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"This is a perfect tool."
      —Joel Salatin (Everything I Want to Do is Illegal)

"I love my Meadow Creature broadfork! 
It’s tough, rugged, well designed, well 
built and should last a lifetime or two."
      —Dave Jacke (Edible Forest Gardens)
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PERMACULTURE DESIGN STUDIO
Creating the Local Food Economy

Brooksville, Florida • March 31-April 3

This advanced workshop will analyze the needs and oppor-
tunities of this west Florida county for a more productive, 
profitable, and resilient local food economy. Students will 
work with instructors to assess local farms, markets, food 
distributors, consumers, restaurants, processors, and institu-
tional buyers in order to design a food hub. 

Led by Peter Bane, Jono Neiger, and Koreen Brennan, the 
workshop is recognized by Permaculture Institute of North 
America.

Tuition, materials, 
food, and camping 
provided: 
$495 if paid in full by 
Feb. 28; $595 after. 
Optional commercial lodging available nearby.

Contact Peter Bane, 812-335-0383, 
PcActivist@mindspring.com 

or Koreen Brennan, 727-424-3329, 
KoreenBrennan@gmail.com
www.GrowPermaculture.com 
www.PermacultureActivist.net

PERMACULTURE TEACHER TRAINING
Ann Arbor, Michigan • March 5-10

 Earth Repair and People Care grow from the work of 
permaculture teachers and designers. The power of holistic 
problem-solving is all around us but seen by few. Learn to 
cultivate in yourself and others the whole-brain frame of 
mind that calls the world back to health.

 This course offers design course 
graduates the opportunity to de-
velop their gifts for presentation and 
organizing both in and beyond the 
classroom. We will practice convey-
ing key concepts from the rich PDC 
curriculum, learn to prepare sessions 
and whole courses, give and receive 
feedback, lead group exercises, and 
think and act strategically to promote 
grassroots education for all ages.
 Instructors Peter Bane and Rhonda 
Baird both hold the Diploma of Per-
maculture Design, and will be joined 

by special guest Karryn-Olson Ramanujan. The course is 
recognized by the Permaculture Institute of North America. 

Indoor lodging, meals, and materials $900. 

Contact: Peter Bane, 812-335-0383 
PcActivist@mindspring.com

www.permacultureactivist.net
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Architects of a Permanent Culture
Rhonda Baird

I SPENT MUCH OF MY CHILDHOOD wandering and 
foraging at the Muscatatuck National Wildlife Refuge a 
mere three miles from my home. This 700-acre refuge is 

managed by the federal government for wetlands, forests, and 
some limited farming. I grew up fishing, berrying, and hunting 
mushrooms. I remember when river otters were reintroduced to 
the state on that land—now there’s a trapping season on them. 
Endangered waterfowl were exciting to spot. Hikes and wan-
ders deeply connected me with nature. But I was always also 
intrigued by signs of human usage: young forests, daffodils in 
odd places in the spring, old car parts in ravines, foundation re-
mains under blackberry brambles. It gave me a love of the story 
of place and a desire to witness how a place becomes one thing 
or another. 
 Throughout the past six months, my nine-year-old son, 
Caden, has been part of a cooperative homeschooling group. 
This small group formed the year before among a section of 
my homeschooling community, and they invited Caden to join 
because there were an appropriate number of boys that age to 
form a group. In the co-op, Caden is taught German, Language 
Arts (through Native American story and art), Mathematics, En-
gineering (science), music, and puppetry. These classes supple-
ment our normal homeschooling curriculum and provide a much 
needed respite for this busy mom. Because decisions are made 
collectively, and the parents are involved in every aspect of the 
educational experience, I believe this adventure reflects the com-
moning culture described in these pages. I certainly feel it is a 
beautiful and fortunate option for our family. 
 One of the striking permaculture conversation threads of the 
past year has been recognizing that our capacity to design regen-
erative systems and permanent agriculture is undermined by a 
failure to create or restore permanent culture. Doing the neces-
sary design around what are often called invisible structures or 
social arrangements, is the trickiest part. Without carefully con-
sidered and clear agreements and social institutions, design and 
implementation can be changed willy-nilly or fail to get off the 

ground in the first place. Guaranteeing that the next homeowner, 
future directors or land use planners, or the coming generation 
won’t undo our hard work and vision is impossible without 
the culture repair piece. I would argue this is because we have 
inherited a world with very limited exposure to commons and 
commoning as the concept is used in this issue. 
 Those ignorant of history are doomed to repeat it. This issue 
gives us a history lesson and helps us to understand the world 
we have inherited—the (hi)stories which are playing out around 
us. The story of the loss of the traditional commons in Britain 
at the beginning of the Industrial Revolution also marked the 
expansion of the British Empire and the desperate migration 
and forced relocation of people around the planet. We could not 
talk about decolonization or most other social dynamics without 
understanding the ripples still emerging from these systemic 
changes. They include racism and classism, and directly contrib-
ute to the populist revolt we have seen in the past year. 
 I am grateful to David Bollier for initiating this issue by de-
scribing the great alliance permaculture might have with people 
creating and recreating commons. His work has inspired many 
of the other contributors. Dave Jacke picks up the subject and 
dives deep into how commoning has been practiced historically 
and busts some myths about similar projects that are emerging. 
I appreciate his willingness to wrestle with these questions, be-
cause our design of commons and our practices will likely fail if 
we go down the wrong paths. Ryan Conway takes up the ques-
tion of neo-feudalism and the use of commons to resist it with 
an analysis of future scenarios. He shows us the relationship of 
commoning to David Holmgren’s hope for a permaculture-based 
solution and gives us several examples of the emergent com-
mons culture to explore and add to our toolkits. Mario Yanez 
and Blake Cothron give us practical information and tools for 
the design and use of physical commons, while Peter Bane in his 
work on climate change, points to the great challenge we must 
address and presents a different perspective on what is driving it. 
Peter Light describes his own story with public lands, under-
scoring how developing a permaculture system has transitioned 
him from dependence to resilience. Joel Glanzberg and Peter 
Bane (in his piece on PINA) both identify permaculture itself as 
a commons and remind us of our responsibility as a community 
to care for its health. Whitney Sewell gives us a glimpse of the 
courage and ability to respond we must demonstrate in order to 
engage and create new common understandings. Terry DuBeau 
takes up life at the edge and shares her tale of Standing Rock. 
 I am grateful for each of the contributors in this issue and 
the growth in understanding and vision which they show in their 
pieces. It is an honor to edit Blake Cothron’s piece after editing 
his first description of the suburban food forest near Louisville, 
Kentucky. It is a reminder that we are all in this together for the 
long haul ahead. I am grateful also to John Wages, the publisher, 
which I have gotten to know better after years of working to-
gether for encouraging me to pick up this thorny, misunderstood, 
but powerful subject which will help us going into the uncertain 
future.        ∆

Students and parents in the cooperative celebrate the end of the 
semester.
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ONE OF THE KEY PURPOSES of permaculture, of 
course, is to blend sustainable agriculture with eco-
logical design and engineering to achieve a holistic, 

dynamic stability for a variety of interdependent life forms. A 
question that is sometimes neglected, however, is what this goal 
implies for human communities. Even thoughtful permaculture 
designs won’t work if they don’t integrate people into the eco-
system as creative, responsible social agents. We must therefore 
ask: How can we design a durable set of social practices to en-
able people to be active, conscientious stewards of land, water, 
and other living creatures? How might we devise a thriving, 
self-replenishing “permanent culture?” 
 We may find some useful answers by exploring the ancient 
but newly rediscovered universe of the commons. At bottom, 
the commons is a social system for creating and managing 
shared wealth. It manifests itself in a diverse array of holistic 
management and governance systems, ranging from indigenous 
stewardship traditions and collectively managed fisheries to 
Wikipedia, open source software, community gardens, urban 
land trusts, and alternative currencies. Commoners devise their 
own rules, traditions, rituals, and ethical norms. Their goal is 
to responsibly manage the shared resource and the community 
itself, with special attention given to fairness, inclusion, and 
sustainability.

 The commons paradigm is experiencing a resurgence around 
the world today, especially in Europe and the global South, 
because it helps describe some age-old forms of natural resource 
management that are arguably more attractive than those offered 
by markets and state bureaucracies. Unlike the extractive market 
economy, which is driven to privatize gains and externalize 
costs onto the environment and communities, commons-based 
management is regenerative. It seeks to produce a stable, self-
regulating, and holistic system.
 In this, the commons shares a deep philosophical kinship 
with permaculture, which attempts to identify the small patterns 
that amalgamate into an integrated, self-replenishing system. 
The commons, like permaculture, seeks to pay attention to the 
“small things” at the smaller scales of the system, and to honor 

You might say Hardin was 
describing the tragedy of 
the market.

Permaculture 
A Manifestation of the Commons
David Bollier

the longer time horizons that ultimately matter. 
 This article does not attempt to identify the similarities be-
tween the permaculture and commons paradigms so much as to 
explain the commons in its broadest scope as it is being devel-
oped today.

But what is a “commons?”

 One general way to understand the commons is as everything 
that we inherit or create together, which we must pass on, undi-
minished, to future generations. Our common wealth consists of 
countless resources that we share such as public lands, federally 
funded research, the atmosphere, the oceans, and the airwaves 
used by broadcasters. The commons should be understood as 
a social and political system for managing that shared wealth, 
with an emphasis on self-governance, fairness, and sustainabil-
ity. The commons is also a worldview and ethic that is as ancient 
as the human race but as new as the Internet. 
 If you mention “the commons” to someone today, the first 
idea that usually comes to mind is “the tragedy of the com-
mons.” That idea was launched by biologist Garrett Hardin in 
the journal Science in 1968. In his now-famous essay, Hardin 
said, “Imagine a pasture in which no individual farmer has a ra-
tional incentive to hold back his use of it.” He declared that each 
individual farmer will put as many sheep on the pasture as pos-
sible, which will inevitably result in the over-exploitation and 
destruction of the pasture: the tragedy of the commons. Over the 
past two generations, economists and conservative ideologues 
elevated the “tragedy parable” into a cultural cliché because they 
saw it as a powerful way to promote private property rights and 
so-called free markets, and to fight government regulation. 
 But Hardin was not really describing a commons. He was de-

Yellowstone National Park at sunset--a wonderful example of 
public land that is managed for public benefit: but may not be 
considered a commons. Photo by tpsdave under CC0. 
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 How? People talk to each other, negotiate rules, build 
systems to identify and punish free riders, develop community 
norms, etc. An estimated two billion people around the world 
depend on these commons for their everyday survival—some-
thing that most economists ignore because this self-provisioning 
takes place outside of conventional markets. For her pioneering 
work in studying the role of cooperation in generating value, 
Ostrom won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2009—the first 
woman to win the award.
 Another development in the 90s—the emergence of the 
World Wide Web—persuaded me that the commons has a bright 
future. Within a few years after the Web went public, it became 
clear that cyberspace is a highly generative realm in which 
neither the state nor the market is the driving force. The Internet 
is really a massive hosting platform: a new lightweight infra-
structure for cooperation that is fantastically generative, because 
it lets people self-organize their own commons. 
 By the early 2000s, it was clear that something very new 
and different had arrived: a new sector of commons-based peer 

production. This world consists of such powerful forces as free 
and open source software, which dominate the software world; 
the great Wikipedia project in dozens of languages and hun-
dreds of wiki offshoots; the estimated 882 million documents 
and creative works using Creative Commons licenses; and the 
more than 10,000 open access scholarly journals that bypass the 
exploitations of commercial publishers. The rise of this com-

Enclosures amount to 
a massive theft and 
disposession of common 
wealth for private gain.

scribing an open-access regime that has no rules, boundaries—
or indeed no community. In fact, the situation he was describ-
ing—in which free riders can appropriate or damage resources 
at will—is more accurately a description of unfettered markets. 
You might say Hardin was describing the tragedy of the market. 

Of markets and commons

 The late Professor Elinor Ostrom of Indiana University 
powerfully rebutted the whole “tragedy of the commons” fable 
in her landmark 1990 book, Governing the Commons: The 
Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action. This book and 
hundreds of other case studies by Ostrom and her colleagues 
showed that it is entirely possible for communities to manage 
forests, fisheries, farmland, irrigation water, wild game, and 
other natural resources as commons, without over-exploiting 
them. 

Creative Commons licenses and other forms of contributing to 
and upholding agreements around shared intellectual resources 
are creating new opportunities to establish commons as part of 
our culture. Image accessed via pixabay under CC0. 

Acts such as this one removed legal rights to shared manage-
ment of land from the common people, forcing many of them into 
factory life in the cities or to migrate. By Act of Parliament, Ar-
chives (Shropshire Archive reference: 539/1/5/3) [Public domain 
in the US under PD-1996], via Wikimedia Commons. 
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is globally shared but manufacturing that is local, inexpensive, 
accessible to anyone, and modular, in the style of open source 
software. This movement has produced the Wikispeed car that 
gets 100 miles per gallon of fuel…the Farm Hack community 
that has produced dozens of pieces of affordable farm equip-
ment… and specialized open-source prosthetic limbs that major 
medical suppliers don’t have the creativity or profit incentive to 
make.
 What unites these highly diverse communities? They are all 
asserting a different universe of value. They all share a basic 
commitment to production for use, not market exchange. They 
are asserting the right of communities to participate in making 
the rules that govern themselves, and the importance of fairness 
and transparency in governance. As commoners, they assert the 
responsibility to act as long-term stewards of resources. 
 The observed affinities between permaculture practices 
and the commons run deep, but they have not been as fully 
developed as they might be. That is an exploratory project and 
dialogue that could bear much fruit in the future.  ˙ ∆

David Bollier is Director of the Reinventing the Commons 
Program at the Schumacher Center for a New Economics and 
co-founder of the Commons Strategies Group. He blogs at Bol-
lier.org and lives in Amherst, Massachusetts. 

mons sector simply cannot be explained by mainstream econom-
ics and its fictitious model of human beings as selfish, rational, 
utility-maximizing materialists. 
 Another noteworthy development in recent years has been 
the rise of an eclectic international movement based on the prin-
ciples of commons. It consists of food activists trying to rebuild 
local agriculture; software programmers building free software 
and open source software; artists devoted to collaborative digital 
arts; and scientific communities sharing their research and data 
on open platforms. It can be seen among seed-sharing farmers 
in India practicing a kind of open-source agriculture, and among 
urban activists in Europe who demand a “right to the city” for 
citizens as opposed to developers.
 The commons movement also consists of many people 
who are fighting the privatization and commodification of 
their shared wealth by the “free market.” The “enclosure of the 
commons” is arguably one of the core dynamics of neoliberal 
capitalism—to collude with the state to appropriate and mar-
ketize the people’s shared resources—whether they be elements 
of nature, culture, or information. 
 In the US, we have seen timber companies seize great swaths 
of forests and wilderness that belong to the American people…
federal drug research for which we taxpayers have paid billions 
of dollars, only to see Big Pharma claim monopoly patents…
and the corporate privatization of public universities through 
“partnerships” that essentially annex publicly funded scientific 
research. Most recently, we have seen the fierce attempts by 
telecom and cable companies to seize control over access to the 

Internet in order to convert that great commons into a closed 
marketplace. Enclosures amount to a massive theft and dispos-
session of common wealth for private gain.
 Market enclosures provoked the rise of a large movement of 
commoners seeking to reclaim what is theirs. They include in-
digenous peoples trying to preserve their ethnobotanical knowl-
edge from the biopiracy of big pharmaceutical and ag-biotech 
companies. Subsistence farmers and fishers whose livelihoods 
are being destroyed by industrial harvesting. Latin Americans 
fighting the neo-extractivist agenda of multinational companies 
plundering oil, minerals, and genetic knowledge. 
 A whole other realm of commoners is engaged in the creative 
construction of new commons. You can see them in localities 
that use alternative currencies, such as the Bangla-Pesa in Ke-
nya, which made it possible for poor people in slum neighbor-
hoods to exchange value with each other. You see the commons 
in the explosion of open design and manufacturing—design that 

They are asserting the right 
of communities to participate 
in making the rules that 
govern themselves....

This bicycle cultivator’s plans are open source through Farm 
Hack. Tim Cooke shared that there are multiple plans under 
trial. The Farm Hack group will decide on the best design and 
make this public. Cooke expects 10 or more of these cultivators 
to be operational on New England farms this spring. This kind 
of commons is created and managed to support solutions. Photo 
by Tim Cooke (developer). 

Our next theme:

Design Process

Articles due March 1 
Send inquiries to:

publisher@permaculturedesignmagazine.com
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speaking, commons revolve around physical natural resources: 
farm fields, woodlands, fisheries, water systems, and so on. 
But the key thing to remember is that the commons is NOT the 
resource itself! A commons can only exist when what we might 
call the “three pillars” of the commons are present: a defined 
resource, a specified set of people who share that resource, and 
a clear set of shared agreements on how those people will share 
that resource. Commons help groups of free individuals opti-
mize and defend their long-term individual self-interest through 
realizing their interdependence and consciously designing for 
their collective self-interest in sharing the CPR. In this way, a 
commons is like a mycorrhizal association: neither the plant root 
nor the fungus alone forms a mycorrhiza—only the relationship 
between the plant and the fungus can be defined as a mycorrhi-
za. The association benefits the individual self-interest of both 
the fungus and the plant, and both are better off because of the 
relationship.
 For example, in the early 70s, the economic viability of the 
inshore fishery on the Mediterranean coast near Alanya, Turkey 
was collapsing due to unrestrained harvest (2). That and com-
petition for the best fishing sites resulted in sometimes violent 
conflict between the approximately 100 local fishers. In addi-
tion, fishers were overcapitalizing, buying excess equipment to 
try to increase their declining production, but the risks were also 
increasing because no one had guaranteed access to the stocks. 
However, about half the fishers were members of a local fishers’ 
cooperative, and they began experimenting with various systems 
to reduce conflicts, production costs, and risks, while guarantee-
ing a sustainable harvest for each fisher. More than a decade of 
trial-and-error led to a set of rules that met these goals—without 
either a government takeover and regulation or privatization and 
market control. The collectively developed agreements for this 
fishery included:

• Naming and listing all the usable fishing locations within 

This system evolved 
from local individuals 
realizing their 
interdependence, knowing 
their shared resource....

Commons Cultures
Pillars, History, Questions, and Principles
Dave Jacke

THOSE OF US ALIVE IN THE US TODAY have most 
likely experienced a culture driven primarily by market 
forces and state power. The dominance of these cultural 

forces—and the capturing of one by the other—lies at the heart 
of the rapidly intensifying planetary destruction we now face. 
Market and state power dominance is so complete that few of us 
know of an alternative cultural system that is actually older than 
either the market or the state. This older system may hold the 
key to the creation of regenerative cultures: the commons. 
The commons is a cultural system category as fundamental as 
the market and the state, and as fundamentally different from 
the market and the state as the market and state systems are 
from each other. Even though commons have been weakened to 
the point of apparent nonexistence in our times, they have been 
around in Western society all along (mainly at the margins). 
I believe commoning is archetypal in our species, and is now 
re-emerging from the primal ooze of the human subconscious 
in our hour of need and creativity. We must now reacquaint our-
selves with the commons and commoning, so we can understand 
how commons systems work and increase our chances of mak-
ing them work well as fast as possible. 

