikesch, Christopher Nesbitt
          Contact: Christopher Nesbitt
  info@mmrfbz.org
  mmrfbz.org 
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Social Permaculture & 
Community Building
California
 Dates: November 22-24
 Location:  Sivananda Yoga Farm,
  Grass Valley, CA 
   Description:  This workshop will look 
beyond the ways we grow our food, access 
water, build shelter, and tend to ecology 
to see how permaculture can also guide us 
in relating with one another and building 
community as we reclaim our lives and 
translate personal healing into collective 
healing. 
   Instructors:  Ryan Rising, Colin Eldridge
     Cost: $160 plus accommodations 
    Contact:  530-272-9322
           yogafarm.org      
            yogafarmregistration@sivananda.org

Permaculture Service Day
California

 Dates: First Sunday of  every  
  month
 Location: Sivananda Yoga Farm,  
  Grass Valley, CA
      Description: Learn through hands-on 
volunteer work on the land and participate 
in a free workshop, open house and tour of  
the Sivananda Yoga Farm in the beautiful 
foothills of  the Sierra Nevada. Enjoy free 
Yoga Class, meditation, chanting, and two 
organic vegetarian meals.
      Instructors: Colin Eldridge
    Cost: FREE!
          Contact: 530-272-9322
           yogafarm.org      
            yogafarmregistration@sivananda.org

Permaculture Design Course
New Mexico

 Dates: TBD 2020   Location: Northern New Mexico
      Description: Join us to earn your Permaculture Design Course certificate, get 
introduced to a variety of  practical farmsteading skills, immerse into the daily flow of  land-
based lifestyle, and learn Permaculture Design with stellar teachers in gorgeous Northern 
New Mexico.
 Permaculture Institute has been teaching the PDC in Northern New Mexico for two 
decades. Additional educational opportunities are offered, including time spent with 
traditional farmsteading arts. Nightly movies and/or campfire circles and gatherings are 
held at the end of  the day.
 Course material is universal to every ecosystem, and the knowledge acquired in this 
class is easily applied in other locations and settings. Participants receive an internationally 
recognized Permaculture Design Certificate from the Permaculture Institute.     
 Instructors: Scott Pittman, Jason  Gerhardt, Leslie Buerk, and local guests.
    Cost: $1,750 Contact: permaculture.org

Permaculture Design Course
Oregon

 Dates: February 22-May 3, 2020
           Location: Ashland, Oregon
      Description: Held over 6 weekends, 
the Siskiyou Permaculture PDC introduces 
an array of  solutions, tools & strategies 
for moving into a home centered, resilient 
way of  living sustainably on the only planet 
we have.  Participants will learn to apply 
regenerative permaculture principles and 
patterns to design an integrated homestead, 
energy and water systems, animals, gardens, 
appropriate technology, forestry and healthy 
communities.  You will gather practical 
skills and learn about whole systems design 
principles for living in ecological balance 
with the earth.  We consider methods 
for creating persistence, resilience and 
becoming a people of  place with a culture 
of  celebration.
 Hazel aka Tom Ward has taught 
dozens of  permaculture design courses, 
permaculture teachers’ training and 
advanced courses in Southern Oregon 
and Northern California over the last 
37 years.  Hazel holds 4 degrees from 
Mollison’s permaculture institute and 2 
degrees from PINA, advises local farms 
and has a social forestry project in the Little 
Applegate Valley demonstrating natural 
building, fuel hazard materials utilization, 
multiple products woods-crafting, wildlife 
enhancement and desert forest water 
management.  
 Melanie Mindlin has worked with 
permaculture design, home design, 
group facilitation, land use planning and 
intentional communities for over 25 years.  
She was the founder and designer of  the 
Ashland Cohousing Community, is an avid 
gardener, community organizer and has 
been teaching permaculture for over 10 
years.
 Karen Taylor has many years of  
experience as a permaculture practitioner 
and teacher, interior designer, ecological 
landscape designer, rainwater harvesting 
and greywater consultant, group facilitator 
and photographer.  She has worked 
extensively in drylands water systems, 
natural building, healthy home interior 
design and group facilitation. 
      Instructors: Hazel aka Tom Ward, 
Melanie Mindlin, Karen Taylor.
    Cost: $775, early registration until  
  January 22nd:  $675
          Contact: 
 siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com