What is a commons? Three pillars

 Commons systems are typically self-organized social and 
economic structures that help people use and manage what some 
folks call common pool resources (CPRs) in an equitable and 
sustainable way. According to the late Professor Elinor Ostrom, 
a common pool resource is a natural or human-made resource 
system large enough to make it hard to exclude people from 
using the resource or withdrawing benefits from it (1)—i.e., it is 
not suited to individual ownership and control. However, even 
smaller resource systems where people can be excluded from 
use can be managed in common, and for the purpose of this 
article, I will use the term CPR in this broader sense. Classically 

Fishing boats in the Aegean Sea. The depleted fishing stock is 
best managed through commoning. Photo: CC0 pixabay.
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the inshore fishery, spacing each site so that nets set in one 
site will not block or interfere with nets or harvest poten-
tial in another (defining the resource). 
• Preparing a list of eligible (licensed) fishers each Sep-
tember for the coming September to May fishing season, 
whether co-op members or not (specifying the users of the 
resource).
• Drawing lots in September assigning each fisher to the 
named fishing locations (partitioning the resource).
• During the fishing season, fishers rotate through the fish-
ing sites, switching locations daily. From September to 
January, each fisher moves east one location, and from 
January to May each fisher moves west one location. This 
allows fishers to share good and bad sites, and take ad-
vantage of the annual fish migration patterns as the season 
progresses (sharing the resource equitably).
• The list of fishers and fishing locations is endorsed by 
each fisher and registered with the local gendarme and 
mayor at the time of the lottery. Monitoring and feedback/
enforcement are carried out by the fishers themselves 
because of the incentives within the system to reduce or 
eliminate free riders and defectors, but the local state pow-
ers are there as a backup (providing clear agreements, 
social acknowledgment, and feedback to induce self-regu-
lation).

 This system evolved from local individuals realizing their 
interdependence, knowing their shared resource, knowing and 
communicating clearly with each other, negotiating in good 
faith, making clear conscious agreements, and working out the 
bugs over time. Clearly, the resource alone does not a commons 
make. And, one can be sure that this process continues as the 
resources and the social systems in Alanya change! So clearly, 
also, there can be no commons without commoning, without a 
set of active social processes that support the commons system 
to function in an ongoing manner.
 One of the key things to realize here is that neither govern-
ment regulation nor market-based privatization would likely 
have generated the elegant system that evolved. Government 
regulators would have limited access to the knowledge the local 
fishers had, and such government-managed systems are usually 
expensive and notoriously subject to overreach, lack of subtlety, 
blunt tools, legalistic complexity, and opportunities for malfea-
sance. Privatization would have given all the benefits to a few 

...most of our human 
ancestors probably lived 
in commons cultures 
through most or all 
of their lives....

Fish dykes, Luce estuary, Scotland. These ancient fish dykes 
are reputed to have been built by the monks of Glenluce Abbey. 
Salmon would be trapped behind them when the tide receded. 
One of the nearby farms is called Balcary—baile coraidh in 
Gaelic—the croft of the weir, or fish trap. Photo by David Baird, 
used with permission.

and depleted the richness of local culture, livelihoods, and self-
determination, diminishing the community’s natural, social, and 
other forms of capital. 
 However, the local government plays a role in the system 
because it requires fishers to get a license. It serves as a registrar 
of the agreement each year, and so can act as a backup enforcer. 
The market played a role in the system too, through the perverse 
feedback of overcapitalization at high risk, and the resulting 
collapse in economic stability and viability. So, the commons 
does not exist in a vacuum. Yet it can fill a niche that neither the 
government nor the market can fill as well, and commons may 
fill other cultural roles better than the market or the state where 
they have control over a resource. 
 The system devised in Alanya has good potential for long-
term sustainable management of the fishery because its rules 
reflect the actual structure of the resource and the needs, inter-
ests, and input of the fishers. It enjoys a higher level of trust, 
participation, and legitimacy than either the market or the state 
could provide. It may also be able to adapt to shifting social and 
natural landscapes more rapidly and adroitly. Furthermore, this 
system broadens the political interests that may be required to 
minimize damage to sea-based resources in the Alanya region 
from erosion, sedimentation, pollution, and so on. In this way, 
commons systems can build social ecosystems that might yield 
unintended benefits to surrounding landscapes and social sys-
tems. 
 So, why aren’t there more constructs like this in our culture? 
Answering that takes a little bit of history.

A taste of commons history

 Plenty of evidence shows that cultures around the world 
have engaged in commoning. However, the following very brief 
discussion will focus on the commons in Europe generally and 
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Britain, in particular, because the European and British literature 
is relatively more accessible. Their history also strongly influ-
enced events and cultural practices in the US.
 In contrast to current global Westernized culture, most of our 
human ancestors probably lived in commons cultures through 
most or all of their lives up until the 1700s or 1800s, depend-
ing on where they lived. Little or no written history exists from 
before the Roman Empire in Europe generally and Britain, in 
particular. Yet, the evidence suggests that commoning was a key 
part of the Celtic culture of pre-Roman Britain. 
 Archeological studies support the conclusion that relatively 
large-scale, long-term coppice management systems in Europe 
existed long before the arrival of agriculture (3). For instance, 
large coastal fish traps or weirs discovered in Ireland and Den-
mark from 8,000 years ago were made with literally thousands 
of coppiced poles requiring many acres of land under long-term 
coppice management. It appears there is no way to know what 
were the actual social structures associated with these long-
ago land management systems. However, it stands to reason 
that they were managed collectively. The average life spans of 
the people were short, and the woodland management cycles 
were relatively long. These large-scale constructions (up to 250 
meters [about 800’] long in water 4-5 meters [13-16’] deep at 
Nekselø Island, Denmark) required many hands and hours of 
labor to install, and probably needed yearly replacement due 
to winter storms. The weirs yielded large seasonal harvests of 
eels and other fish for village-scale storage and consumption. 
These collectively run systems were extremely unlikely to have 
been “for-profit” ventures, as money did not yet exist—they 
were primarily used for tribal or village scale subsistence. The 
small-scale social systems present were unlikely to be run as 
“states.” Yet some collective agreements on how to manage the 
coppice woodlands over the generations and to build and rebuild 
the weirs must have existed—meaning that they probably had 
commons cultures in some form. Systems like these, evolving 
through the Paleolithic, Mesolithic, and Neolithic, formed the 
foundations of cultures across Europe, at least, and the Celtic 

Commons tend to represent 
storages of natural 
and social capital built and 
maintained by generations 
of human and non-human 
effort.

world specifically. 
 British historian Peter Salway has said that, after the Roman 
invasion, “the Celtic substratum persisted” in British culture 
(4). The succeeding cultures also deposited their strata over the 
Celtic base: the Vikings, the Anglo-Saxons, and the Normans. 
Part of that substratum, still resprouting and holding sway, was 
shared or “common” use of lands for subsistence needs by the 
“common” people, without which neither the “commoners” nor 
the successive ruling classes could survive. 
 Woodland management in feudal Norman Britain was 
built around the subdivision of various rights to woodland 
resources. The land itself and the soil were owned by the Lord 
of the Manor, as bestowed by the King in return for fealty (as a 
result of the history of Roman, Viking, Anglo-Saxon, and then 
Norman conquest and rule). Those who lived on the Lord’s 

lands—‘serfs’ (effectively, slaves) and ‘villeins’ (tenants who 
paid rent to live in their ancestral lands) had customary rights to 
woodland resources that had been passed down over generations 
from pre-conquest time immemorial. The landlord owned any 
“timber”—large diameter logs from trees in the woodlands—but 
the serfs and villeins had ‘bote’ or rights to use small diameter 
“wood” for various uses. ‘Hedgebote,’ ‘firebote,’ ‘housebote,’ 
‘cartbote,’ and so on meant they could harvest certain amounts 
of coppiced or pollarded material for hedge-making, firewood, 
or house or cart construction, etc. ‘Estovers of common’ were 
rights of widows to access small wood for running their house 
through the year. These common rights were mostly verbally 
understood and mutually enforced through community interac-
tions. Occasionally, disputes or defectors ended up in court as 
the state’s court systems developed.
 Agricultural fields were also managed as commons during 
the British Middle Ages through the open field system. In these 
systems, family-owned but community-managed livestock 
gleaned and manured farm fields in the fall and winter, and 
fields were divided up for family crop production during the 
growing season. Each family would get multiple plots, so that 
the better and the poorer croplands were shared equally among 
the families each year. Rotations ensured that each plot of land 
lay fallow every so often, providing pasture or resting to rebuild 
soil fertility. All of these arrangements were made through 
community discussion, negotiation, and agreement among and 
between the serfs and villeins, and between the serfs and villeins 

Nonsuch Mansion, UK, was built on the site of one of Henry 
VIII’s favorite hunting lodges and forests. It is an example of the 
wealth and luxury which the ruling class enjoyed in the time of 
an emergent industrial world. Photo by Philip Barrington, CC0. 
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Sheep like this graze in shared uplands. They are marked bright-
ly so people will see them and mixed herds can be separated 
when the herd is brought in for the winter and culled. Grazing 
rights and use of common lands for herds is a centuries-old 
practice of commoning. Photo CC0 vis pixabay.

and the landlords. These negotiations were probably aided by 
longstanding traditions of how things were done in the past. 
Such traditions likely worked well, or well enough, but also 
likely inhibited innovation.
 In the fenlands of England’s south Lincolnshire, an area 
called Holland “harboured remnants of a hunter gatherer 
economy.” These commonly owned and managed fens were 
considered a wasteland by the elites of the period, which they 
wanted to drain to create arable crop land with a higher and 
more monetary value that could be centralized. But Simon Fair-
lie described the commons there as follows: 
 Although the main earner was the summer grazing of rich 
common pastures with dairy cattle, horses and geese, in winter, 
when large tracts of the commons were inundated, fishing and 
fowling became an important source of income, and for those 
with no land to keep beasts on over winter it was probably a 
main source of income. During the Middle Ages, Holland was 
well off—its tax assessment per acre was the third highest in the 
kingdom in 1334—and this wealth was relatively equitably dis-
tributed with “a higher proportion of small farmers and a lower 
proportion of very wealthy ones”…. [In a pamphlet resisting the 
drainage schemes proposed in the 1640s, an] anonymous author 
goes on to list the benefits of the fens including: the “serviceable 
horses”, the “great dayeries which afford great store of butter 
and cheese”, the flocks of sheep, the “osier, reed and sedge”, and 
the “many thousand cottagers which live on our fens which must 
otherwise go a begging.”(5) 
 It would seem that the complexity of human relationships 
possible in a commons economy can match and perhaps create 
a resonant complexity in the ecosystems with which the people 
engage for their livelihoods. Note that the fenlanders did sell the 
harvests from the commons for monetary gain. But they surely 
also subsisted largely off those same harvests.
 Of course, the lords chafed under the common rights system, 
which limited their ability to do what they wanted with “their” 
land. For several hundred years after the Norman Conquest of 
1066, conflicts erupted as kings and lords attempted to limit the 
common rights of people who had managed and subsisted from 
the commons for generations. The serfs and ‘villeins’ fought 
against the privateers for their common rights, their communi-
ties, and their shared ecosystems, over and over and over. Fre-
quently they won, at least in the beginning, though it was often 
violent. Over the course of the Middle Ages, market systems 
and culture strengthened, technological innovations continued 
(yes, even during the Middle Ages), populations slowly shifted 
to the cities, and wood and timber shortages created increased 
market demand and prices (and caused a number of European 
wars). Eventually, coal was discovered, steel was invented, and 
the merchant class, the landed gentry, and the state system got 
strong enough, organized enough, and united enough to begin 
‘enclosing’ the commons through Parliamentary means. State 
power was used to privatize common pool resources as a way to 
support emerging market economies. 
 In the case of the common fens of Holland, eventually these 
were enclosed through acts of Parliament in the late 1700s and 
early 1800s. The fens were drained by Dutch engineers, and the 
land dried up and shrank, ironically becoming more frequently 
flooded and largely unusable until technological innovations 
made possible continuous high-volume pumping of the land, 
hence farming. The land ended up in fewer larger farms as a 

result.
 All in all, in this process elites monopolized the rights to 
land. Commoners shorn of their common rights without com-
pensation became landless peasants, truly poor because they 
now lacked the resources for subsistence. Their way of life and 
culture were destroyed. This drove more people from the coun-
try to the cities, in search of work so they could “earn a living” 
at low wages. Hence began the Industrial Revolution, built on 
the destruction of common rights and commons culture. After 
hundreds of years of self-defense, the ‘villeins’ lost the privati-
zation war and became the ‘villains’ we think of as evil people 
today—because the victors write the history. Sound familiar? 
It should sound familiar, because the same pattern of privatiza-
tion and enclosure has continued for hundreds more years, and 
now spans the globe. Commons tend to represent storages of 
natural and social capital built and maintained by generations of 
human and non-human effort. Privateers tend to lust after such 
capital, and invent ways to gain control over it and appropriate 
it for their own profit. When market forces capture the levers 
of state power, privateers extinguish common rights for private 
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Institutional powers 
aren’t likely to set 
commons systems up 
for us. We have to do it 
for ourselves with our 
friends and neighbors.

This well in Rajasthan represents a vital common resource 
shared and maintained by the villagers. As systems thinkers, 
we can begin to re-imagine and design key systems pieces to 
improve commoning. Photo CC0 via pixabay.

gain at community expense. When state power captures market 
forces, corruption ensues, and common rights tend to be extin-
guished for private gain or for governmental taxation or power 
mongering or both, again at community expense. Were it not 
for access to cheap fossil energy, privatization might not have 
gone so far out of whack. But we did gain access to cheap fossil 
energy, and privatized power and market logic are now very far 
out of whack on a scale never before possible.
 Behind the scenes of all this history lie the internal cultural 
dynamics behind the loss of commoning behavior and world-
views. Market forces have so captured the mindset of Western 
culture that few really know how to cooperate anymore, or com-
municate, or generate power-with rather than exert power-over. 
For many of us, the experience of commoning as a strongly 
relevant cultural element in our lives was lost generations ago, 
and we cannot even begin to envision something in our future 
with which we have little or no experience. Our sense of what 
it means to be human, of what our lives are for, what the world 
is for, and what is our place in the world are far different from 
the senses of those who live in commons cultures. We have lost 
much and have much to recover and reinvent. These internal 
losses should give us pause. 
 The cultural amnesia and blind spots created by the eclipse 
and traumatic destruction of commoning leaves us vulnerable 
to both honest misunderstandings as well as cynical manipula-
tions, sometimes in combination. Given that amnesia, we are 
also liable not to recognize the downsides of the commons. In 
addition, projecting or carrying the limiting and largely uncon-
scious worldviews of dominant Western market-state culture 
into commons culture can easily lead us down rosy paths into 
thorny dead ends if we are not mindful. Market culture has even 
changed the words we use—with “resource” and “capital” used 
to mean our kin and relations in community. Clear, integrated 
thinking and disciplined use of terminology will help us avoid 
the most frequent pitfalls.

The tragedy of the free-for-all

 The first misapprehension virtually always discussed in 
recent commons literature is the phrase “The Tragedy of the 
Commons” popularized by Garret Hardin’s 1968 essay of the 
same name (6). Hardin’s essay had an enormous influence on 
economic theory, educational content, and popular understand-
ing. I had college professors use this essay and this phrase to 
justify state power and market-based solutions for many prob-
lems where they were perhaps not the optimum direction. I have 
even recently seen this meme used in the press to shoot down 
potential strategies for our future. The main tragedy involved, 
however, is the depth and breadth of misunderstanding this es-
say caused, because the fundamental ideas in the parable upon 
which the essay is founded are bogus.

 The parable in question is based upon a pamphlet written by 
William Forster Lloyd in 1883. As Hardin says:

“The tragedy of the commons develops in this way. Pic-
ture a pasture open to all. It is to be expected that each 
herdsman will try to keep as many cattle as possible on the 
commons. Such an arrangement may work reasonably sat-
isfactorily for centuries because tribal wars, poaching, and 
disease keep the numbers of both man and beast well below 
the carrying capacity of the land. Finally, however, comes 
the day of reckoning, that is, the day when the long-desired 
goal of social stability becomes a reality. At this point, the 
inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates 
tragedy. 

As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his 
gain. Explicitly or implicitly, more or less consciously, he 
asks, “What is the utility to me of adding one more animal 
to my herd?” (7)

 Of course, the parable says, the utility to the lone herdsman 
of adding another animal to the pasture is positive, because he 
[sic] derives benefit from doing so. Meanwhile, the pasture be-
comes overgrazed because every “rational” herdsman makes the 
same choice, and things remorselessly lead to a path of mutually 
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Conflations, confusions, & examples

 Given the cultural amnesia and the Tragedy of the Commons 
meme, people often get confused about the actual character of 
the commons because they conflate the commons with other 
structures and ideas. Let’s focus on two or three here.
 The first and most frequent confusion and conflation in 
commoning is thinking that the common pool resource is itself 
a commons. People often talk about Earth’s atmosphere and 
oceans as commons when they are, in fact, common pool re-
sources. There is no way in which they are a commons, because 
the participatory structures needed for all of us to use them 
sustainably—to self-organize around agreeing on rules for how 
to use them—do not exist. Again: a commons is a social and 
economic structure built around a resource, not the resource 
itself. 
 Secondly, as I engage more deeply as a relative neophyte 
with designing social ecosystems, I find that my language and 
understanding are shallow or fuzzy. I don’t have the words 
to articulate the realities I want to describe and create, or the 
understandings to make relevant meaning from the words people 
use to describe different social and economic structures. I see 
this in other people, too. This is one reason the concept of the 
commons is so useful: it helps delineate parts of this territory, 
and opens windows and doors into this confusing landscape.  
 However, when we gain a new insight or understanding, we 
often start projecting that insight or understanding onto every-
thing. The new frame can become the only frame we use for a 
while. While that natural process helps us get to know the new 
frame and test its limits, it also blinds us to other doors and win-
dows we might use more productively. Not every collective ef-
fort is or should be a commons. In addition, acts of sharing and 
cooperation do not automatically create a commons. Many kinds 
of collective efforts and structures can exist that are not com-
mons, or are only marginally so. We must beware of having the 
commons hammer make everything look like a commons nail. 
There are other tools in our social ecosystem design toolbox that 
we need to learn how and when to use.
 It is easier to discern what is and is not a commons when we 
talk extremes, but there is much gray area, too. Clearly a large 
corporate enterprise is not a commons: though it is a collective 
effort, it orients towards market-based exploitation of resources 
and “value-creation” for its private shareholders. Similarly, I 
am a member of a local storefront food co-op where I some-
times shop. This collectively owned for-profit business prob-
ably should not be regarded as a commons, given its for-profit 
purpose, even though it has other community-oriented bottom 
lines as well. The co-op does not focus on sharing a common 

assured pastoral destruction. Hence the tragedy.
 The first and primary problem here is that the setup described 
by Hardin and Lloyd is not a commons! Commons consist of a 
defined resource, a specified set of people sharing the resource, 
and a set of agreements between those people about how to 
share that resource. The parable is missing two of the three key 
ingredients to qualify. “A pasture open to all” is technically 
known as a free-for-all, not a commons.
 Secondly, a group of “rational” herdsman could be presumed 
to communicate with each other if they are paying any attention 
at all and know each other and the landscape even a bit. The 
herdsmen in the parable might be rational, but they could also 
be described as ignorant, greedy, self-centered, and socially and 
ecologically inept if not socially and ecologically bankrupt. In 
addition, the parable assumes that every man is a narrowly self-
interested profit-maximizing machine—Homo economicus. That 
certainly reflects aspects of our shared humanity, and an aspect 
magnified and celebrated by our culture, but we are more than 
that, and better than that. Okay, so hundreds of years of thieving, 
trauma-inducing, emotionally crippling, and rampantly individu-
alistic culture could be seen as leading men, in particular (under 
the influence of toxified masculinity), to behave in such a way, 
but still… rational? Sorry, but no. So, please, let’s dispense with 
this “Tragedy of the Commons” BS.

 Yet, the tragedy persists in our real world. Why? Because 
healthy boundaries around the “common wealth” inhibit exploit-
ing those common reserves of capital. So, market-dominated 
Western culture tends to either transform the common wealth 
into a free-for-all in pursuit of private gain, or asserts state con-
trol—which theoretically can work for the common good in a 
genuinely democratic system, but does so only crudely if it does 
so at all. However, these systems tend to serve the guardians of 
market or state power, not the rest of us. Sadly, the “innovative” 
solutions these days are some combination of market and state, 
rather than something truly different. But a combined market-
state solution is really not so different from one or the other as a 
solo act. It is only a question of who is serving whom. 
 Commoning offers a truly different solution from market 
and/or state solutions, but the power structures of Western 
culture are not served by commoning. Institutional powers aren’t 
likely to set commons systems up for us. We have to do it for 
ourselves with our friends and neighbors. We will also have to 
defend the commons that still exist the way the villeins did for 
hundreds of years until the 1700s and 1800s. And, those of us 
who benefit from the market and state systems may have to give 
up at least some of our privileges so we can share in community 
with others. We need, in other words, to recognize that our self-
interest lies within shared community interests.

Not every 
collective effort is 
or should be a commons.
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As we create these 
systems, apply these 
principles, and watch 
how the systems work...
we will learn what works 
and what does not....

Community gardens such as this one set up for neighborhood 
children dot various sections of North Side Chicago. Commu-
nity gardens were also prevelant at centers for immigrants and 
schools. They are part of the emergence of commoning in the 
city. Photo by Rhonda Baird.

pool resource among a defined group of people. It has members 
who shop there, but is also open to the public for shopping. One 
could think of the co-op itself as a resource shared in common 
by certain people using certain agreements, but I think this 
stretches things too far. 
 Generally speaking, a commons is a not-for-profit structure. 
Even if, as in the case of the Alanya fishery or the fenlands 
of South Lincolnshire, the commoners sell the products har-
vested through the commons, the commons itself is a non-profit 
system. By partitioning the fishery, for example, the commons 
structure also limits the amount of fish any one fisher can sell. A 
group of people sharing and monitoring the resource will inhibit 
resource-destroying overharvesting. This keeps profit seeking 
within sustainable bounds, where the profits from fairly shared 
resources benefit local small business, families, and the com-
munity while respecting the limits and needs of the ecosystem. 
In Alanya, then, the commons is a not-for-profit system that may 
tie into a market system, but without an endlessly profit-maxi-
mizing goal.
 Generally, it seems that historically commons were structures 
for subsistence—not for serving markets. With that in mind, a 
community garden seems a likely candidate as a commons, as 
does a community canning facility or a tool sharing co-op. On 
another level, we could consider community land trusts (CLTs) 
as commons systems. Here all of the land is held in common by 
a not-for-profit corporation. Each leaseholder gets a long-term 
lease on a small portion of the whole acreage and can use the 
undivided areas of the land as agreed by all. Each leaseholder 
owns the improvements on their leasehold (the house, well, 
driveway, gardens, etc.), which they can sell when they want. In-

dividual speculative gain on the community’s portion of the land 
value is prevented by the common ownership, and individual 
speculative gain on privately owned assets on leaseholds is lim-
ited in any real estate transaction by agreement in the lease. This 
keeps the housing more affordable over the long run. In a CLT, 
generally, 1/3 of the Board of Directors must be members of the 
local community, 1/3 must be members of other community land 
trusts, and the last 1/3 are leaseholders in that CLT. That keeps 
the local CLT honest and prevents individual speculative gain on 
community assets. 
 I once helped form and lived on what I call an enclave 
land trust, where the leaseholders were the only members of 
the board, but the structure was otherwise the same as a CLT. 
Each of us had a 99-year lease on a small portion of a 98-acre 
parcel of land, but the rest of the acreage was held in common. 
We formed a State of New Hampshire non-profit corporation 
to own the land, but did not register as a federal 501(c)3 non-
profit, because the plan was to have the income always equal the 
expenses, so no taxes would ever be owed. We had a defined re-
source (98 acres of land); we had a defined group of people (the 
leaseholders); and we had fairly extensive documentation about 
the mutually agreed upon use and management of the lease-
holds, and much looser workings out of use and management 
of the rest of the land on an as-needed basis. The main resource 

benefits we shared in this commons system were the house sites 
upon which we built our lives, and the remaining rocky, wet, 
mostly inaccessible acreage where we walked, harvested water, 
some maple sap, and some wood, and gave the wildlife room to 
roam.
 On the other hand, one could look at a conservation land 
trust, holding several to many tracts of land in perpetuity for 
conservation purposes, as a commons. But if the land is open 
to all of the public to use, does it meet the basic criteria of the 
three pillars laid out above? There are concrete natural resources 
present, and there are usually clear agreements about how they 
will be used and managed, but the lack of a defined set of people 
using the resource and deciding upon its use makes this one 
fuzzier. 
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appropriators to devise their own institutions are not chal-
lenged by external governmental authorities.

For CRPs that are parts of larger systems:
8. Nested enterprises: Appropriation, provision, monitoring, 
enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance activities 
are organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises.

 Obviously, one can design a collective resource manage-
ment system that expresses some of the above principles but not 
others. That doesn’t mean that system is good or bad, but it will 
have consequences for how that social ecosystem behaves. As 
we create these systems, apply these principles, and watch how 
the systems work to sustain communities and resources over 
time, we will learn what works and what does not, and what 
works best in a given situation.
 Implicit in Ostrom’s eight principles is the idea that the 
purpose of the commons is to allow individuals or households to 
withdraw “resource units” from the CPR in accordance with the 
terms they agree upon with their fellow commoners. This idea 
arises from the physical natural resources around which com-
mons have historically arisen. Part of the difficulty now is that 
commons frameworks have been used in the modern era to de-
scribe and create a variety of “resource communities”—in cities, 
cyberspace, social associations, and other circumstances—quite 
unlike the physical and natural resources shared in early human 
cultures. Wikipedia, LibreOffice software, and any number of 
other digital systems have been described as commons. Cre-
ative Commons licensing is another well-known example.  
Various Open Education platforms have also been created that 
may fit reasonably well into the commons frame (for discus-
sion of these and other examples, see Patterns of Commoning, 
edited by David Bollier and Silke Helfrich, available as a book 
or free online at patternsofcommoning.org). For me, this blows 
things wide open, as I am not very familiar with these various 
new commons, and have not yet taken the time to dive into 
them enough to assess how well I believe they fit the commons 

Eight key principles 

 We can perhaps find more robust guidance for how to cre-
ate, identify, assess, design, and manage successful commons 
systems from the eight “Design Principles for Successful Com-
mons” developed by the late Elinor Ostrom, co-winner of the 
2009 Nobel Prize in economics. Ostrom set forth these prin-
ciples in her landmark book, Governing the Commons (8):

1. Clearly defined boundaries: Individuals or households 
who have rights to withdraw resource units from the Com-
mon Pool Resource (CPR) must be clearly defined, as must 
the boundaries of the CPR itself. [Note: These individuals or 
households are called “appropriators” below.]

2. Congruence between appropriation and provision rules 
and local conditions: Appropriation rules restricting time, 
place, technology, and/or quantity of resource units are relat-
ed to local conditions and to provision rules requiring labor, 
material, and/or money.

3. Collective-choice arrangements:  Most individuals af-
fected by the operational rules can participate in modifying 
the operational rules.

4. Monitoring: Monitors, who actively audit CPR conditions 
and appropriator behavior, are accountable to the appropria-
tors or are the appropriators.

5. Graduated sanctions: Appropriators who violate opera-
tional rules are likely to be assessed graduated sanctions 
(depending on the seriousness and context of the offense) by 
other appropriators, by officials accountable to these appro-
priators, or both.

6. Conflict-resolution mechanisms: Appropriators and their 
officials have rapid access to low-cost local arenas to resolve 
conflicts among appropriators or between appropriators and 
officials.

7. Minimal recognition of rights to organize: The rights of 

...we need to go through 
cultural successional 
processes to develop 
full-fledged commons 
cultures appropriate 
for our times and contexts.

Mushroom harvesting is generally allowed on public lands. 
Mushroom hunters are notoriously secretive about their favor-
ite mushroom hunting spots and signs of harvesting time. This 
could be considered part of the culture of the commons in a 
region. Photo CC0 via pixabay.
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model. I would hope that the three pillars and eight principles 
would apply reasonably readily to these new environments, or 
that Ostrom’s principles can be clearly translated to such worlds.
 Perhaps we should stop worrying too much about whether 
a system is or is not a commons? This question frames the situ-
ation in black-and-white terms, which is rarely how the world 
works. There will always be fuzzy lines because every commons 
is and will be a unique and evolving creation, with unique and 
evolving histories, personalities, cultures, traditions, resources, 
contexts, and so on. But we can begin to ask: What resources are 
shared within this system, by whom, and how are they sharing 
them? 
 Going beyond the commons as a “thing,” if we think of the 
commons as a frame of reference, then we might start asking, 
How is or is not a given system a commons? The commons as 
a frame of reference offers more flexibility in designing new 
social systems. It also acknowledges that we are unlikely to 
go from 0 to 60 miles per hour on commons re-creation: we 
need to go through cultural successional processes to develop 
full-fledged commons cultures appropriate for our times and 
contexts. However, the commons-as-frame viewpoint also 
leaves the situation more open to conflation with non-commons, 
and thus to confusion. Nonetheless, the most we can ask for is 
that we remain mindful, that we design our systems and use our 
terms with care and deliberation. 
 For me, and probably for many other people, it will be 
easiest to begin to enter and gain facility with the worldview of 
commoning through concrete resources like water, soil, wood-
lands, and so on. This makes sense! As permaculturists, nature 
teaches us the principles by which she and we operate through 
working and playing with and in the landscape. But we then 
must graduate to applying those same principles and design 
processes in all the spheres of human culture. The concept of the 
commons and commoning can help us gain that facility in some 
of the places where our social structures directly meet the land. 
When we get good at that, we will better know how to play im-
provisational “culture design jazz” in the more abstract realms 

Stoneworking tools in a workshop in Germany. Tools and knowl-
edge such as these are forms of social and mechanical capital 
that can be managed in common. Photo CC0 via pixabay.

of our society, our economy, and our inner realms.             ∆

Dave Jacke is a long-time student of ecological culture design, 
and primary author of Edible Forest Gardens, along with Eric 
Toensmeier. www.edibleforestgardens.com. Thanks to David 
Bollier for his mentorship and comments on this article (Bollier.
org), and Rhonda Baird for the editorial and strategic support.
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was won through ceaseless—and often riotous—struggles of 
the commoners against the deprivations wrought upon them 
by those with the upper hand in the caste system. And when I 
speak of this medieval caste system, the term “class system” 
can be used interchangeably. This is important to note because 
the political culture in the United States has—for decades—be-
come unreasonably phobic of the concepts of class, driven by 
a vestigial fear of coercive state-communism and a rejection 
borne of the propaganda and witch-hunts of the McCarthyist era, 
which echoed over the long decades of a global Cold War. But 
evidence is mounting, in popular and scholarly research, that 
the specter of class divisions has reemerged in our social fabric, 
generating new forms of feudalism from an increasingly polar-
ized economic system (1,2,3). But the commoners are rising, 
again, and—inspired by hope and motivated by crises—taking 
to the fields, the forests, the parks, and town squares, demanding 
justice and the right to subsistence. 
 
Cognitive dissonance and the common 

 At this point, an important note on language may be instruc-
tive: It is often the case that “common” is not the most respect-
able descriptor. The “lowest common denominator” invokes 
banal—if not profane—appetites, predilections, and preferences. 
To be common is the great fear of generations raised amidst the 
cultural subtext of social-Darwinism, which is embedded in the 
capitalist ethos and dangerously magnified in the fraying, final 
throws of the austerity politics that have defined the Neoliberal 
epoch. Those who are common receive no Fanfare (4) but, 
rather, derision. 

COMMONING IS LIKELY to be a new term to many 
readers. Yet, when it is defined and unpacked, it is deeply 
familiar: resonant with the heartbeat of our closest rela-

tionships and the social metabolism of our dearest communities. 
Best practices of commoning intersect with permaculture ethics 
in graceful synergy, offering applied principles for a social 
permaculture. And this makes sense because commoning is an 
ancient art of social organization and community preservation 
that has been practiced for millennia, long before distinctions 
among public property, private property, and common property 
were codified into law, long before law, and long before people 
were divorced from their relationship with the life around them 
and the earth on which we walk.  
 Feudalism is but one of the many versions of this divorce 
from vitality; it is among the violent, dominating forms of social 
organization that commoning managed to survive by flourishing 
in the fertile margins between the conceit of ambitious authori-
tarians and the courage of subsisting commoners. But the time 
of feudalism is, indeed, a noteworthy moment in the long arc 
of community life for it was in this era that “the commons” and 
“commoners” were sung into cultural consciousness and pro-

foundly etched into the historical record. Whereas the oft-cited 
Magna Carta (1215) articulated the rights of noble barons under 
the rule of King John of England, its oft-neglected corollary, 
the Charter of the Forest (1217), articulated the rights of regular 
subjects, the commoners, to subsist on the shared abundance of 
the land: the commons.  
 Important as the Charters may be, their substance is not due 
simply to the benevolent recognition of the average person by 
a stately monarch and his noble lords; rather, this recognition 

...the specter of class 
divisions has reemerged 
in our social fabric, 
generating new forms 
of feudalism from 
an increasingly polarized 
economic system.

Commoning Against Neo-feudalism
Sharing Power, Upholding Our Ethics
Ryan Conway

Members of ShareBloomington building Little Free Libraries to 
give away at ShareFest in June 2015. 
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 To be fair: in these times of waste, war, and wreckage, 
what has become common in much of Western culture—over-
consumption, overstimulation, and a casually violent oppression 
of diversity—is both personally and socially toxic, and rightly 
avoided. Yet, to detest the common or to fear being common—
as a knee-jerk or (sub)conscious reaction—demonstrates the 
extent to which we have each been culturally disciplined to 
internalize some brutal rudiments of the capitalist mythos: that 
competition is basic to human nature; that an individual motive 
for survival drives evolution and creativity; that only the weak 
fail to pull themselves up by their bootstraps; that a common 
equality or equity is a wishful fantasy pursued on the Road to 
Serfdom (5).
 It is our personal responsibility to reflect on these, often 
wordless, habits of mind. Yet, it is not our personal fault that 
they have been imprinted upon our (sub)consciousness by centu-
ries of slowly unfolding, colonial processes that at first dispos-
sessed indigenous commoners and that have now disinherited 
our children and grandchildren. Though these colonial processes 
of dispossession have always and already been unfolding—
across time and wherever conquest proceeds—the West saw 
them vastly expanded, in magnitude and speed, when the noble 
class reneged on the Charters and the Enclosure Movements 
(14th-18th centuries) (6) began. The commons were seized by 
the sword and the commoners were divorced from their com-
monly stewarded lands. With no commons to subsist upon, com-
moners were forced to accept exploitative wages for dangerous 
labor in cities, eventually being subsumed into the belts and 
cogs of a fossil-fired, proto-industrial society. 

 It’s okay, here, to take a deep breath. The mind reflexively 
balks at the sheer magnitude of the historical, structural depravi-
ties that have led us to where we are, that have left us where 
we are, with seemingly little else but the “master’s tools” (7) to 
dismantle or to dig our way out. As Bukowski poetically speaks: 
[We are] Born into this. Into hospitals which are so expen-
sive that it’s cheaper to die. Into lawyers who charge so much 
it’s cheaper to plead guilty. Into a country where the jails are 
full and the madhouses closed. Into a place where the masses 
elevate fools into rich heroes.” (8) Yet, we must remember that 
we have much more than the master’s tools: through permacul-
ture and commoning, much can be regenerated and much can be 
redeemed, if we work as communities. 
 
Consulting the oracles 

 In Future Scenarios, David Holmgren roughly sketches four, 

...Holmgren himself 
acknowledges the 
potential for the emergence 
of neo-feudalism...

plausible “Energy Futures” as humanity struggles to free itself 
from the death-spiral of over-consumption, inequality, and envi-
ronmental destruction that ensnares us, at the peak of fossil-fuels 
production. Briefly, these scenarios are: (a) Techno-Explosion: 
humans develop yet unknown sources of abundant energy, al-
lowing for continued growth and the transcendence of environ-
mental constraints; (b) Techno-Stability: humans accomplish 
a seamless transition to green\renewable energy technologies, 
albeit with a new requirement of establishing a “steady state 
sustainable society;” (c) Energy Descent: human civilization 
is forced to become less consumptive, less complex, and less 
populous, evolving into forms characteristic of pre-industrial so-

cieties, either through a gradual process or a punctuated series of 
mini collapses; and (d) Collapse: the infrastructures of industrial 
civilization rapidly crumble from the depletion of fossil fuels 
and critically damaged environmental systems, leading to mass 
extinctions wherein the human species is no longer an excep-
tion.  
 Holmgren sees the Energy Descent scenario as being the 
most plausible, given the fantastical nature of sudden break-
throughs in energy technologies or a globally coordinated glide 
into steady-state economic systems. Further, the “current levels 
of ecological, economic and socio-political stress are the indirect 
indicators that we are entering the energy descent scenarios 
rather than simply a transition from energetic growth to stabil-
ity” (9). Within the Energy Descent scenario, Holmgren outlines 
four potential futures.  
 (a) Brown Tech is a future characterized by a slow decline 
in fossil fuel production and rapid-onset climate change; the 
economic latitude afforded by slow energy decline coupled with 
the crisis engendered by climate change set ripe soil for the 
growth of centralized, nationalist governance and a resurgence 
of religious and political extremism. 

The Glenn Carter Memorial Tool Share in Bloomington, Indiana 
is a part of developing the practice of commoning in the area. 
Creating the agreements, cataloging, and educating people 
about the tool share has been as important as gathering the 
tools. 
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 (b) Green Tech is a future characterized by a slow decline in 
fossil fuel production and slow-onset climate change; in lacking 
a sense of crisis from either of those major pressures, a variety 
of options for energy transition eventually become palatable, 
and economic transitions are softened by a decrease in spend-
ing on war and an increasing investment in rural and regional 
economies, setting ripe soil for more egalitarian and locally 
empowered governance. Though reminiscent of the Techno-Sta-
bility scenario, the likely, long-term evolution of the Green Tech 
future—given the unchanged natural limits of earth systems—
leans, in the long run, towards an Earth Steward future.  
 (c) In the Earth Steward future, rapid energy decline wrecks 
economies and motivates resource wars. The acceleration of 
disease vectors, food insecurity, and localized resource con-
tests lead to a migration from cities to small towns. Nonethe-
less, slow-onset climate change allows for the jumpstarting of 
suburban, rural, and small town agrarianism that, coupled with 
small salvage and retrofit businesses, provide limited resource 
security and enough of a tax base to support local and bioregion-
al governance systems. Whereas Brown Tech and Green Tech 
futures may maintain some fantasy of rebuilding the old systems 
in sustainable ways, the Earth Steward future more soberly and 
vitally embraces that a whole new form of human civilization is 
emerging, based on simplification, localization, and respecting 
natural limits. Holmgren writes, “In some ways, this scenario 
might be considered as the archetypal one of the Energy Descent 
future and the one in which permaculture principles and strate-
gies are most powerfully applied.” While this is a promising out-
look, it is in this specific future scenario that Holmgren himself 
acknowledges the potential for the emergence of neo-feudalism, 
which is a possibility that should grab our attention and compel 
caution, introspection, and investigation. But more on that, later. 
 d) Holmgren notes a bleaker potential Energy Descent future: 
Lifeboats. This future is characterized by rapid energy decline 

and rapid-onset climate change, leading to a sudden collapse of 
the infrastructure, economy, and governance of contemporary 
civilization. War, famine, and disease reign, while violent bands 
of nomadic survivors scour cities for salvage and fortify subur-
ban enclaves. Small oases of knowledge-preservation and low-
input agriculture appear in the remnants of intentional communi-
ties, former compounds of the wealthy departed, and Western 
“pioneer” cultures, already somewhat accustomed to the rough 
and demanding lifestyles of survival. “Cultural Triage” occur-
ring in these oases differentiate the Energy Descent: Lifeboats 
future from the more severe Collapse scenario, providing for 
some direct transfer of knowledge to future human civilizations, 
beyond the myths and archeological evidence that post-Collapse 
civilizations would have to rely on to reconstruct—and, hope-
fully, learn from—our mistakes.  

 Though this synopsis of Holmgren’s Future Scenarios may 
seem like a lengthy digression, I contend that it provides es-
sential background for any serious and reflective consideration 
by the permaculture community of the potential for neo-feudal 
dynamics to emerge between the landless and the landed among 
us. Further, this background provides illustrative examples of 
situations in which commoning best-practices can be applied in 
line with permaculture ethics, allowing our minds to explore in 
richer detail. But, since our threats and opportunities are heavily 
influenced by future conditions, which of Holmgren’s scenarios 
seems most likely to come true? 
 