Advanced Permaculture Course: Social Forestry
Oregon

 Dates: February 1-6, 2020 Location: Jacksonville, Oregon
      Description: This is a 6 day advanced permaculture course with Hazel aka Tom 
Ward and Siskiyou Permaculture at which we explore reconnecting with forests through 
ecological knowledge, the use of  hand tools and woodscrafts, seasonal festivals, work cycles  
and much, much more while we are re-establishing our heart space and wonder in the 
woods.  Social Forestry connects villages and communities to their forested water catchment 
basin.  Here in a developed industrial empire, the forests are lonely.  We have lost our sense 
of  living with forests as friends.  We will learn ecological assessment, carbon sequestration 
methods, restoration forestry and the crafts and products that can be enjoyed while we are 
re-establishing our heart space and wonder in the woods.
 Hazel holds degrees in Forestry and Botany from Syracuse University and SUNY 
College of  Forestry, 1969. After helping Bill Mollison teach the first Permaculture Design 
Course at Evergreen State College in 1982, they have been instrumental in teaching and 
spreading Permaculture practices. Hazel has taught at Laney College, DQ University, 
Heartwood Institute, Aprovecho Institute, Wilderness Charter School as well as in South 
Africa and Taiwan. Hazel holds four Permaculture Diplomas from Bill Mollison’s Institute, 
as well as two from the Permaculture Institute of  North America. 
      Instructors: Hazel aka Tom Ward Cost: $675
          Contact: siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com
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Touch the Earth Workshop
Indiana
 Dates: May 3-5, 2020
 Location: Bloomington, IN
   Description: This workshop facilitates a 
deeper connection with the Earth, attunes 
us to the moment we are in, and supports a 
deeper dive into whole self/whole system 
living. Through story-telling, creative work, 
and hands-on permaculture projects we will 
co-create a rich experience. Expect to leave 
with an action plan, resources, a renewed 
sense of  self, and a community of  support!
 Rhonda and Corbin draw on more than 
two decades of  work in culture studies,  
deep ecology, community work, permacul-
ture design and systems thinking, home-
steading, gender studies, leadership, and 
survival skills. 
  Instructors:  Rhonda Baird, Corbin  
    Baird, and guests
 Contact:  rhonda@touch-the-earth.life
  touch-the-earth.life

Permaculture Design Course
Online/Indiana

  Dates:  January 13-May 30, 2020
  Location: Online with field days   
   in Bloomington, IN or   
   by arrangement
  Description:  Take the permaculture 
design course in a way that works for you! 
Through more than 15 years of  teaching the 
permaculture design course and facilitating 
online learning, this PDC sets you up to 
thrive in place while building connections 
with people from all over. The course will 
cover the standard material of  the PDC 
(acknowledged by PINA), as well as include 
additional material on sociocracy, project 
development, connection to the landscape, 
and community-building practices and 
projects. Students found in the past that the 
focus on personal implementation over the 
length of  the course and the emphasis on 
practice supported their understanding and 
development as practitioners. 
 In person, mentored experiences are also 
a part of  this course and support your 
learning as well as one-on-one support 
throughout the course. 
  Instructors:  Rhonda Baird, lead;  
  guest instructors throughout;   
  former  student “reunion” and   
       community
  Cost:  Sliding scale: $750-$1,150.  
                       Payment plans   
    available.  
          Contact: rhonda@shelteringhills.net
    shelteringhills.net