The dismal science(s) 

Economic Sciences 
We seem no closer to a Techno-Explosion or Techno-Stability 
scenario than we were at the time of Future Scenario’s publi-
cation (2009). Physics-warping energy breakthroughs are still 
nowhere to be seen, and the looming retrenchment of coopera-
tive international trade regimes spells doom for any coordinated 
global transition into steady-state economies. And, to be fair, the 
continuation of the current trade regime—especially if deepened 
by the likes of the Trans Pacific Partnership and Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership—would be equally disastrous 
to steady-state scenarios.  
 
Political Sciences 
But for a brief reprieve brought by the Saudi’s market-flooding 
oil strategy—designed to destabilize investments in tarsands 
and shale-gas competitors (10)—the North American fossil-fuel 
production strategy seems to be moving full-speed-ahead: the 
largest US oil field was just discovered in West Texas (11), and 
the rotting limbs of an un-dead Keystone pipeline strategy are 
being reanimated, in the form of the Dakota Access Pipeline 
(different only in being seven miles shorter, owned by a differ-
ently named megapolluter, and within the national borders of the 
US) (12). Drill, baby, drill.
 
Earth Sciences 
How fares the Earth? Not so well. In January 2015, research-
ers with the Stockholm Resilience Center reported that we have 
crossed four of nine “planetary boundaries”—thresholds which, 
if crossed, “could generate abrupt or irreversible changes”—in-
cluding “climate change, loss of biosphere integrity, land-system 
change, and altered biogeochemical cycles (phosphorus and 
nitrogen)” (13). That shook up the world a bit, right? Nope. Cli-
mate chaos has only intensified, unabated: 2016 saw industrial 
civilization cross the dreaded 400 ppm carbon dioxide threshold 
(14); a 2016 Global Methane Budget report noted a 20-fold 
increase in atmospheric methane—a gas that is 20 times more 
potent than carbon dioxide in its impact on warming—in just the 
last two years, compared to 2007-2013 rates (15); and a recent 
report by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization has esti-
mated that the world has only 60 remaining harvests, if current 
soil degradation persists (16). Is there still hope for Descent?

 

 

Is there still hope for 
Descent?
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Updated outlooks & emergent strategies 

Holmgren’s Update: Crash on Demand
 True to his typical prescience, Holmgren didn’t need to wait 
for these grisly updates to read the tea leaves. In 2013, he pub-
lished an update to Future Scenarios, titled Crash on Demand: 
Welcome to the Brown Tech Future. Citing the extension of 
fossil-fuel dependence, now based on dirtier and less efficient 
sources like tar sands and shale-gas, Crash on Demand nonethe-
less argues that if about 10% of people in the affluent Western 
nations initiate lifestyle changes—away from dependent con-
sumerism and toward self-reliant production—then the aggre-
gate economic shift could be enough to divert us away from the 
xenocidal pursuit of endless growth.  
 I haven’t checked his math but, as a political economist by 
training, I find this to be an inspiring yet somewhat dubious 
strategy. Counterbalancing the energy-consumption and com-
modity supply-flooding behaviors of multiple, international 
conglomerates is a tall order; further, long-term investment con-
tracts—not to mention geopolitical competition strategies—cre-
ate complex, inertial incentive structures called path-dependen-
cies or lock-in effects: vicious spirals. Nonetheless, I agree with 
the economic nature of Holmgren’s survival strategy, and he hits 
the nail on the head with his analysis that “the most powerful 
and fast-acting factor that could radically reduce [GHG] emis-
sions is the scale of financial debt and the long-sustained growth 
of bubble economics…”(17). 

 

Ready, Aim, *POP*: Happy to Burst Their Bubbles 
 True to the Brown Tech prediction, fascism and religious 
extremism are on the rise, as trade relations dissolve, borders 
close, and people fleeing violence and death are left languishing 
in limbo. Climate change is appearing to follow the more rapid 
and severe predictions of earth scientists, so it seems that chang-
ing the energy game is the only way to shift us into an Energy 
Descent scenario. And as Holmgren corroborates, the energy 
game is just the materials side of the money game, which has 
now become dependent on speculative finance and debt bubbles.  
 Noting this, a strategy to move us from Brown Tech to Earth 
Stewardship—Holmgren’s ideal Descent scenario for the thriv-
ing and efficacy of permaculture practice—now seems clear 
enough: try to burst the bubbles. Yet, in doing so, we dance with 
death. A calculated soft-pop could deal a crippling blow to the 
financial machine, sending the energy system on a downward 
spiral. This could simultaneously mitigate the pace and severity 
of climate change, saving our opportunity to glide—with some 
turbulence—into an Earth Steward future. On the other hand, 

a hard-pop could deal a fatal blow to the financial machine, 
sending the energy system on a precipitous plunge. Though this 
could mitigate the severity of climate change, it could also send 
us into free-fall, toward the lower limits of Earth Stewardship 
and possibly into Lifeboat scenarios. But how could we pop 
these bubbles, let alone with a restraint and control that avoids 
collapse? 
 The StrikeDebt (18) and the Rolling Jubilee (19) movements 
prefigured this strategy. and the rise of divestment movements 
(20)—though not, strictly speaking, a bubble-targeting tactic—
signals the mainstreaming of economic counter-strategy. Yet, 
aside from holding a debt strike—a coordinated, intentional de-
faulting on mortgages, car loans, and student loans—or support-
ing citizens in developing countries incapable of repaying their 
IMF and World Bank loans, there is little we can do. Either way, 
the inertia of vicious cycles that create the debt bubbles tend to 
pop them, as well, without intervention. In the final analysis, 
it seems that Holmgren’s encouragement of lifestyle change is 
still among the best hopes we have, such that we can either be 
preparing for Earth Stewardship or prepared to hold each other, 
in our descent toward the Lifeboats. 
 

O Fortuna

 If we’re unlucky, corporations, financiers, and corrupt 
government officials will strengthen their union and steel their 
resolve to double-down on dirtier and dirtier fossil fuels. This 
would consolidate fascist control of governance and exacerbate 
the degradation of earth systems. The more perilous outcomes of 
the Brown Tech future—xenophobia, global economic depres-
sion, food riots, resource wars, mass migration, internment 
camps, class polarization, and increased pollution from scram-
bling governmental crisis-reactions—slowly become a painful 
and enduring norm. If we’re really unlucky, energy and climate 
simultaneously buckle, leading to Lifeboats or, worse, Collapse. 
 If we’re lucky, we’ll make it through Energy Descent into 

...Fair Share may be the 
most challenging ethical 
maxim to live by. 

Permaculture practitioners work for a regenerative, balanced 
future. Allied projects such as the Eden Project in Cornwall, 
UK, which sits on the site of a reclaimed mine, demonstrates the 
possibilities. Image CC0 via Pixabay.
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the Earth Stewardship scenario. Though this would not be an 
easy transition, it would be less catastrophic than the Lifeboats 
scenario and certainly more pleasant than the Brown Tech trajec-
tory. And, as Holmgren notes, this is also the ideal scenario 
for the advent and fruition of distributed, global permaculture 
practices. Yet, even if we’re lucky, a golden age of permaculture 
will not automatically emerge. The tough calls and hard bargains 
of tumultuous transition will test the very limits of our ethical 
commitments, which this community eloquently articulates in 
the maxims of Earth Care, People Care, and Fair Share. As a 
prominent journalist of communities facing crises, Rebecca Sol-
nit, notes: “our beliefs have profound impacts on our personal 
actions and collective outcomes” (21). 

Ethical stress tests 

 Even in the onset of the Earth Stewardship scenario, an ethic 
of Earth Care will be technically difficult to teach and to prac-
tice, as emotional composure frays and once-ordinary materials 
are in short supply. Even this scenario will require exceptional 
creativity and equal compassion—for ourselves, in our efforts, 
and for others, in their struggles to reorient in a rapidly chang-
ing world. Nonetheless, the Earth Care imperative will be more 
obvious than ever and our long experience in permaculture 
methods will leave us well equipped to analyze, address, and, 
hopefully, overcome a variety of implementation challenges.  
 As for People Care, we will need to tread with great cau-
tion and self-reflection: it may become increasingly easy to 
neglect self-care and to see the suffering of others as simply an 
expected facet of a harsh, new world. The inertial habits of mind 
and crisis-response behaviors of our upbringings in industrial 
capitalism will linger, while the ghosts of conceit and classist 
social organization will haunt our collective decision-making, 
in our neighborhoods, intentional communities, and towns. It 
will be tempting to see those untrained in our traditions as being 
less deserving, having been “part of the problem.” In times and 
places of exacerbated scarcity, desperate predators and desper-
ate cooperators may seem to look the same. With little to share 
among ourselves, encountering those with less—the landless, 
the skill-less, the wandering—will challenge the intersection of 
our healthy personal boundaries and our ethical commitments. 

 Hence, by my estimate, Fair Share may be the most chal-
lenging ethical maxim to live by. It is challenging enough, in 
contemporary times, yet it may become distinctly more chal-
lenging, even in the best future scenarios we can reasonably 
hope for. As Holmgren notes of the Earth Steward future:

 
“Surviving structures of power may adapt to impose a more 
feudal structure based on concentrated control of productive 
farms and forests and built assets in large farming estates.” 
Further: “Around the larger cities especially in countries 
where social capital and community capacity is severely 
eroded...developments are in gated communities providing 
the basic needs and security of their residents with trade 
outside the community being more difficult or dangerous.” 
 
Caste shadows 

 Those with skills, resources, and land, now, will more easily 
control access and management, in this future. The contempo-
rary concentration of wealth and ownership in the hands of a 
small percentage of society will only exacerbate this unbalanced 
distribution of power. In many communities, this could be a 
terrifying prospect. A journalist was recently embedded within a 
group of survivalist militia organizers; speaking of the com-
ing transition, one organizer remarked: “We [will] need worker 
bees,” he said. “You wanna come in? We’ll bring you in. You’ll 
be down in the field growing food, gathering wood. We’ll be the 
ones standing watch,” he said. Then he added in a loud whisper, 
“In the houses, not in the tents. Hahahaha!” (22)
 Though I’m confident that few among us would consciously 
practice this sort of arrangement, we would be naive to univer-
sally assume that “we would never resort to this; this would 
never happen with our property.” Though laughably utopian 
from an industrial capitalist perspective, the US has a long his-
tory of communal social experiments that increasingly seem to 
be very reasonable options for personal and collective thriving. 
In light of the science and future scenarios outlined above, it is 
all the more clear that this history must not be neglected, as it is 
both inspiring and cautionary: regardless of high ideals and firm 
ethics, many intentional communities devolved into dysfunc-
tional leadership cults and caste stratification (23). 
 
Remembering the future 

 The pivotal point of distinction between a neo-feudal ar-
rangement and an authentic community is the manner in which 
power is exercised. To understand how to cultivate authentic 
community in the coming post-capitalist era, we can reach 
back to examples from the historical cusp of industrial capital-
ism’s emergence. What characterized medieval feudalism was a 
sharp and inequitable distinction between the rights of a small, 
landowning upper class and the rights of a large, landless, labor-
ing class. These classes were most often in contention when the 
landless class was deprived of the basic resources of subsis-
tence or was strictly governed by their landowners. Conflict 
diminished under permissive landlording that allowed landless 
commoners to cultivate agreements and customary arrangements 
among themselves, regarding the use of space, resource man-
agement, conflict resolution, and other necessary elements of 
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of our commitments. We determine whether and what kinds of 
sanctions shall be used, depending on the context and severity of 
a violation.
6. Every commoner can make use of a space and means for 
conflict resolution. We seek to resolve conflicts among us in an 
easily accessible and straightforward way.
7. We regulate our own affairs, and external authorities respect 
that.
8. We realize that every commons is part of a larger whole. 
Therefore, different institutions working at different scales are 
needed to coordinate stewardship and to cooperate with each 
other.
 
 Where this translation of the Design Principles guides us is 
to a practical ethos of commoning. Historian Peter Linebaugh 
coined the term “commoning” to refer to the huge variety of 
formal and informal arrangements, behaviors, and relation-
ships emerging around shared resources, famously insisting that 
“there can be no commons without commoning”(24). Noting 
this, commons theorist David Bollier (see his article on page 3 
of this issue) specified the definition of commoning to include 
“acts of mutual support, conflict negotiation, communication, 
and experimentation that are needed to create systems to manage 
shared resources” (25). What is clear in Bollier’s, Linebaugh’s, 
and Ostrom’s work, is that commoning is characterized by the 

sharing of authority, the sharing of power, and the sharing of 
control, relying wholly upon collective decision-making, col-
lective action, and collective accountability to make community 
work.  
 The abundant diversity of self-organized commoning experi-
ments is grassroots, practical, and polar opposite to the oppres-
sive, totalitarian experiments in state-communism of the 20th 
century. Those coercive forms of social organization were still 
motivated by the oppressive universalism and mechanical-clock-
works mentality of industrial modernism, whose ideological 
obsession has scarred the collective consciousness of entire gen-

governance. 
 Historical, contemporary, and globally pervasive examples 
of this kind of resource self-governance provided Elinor Ostrom 
with the empirical evidence she needed to disprove the conven-
tional story that human communities were incapable of preserv-
ing their shared resources if they weren’t policed by a state or 
commodified in a market. Aggregating and dissecting these 
examples ruptured academic theories of economic behavior 
and political psychology. Ostrom’s work not only heralded new 
and rigorous scientific exploration of human behavior, but also 
inspired a cultural revival of commoning practices, a veritable 
commons movement. And this new movement is significant: 
the self-governed commons of medieval feudalism were still 
premised on a separation of classes; however, in our near future, 
the pivotal project for thriving and peace will be to cross and 
dissolve class divisions and to share decision-making power re-
garding resources that we can equitably self-govern, in common.  

 Most of us didn’t need a Nobel Prize to believe that human 
communities are quite capable of self-managing the things we 
share and depend on, but the scientific evidence sure is helpful 
when our community building efforts are met with cynicism. 
Further, Ostrom’s work has given a great gift to community 
builders: robust and adaptable best-practices for managing com-
munity resources, known as Ostrom’s “Eight Design Principles 
for Sustainable Commons Management.” Since the research 
published on these Design Principles is written in the academic 
language of political economy, a team of community practitio-
ners has translated them into common language, from a first-
person perspective: 
 
1. As a commoner, I clearly understand which resources I need 
to care for and with whom I share this responsibility. Commons 
resources are those that we create together, that we maintain as 
gifts of nature or whose use has been guaranteed to everyone.
2. We use the commons resources that we create, care for, and 
maintain. We use the means (time, space, technology, and 
quantity of a resource) that are available in a given context. As a 
commoner, I am satisfied that there is a fair relationship between 
my contributions and the benefits I receive.
3. We enter into or modify our own rules and commitments, and 
every commoner can participate in this process. Our commit-
ments serve to create, maintain, and preserve the commons to 
satisfy our needs.
4. We monitor the respect of these commitments ourselves, and 
sometimes we mandate others whom we trust to help reach this 
goal. We continually reassess whether our commitments still 
serve their purpose.
5. We work out appropriate rules for dealing with violations 

...commoning is 
characterized by the 
sharing of authority...

This ecovillage in Bristol, UK, is one means of working collab-
oratively to generate commons culture. Photo by Nick Serabi, 
CC0 via flickr.
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Beyond evidence of the possible, we have an abundance of tools 
for the practical: not only have whole books been written on 
commons case studies and commoning practices, but the lens of 
the commoning ethos also guides us to a vast library of articles, 
blogs, and manuals on methods for sharing power and on best 
practices for working in collective and egalitarian collabora-
tions. Horizontal decision-making structures, holacracies, direct 
democracies, and variants of consensus models all capture a 
commoning ethos. The analyses and how-to’s at Shareable.
net (28) provide a range of demonstrations of commoning and 
walkthroughs of collective process; the horizontal decision-
making software and guides at Loomio give us concrete, digital 
tools (29); Come Hell or High Water: A Handbook on Collective 
Process Gone Awry (30) culls best practices from hard experi-
ence; “The Power of Neighborhood” and The Commons (31) 
provides practical steps for collective, community resilience-
building; and, the two anthologies from The Commons Strate-
gies Group—The Wealth of the Commons: A World Beyond 
Market & State (32) and Patterns of Commoning (33)—provide 
a blend of exemplary cases and practical applications. 
 As Holmgren reminds us—in Future Scenarios and Crash 
on Demand—all of the scenarios he describes are always and 
already happening, in different ecologies and economies all 
over the world. The future is not separate from now because 
the future emerges from now. Some communities have already 
experienced Collapse while others are experiencing Techno-
Stability. But, most importantly, many people are beginning to 
practice a voluntary Energy Descent in the hopes of helping to 
foster a future of Earth Stewardship. So, whether you are land-
less or developing dozens of acres, the time to start commoning 
is right now. Challenge yourself to share your property, either 
through arrangements with close friends or through neighbor-
matching applications for garden-sharing. Challenge yourself 
to join or develop an organization based on shared power 
and collective decision-making, like a permaculture co-op or 
mutual-aid collective. When the specter of scarcity and a fear for 
self-preservation cast dark shadows in our communities, we who 
are practicing will be keeping the flame and lighting the way.  ∆ 
 
Ryan Conway holds degrees in Political Science & Philosophy, 
and received graduate training in political economy as one 
of Elinor Ostrom’s last students. As a research assistant with 
the Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory & Policy Analysis, 
Ryan’s field research led him to greater interest in the practice of 
self-governance and commoning, compelling him to participate 
in commons-based social movements like Occupy and the Tar 
Sands Blockade. He now devotes his time to community organiz-
ing, research consulting, and strategic plan consulting, from the 
City of Bloomington to national organizations like Shareable.
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Three Questions
Clarifying a Permaculture Commonwealth
Joel Glanzberg

WITH THE PASSING OF BILL MOLLISON (and now 
the untimely passing of Toby Hemenway), the care 
and stewardship of the commonwealth of permac-

ulture has passed fully into our hands. Like anything of great 
power, it is important to be clear about what it is; to use its abili-
ties to their fullest extent; and to ensure that it passes to others, 
not only undiminished, but grown, developed, and evolved. It is 
important that permaculture continues to regenerate generation 
to generation. 
 This shared calling, which is not co-ownership but shared 
membership, is at the heart of belonging to any commons. 
 Exploring the commons of permaculture, I hope to shed light 
on the pattern of commons in general and help to dispel the 
limited Industrial era view of “holding in common ownership” 
popularized by Marxism. 
 We now think of the word common as meaning everyday or 
unimportant. We see a commoner as the opposite of a noble—
though it originally signified being a member of a community. 
What was common, or shared, was not only the rights but the 
obligations to a very particular area of land and the lives, human 
and otherwise, associated with it. It was not owned in common. 
It did not belong to anyone, but many lives belonged to it. The 
common belonged with one another, like members of a family 
or organs of a single body. As many traditional people say, “We 
don’t own the land; the land owns us.”
 Like other commons, we do not own permaculture in com-
mon. We are members of this body of thought and work. I have 
been possessed by permaculture from my first encounter over 
30 years ago. And it has enriched my thinking and my life and 
caused me to care for it. I can hardly think of myself and my life 
without it.

 In a living world, where change is constant, lineages or 
communities like yoga or martial arts, such as forests, last for 
centuries only by continuing to evolve while maintaining their 
core. Not only must nothing be lost in transmission, but also 
students must excel beyond their teachers and create previously 
unimagined innovations true to the heart of the tradition. Other-
wise, something is lost each generation until all that is left is a 
hollow shell or a garbled message like the nonsense created by 

the repeated misunderstandings and alterations of the children’s 
game whisper down the lane. This is the drive and understand-
ing behind much of the work to certify teachers though it may 
be working in a living systems pattern. In any living system, the 
limits that define it allow it to function and develop. This is true 
of any commons.
 While teaching at Schumacher College in Devon, UK, last 
spring, I was surprised when Dr. Nicola Whyte, a historian at 
Exeter University in Plymouth studying the tradition of com-
mons, said, “The most important thing about the traditional 
commons of England were the boundaries—knowing them, 
marking them, and maintaining and protecting them.” Con-
trary to our idea of commons, they were never common to all. 
Instead, commons were maintained by people functioning like 
families: open only to members who cared for, took responsibil-
ity for, and perpetuated them.
 Most of what we know about the historic British common 
lands system comes down to us from court records of people 
protecting the integrity of their commons, and their rights to 
access them, from the infringement of others. The borders were 
so important that when the youth of a particular commons came 
of age, they were annually walked around the boundaries. Their 
heads were ceremoniously bashed into the corner markers of 
boulders, posts, or trees to ensure those markers sunk deeply 
into their memory. 
 Life is impossible without boundaries. Life is exchange, and 
all exchanges occur across boundaries—the surface where your 
lungs meet the atmosphere, where the land meets the waters, or 
roots contact the soil. This is why everything from your circula-
tory system to roots and to rivers branch. It is not to imperialisti-
cally expand their boundaries, but to complexify them. Their 
surface to volume ratio develops so that they can interface as 
much as possible with the other without merging and losing 

Without borders and 
difference, nothing 
can be given or received.

This jackfruit leaf reveals the branching pattern so familiar in 
permaculture design. Photo CC0 via pixabay.
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themselves in homogeneity. 
 In homogeneity, generosity is impossible. Without borders 
and difference, nothing can be given or received. In complete 
unity, we have nothing to offer one another and so no need to 
give. When everything is held in common, we do not need one 
another. If there is a pitfall in the commons, this is the root of it; 
and the myth behind any commons that includes us all. Nothing 
can be cared for by everybody. Regeneration always comes from 
within a distinct entity.
 This importance of limits, borders, and boundaries to healthy 
living systems is why limits to growth is one of the three perma-
culture ethics. It is a requirement, if we hope to care for planet 
and people, or anything for that matter. If your fingers continued 
to grow out of proportion to your body, it would be difficult to 
wash the dishes or brush your teeth. Without the constraints of a 
hose, water goes everywhere but in the garden. Though children 
may need their parents to set healthy boundaries for bedtime and 
diet, a large part of maturing is being able to navigate these for 
ourselves. 
 Like the limits to the growth of our fingers or a tree’s branch-
es, or a river’s tributaries, natural limits are never imposed from 
the outside. They are integral to the entity. The defining limits 
of permaculture are functional and relational, not spatial. It is a 
pattern that comes from within. 

 So if we are to care for the gift of permaculture we have in-
herited, how do we define the boundaries? How do we know and 
strengthen them? And what are our rights, roles, and responsi-
bilities? 
 Several years ago, Toby wrote a piece entitled “What Per-
maculture Isn’t—and Is” to address this very question in which 
he compared it to the scientific method and connected it to 
the paradigm shift of “humanity’s principal goal from ‘meet-
ing human needs’ to ‘meeting human needs while preserving 
ecosystem health.’” While I believe that this is true, I am not 
sure that we have shifted our worldview fully enough to do this 
in non-mechanical or even primarily non-physical ways—which 
I think is the true strength of permaculture. We are still stuck on 
techniques instead of strategies and on changing physical struc-
tures instead of focusing on the underlying patterns that create 
the physical structures. We are still trying to improve existence, 
not regenerate an entirely new pattern. How often do we really 
welcome every problem as a solution or believe that the limit to 
yield is in our minds?
 Systems thinker Donella Meadows pointed out in her now 
classic piece Leverage Points the most effective place to inter-

We are still stuck on... 
changing physical 
structures instead of 
focusing on the underlying 
patterns that create [them].

vene in any system is in shifting or continuing to shift paradigm 
– the basis, perspective, pattern, or worldview that organizes 
the system. While permaculture dose in fact help to work in the 
physical world in ways to ‘meet human needs while preserving 
ecosystem health,’ this is not enough. Without changing our 
human paradigm about the living world and our role in it, these 
physical changes will be short lived. Following the workings of 
nature is most effective as a paradigm-changing approach that 
results in innovative approaches to all of life’s problems. 
 Three questions have been helpful in clarifying permaculture 

for me. The first question revisits the roots; the second, the trunk 
of today; while the third addresses the branching ways into the 
future:

 What would Fukuoka do? 
 What has been the most effective permaculture design? 
 What is regeneration?

    As the Grandfather and bedrock of the worldview permac-
ulture springs from, this first question “What Would Fukuoka 
Do?” elegantly defines the core and boundaries of permacul-
ture for me. To readers of Masanobu Fukuoka’s seminal book 
The One Straw Revolution, the answer is simple if humorous: 
Nothing. This is reflected early in every Permaculture Design 
Course in the discussion of Needs and Products where lack of 
any element’s needs being provided by the system is highlighted 
as the cause of work. The aim of all permaculture design is to 
eliminate work. Why then is so much of the literature, courses, 
and materials around permaculture dominated by techniques and 
ways of doing? Shouldn’t it all be about strategies and mindsets 

Keith Johnson works with students during a demonstration in 
the spring 2016 Permaculture Design Course. Photo by Rhonda 
Baird.
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have touched has done over the past 30-plus years. It is not the 
physical design of a site or a physical system or structure, but 
it fulfills all of the principles. It is the design of an intervention 
that redirects the trajectory of the preexisting forces of people’s 
minds and lives. It is the source of all the good we have wrought 
in the world. 

Two weeks is a small intervention for the yields from 
changing the direction of thousands of people’s lives worldwide. 

It stacks functions by teaching needed skills while illustrating 
universal patterns, shifting our paradigms, and providing es-
sential education in multiple ways. The yields and potential for 
creating change are obviously unlimited. The students who show 
up are the favorable niches for concentrated time and knowl-
edge, and each class builds on previous successes and is refined 
by the learnings from mistakes.

My intention is neither to laud the PDC nor create debates 
around its relative merits, but to shift our focus away from our 
beloved design projects and toward the true potential of this 
commonwealth we have inherited: designing systemic change 
interventions that shift our paradigms. Think of it as bashing our 
heads into the principles that mark permaculture’s boundaries 
so that we remember what is entrusted to our care and the depth 
and richness of its soils. 

Seeing our inheritance

 Patterns are the only way to see moving/growing living 
systems. This is why they are central to permaculture and is the 
same reason they are core to traditional tracking, wild-crafting, 
and navigation. They allow us to see where things are going and 
the opportunities for small changes that will have large long-
term effects. Small interventions that redirect trajectories are 
highly effective. It is, in fact, what formed the solar system and 
our genetics.
 Designing better water systems or agricultural or economic 
or governance systems is far less effective than creating the 
worldviews that will create, maintain, and evolve such systems 
in an ever-changing world. This is why Einstein famously said 
that problems cannot be solved with the same level of think-
ing that created them and why Donella Meadows pointed out 
that the most effective place to work on shifting systems is by 
changing paradigms—and, even better, developing the ability to 
continuously change or regenerate our paradigm.
 This is what Bill did. He planted seeds in our minds that 
have borne fruit in many delicious ways. As inheritors of this 
commonwealth, how do we cultivate this garden of conscious-
ness so that it yields the more beautiful world we all know is 

It is the source of all 
the good we have 
wrought in the world.

to eliminate the need for doing?
    Fukuoka  did of course popularize the techniques of mulching 
and planting seed balls (seeds rolled in balls of clay), but these 
were part of an approach that grew from using a different mind, 
of asking different questions—not what can I do, but what can 
I stop doing or not do in the first place? By carefully observing 
the patterns of forces already at play, he found the small changes 
that would redirect these forces in a way that produced rice, bar-
ley, vegetables, and fruit, and cultivated the human farming cul-
ture. To my understanding, permaculture begins with observing 
and mapping the interacting forces at play—so that we can find 
that least change that will re-orient those forces into patterns that 
manifest a healthier living system.
    This is the core of permaculture; not designing landscapes or 
anything as in most design traditions, but discerning the small 
changes to existing processes for different results or effects. It 
is not about reorganizing the pieces, but reordering the system 
to another level. This is why we begin by observing the forces 
at play. We can see… not how to shoehorn in what we want, but 
to find the tiny tweaks that will help a regenerated community 
emerge. These ways of thinking are outlined in the principles.

Principled actions

    Although the ethics of Care for Earth, Care for People, and 
Limits to Growth have often been used to define permaculture 
practice and practitioners, it is the principles that give us specific 
direction for action and for determining the boundaries of per-
maculture in answer to the question: “What has been the most 
effective permaculture design?”
    Here are the six essential permaculture principles from Bill 
Mollison (note unlike Holmgren’s design principles, they are 
all focused on shifting how we think and see—not on how to 
design sites): 

• Least Change for the Greatest Effect
• Stacking Functions; multiple benefits from each element 

or action
• Redundancy; each essential need provided in multiple 

ways
• The Problem is the Solution; seeing potential not problems
• Yield is Unlimited; or limited only by our minds
• Concentrate Resources in Favorable Niches, build on suc-

cesses and learn from mistakes

Using these principles to define what is at the heart of 
permaculture gave me a way to answer the question, “What has 
been the most effective permaculture design ever?” And its ac-
companying questions: What least change has had the greatest 
effect, turned problems into solutions and provided multiple ben-
efits, and essential needs in multiple ways, with unlimited yields, 
by concentrating resources in favorable niches and building 
on successes and learning from mistakes? What single design 
resulted in the most trees planted, the most food grown, soils 
enriched, water harvested, most people fed and housed, educated 
and inspired, and changed the most land and most lives? 

The answer of course is the Permaculture Design Course 
or PDC. It is what got all of us doing this work and is the origin 
of everything the permaculture community and everyone we 
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possible? How do we learn to track the patterns of thought and 
find the favorable niches to plant these seeds of change? 
 “Regeneration” has become a popular buzzword, and 
regenerative design is often used as a synonym for permacul-
ture design. In the Designer’s Manual, Mollison writes about 
“Degenerative, Generative, and Regenerative Investments” 
in a simplified way (1). He says that anything that falls apart 
is degenerative (buildings, machines…). Anything that falls 
apart, but that can be used to build or repair things is generative 
(tools or instruments of all sorts). Anything that replaces itself 
is regenerative. This seems simple enough, but isn’t replacing 
oneself the creation of generations? Wouldn’t that be generative 
rather than regenerative? In an ever-changing world, any spe-
cies or ecosystem that simply replaced itself without evolving 
to meet changing circumstances would continually fall behind. 
Only if species, businesses, ecosystems, lineages, and societies 
continually evolve can they even hope to stay in place in a mov-
ing world. They have to regenerate.

 In a recent class, we used a thought experiment to better 
understand regeneration:

- First we asked what would define a business as financially 
sustainable? The obvious answer is when expenses equal 
earnings, when cash flow is balanced. 

- But what if the business is in debt? Is it still sustainable 
when income matches expenses? Of course not. While 
incurring debt, the business is being degenerative. Until it 
has gotten out of this financial hole, it is not sustainable. It 
only becomes financially sustainable when debts have been 
retired and the business has restored its financial stability. 
The same would be true for ecological sustainability and 
debts—climbing out of them is restoration.

- Few people create businesses simply to pay their expenses 
or retire debt however. This would be like treading water. 
The idea is to get beyond sustainability and to make a profit, 
to increase value. They want to generate an income above 
and beyond paying off debt. Generating profit moves the 
business from being financially sustainable to being genera-
tive.

- Okay. We asked: at what point does making a profit move 
from being generative to being regenerative? 25%, 50%, 
100% profit? 1,000% profit? We realized that there is no 
amount of profit generation that moves a business from gen-
erative to regenerative. Unlike sustainability, regeneration 
is a change in orders, not in quantity or amount. 

 Electric lighting did not arise from continuously improving 
candles. It was a change in orders. Flowering plants with sweet 
fruits and their associated pollinators and seed spreaders created 
entirely different realities than existed before this innovation. 
When dentistry moved from simply fixing cavities and pulling 
teeth to focusing on dental hygiene and health, the field shifted 
levels and delivered an entirely different order of value. Fu-
kuoka’s redefinition of agriculture as an opportunity for growing 
people rather than producing food began its regeneration. The 
shift from raising cows to becoming grass farmers or soil grow-
ers did the same for ranching. Understanding education as being 
a process of learning to question and think is not the same as 
seeing it as being about memorizing facts.
 Growing ourselves out of ecological debt by restoring soils, 
watersheds, and plant and animal communities, and drawing 
down atmospheric carbon is essential if we ever hope to be 
sustainable. Generating a surplus of all these goods is essential 
to continuing to grow this commonwealth. Reimagining agri-
culture, forestry, and every other human industry and endeavor 
as instruments in this restoration would be regenerative—for 
ourselves and for the rest of our living community. 
 To my mind, this is the work of permaculture and the mean-
ing of regenerative design and why they captured my imagina-
tion. This is the commonwealth we hold and are held by. It is 
how we count on one another to continuously return to the well 
and regenerate. Seeing permaculture as shifting our paradigms 
and supporting our learning to design systemic change interven-
tions would regenerate it, society, and this beautiful living planet 
we love—not as the strict way we focus on designing physical 
systems to provide for human needs while improving ecosys-
tem health. This deeper understanding is true to permaculture’s 
roots, core, and boundaries.
 I hope this article has been like a cool burn in the forest of 
your mind, burning out the old, dead wood of assumptions and 
rigid opinions and setting the stage for the emergence of a tender 
but powerful regenerated growth of this commonwealth and its 
potential. I hope for an emergent understanding that honors all 
of those who have created and tended it so well for so long and 
that maintains it for all those who will come after us.   ∆

Joel Glanzberg is a long-time pattern-reader-designer working 
through Permaculture, Tracking, and Living Systems think-
ing. Co-founder of Flowering Tree Permaculture in 1986 and 
Regenesis Group in 1996, his work can be seen in Gaia’s Garden 
and the websites patternmind.org and regenesisgroup.com and 
thetrackingproject.org. He lives with his family in an agricul-
tural valley in Northern New Mexico.
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Tools for Commons
Community Food Forestry Initiative
Mario Yanez

AT THE INSISTENCE OF A GOOD FRIEND, 
I started attending the Partners in Community 
Forestry conferences a few years back, where 

over 500 people (planners, urban foresters, arborists, 
parks people, environmental policymakers, municipal 
leaders, researchers, educators, advocates, activists, 
and enthusiasts) congregate. It quickly became appar-
ent that there are multiple, potentially synergistic ways 
to connect with this allied movement and that permac-
ulture had some innovative approaches to offer. 

Urban forestry as a movement has been around 
for over a century in North America and is organized 
around the care and management of tree populations 
in urban settings and advocates for the role of trees as 
an integral part of the urban infrastructure. I attended 
countless panels, presentations, tours, discussions, 
many of which highlighted the challenges facing our urban for-
ests today. Thoughtless and rapid re/development in our commu-
nities, coupled with global weirding (disease outbreaks, extreme 
weather events, etc.), is largely responsible for canopy loss. At 
the root of this challenge, is public apathy or indifference around 
our urban forests.

In many of the informal conversations I participated in 
with folks running the conference and many of the lead orga-
nizations, I kept asking, “Why not food? Why not urban food 
forests?” The responses were varied, but it got people thinking. 
So much so, that last November the term “food forests” made it 
into the USDA National Urban and Community Forestry grant 
guidelines. Our non-profit, Earth Learning, felt compelled to 
apply. We were one of four organizations funded nationwide, the 
other three were universities. What are the odds? Funders are 
DESPERATE for solutions that are innovative and sensible, that 
leverage limited resources, that can solve multiple challenges, 
and that might actually work. Sound familiar?

The proposal

The following are some excerpts from the grant proposal:

The Community Food Forestry Initiative (CFFI) takes 
a unique and innovative approach to address the chal-
lenge of urban and community tree canopy loss due to re/
development by providing planners, developers, policy-
makers, designers and practitioners a comprehensive 
set of resources that integrate food-producing trees and 
plants into the urban landscape. In addition, CFFI will 
help raise public and professional awareness around the 
issue of using urban places to grow food.

This is the argument we made: 

Development and redevelopment (re/development) is 
happening at an unprecedented rate and more often 
than not, established trees and forests are pushed out 
in favor of more buildings. Through this Innovation 
Grant proposal, CFFI offers a unique way forward 
that makes urban forests indispensable amenities in the 
urban landscape. We will accomplish this in several 
ways: 1) by suggesting forests that are comprised of 
food-producing plants; 2) by demonstrating ways to 
integrate these tightly into a wide variety of interventions 
in public and civic spaces; and 3) by creating easily 
accessible resources and tools that anyone, but 
particularly practitioners, planners, developers, etc. can 
use to implement these food forests into re/development 
projects. 

I-tree Suite of Products

Landscape: Regional analyses of tree benefits in minutes for 
cities, counties, and more.
Design: Parcel level analysis for current and future tree 
benefits.
Eco: Our flagship i-Tree tool produces structure, environ-
mental effects, & value.
Hydro: Explore the effects of tree canopy on water quantity 
and quality.
Canopy: Quickly estimate tree canopy and benefits using 
aerial maps.

Figure 1. Context-based design from rural to urban core. 
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graphical representations and guidelines that communicate to 
users a relative placement of plants based on type, shape, size, 
function, and other qualities. The templates will not be specific 
to any region or species; this will come later. (See Figurre 2.)

Plant Index: Our initiative is working closely with Eric 
Toensmeier, through the Apios Institute, to produce a permacul-

ture plant index. The index is organized by climatic region and 
cross-listed with all the certain values. Values are used to apply 
the rules generated from the code and to filter it against the 
template in order to generate a list of appropriate permaculture 
plants for any given situation. More in a moment about how the 
tools will accomplish this. (See Table 1.)

Knowledge base: Foodscape Designs will create a wiki-style 
knowledge base of multiple, related PDF documents and other 
multimedia files for each of the plants in the index. Users will 
have access, and ability to add, to thousands of entries that in-
form on the characteristics, needs, uses, culture, yields and other 
info for each species. (See Image 3)

Polyculture generation algorithm: Foodscape Designs will 
also develop an algorithm to allow users to choose appropriate 
plants for each situation which fulfill particular roles within the 
planting. The user chooses a template, enters their transect type 
and zip code, and prioritizes one level of planting from template 
to anchor design (i.e., canopy, groundcover, shrub, vine). The 
algorithm then generates a list of suitable possibilities for that 
anchor species. From there, it’s easy enough to generate multiple 
polyculture planting scenarios that fit that template and context. 

Integration with i-tree: Another member of our team is 
Davey Tree, one of the oldest urban forestry companies. The 
have created a suite of applications for a wide range of audienc-
es known as i-tree, which produces species-specific estimates of 
urban tree benefits. Once Davey integrates the index of permac-
ulture plants into its suite of applications, its large community of 
users will instantly have access to thousands of edible and useful 
plants.

Users will be able to communicate the value of productive 
trees/plants; they will have a more comprehensive value of 
edible/useful species guiding their planning, management, and 
plant choices. (see sidebar on p. 27)

Multi-level indicators: Foodscape Designs will develop a set 

By dedicating our public and civic spaces to trees and 
plants that produce food, we are adding yet another 
public health benefit to urban and community forests. 
Many of our communities around the country suffer from 
diet-related challenges and food insecurity. Our ap-
proach creates fairly simple techniques for creating food 
production capacity, where it’s needed most. Also, the 
food forest plantings mimic ecosystems and are based 
mainly on the use of perennial plants and materials that 
are selected for their ability to meet each other’s needs; 
such as mulch, nitrogen, ground cover, etc. Using this 
method, these plantings are resilient and extremely low 
maintenance and are quite resistant to extreme weather 
events. Furthermore, although the research in fields such 
as carbon farming is still pending, these plantings, if 
well designed and managed more intensely, have proven 
to sequester much more carbon into the soil, per square 
inch, than native trees and old growth forests.

I present this summary of the project to demonstrate how it’s 
really not difficult to make these arguments; our practice, field, 
and movement have so much to offer in addressing seemingly 
complex, insurmountable challenges. We are trained in systems 
thinking: we design multi-functional, comprehensive solutions.