Permaculture Design Course
Missouri

 Dates: TBD 2020
 Location: St. Louis, MO
      Description: This course is an exciting 
opportunity to learn Permaculture Design 
in a highly urban environment with like-
minded individuals. St. Louis, as all cities, 
are full of  potential, as well as amazing 
work happening right now, and we uncover 
what it looks like to create a sustainable, 
stable, and equitable city through group 
design projects, local and global showcases, 
and hands-on practice in established 
urban farms—all in conjunction with 
the paradigm-changing Permaculture 
Design Course curriculum with renowned 
Permaculture Institute instructorship.
 Ample opportunities to experience 
Permaculture in action are offered as part of  
this course from farmers’ market production 
gardens, edible forest gardens, rainwater 
harvesting systems, urban soil building, 
placemaking installations, and community 
building.
 Class material is presented through 
discussion, slideshow, hands-on skill 
building, touring Permaculture sites, and 
interactive activities.
 Participants receive an internationally 
recognized Permaculture Design Certificate 
from Permaculture Institute founded by Bill 
Mollison and Scott Pittman.      
 Instructors: Jason Gerhardt, Pandora  
  Thomas, Molly Rockamann, Matt  
  Lebon, Gibron Jones
    Cost: $1,100
          Contact: permaculture.org
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Advanced Course
Teacher Training
Colorado
 Dates: November 13-20 
        Location: Denver, CO 
   Description:  In this dynamic and interac-
tive course, you will learn how to share 
the world of  permaculture design with 
new students, learn best teaching practices, 
and deepen your understanding of  diverse 
teaching modalities including interactive 
experiential activities. We will focus on how 
to communicate Permaculture principles 
and strategies to a wide variety of  audi-
ences and educational settings, give you 
hands-on experience in developing lessons 
and get you up in front of  the class deliver-
ing lessons, and leading exercises. Our goal 
is to encourage and inspire your unique 
strengths and abilities by modeling effective 
use of  lecture, storytelling, class discussions, 
visual aids and hands-on skills. Having 
taught this course almost thirty times, Jude 
continues to refine and adapt the content 
and curriculum. Students will receive the 
benefit of  her keen attention to continual 
improvement and her decades of  teaching 
experience. Pre-requisite: PDC Certificate. 
Course size is limited to 20 students. Non-
residential. 
   Instructors:  Jude Hobbs, Kelly Simmons,  
    Adam Brock, Sandy Cruz
     Cost: $850 (plus credit card fee) 
    includes lunch. Limited  
    scholarships available.
    Contact:  Kelly Simmons,  
  sunflowerhousepermacultured@gmail.com
    coloradoteachertraining.eventbrite.com  

Back Issue Prices & Ordering
$6.50 each ppd to US addresses • 20% dis-

count on 5+ 

 Complete Set $450
Permaculture Design Publishing 

PO Box 3607,  Tupelo, MS  38803  USA

Canada $520 • Other countries $550
See listing of back issues at our website.

Permaculture Design Course
Illinois
  Dates:  Weekends, Sept.-Dec. 2020
  Location: Chicago, IL
  Description:  You’re invited to join 
us for our next weekend design course in 
Chicagoland! Over seven weekends, we will 
share the standard curriculum in addition 
to a deep dive on social permaculture. 
Through readings, dynamic discussions, 
and hands-on activity, your design skill will 
move beyond foundations into practical 
work in your own life and collaborative 
projects. Former students often join in, and 
you’re invited to be a part of  the growing 
Chicago-land permaculture community.
  Instructors:  William Faith, Milton  
   Dixon, Rhonda Baird
          Contact: william@   
    geniuslocipermaculture.com
    glpdc.info
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Permaculture Design Course
Vermont

 Dates: 2020
 Location: Vermont
      Description: Utilizing the design 
studio and site resources of  Whole Systems 
Design, LLC and the Whole Systems 
Design Research Farm, this course is a 
skills-based permaculture design training in 
Vermont. The course offers immersion in a 
decade-old permaculture site with a highly 
diverse and integrated built and biological 
infrastructure in place. The course offers 
a skill-focused, hands-on alternative to 
the highly academic permaculture design 
curriculum typically offered. The course 
is also particularly appropriate to design 
student and professionals as it’s based at the 
home office grounds of  the WSD landscape 
architecture studio.
      Instructors: Ben Falk
          Contact:  802-343-9490
 design@wholesystemsdesign.com
  wholesystemsdesign.com

Permaculture Design Course
Pennsylvania

 Dates: February 15-May 9, 2020
 Location: Hundred Fruit Farm, New Hope, PA
      Description: Come join us for our annual Winter/Spring permaculture design course! 
The permaculture design course, or PDC, is an intensive 72-hour internationally recognized 
permaculture certification. It’s designed to give participants the inspiration and knowledge 
they need to make a positive change in the world, needed now more than ever. It will give 
you the skills necessary to design your home/yard/landscape into an ecologically-resilient 
edible system, and for some, it could be the first stepping stone to a permaculture career in 
design, education, consulting, or regenerative farming.
 This course will be offered as a weekend course designed for local residents who 
don’t have time to take an intensive (and expensive) two-week PDC. This course will be 
mostly classroom-based but will also include hands-on components. It will go through the 
basics of  permaculture design relating to different climates, energy, natural building, the 
global climate, social systems, and more. 
  The final part of  the course will focus on co-creating a viable real-world design for 
a site that could include gardens, fruit trees, greywater systems, rainwater catchment, food 
forests, natural building projects, and more. Participants will have the opportunity to design 
their own site or a site affiliated with a project they are involved in as part of  this final 
design project. 
      Instructors: Adam Dusen along with guests
    Cost:  $585 per person for early bird registrations before Jan 1, and $675 per  
 person for registrations after Jan 1. 
          Contact: hundredfruitfarm.com

Advanced Course
Teacher Training for Children
Michigan
  Dates:  TBD, 2020
  Location: Traverse City, MI
  Description:  Sharing permaculture 
with children is one of  the most rewarding 
and fun ways to spread the ideas and 
skills of  permaculture design. Children 
are natural designers, and permaculture is 
completely within their grasp. Join Penny 
and Rhonda, both permaculture teachers 
with years of  experience in working with 
both adult and child learners for a fun and 
fulfilling course!
 This training is for permaculture 
practitioners of  all skill levels, those who get 
to be with children regularly and want to 
bring permaculture design into their work, 
forest school instructors, and parents who 
love permaculture. 
 Through hands-on work, facilitated 
discussion, and practice participants will 
find their own approach to working with 
children and a path forward for their 
projects. Along the way we will explore 
a range of  opportunities working with 
children brings us for healthy communities, 
reclaiming creativity, and implementing 
permaculture. 
  Instructors:  Penny Krebeihl, Rhonda  
   Baird, and guests.
          Contact: penny.ok.art@gmail.com 
   rhonda@shelteringhills.net

Permaculture Design Course
Shenandoah Permaculture Institute & the University of Richmond

Virginia

 Dates: February 21-23, March 7-8, 21-22, April 4-5, 2020
 Location: Richmond, VA and surrounding area
      Description: Join the Shenandoah Permaculture Institute in partnership with 
the University of  Richmond this Spring for 9 days of  hands-on, real world, practical 
Permaculture. The course will be taught, in Permaculture fashion, by moving from patterns 
to details.  We will learn foundations and core concepts first, drilling down into the details 
as we move along. Field trips, guest speakers and farm tours help cement concepts and 
allow on-the-ground learning to take place in real time.  We alternate between lectures, 
workshops, skill building, observational activities, solo work and group activities. Typical 
days will see us both indoors and out, often at multiple locations. Course days typically run 
from 9AM - 6PM.
      Instructors: Ryan Blosser, Trevor Piersol, Emilie Tweardy
    Cost:  Earlybird discount - $200 off! $900 until November 30th. Regular course fee 
is $1100. Financing is available through the University of  Richmond. Fee includes all course 
days and activities, heavy snacks, SPI T-shirt, plant materials, scobys, seed swap, and more!
          Contact: 503-577-7618 (Emilie Tweardy)
 shenperminstitute@gmail.com
 http://www.shenandoahpermaculture.com/springpdc.html
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November

November 13-20. Denver, CO. Ad-
vanced Course: Teacher Training. 
Kelly Simmons, sunflowerhouseperma-
cultured@gmail.com, coloradoteacher-
training.eventbrite.com  

November 22-24. Sivananda Yoga 
Farm, Grass Valley, CA. Social Per-
maculture & Community Building. 
yogafarmregistration@sivananda.org, 
530-272-9322, yogafarm.org.