The initiative

CFFI, when released, will offer users a suite of integrated 
tools and resources that will enable them to integrate food-based 
plantings into almost any situation. Our goal was to make it 
ridiculously easy for anyone faced with choices of what to do 
with a median, traffic circle, town square, or streetscape to plant 
edible/useful perennials (permaculture plants), by providing 
these tools:

• Universal municipal code module
• Polyculture design templates
• Permaculture plant index and knowledge base (wiki) for 

the US
• Polyculture generation algorithm
• Integration with i-tree, a popular urban forestry tool
• Multi-level indicators

Code module: Municipalities throughout the US adopt all 
types of codes for certain aspects of the built environment, in-
cluding what can be planted in more restrictive settings such as 
right-of-ways, medians, shoulders on highways and streetscapes; 
civic spaces, such as parks and schools, are much less restric-
tive. We are working with DPZ Partners, a global town planning 
firm, to develop a universal code that can be adopted by munici-
palities everywhere to allow the use of permaculture plants that 
are appropriate for each type of planting depending on its urban 
context. DPZ uses what is called a transect, a context-based de-
sign tool that distinguishes what is appropriate in each context, 
from wild lands/rural to dense urban core. (See Figure 1, p. 27)

Polyculture design templates: Another project partner, 
Foodscape Designs, is developing what is essentially a patterned 
language for select types of public spaces. Our goal is to docu-
ment all the possible ways to integrate permaculture plants using 

Figure 2. Polyculture design templates inform plant placement. 
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spaces in the Bronx in New York City and another in Miami. 
These two are funded, but hopefully these will be the first of 
many such plantings. This may be an opportune moment to 
begin a North American network of similar projects, much like 
Permaculture Association of Britain does with their L.A.N.D. 
project. Either way, we are looking to partner with groups in 
municipalities across the country to assist them in securing 
funds, getting approval, and supporting them in creating demon-
stration projects of their own.

Get involved…

As soon as some of tools above are far enough along, we 
envision inviting the permaculture community to engage in a 
collective and participatory design process. Many of you will 
be able to add to the permaculture plant index or add entries to 
the knowledge base. We will likely launch a design competition 
with a prize for the best polycultures for different urban contexts 
by region. We definitely plan on collaborating with many of you 
to seek funds for and implement demonstration projects in your 
communities.

You can see more details about the Community Food For-
estry Initiative at http://foodplaces.earth-learning.org. Please fol-
low our blog, The Understory (http://understory.earth-learning.
org), for updates on the Initiative as it unfolds.   ∆

Mario Yanez has dedicated his life’s work to envisioning and 
inspiring a transition toward life-sustaining, resilient human 
communities. He has a professional background in finance, 
information systems, and ecology. Mario has several decades 
of experience applying systems thinking in nonprofits, develop-
ing and funding cutting-edge programming. As a permaculture 
practitioner, he is applying design at various scales, imple-
menting regenerative productive landscapes, enterprises, and 
organizational and social systems. He is founding director of 
Earth Learning (earth-learning.org) and principal at Foodscape 
Designs (foodscapedesigns.com).

of multi-level indicators that will 
enable users to measure success at 
various levels—from the land-
scape to the individual plant. It 
will measure things like potential 
resistance and resilience, planting 
performance, as well as, appro-
priateness of planting. Users will 
be able to easily evaluate which 
components of their plantings 
may have synergistic effects, cre-
ate greater value, or require lower 
maintenance interventions. 

A platform for building 
bridges

Our world cannot afford for 
permaculture to be a best-kept se-
cret. As a community of practitio-
ners, we have the entire Western 
world to redesign, 
and we can’t do it 
alone. I personally 
feel a sense of urgen-
cy to connect others 
outside our move-
ment and share what 
we have to offer. In 
many ways, this is as 
much about building 
bridges as it is about 
spreading abun-
dance-based models 
or growing resilience 
in our communities. 
To this end, the grant 
will kick off a cam-
paign to disseminate 
tools and resources, 
as well as support 
people in how to 
utilize them and exponentially grow the field/practice of urban 
food forestry.

Once complete, all the tools and resources will be available 
through an online portal. The portal will be a platform for com-
munities of interest to form, converge, and share. 

Training and technical assistance on the tools and resources 
will be provided via the portal. We will produce videos and 
webinars online; continue attending conferences and gatherings 
of allied movements and professions to disseminate our work; 
and launch a professional training series. Beyond that, together 
with DPZ, we plan to publish our results (theory, practice, case 
studies) in Agrarian Urbanism 2.0 (working title). 

Projects on the ground

As part of this initiative, we will have at least two demon-
stration projects on the ground, one set of plantings in public 

Form **→
Climate Type*↓

Medium 
Canopy Tree

Bunching 
Grass

Low Shrub/Herb Groundcover

Tropical/Subtropical carambola 
(star fruit)

lemongrass perennial kales & 
collards

Okinawa 
spinach

Mediterranean almond fountain 
grass

rosemary Profusion sorrel

Warm Temperate pistachio vetiver Illinois bundle-
flower

chufa

Cold Temperate apricot reed canary 
grass

perennial flax groundnut

*Climate types include Tropical, Tropical Highlands, Subtropical, Mediterranean, 
Warm Temperate, Cold Temperate, and Boreal. They can be further nuanced by how 
wet they are: humid, semi-arid, arid.
** Forms would include a more expanded list of forms. 

Table 1. CFFI will generate a list of appropriate plants for any given situation.

Image 3. 
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CLIMATE CHANGE LOOMS before us as an existential 
threat dwarfing by several orders of magnitude the 
change of government recently enacted by an enfeebled 

political system in the US. Stable climate has given rise to 
agriculture and human civilization, and the climate, along with 
the atmosphere, oceans, and biosphere that together regulate it, 
are the greatest global commons—one we must protect at all 
costs.
 As concerned citizens of the world, and as permaculture 
designers, we are obliged to think systematically about the 
problems we face, the resources we can bring to bear on them, 
and the outcomes we seek. To begin a conversation on strategic 
objectives, I propose an inverted variation of the familiar SWOT 
analysis: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. We 
will find it much more clarifying to put Threats first, as these are 
daunting, and to take the sequence in reverse.
 The Threats are to world peace, contemporary civilization, 
and the health and well being of the human population. Also 
under threat are most forms of higher life on the planet, along 
with the ecosystems that sustain them. The deep cause is human 
activity, both its extent and its nature. The proximate cause 
is massive disruption of the climate, rising sea levels, and 
consequent displacement of human and other populations.

 The Threats take three specific forms, which I will discuss 
below, and a fourth is implied.

1. Extreme climate events are increasing in frequency and 
intensity.
 Anthropogenic heating of the globe is underway, initiated 
7,000 years ago during the expansion of agriculture by early 
Eurasian civilizations and massively accelerated during the 
industrial era (1). Fire, drought, and crop failures in Russia; 
record temperatures of 129°F (54°C) in Pakistan followed by 
immense flooding; fires alternating with biblical-scale floods in 

We are just now 
experiencing 
the climate effects 
of the 80s....

Tough Thinking for Urgent Action
Climate Cooling Front and Center
Peter Bane

the Amazon; the Western Hemisphere’s largest city, São Paolo, 
running out of water for 23 million—these are markers on the 
road to a world we can scarcely imagine and may not survive.
 The period during which all of agriculture and civilization 
arose is a short interval in the much longer but still geologically 
insignificant lifespan of Homo hubris/sapiens. What few realize 
is that the past 10,000 years offered temperate and stable climate 
conditions suitable for the cultivation of crops on a large scale 
and that most of the previous three million years did not. Our 
agriculture is an artifact of our climate, and without it is likely to 
fail. Plants may be engineered to resist pesticides, but there is no 
genetic memory to resist 122°F/50°C temperatures.
 Wild fires, drought, flooding, massive storms, the dislocation 
of pollinators, and other phenology compound the degradation 
of soils to threaten widespread crop failures. In 2012, 63% of 
US counties reached levels of extreme drought by the end of 
the growing season, leading to a dramatic fall in yields. If this 
repeats at five-year intervals, famine will spread. Drought has 
already affected dozens of countries in Africa and Asia, and 
compounded by run-of-the-mill political ineptitude, led directly 
to the collapse of a relatively modern society in Syria. While 
the US media audience sat mesmerized by the rantings of a 
demagogue during the past year, a billion tons of carbon from 
dried and burning peat bogs went into the atmosphere across 
Indonesia where more than 200 million people were barely able 
to see through the smoke (2).
 Global heating is also leading to a rise in sea level that 

The view from a rusty oil pipeline—the links between extractive 
fossil fuel, our economy, our ecosystems, and climate change 
are complex and require clear understandings. Photo CC0 via 
pixabay.
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threatens the half of humanity living within 50 miles of the 
ocean. Dislocations are certain to spread as the trickle of 
refugees we see today becomes a flood.

2. The climate system has momentum that makes action urgent 
in this decade.
 Ice core data show that the climate can switch directions 
abruptly, and that despite its apparent robustness, may be 
vulnerable to rapid change from forcing or positive feedback 
loops such as methane releases from melting permafrost, Arctic 
warming due to reduced snow and sea ice cover (lower albedo), 
and loss of vegetative cover in semi-arid regions. Much of the 
political questioning about climate change has festered during 
a period when the oceans have been absorbing both carbon 
dioxide and much of the heat load imposed by human activity. 
At some point, which we cannot predict, but which might 

happen soon, this will reverse, and the curve of heating may 
accelerate further. The rate of carbon dioxide additions to the 
atmosphere is increasing year after year, and biosystems are 
being degraded. Ecological footprint measurements suggest that 
humanity is overdrawing natural capital by at least 50% each 
year with no suggestion that this will reverse (3). This clearly 
cannot continue as the underlying life systems 
will drop below critical thresholds in extent and 
vitality, leading directly to rapid collapse. A 
critical test, which we should not like to witness, 
will be the conversion of the Amazon basin from 
a carbon sink (where CO2 is being absorbed 
at greater rates than released) to a carbon 
source (from fires and desiccation). Ironically, 
widespread fires may be followed (or preceded) 
by unprecedented flooding as occurred in Acre 
state in Brazil in 2012 and 2015 (4). The scale of 
ecological disruption is increasing.

3. The human response has been achingly slow, 
and on its present course will remain inadequate 
for many decades.
 Carbon dioxide emissions (along with 
methane and other “minor” greenhouse gases) 
have been targeted as the driver of global 
heating, yet we have not succeeded in reducing 
their output globally nor for any major portion of 
the world for more than a few quarters or years 

...we must think differently 
about the situation, 
and we must do so 
with urgent clarity...

associated with severe economic retrenchment. Russia reduced 
CO2  output after the Soviet Union collapsed (5). The US 
reduced emissions during 2009 and for a short time afterward as 
deep recession set in (6). The pressures to continue using fossil 
fuels are immense, and the conversion to renewable energies, 
while accelerating, is decades from reaching critical mass.
 Worse, even if carbon dioxide emissions were to end 
tomorrow, the planet would continue to warm from effects not 
yet registered by the climate system, and to do so for about 
30 more years (7). We are just now experiencing the climate 
heating effects of the 80s, before a full quarter of the fossil fuel 
ever used by humans was released (1990-2010; thank you very 
much Messrs. Bush and Clinton!) (8).

3a. We do not have time for an orderly (business-as-usual) 
retreat from the Growth Economy, so technological “fixes” will 
be advanced as climate shocks hit hard.
 While hidden in plain sight now, when the implications of 
the first three threats are made undeniable by events, this threat 
will emerge as the first three synergize: technocrats and the 
usual cast of elite terrorists will openly promote geoengineering. 
When simultaneous climate-linked crises converge, and the 
public’s fear is aroused, various techno-fixes will be cooked 
up, and a drumbeat of demands for technological salvation 
will overwhelm reasonable voices. This cannot have a good 
outcome. Think quack medicine on a planetary scale.
 The conclusion from the Threats we face is that we must 
think differently about the situation, and we must do so with 
urgent clarity, because these Threats undermine the human 
future. They certainly hold the prospect of famine and social 
collapse. The latter will make any kind of orderly response 
to climate change very difficult. You can be sure that nothing 
proactive or positive for the environment or society is going 
on in Syria today. The problems of Syria will metastasize if the 

The Keeling Curve shows seasonal fluctuations in atmospheric CO2 at Mauna 
Loa from 1958-2016. By ZTPrime (Own work) [CC BY-SA 4.0 (http://creative-
commons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)], via Wikimedia Commons from Wikimedia 
Commons
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climate system is not healed. 
 We can also conclude that a different approach than the 
reduction of carbon emissions must be found and undertaken 
with all deliberate speed. This is not to say that we should not 
reduce emissions. There are good reasons enough to continue 
working on that problem, but we must leap over what is now a 
roadblock in our thinking to get at what might forestall extreme 
climate events, runaway change in the climate system, and 
geoengineering as a maniacal last gasp of self-destruction by 
Homo economicus. 
 This points us toward Opportunities.

4. Climate negotiators have accepted a new paradigm.
 The Paris Agreement (Conference of the Parties or COP-21) 
introduced three simple words, backed by 193 governments: 
Net Zero Emissions. This means that the parties, virtually all 
of the world’s governments, agree to set goals that converge on 
eliminating the annual net release of CO2  and other greenhouse 
gases by their societies. “Net” means that carbon drawdown is 
now on the table, along with emissions reductions. Though the 
nominal targets and the mechanisms of CO2  reduction are too 
little and too slow (for reasons we examined in #3 above), we 
have turned the corner in our thinking (9).
 Charles Keeling’s famous rising sawtooth graph of CO2 
levels in the atmosphere (from which we get the 350.org 
campaign, and the current levels of 400 ppm, etc.) were 
generated from readings high atop Mauna Loa in the Pacific. 
They show annual increases of CO2 of about 7 ppm each 
November, and annual decreases of about 5 ppm each May (10). 

Guess what! The large vegetated landmasses of the Northern 
Hemisphere (the Southern Hemisphere is mostly ocean) draw 
down carbon by photosynthesis during the spring and summer, 
and this drawdown exceeds the ongoing rate of emissions by 
human activity for the period of green growth. Winter brings 
a ratcheting up of CO2 as vegetation decays, industrial carbon 
releases accelerate with heating loads, and total photosynthesis 
wanes, limited to the much smaller land masses of South 
America, southern Africa, and Australia.
 A major opportunity exists to draw down carbon by 
extending the area and longevity of green growth across the 
planet. Furthermore, the world’s governments have agreed 
that this is part of their covenant with each other, and that such 
efforts will be advanced and supported.

5. Land degradation is far advanced on historic timescales, and 
must be dramatically reversed to ensure supplies of food and 
water, and to prevent fire and flood. This is our invitation to cool 
the climate simultaneously.
 Land repair can happen quickly and affordably if the right 
thinking is put to work in the right places, and it offers huge 
benefits. Many small actions can have a broadscale effect on 
regional economies, hydrology, and cumulatively on the climate 
system.
 The regeneration of biosystems will result in accelerated 
sequestering of carbon from the atmosphere into soils and 
vegetation where it will have forcing effects on water storage 
capacity, buffering of rainfall extremes, soil fertility (and thus 
human nutrition), and net agricultural and forest productivity. 
The process should also directly address unemployment by 
creating millions of jobs. At a deeper level, it is likely to reduce 
conflict and mental illness, while increasing physical and 
emotional health among human populations as people are put to 
paid and meaningful work in nature.
 Some 8 billion ha (20 billion acres) of forests grew up in 
the wake of retreating glaciers within the last 13,000 years, 
along with 5 billion ha (12.5 billion acres) of grasslands. These 
have been degraded by human activities to about 3 billion ha 
(7.5 billion) of forests, of which about half are primary and 
the rest poorer regrowth, 5 billion ha of agricultural lands of 
low primary productivity and impoverished soils, and 5 billion 
ha of man-made deserts (11). (For perspective, the area of the 
continental US is about 2 billion ha or 5 billion acres.) The 
crisis/opportunity is widespread and massive. Agriculture and 
urbanization are contributing to drying of the land (through 
artificial drainage and careless practices) on a scale that 

Griffith Observatory, overlooking Los Angeles, was a Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) project, begun in 1933. As a re-
sult of depressed prices for building materials during the Great 
Depression, the Observatory incorporated some of the finest 
materials of the day for the interior walls, floors, and finishes. 
Like many other projects of the CCC and WPA, Griffith Obser-
vatory continues to be visited and enjoyed by over a million 
people every year. Visit livingnewdeal.org to learn about more 
public works projects of the New Deal era. By Matthew Field 
(Own work) [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html), 
CC-BY-SA-3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/) 
or CC BY 2.5 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5)], via 
Wikimedia Commons from Wikimedia Commons

Some 8 billion ha 
(20 billion acres) of forests 
grew up in the wake 
of retreating glaciers....
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significantly impacts sea level rise. Water is increasingly in short 
supply.
 Needed for its own sake and for its many immediate, local, 
and practical effects, biosystems regeneration is the one great 
economic sector able to sustain growth in the coming decades 
as it does not depend on dwindling resources. By mobilizing 
under- and un-employed workers applying minimal toolkits and 
tiny amounts of fossil fuel for some machinery to deploy locally 
available resources of wood, stone, earth, and brush, land repair 
can catalyze and support local economic renewal around the 
world (12).

6. Large-scale funding is being mobilized for investments in 
climate mitigation.
 While the big numbers thrown around during the 
Copenhagen climate talks in 2009 were not substantiated, a 
quieter move is now underway, growing out of the COP-22 
discussion just concluded in Marrakech, Morocco. Funds on the 

order of $10 billion per year are being lined up for distribution 
through the Green Climate Fund and the Global Environmental 
Facility, both UN-associated agencies operating under the 
climate and biosphere regulatory agreements that began to 
emerge in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. While these mechanisms are 
imperfect, they have the backing of large numbers of countries, 
including the British Commonwealth and much of the EU.
 The Net Zero Emissions provision of the Paris Agreement 
came forward with the strong support of the Commonwealth 
countries (53 nations) and France, which hosted the talks. This 
group’s representatives are now actively seeking consultation 
and guidance from experienced permaculture designers (13). 
It is a valuable door, now opened, to direct funding toward 
biosystems regeneration with the express aim of locking up and 
drawing down carbon. It will have the effect of fostering market 
pricing of carbon, which will in turn make funds available for 
such initiatives as carbon farming, forest conservation, and land 
repair.
 In addition, private capital is moving toward climate 
mitigation in the form of social investments and profit-oriented 
projects with positive climate spinoffs.
 Though the Threats are grave, new thinking has emerged to 
enable new and widely distributed action. However, the focus 
remains directed at carbon targets, with their very slow response 
time (in human terms and in terms of the climate urgency). 

Restoring water cycles 
requires deepening soils, 
the growth of forests and 
shelterbelts...

 Our Weaknesses should give us pause, as we contemplate 
how to apply ourselves to the dilemmas created by these Threats 
and Opportunities.

7. Atmospheric carbon reduction is needed, not merely reduced 
emissions, but more urgent still is mitigation of extreme climate 
events. A more complete paradigm of environmental stewardship 
and action is required.
 Despite ample evidence that global warming is leading to 
weather-related economic disasters with downstream effects 
that are destabilizing societies, and in the face of numerous 
careful studies, computer simulations, and a consensus of 
scientific opinion that the second half of the 21st century will be 
fraught with enormous problems, governments and the public 
have remained fixed on carbon emissions reductions (whether 
in favor or opposed)—and now have just begun to admit that 
carbon drawdown can help. They fail to see that the dangers 
lie in extreme events, whether these are single massive storms 
such as Typhoon Haiyan in the Philippines in 2013, Superstorm 
Sandy in New York in 2012, or Hurricane Katrina on the US 
Gulf Coast in 2005; seasonal or prolonged droughts (Russia, 
the Middle East, the Sahel); vast recurring fires as occur in SE 
Asia, Australia, and the Amazon; or recent catastrophic floods 
(Pakistan, Bangladesh, Australia). This comes from a hubris 
borne of technological power and inculcated over several 
generations.
 The grinding, disruptive force of nature cannot be stopped 
by nuclear weapons or fleets of warships, but only by millions 
of human hands and eyes, and by a new thinking that sees 
nature as our ally. Seawalls to protect coastal infrastructure 
are unaffordable outside a few globally critical ports, and will 
soon enough be breached if runaway heating proceeds without 
interruption. Cloud seeding, desalinization of seawater, and all 
the madcap schemes to divert distant rivers and lakes or to pump 
deeper aquifers cannot reverse drought generated by planetary 
climate conditions so long as the same thinking leading to the 
same behaviors that have created the problems continues.