December

December 1-15. COSTA RICA. Per-
maculture Design Course. numundo.
org.

2020

TBD

New Mexico. Permaculture Design 
Course. permaculture.org.

Missouri. Permaculture Design 
Course. permaculture.org.

Vermont. Permaculture Design 
Course. 802-343-9490, design@whole-
systemsdesign.com, wholesystemsde-
sign.com.

Michigan. Advanced Permaculture 
Course: Teacher Training for Chil-
dren’s Permaculture. rhonda@shelter-
inghills.net.

January

January 13-May 30. Online. Per-
maculture Design Course. rhonda@
shelteringhills.net. shelteringhills.net.

February

February 1-6. Oregon. Advanced 
Permaculture Design Course: Social 
Forestry. siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.
com.

Calendar February 15-May 9. Pennsylvania. 
Permaculture Design Course. hun-
dredfruitfarm.com.

February 22-May 3. Oregon. Permac-
ulture Design Course. siskiyoupermac-
ulture@gmail.com.

March

March 2-14, 2020. BELIZE. Perma-
culture Design Course. Christopher 
Nesbitt, info@mmrfbz.org, mmrfbz.
org.

May

May 3-5, 2020.  Bloomington, IN. 
Touch the Earth Workshop. www.
touch-the-earth.life. 

September

September-December. Chicago, IL. 
Permaculture Design Course. glpdc.
info.

Ongoing

Online. Permaculture Design Course. 
info@PermacultureEducation.com, 
PermacultureEducation.com. 

Online. Permaculture Design Course.   
pace.oregonstate.edu/permaculture

Networking
 Abundant Earth Foundation and 
Permaculture Magazine have teamed 
up again this year to offer the Youth in 
Permaculture Prize to those 25 years 
old or younger around the world that 
are leading permaculture projects in 
their communities. We are awarding a 
total of  over $5,000 in prizes to young 
farmers, community activists, or social 
entrepreneurs taking action to make 
a positive impact on others and the 
planet. 
 The due date for applications is 
June 30, and we’d really like to reach 
more youth with the opportunity. If  
you could help spread the word through 
your networks, it would be greatly ap-
preciated. Please share the following 
widely:
 Calling all youth who are making an 
impact with permaculture! If  you are 25 
or younger and leading a permaculture 
project to help your community and 
the planet, please apply for the Youth 
in Permaculture Prize by June 30. Over 
$5,000 in prizes will be awarded. Appli-
cation available in English and Spanish 
at www.AbundantEarthFoundation.
org/yipp.   
 Thank you for sharing, and thank 
you for your support of  youth!         ∆

Join the conversation. 
Celebrate (your) life.

Touch-the-Earth.life
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Subscription
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Free Classified Ad for subscribers. A 
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with subscription payment or use bonus later. 
Add 50¢/word over 75 words. All diction-
ary words count. Phone number is one word. 
Email and web addresses count one word per 
punctuation. Zipcode is free. Use this form 
to send in a classified ad even if you are not a 
subscriber. Write your ad here:

——————————————————
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Issue #114

Subscribe to — 
AGROFORESTRY NEWS

High-quality information on temperate climate tree crops and 
forest gardening, 40-page quarterly, from the UK. The Aug. 2019
 issue (Vol. 27.4) highlights health benefits of forest gardens, urban forest gar-
dens, acorn production in North Korea, alleycropping yields for oilseed rape and 
winter wheat on short-term rotation.

$31/yr., $59/2 yr. (US)  //  $38/yr., $73/2 yr. (Canada). 
All back issues available, $8 each postpaid. 10% discount on 5+. 

Write us for back issue contents or visit: 
www.agroforestry.co.uk/product-category/publications/agroforestry-news/back-issues/

Quick-Start 
Booklet Series
$8 each postage paid, $25 for all 4.

• Water in the Home Landscape
• Building Living Soil
• Beekeeping Simplified
• Wild Fermentation
Compiled by the PcDesign team and chock-

full of information from the best minds in Pc.

 Permaculture Design Publishing

PO Box 3607  Tupelo, MS 38803 
USA

www.permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Organize a Local Guild
Group Subscriptions:

10 copies to one address—1 yr $99;
add $11 per copy for extras; 20th, 30th copies free.

Permaculture Design Magazine
PO Box 3607

Tupelo, MS 38803 

www.permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Classifieds
Classified Ad Rates: $35.00 for up to 75 
words, plus 50¢/word above 75 words. 
Advance payment required. Send ad copy and 
payment to:
 Permaculture Design 
 PO Box 3607
 Tupelo, MS  38803
 ads@permaculturedesignmagazine.com

GROW PERMACULTURE

WE ORGANIZE AND ADMINISTER 
projects, we teach the PDC and 
sustainability workshops and courses, 
offer public speaking on a variety of 
topics and we do consultations and 
design work. Our paid work allows 
us to continue our volunteer work in 

impoverished communities and degraded 
environments.
 As part of being sustainable and 
regenerative we also offer solar services 
and products as an integral part of our 
design work.
 info@growpermaculture.com 
 727-495-6145 
 Based in central Florida.

Professional

PERMACULTURE INSTITUTE OF 
NORTH AMERICA invites practitio-
ners of permaculture to engage in our 
professional organization. Continue 
your education with a diploma in one 
of several tracks. pina.in



PERMACULTURE WORKS WORLDWIDE

permaculture.co.uk/subscribe

A subscription to Permaculture magazine includes:
p Each of the year’s 4 print issues (each with a bonus digital article)
p FREE Digital & App access to all 98 issues/over 26 years of content
p Exclusive offers from us & carefully selected partners
p You help to support & promote permaculture projects globally

HOMESTEAD and BOTANICAL SANCTUARY 
WATERSHED forest farm

watershedforestfarm.com

Professional Permaculture
& Digital Design Process 

with Daniel Halsey, United Designers Int’l

Farm to Table Tour and Glamping: airbnb.com/experiences/897049
Become a Patron: patreon.avom/watershedforestfarm 
 

    February 6th-15th 
Asheville, North Carolina
For Info & Registration: Halsey1.com
or call: +1, 612-720-5001.

Peter Waskiewicz
Daniel Halsey

Learn to create professional quality 
designs using Adobe Illustrator®, 
supplied templates, site assessment 
resources,with pro access to the 
Permaculture Plant Database and symbols library.  
The course covers a complete professional design 
experience for the Watershed Forest Farm. Partici-
pation limited to Permaculture Design Course 
graduates and advanced practioners.

Wilson Silt Loam
Crop Yields: 3 tons/ac
pH:       6.5
Organic Material: 1.25%
Clay:      27.5%   
Sand:      22%
Water Capacity:  .14

Dune Willow 
Clatsop Hooker Willow
Sitka Willow
American Elderberry
Adams Elderberry
Bladdernut
Common Gorse

Deciduous Trees
Mohican Wayfaring Tree
Boxelder
Cleveland Norway Maple
Crimson King Norway Maple

Peach
Mary Jane Peach
Black Cherry
Caucasian Wingnut
Japanese Wingnut
Common Pear
Bartlett Pear (Williams)
Bosc Pear
White Oak
White Willow
Weeping Willow
Sassafras
Mountain Ash (Service Tree)
Boulevard Linden
Pyramidal American Linden
Chinese Jujube

Pineapple Guava
Whiteleaf Manzanita
Fourwing Saltbush 
Heather
Chaya
Wintergreen
Longstalk Holly
Tolleson's Blue Weeping Juniper
Pimoko Serbian Spruce
Blue Shag White Pine
Albyn Prostrata Pine
Beuvronensis Pine
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Raising the Carrying Capacity of the Planet.
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permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Adorn your wall with heart 
felt and thought provoking 

images to inspire. Make use 
of timely reminders for action 

in the garden, guided by 
the moon, while absorbing 

a permaculture design 
principle each month.

Returning the surplus 
by donating all profits to 

Permafund, supporting 
permaculture projects 

around the world. 
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