Water is life. It all comes down to enhancing and working with 
the hydrological cycle and allying with life. Photo CC0 via 
pixabay.
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 As writers from Sir Albert Howard to J. Russell Smith to 
Aldo Leopold and Bill Mollison have eloquently argued, we 
need a new land ethic and a new agriculture. Our farming, 
forestry, and city building activities are destroying soil carbon, 
disrupting water cycles, and consuming forests in an endless 
downward spiral. The climate dislocations, which began 
with agriculture 7,000 years ago, are still tied closely to its 
propagation across ever-larger areas.
 The deadly dangers of flood, drought, and fire make 
headlines, but ongoing soil erosion, which is a precursor to 
all of these and threatens human survival no less, gets little 
attention. The lever for moving all these colossal problems lies 
in the landscape-level management of water to regulate and 
smooth the flow of runoff from farm, forest, and town lands. 
A vast array of micro-engineering works are needed to check 
flood flows, trap sediments, collect and hold biomass, and allow 
water to infiltrate to soil and water tables to ensure steady, year-
round soil moisture for critical revegetation with brush and 
trees. Big dams are nominally about flood control, but in reality 
are chiefly schemes to regulate river levels for shipping and to 
generate electricity. The flooding of valuable lowlands which 
they bring can scarcely be tolerated any longer in a world short 
of cropland. In any case, the answers begin to be found in the 
upper parts of catchments.
 Restoring water cycles requires deepening of soils, the 
growth of forests and shelterbelts, and extending and prolonging 
green growth on millions of barren and degraded acres of crop- 
and wasteland. This is work for millions of small teams and 
crews working in local communities everywhere.
 Of critical importance to global climate systems are local 
actions that restore forest cover continuously from coastlines 
to continental interiors. While the scientific community 
continues to test and challenge their findings, the work of two 
Russian scientists: Makarieva and Gorshkov, published in the 
last decade, persuasively argues that coastal forests create low 

pressure by transpiration, which draws in moisture-laden sea 
air (14). They have termed this effect ‘the biotic pump.’ This 
moisture is in turn passed along to the atmosphere and to more 
interior forests which continue to draw it in, down, and back 
up again. Addressing drought in continental interiors requires 
continuous bands of forested land to harvest, re-transpire, and 
seed the rain. 
 Precipitation over land is primarily a result of raindrop 
and snowflake nucleation around microbes produced in the 
stomata of tree leaves. Salts and ice crystals contribute as well, 
especially over the oceans and very cold regions, but we can 
influence the production of these critical microbial precipitation 
nuclei over land by planting and nurturing forests. Willie Smits 
has demonstrated this by restoring forest cover to degraded 
palm oil plantations in Borneo (15), while Stoy at the University 
of Montana has documented that the spread of cover and cash 
crops on land that formerly lay fallow in the Dakotas and 
adjacent territory in Canada has led to long-term increases in 
soil moisture and rainfall (16).
 If water is retained on land by building the soil-carbon 
sponge and restoring forests and grasslands, moisture can 
move gently up and down in place, reducing runoff peaks and 
cooling whole regions by increasing high-albedo cloud cover 
and regular precipitation. This in turn will mitigate the violent 

movement of large amounts of water from the sea toward the 
land, dangers that continue to mount in recent years with never-
before-seen “atmospheric rivers” (17) and unprecedented storms 
leading to tidal surges and widescale flooding.
 We will examine some of the tools needed for this work 
below.

8. Climate science, by emphasizing the effects of CO2, methane, 
and the minor greenhouse gases, has focused public attention on 
the wrong targets.
 Disingenuous arguments backed by corporate money and 
advanced by paid shills have muddied the water of climate 
science, but these openly fraudulent efforts have been partly 
enabled by a failure of scientific consensus to embrace a more 
complete paradigm. Faced with evidence of global warming, 
and pressed for answers by governments, scientists from the 
70s (18), later reified by prestigious research institutions (19), 

If business can quantify 
the costs of fossil fuels..., 
it can accommodate the 
needs of climate mitigation 
within a familiar 
market framework.

Bill Mollison. Permaculture systems solutions suggested by the 
design process are much the same whether we are trying to raise 
food, store carbon, or increase the rains. The slight differences 
are important, though. By Nicolas Boullosa [CC BY 2.0 (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
from Wikimedia Commons
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advanced the thesis that carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, 
acting as a greenhouse gas, forced global warming. The 
relatively minor but increasing contributions of greenhouse 
gases CO2, methane, halocarbons (CFCs, etc.), and nitrous 
oxides were understood to trigger slight increases in temperature 
which in turn led to increased capacity of the atmosphere to hold 
water vapor, itself the primary greenhouse gas. Water in three 
phases and in continuous circulation, was too complex to model 
in the 70s. It’s probably too complex to model via computer 
simulation today. It was also too complicated and expensive to 
monitor effectively, while the relatively rare gas CO2, which 
molecule for molecule has a greater effect than water vapor, was 
more uniformly distributed, and could from the right vantage 
point, be effectively tracked.
 Just as arguments raged for decades about whether human 
land use might contribute to carbon in the atmosphere, to be 

settled scientifically only in the last few years (3) and politically 
in the last 12 months, so the failure to acknowledge human 
impacts on water in the atmosphere has clouded the picture of 
global warming. Water vapor, through phase changes, the release 
of latent heat by evapotranspiration from plants and soils, by 
convection from the ground to the upper atmosphere, through 
cloud formation (with albedo or reflective effects on incoming 
solar radiation), and the ability or failure of ecosystems to 
condense precipitation nuclei have immense impacts on weather, 
climate, and global temperatures, to say nothing of water on the 
70% of Earth’s surface that is ocean, absorbing vast amounts 
of heat and distributing it around the planet. Humans have very 
much affected atmospheric moisture by the desiccating effects 
of our agriculture and urbanization, and more broadly by our 
degradation of ecosystems (draining wetlands, cutting forests).

9. We have failed to mobilize the whole of society in the titanic 
effort to restore balance to Earth’s climate and biosphere.
 The failure to consider adequately the 95% of planetary 
heat dynamics regulated by water, left the scientific consensus 
open to sniping criticisms. Carbon dioxide even at double 
current concentrations is in no way a dangerous pollutant 
threatening human health directly, and it may even improve 
plant photosynthesis under some circumstances. (Of course, 
global warming on its present course is a huge threat to human 
health and even survival.) Thus, the EPA’s stretch of its statutory 
authority under the Clean Air Act to regulate power plants 

has become a political football in part because the logic was 
limiting.
 If we wish to accelerate action on climate change, we need to 
engage the critics on viable common ground and argue the case 
on the strongest practical as well as scientific bases. If we can 
address climate skeptics with arguments that do not immediately 
present an existential threat to their interests, we are far likelier 
to gain support. If business can quantify the costs of using fossil 
fuels (as carbon offsets that will in fact draw down more than 
the CO2 released), it can accommodate the needs of climate 
mitigation within a familiar market framework. Scores of major 
corporations have already begun such planning, with estimated 
costs of carbon mitigation in the range of $62/ton (20). We 
need to be ready to provide those services in ways that actually 
address the Threats.
 Our Weaknesses, as so many things considered through the 
permaculture lens, also point to potential Strengths.

10. We have powerful, simple, and inexpensive solutions 
available to repair land, stop erosion, build soil, and regenerate 
water cycles, vegetation, and biodiversity.
 President Franklin Delano Roosevelt put millions to work 
through the Civilian Conservation Corps and the Works Progress 
Administration to repair landscapes and infrastructure across 
the US during the New Deal era of the 30s. Many of the earthen 
structures: swales, terraces, infiltration pits and ponds, as well as 
the bridges, culverts, forest trails, and more that these agencies 
built are still in place, working quietly to regulate stream flow 
and improve conditions for people and wildlife. More recently, 
the Slovak Republic undertook a pilot program of waterworks 
to similar purposes in 2010-11 (21). Modern documentation 
of that effort, with color photos, text, and web dissemination 
makes widely available a dizzying array of creative, low-cost 
solutions to flooding and erosion in agricultural, forested, 
and urban landscapes of that small central European country. 

Water retained can grow 
trees and crops instead 
of the budgets of 
drainage engineers and 
sewer contractors.

Industrial agriculture has been devestating to soils and the hy-
drological cycle in the 20th century. This no-till planting of corn 
into cover crop of barley is a step in the right direction. Wash-
ington County, Virginia. Photo by Jeff Vanuga, USDA NRCS. 
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These are national-scale examples within current and recent 
historical time. Smaller efforts are ongoing in a multitude of 
regions, unremarked but no less effective. Bill Mollison and 
Hugo Schiechtl have described many of the same techniques 
and methods as used in Slovakia in great detail, and have gone 
beyond the European context to address dryland and tropical 
regions (22). Permaculture designers have gathered traditional 
knowledge from East Lansing to Ethiopia about what works 
to repair damaged lands, restore water supplies, and improve 
agriculture.
 The demonstrated systems are effective (Slovak installations 
of 2010 withstood tremendous flooding pressures in 2011 and 
came through in good shape with obviously mitigating effects 
on local and downstream areas). They are also cheap, can be 
made in large measure with local materials, and often do not 
require machinery—although it can be helpful on large projects. 

Wood, stone, and bamboo structures, gabions and check dams, 
earthen dams, dikes, polders, balks, terraces, and contour 
ditches can be created quickly and without specialized tools 
or materials. They can endure for generations and so represent 
excellent investments. Water slows down and infiltrates into 
soils, and groundwater becomes available to sustain more 
plant growth for a longer time each season to promote better 
transpiration, cooling, cloud formation, and rainfall. Water 
retained can grow trees and crops instead of the budgets of 
drainage engineers and sewer contractors.
 Nor are microengineering works the only approach, though 
these are directly and progressively restorative in damaged 
lands, and once installed can work passively for decades 
where no agriculture is presently sustainable. Where farming 
is active, cover crops, zero-tillage implements, elimination of 
fallow, intensive rotational grazing, polycultures, and a suite 
of agroforestry techniques (silvopasture, alleycropping, and 
more) are available to improve yields and nutrition, build soil 
carbon, eliminate erosion, enhance profit, and support ecosystem 
services such as pollination, microclimate, and amenity.
 All these methods are proven and available, but are too little 
adopted because of institutional inertia, resistance by some 
corporate interests, and a lack of information by land managers.

11. Extensive grassroots networks are familiar with land repair 
tools and have the capacity to expand these practices rapidly by 
training teams of local workers.

This freedom to innovate, 
to solve problems, and 
to engage the world and 
other people... may be 
our greatest strength.

 The concepts behind restoration waterworks are simple, 
and the engineering required for success can be conveyed with 
simple models and diagrams. Initial oversight of crews can 
lead to team self-management within a short time. The diverse 
solutions implemented in the Slovak experience testify to the 
wisdom that there is no one right way—a thousand flowers may 
bloom, or a thousand check dams, each different, may leak and 
hold at the same time—and all contribute to the well-being of 
the land. Specialized skills such as the use of earth-moving 
machinery, chainsaws, and the careful laying of masonry, are 
either widely distributed or can be organized in most regions. 
The scale of work supports amateur efforts, which can be both 
varied and surprisingly capable.
 The knowledge of intensive rotational grazing, of the timing 
and installation of agroforestry systems, and the specialized 
equipment needed for zero-tillage cultivation of crops are also 
well developed and widespread at this point, though still not 
practiced by enough farmers. A key insight from the Holistic 
Management movement, inspired by Allan Savory, lies in the 
development of self-help cells or small groups of practitioners 
in a region who can provide mutual support and regular learning 
to each other based on empirical findings of greatest relevance 
(23).

Droughts are one consequence of climate change. We can 
continue in this way, or move toward reforestation, such as this 
image in Portugal (below). Both images CC0 via pixabay. 
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 Drawing on these grassroots networks to stimulate the 
spread of skills and practice is equivalent to the decentralization 
of operational decisions by the US and British forces during 
WWII. While the war effort as a whole was directed with 
great precision from headquarters locations and at the highest 
strategic level, the solving of logistical problems, which were 
immense, fell on GIs and officers in every imaginable situation 
on the ground. The ingenuity, resilience, and positive attitudes 
of soldiers, sailors, airmen, and support personnel made possible 
adaptive responses that were decisive as a whole.
 A similar urgency and reliance on the good sense and 
goodwill of ordinary people everywhere is now required to 
mobilize a full effort by humanity to secure its own survival.

12. The rich abundance of the fossil fuel era has enabled 
millions of ordinary people to learn new ways of thinking 
outside the box.
 Despite organized efforts over the past several decades to 
‘dumb-down’ school students, and the pernicious influence of 
mass media, relative well-being in many societies since WWII 
has fostered the growth of free-thinking about environmental 
issues, science, land-use practice, and the social systems that 
arise from decisions about them. This freedom to innovate, to 
solve problems, and to engage the world and other people about 
matters of shared concern may be our greatest strength.
 The open, democratic, and universal nature of permaculture 
design, both as a system of thought rooted in science and 
empiricism, and as a social movement without borders and with 
flat hierarchies, connects it to a vast array of parallel and allied 
movements for social and cultural betterment. It ensures the 
relatively free flow of information, accelerates learning, rewards 
useful innovation, and catalyzes internal motivations to organize 
untapped potentials within the human population. Learning, 
sharing, and working with others on matters of immediate and 
visceral concern go to the core of our humanity and our capacity 
for making culture.
 Centered in its concerns on food, nutrition, health, and 
the common property resources of the land, permaculture 
design and allied movements are part of a huge, and ultimately 
unstoppable movement for the transformation of culture. With 
strategic intervention and guidance at this point, humanity 
can limit the damage from climate change, begin immediately 
cooling the planet, and buy itself time to bring carbon levels in 
the atmosphere and carbon consumption in the economy down 
to safe levels.       ∆

Peter Bane is the author of The Permaculture Handbook: 
Garden Farming for Town and Country, President of the 
Permaculture Institute of North America, and is at work on 
a book about climate cooling. He spends most of his time in 
western Michigan. He will be co-leading a teacher training 
for permaculture graduates in March in Ann Arbor, and an 
advanced design studio in central Florida later that month.
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Tales from the Forest
Living with a Commons Legacy
Peter Light

WHAT USED TO BE CALLED “the commons” has 
always been important for my permaculture. But the 
commons no longer exists. The commons is a state of 

mind. Why do I say this?
 When I dropped out of the city and off the grid in 1967, I 
landed on 28 forested acres (11 ha) beyond roads and electric-
ity. A motley assortment of friends, acquaintances, and strang-
ers purchased the space. Soon I was scouting for a building 
location. I knew I wanted to be up the slope and away from the 
waterfront. The waterfront’s boat traffic and soon-to-be con-
centration of other housing sites didn’t appeal. I also wanted 
to be close to the creek flowing down just beyond the eastern 
property line. I hiked up the edge of the land, and right up at the 
corner, found the only, almost level spot I had encountered. It 
was also already somewhat of a clearing—I would only have to 
remove two small trees for my cabin and garden. It was the only 
possibility—close to perfect.
 I noted the three big notches on three big trees marking the 
NE corner of the acreage. The location I had chosen was 50’ 
(15 m) off the property. That seemed a small matter when I 
considered: my needs, the dictates of the topography, the trivial 
distance of the infraction, and the isolation of the spot I had 
chosen.  I went ahead and built my log cabin with cross-cut saw 
and axe for $150... on Crown land.
 A year later, a forestry officer discovered me. He had—

despite three days of rain—come to check on the smoke from 
the small fire of branches I was burning. A local bush pilot 
reported the smoke. The officer was alarmed, not by the fire, 
but by discovering that I had built on federal land. (I stopped 
disposing of “waste” that way soon after.) When his consterna-
tion infected me, he told me not to get upset. I could apply for 
and get a “Special Use Permit: Homesite Lease.” I obtained this 
permit—1/3 of an acre (0.1 ha) for $100 a year.
 It is sometimes easier to get forgiveness—and then 
permission—than to start by asking for permission!
 There were ten conditions of the lease that I needed to 

fulfill. All of them were obvious and easy. Yet, there had been 
no discussion with me before I was granted the lease. The time 
came to take down a few carefully chosen trees to give me 
enough sun to garden. It turned out that they were all growing 
not only off the property, but off my lease. They needed to go, 
so I cut them down anyway.
 I needn’t have worried at all; in the ten years I lived in 
Storm Bay, I was never monitored on any matter pertaining to 
my lease. I freely related to the Crown land around me as being 
equal to “the commons.”
 But I didn’t know that term then. Historically, what did “the 
commons” mean, and how has it almost ceased to exist? I think 
I first encountered the concept in a young friend’s grade ten high 
school textbook, in a section on the Industrial Revolution. As I 
remember it, there used to be village lots for home and garden 
clustered around the church; royal estates and forest preserves; 
and the rest of the countryside, available to the peasantry for 
grazing, firewood, building materials, food and herbs, hunting 
and snaring, etc. This was called the Commons.
 The rights of “the commoner” to freely use the land were 
mostly extinguished by a series of parliamentary acts called 
“Enclosure Acts.” A quick glance at Wikipedia reveals that 
between 1604 and 1914, over 5,200 individual Enclosure Acts 
were put into place in England, enclosing 6.8 million acres (2.8 
million ha).” Starting about 1760, with the essential elements of 
the Industrial Revolution in place, and ending about 1820, by 
which time it was fully entrenched, there was an acceleration of 
these enclosures—an extensive reorganization of small village 

The author lives literally attached to the forest edge! In the 
background, his greenhouse plastic roof anchored to a large ce-
dar; in the foreground, an eight-sided framework of cedar poles 
gathered from the forest to support a clear poly covering over a 
sacred firecircle/outdoor living-room/kitchen.

..the average person’s 
means of basic 
subsistence was yanked 
from under them....
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holdings which left the poorest unable to pay the legal fees. 
They were forced to sell their property to the richer neighbors 
and newcomers. These new owners then turned around and 
hired them as laborers to work the same land they had just lost. 
Meanwhile, through all of this smoke and mirrors—a collabora-
tion of the factory owners and the politicians of the day—the 
commons transformed into a resource base that fed the looms 
and forced the poor peasant to operate them.

“This process of enclosure was sometimes accompanied by 
force, resistance, and bloodshed, and remains among the 
most controversial areas of agricultural and economic his-
tory in England. Marxist and neo-Marxist historians argue 
that rich landowners used their control of state processes to 
appropriate public land for their private benefit. Thompson 
argues that ‘Enclosure (when we allow all the sophistica-
tions are allowed for) was a plain enough case of class 
robbery.’
“Enclosure faced a great deal of popular resistance be-
cause of its effects on the household economies of small-
holders and landless laborers. Common rights had in-
cluded not just the right of cattle or sheep grazing, but also 
the grazing of geese, foraging by pigs, gleaning, berrying, 
cutting turf, fishing, fuel gathering, etc. During the period 
of parliamentary enclosure, while employment in agricul-
ture did not fall, it failed to keep pace with the growing 
population.” (Wikipedia)

 

 More importantly, by being deprived of both their small-
holdings and the surrounding commons, the average person’s 
means of basic subsistence was yanked from under them, which 
resulted in the aforementioned, so-called “employment.”
These catastrophic changes resulted in large numbers of people 
forced to leave rural areas and to move into the cities. There, 
they became wage slaves in the factories of the Industrial Revo-
lution. Many landowners became rich through the enclosure 
of the commons, while many ordinary folk had a centuries-old 
right taken away. Land enclosure has been condemned as a 
gigantic swindle on the part of large landowners.
 Most importantly of all, the Industrial Revolution de-
stroyed the vernacular and nuanced fabric of family and village 
life.  Cotton had been England’s major export before industrial-
ization. Imagine a possible day in the life then of a spinner and 
his kith and kin. The family rises together in the morning. The 
children do their early chores, the father tends to the livestock, 
the stove is fired up, and a hearty breakfast made and served. 

After the meal, cotton is spun, and cloth woven for a couple 
of hours, while the children play with neighbors or tend the 
animals in the pastures. Mid-morning, maybe the husband goes 
off to the pub for a pint with his mates, while the wife meets 
with the women of the village at the well. After a mid-day meal 
together, and another few hours of work at the wheel and the 
loom, perhaps the husband and his sons work together repairing 
fences or shoveling out the barn, while the wife and her daugh-
ters bake bread and do laundry together. Perhaps before supper, 
the man goes off to the pub again, and the wife to the market. 
After the evening meal, late day chores are shared by all, and 
then, before an early bedtime, perhaps there is music made and 
stories told.
 After the Industrial Revolution, men, women, and children 
were locked inside dirty, dark, and dangerous factories for 14-16 
hours a day for six days a week at starvation wages. Today, con-
ditions in much of the Western two-thirds world are not much 
better; in much of the First World, they are, but workers are 
still forced to work in factories or offices, in mines or forests, 
on assembly lines, or in rows of cubicles, for eight hours a day 
or longer. They drive many hours a week in rush hour traffic to 
and from work for low pay, five days a week. Also, one income 
earner is no longer enough; both husband and wife now often 
feel they must work just to make ends meet. Husband, wife and 
children; brothers, sisters, and grandparents are separated all 
day—living separate lives.
 I’ve not lived my life in a pre-industrial village, but it is as 
if I remember and yearn deep in my bones for such a life of in-
timate connection, which brings me back to the human, cultural 
element of permaculture. Bill Mollison said that he had always 
intended the word to mean both “permanent agriculture” and 
“permanent culture.” Culture means community: community 
that in its highest ideal holds all things—guess what!—in com-
mon.
 The legacy of the Industrial Revolution is, strictly speak-
ing, that there continues to be no such thing as the commons, 
cultural or otherwise, as it was understood before the world-
shaking events of the 18th and 19th centuries. Nuclear families 

..but it is as if I remember 
and yearn deep 
in my bones for such a life 
of intimate connection....

In the woods: mainly red cedar, western hemlock, and Douglas 
fir immediately abutting the author’s property in Robert’s Creek, 
a few miles and a ferry ride northwest of Vancouver, British 
Columbia.
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friend of mine recently obtained two adjacent 50-acre (20-ha) 
mineral claims—online in minutes for next to nothing.
` World-class mountain bike trails abound, as do horse  
and foot paths. The major logging roads, despite being still ac-
tive, afford easy access to otherwise remote locations. Scattered 
individuals and small groups squat here and there in make-shift 
camps “up the mountain,” either for economic reasons—so-
called homeless people—or as part of long-term protests against 
local clear-cutting. These are demonstrators who came and 
didn’t go home. These folks are left alone unless and until the 
land they are occupying is needed by legal stakeholders. One 
party of two—and the occasional visitor—have constructed a 
“lodge” just a two hour hike up-hill from the highway and the 
town of Gibsons. They have lived there about 25 years without 
hassle.
 No standing tree, living or dead, is permitted to be taken un-
less, of course, one intends to raze to the ground huge swaths of 
the forest cover. Small forestry holdings are almost a thing of the 
past. No one can get a permit to cut down enough wood to mill 
for a house, no matter how small. Yet it is possible to get around 
these major restrictions. In these parts, forget about straw-bale, 
cob, rock, adobe, rammed earth, timber framing, tires, or tepee. 

Instead, think clear-cut waste; think poles and shakes; think post 
and beam. Think tar-paper shack. Think almost free.
 My five acres is backed by a second-growth forest 110 years 
old. The whole area was consumed by a fire in 1906, leaving be-
hind living old-growth Douglas fir—a scattered few still stand-
ing—and countless thousands of huge dead-standing old-growth 
red cedars that spawned a shake industry that lasted for almost 
80 years. Currently, the woods are comprised mainly of west-
ern red cedar, western hemlock, and Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga 
menziesii); a few western white pines and mature red alders; and 
a scattering, mostly around edges, of bitter cherry, cascara, and 
dogwood. Western yews are hard to come by. One might run 
into a thicket or fringe of wild crabapple. Pacific crabapple can 
be found along parts of the shoreline.
 Whether by foot-path or forestry access road, I utilize my 
forest mainly for mushrooms; less and less for firewood now 
that I am growing my own (coppiced willow); and, unlike prac-
tically anyone else that I know of, for small, dimensional round-
wood for many reasons. Most often, it is for mushrooms in the 
fall. I’m familiar with at least 50 edibles and regularly harvest 
10-20 varieties. Small numbers are eaten fresh as gathered; large 

I love being out there in 
the forest hush, traipsing 
around with my good dog, 
Boo.

or remnants thereof, exist in economic isolation. Extended 
families under one roof, and the true village unit, are long gone. 
Individuals can own or rent private property to live on. There 
are parks and campgrounds set aside for limited public access 
that are getting increasingly expensive to use, and one can lease 
land for agriculture, grazing, or minerals. Virtually all the rest is 
either in the hands of “Mega-corp”—logging companies, mining 
conglomerates, and agri-businesses—or owned and controlled 
by various levels of governments to use or dispose of as they see 
fit.
 Here on the West Coast of Canada, most of the land around 
us is still unceded First Nations land; nevertheless owned by 
logging companies and the Crown, and is forested, clear-cut, or 
re-planted as tree farms. Despite this, I was surprised to real-
ize that these vast square miles of capitalist resource base are 
utilized by a great many user-groups—First Nations folk or 
otherwise—some with permits, some with tacit permission, and 
some surreptitiously.
 Mushroom hunting, whether for personal use or the market, 
is unlicensed and unrestricted except in some parks where the 
rules are not enforced. There is a core of individuals picking 
salal and a few other plants for the florist trade.  Here and there, 
one sees evidence of western red cedar being peeled for its bark 
for personal use. Firewood permits for up to six cords per house-
hold are obtainable online in minutes for no cost. Likewise, a 

Craterellus tubaeformis, also known as winter chanterelle, and 
yellowfoot, an edible mushroom that grows everywhere in the 
woods in the area in late fall and winter—these in December 
just a few feet from the author’s home on the Sunshine Coast, an 
area known for its huge diversity of fungi.
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amounts are dehydrated on overhead screens in the 7’x12’ (~2x4 
m) travel trailer I live in. A small wood-burning boat stove heats 
my abode, cooks my food, boils my water, and dries my abun-
dance.
 Unlike most builders that I know of around here, I also har-
vest the forest and the clear-cuts for small, dimensional round-
wood. The trees for this—red cedar 3-8” (8-20 cm) in diameter 
but up to 12” (30 cm)—are usually already on the forest floor 
or littering the ground of recently strip-logged sites. If I cannot 
easily find enough of those for the project at hand, I look for 
dead-standing—over-grown and shaded-out by the canopy. If 
there are still dead branches visible, and the top hasn’t broken 
off, one can be assured that the wood is still sound. One cannot 
tell otherwise, for western red cedar, whether on the ground or 
standing, rots from the inside out.
 I will cut these down, usually with a Swede saw (bow saw). 
Sometimes I use a small chainsaw, but I seldom cut for more 
than a few seconds at a time, and often after regular working 
hours. It’s just as well not to draw undo attention to oneself. 
After limbing them with an axe and cutting them to length, I’ll 
pack them on my shoulder a few hundred feet to my property 
or to the logging road. If they are too heavy to carry and not 
too long, I’ll flip them end over end. If to the road, they get 
loaded into my van, tops sticking out the back, red tape attached, 
and driven home. I am little concerned about encounters with 
authorities—in fact, I would almost welcome the chat. I am 
more likely to receive a dismissal tinged with admiration than 
an admonition since I am usually armed with hand tools and 
considering my meagre gleanings.
 As well... it’s often easier to get forgiveness than permission.
 I also quarter old cedar logs for split rails; split cedar for 
shakes and boards if I can find a downed old log close by that’s 
good enough; look for small, dense, close-grained fir or hem-
lock for tool handles; and harvest a few of the Oregon grape 
that grow in close proximity if I can get them before the bears 
do.  Things are changing though, as my system develops.  I am 
harvesting firewood from adjacent government lots less and less 
now that I am growing my own. I love being out there in the 
forest hush, traipsing around with my good dog, Boo.
 Leaving the forest behind, we come to the beach. It is said 
“When the tide goes out, the table is set.” The foreshore here on 
the southwest coast of British Columbia can yield many species 
of seaweed for food and garden; various crabs, clams, oysters, 
mussels, fish, and more; and driftwood galore, minus stamped 
logs from commercial booms broken up by wind and waves 
while being tug-boat towed to local mills. To be honest, I am not 
even sure that there are any licensed log salvagers around here 
anymore to retrieve them since my friend John finally quit, and 
“The Beachcombers” TV series ceased production!
 My dentist had his little one and a half-story house on the 
seashore’s edge beautifully post-and-beamed entirely with beach 
logs, with driftwood of every curve utilized throughout for func-
tion and effect. Having not applied for a permit to build, and 
having not built to code, he was eventually fined for his trans-
gressions—$200.
 It’s easier to... but I’ve already repeated myself once.
 Finally, in its broadest sense, the commons, as defined in the 

first sentence of the Wikipedia entry “The Commons,” is “the 
cultural and natural resources accessible to all members of a so-
ciety, including natural materials such as air, water, and a habit-
able earth [emphasis mine]. These resources are held in com-
mon, not owned privately.” Yet ironically, even these obvious 
basics—culture (Is there not a difference between culture and 
cultural resources?), earth, air, and water—have also been and 
are being taken from us, also as a result of the Industrial Revo-
lution and the private individuals at its helm who treat these 
elements as their own; who act without meaningful restraint or 
consequence: commodified, ravaged, polluted and poisoned; ho-
mogenized, blown; who commodify, ravage, pollute and poison; 
who homogenize, blow away, make unbreathable, and render 
undrinkable.
 Permaculture, whose name is David, will probably not slay 
the giant, but we will die trying. It is my demonstration, my 
“Quaker witness.” It’s our nose-snub at the wizard of Oz, our 
back turned on the naked emperor. It is the best we can do to 
save ourselves from throwing up our... hands. In many ways, it 
is all and everything. Permaculture simply makes common 
sense.                                                                                          ∆

Peter Light left the city in 1967, part of the back-to-the land 
movement of the time, and developed a lifestyle based on vol-
untary poverty and simplicity. His first and most fully expressed 
permaculture was designed and lived in for 10 years before he 
had heard the word.  He subsequently took two design courses 
and a ten-day hands-on, and has taught permaculture in a dozen 
or so workshops. He has finally been able to start a full design 
from the ground up on the best site ever: good soil, lots of water, 
and sun all day and all year. Stay tuned!

Some of the 50 edible species of mushrooms foraged by the au-
thor from government and timber reserve forest land surround-
ing his home and property.

Write to us!
    We love to hear from our readers. Tell us what 
    you like and don’t like, and what you’d like to 
    see in the pages of upcoming issues.

editor@PermacultureDesignMagazine.com
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Right on the edge 
of chaos is 
the ultimate opportunity 
for creative form. 

Standing Rock Update
Living in the Place of Possibility
Terry DuBeau

HELLO FROM STANDING ROCK, North Dakota, the 
site of where many water protectors have been holding a 
peaceful, prayerful demonstration since April 2016. As I 

write in December 2016, they have been protecting the Cannon-
ball and Missouri Rivers, including tribal lands, burial grounds, 
and sacred sites, from the Dakota Access Pipeline (DAPL) going 
under the Missouri River. If and when the pipeline breaks, it 
could turn drinking water into oil for 10 million downstream 
drinkers!
   As of today, December 18, 2016, there are still many water 
protectors here—approximately 2,300 or more at a variety of 
camps. The temperatures have plummeted to a low of -33° F. 
(-36° C.) with the wind chill factor.
    I wish to paint a picture of the land here at Standing Rock. If 
you prefer a visual, you can watch any video posted by Indig-
enous Rising, young Indigenous Americans using drones to 
share their story. Another great overview is the documentary 
MNI WINCONI The Stand at Standing Rock available at https://
youtu.be/4FDuqYld8C8.
    There are two main camps south of the Cannonball River—
Sacred Stone, which has about 1,000 people, and Rosebud 
Camp with about 300 people. North of the same river is the 
main camp formerly called Oceti Sakowin now called Oceti Oy-
ate—All Nations camp, with about 1,000 people still protecting 
the water!
    We at Standing Rock are designing a new face of permacul-
ture. Everyone here has had to hit the ground running! 
   I don’t believe anyone expected the camps to grow to a height 
of 15,000 people, or to have 2,000 show up for Thanksgiving 
dinner. After these guests left, perhaps 3,000 American veterans 

arrived in planes, trains, buses, and automobiles. This was the 
weekend before Monday, December 5th, a D-Day of sorts be-
cause of the pending removal of everyone from the main camp 
by the Army Corps of Engineers.
    Nor did the medics have any idea what they would have to 
deal with treating hundreds of people on the gruesome night 
of Sunday, November 20, 2016. It was 15° F. (-9° C.), and the 
DAPL security and local police were shooting people with water 

cannons, rubber bullets, tear gas, mace, and concussion gre-
nades.
    Often, there is chaos here. We are trying to get the design 
right, but we have not had the time to sit and observe, or to lis-
ten. This system is oversupplied with energy that is being put to 
good use. The energy is love, compassion, and resilience in the 
face of many odds. And on top of that, I see joy!
    Right on the edge of chaos is the ultimate opportunity for 
creative form. Now, because the camps are smaller and because 
a core group is staying; we will see some form develop. The Sa-
cred Fire lit by the elders at the main camp was extinguished—a 
very tough moment for all of us. But with the death of that fire 
came a new day and new dawn. The next Sacred Fire was lit by 
the youth and the women: a changing of the guard so to speak. 
It has been the youth who have led this entire mission to protect 
the waters and they are leading again. The women have been 
leading the water ceremonies and many of the peaceful prayer 
marches.
   What do I see everyday? I see these three basic principles in 
action.

• Care of the Earth
• Care of People
• Return of surplus to Earth and People (Fair Share)

   Every morning there has been a call to prayer by the elders at 
the sacred fire. There is singing, drumming, calls to action, and 
announcements all day long and into the night. There is sharing 
and teaching by the Indigenous Elders. The earth is cared for in Original camps north and south of the river. 
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their ancestral ways, by tending the sacred fire and then tending 
the people. There have been over 300 tribes here. Historically, 
this has not EVER happened on US soil. These tribes do not 
mix or share their ceremonies and their medicine. But, they are. 
WHY? Many of them face the same issues on their tribal lands 
and are coming together for solidarity!
   When the vets arrived in droves, I actually waited in a traf-
fic jam to get back into camp. Tents full of donations greeted 
them—clothes, food, sleeping gear, and anything else you can 
imagine!
   Then, the cold weather and a wild, windy winter storm hit. 
But, shelters—bunkhouses and old army tents had been set 
up for them. The Prairie Knights Casino in Cannonball, North 
Dakota opened its doors to stranded travelers and all water 
protectors and vets. People were sleeping in the lobby and in the 
concert venue area of the casino. Regular announcements were 
being made throughout the casino for rides back to camp, or for 
rides cross-country. This is Care of the People.
   There are several Mongolian yurts that are perhaps holding the 
toughest service of all—serving the sick and wounded. There 
is a yurt for emotional counseling, a yurt for massage, and one 
for herbal remedies. There are doctors, nurses, and midwives 
on duty. When you enter any of these yurts, you are served. It is 
free and on a first come, first served basis unless the Indigenous, 
elders, or warriors have pressing needs.
   Food is cooked in one of five kitchens at the main camp. Sa-
cred Stone camp and Rosebud camp also have their own kitchen 
and community space. Each kitchen has a storage area where all 
donations are received, sorted, and stored. The meals are amaz-
ing—warm and served with love. Many are organic and/or made 
with local resources like buffalo, deer, and even fresh salmon!
   Donations have been overwhelming in many ways: money, 
food, clothes, firewood, water, and propane. A storage shelter 
was set up in Bismarck, about an hour north, to hold the huge 
outpouring of gifts. Protectors from the camp drove there to sort 
through the donations and bring them back to camp.

   Security protects the camp 24 hours from within and without. 
And there are construction crews working from daylight to dark 
building composting toilets and spaces to keep water from freez-
ing. There is even a tool-lending library in a main construction 
building where tools are lent if you leave an ID or phone!
   I am relatively new to permaculture. I took my only PDC from 
Michael “Skeeter” Pilarski and Sepp Holzer in the spring of 
2012. However, through my friendship and history with Skeeter, 
I have been exposed to many courses and met many students 
throughout the Inland Northwest and the Northwest. I am hon-
ored to be here to serve and observe. This is the time we have 
been waiting for as “permaculturists.” The world is watching. 
We are returning to Indigenous ways and the youth, the women, 

This is the time 
we have been waiting 
for as “permaculturists.”

and the Indigenous people of the world are leading this move-
ment! 
   This article contains my impressions and my photos and my 
perspective as a fledging “permaculturist.” I challenge you 
to come. Come to see Standing Rock yourself. If you can-
not come—educate yourself through social media. Facebook 
especially, is the only resource we have for truth. We need the 
truth to get out there. We do not need rumors or fake news. 
The people of Standing Rock are challenged every minute of 
every day, but we are standing strong as a community. We have 
meetings, and we talk. It is not perfect. It is a live course hap-
pening on planet Earth right now! Finally, please write, call or 
otherwise harass the banks and the people behind these pipelines 
polluting our earth. On this day, some of the 500 to 600 people 
who have charges against them went to court in Bismarck—that 
is our new action. We stand with them. 
   We stand here protecting our water—YOUR water for the next 
seven generations because …
 Water is Life
 Mni Winconi	 	 	 	 								 ∆

Terry DuBeau continues her involvement with Standing Rock. 
She notes: I have done the best I could to represent the truth in 
what I saw in this article—if you have questions, call, text, or 
email me at permaterry@gmail.com, 406-274-7606…. Service is 
limited, so please be patient.

The wall tent after the first storms.
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harvests to sustainably maintain our farm. 
 Entering my agro-forest in the summer of 2016, it struck me 
how much the whole place has changed. Everything there has 
changed. The soil conditions, the species profile, the ground-
cover, the insect population—it’s all shifted. It’s amazing what 
a few trees can do. And, it’s amazing how much a few trees can 
teach us. The forest is growing beyond me, and that’s exciting. 
 Inspecting the ground, I notice there’s less grass than ever 

before. Ground ivy (Glechoma hederacea) and ladino clover 
now dominate the ground layer. Chocolate mint has its own 
stand around a Honey Sweet European pear, and comfrey 
clumps are expanding. However, now more than ever, there’s 
just not a lot of open ground… useful plants are everywhere! 
Based on my observations, I would suggest starting with more 
groundcovers. Seed heavily with legume species adapted to the 
area, and also any other useful species that form a groundcover 
that suppresses weeds—including perennials like tansy, com-
frey, garlic, chives, mints, oregano, etc.
 Building and watching this forest has been incredibly educa-
tional. The whole process has taught me much about orchards, 
agroforestry, fruit trees, garden maintenance, and nature in 
general. There’s a lot I did right. Many years’ experience as a 
vegetable gardener and beginner orchardist laid a solid founda-
tion. The fact that I was not in a hurry was also of great benefit. 
There was no rush, no anxiety. I simply planted things as I had 
time, resources, plants, ideas, and drive. Back then, I had less 
access to resources, information, tree nurseries, and know-how. 
So, I gradually and slowly planted whatever sounded interesting 
and useful, and I watched what happened. It was also of advan-
tage that my family never moved from the site. I always had a 
strong sense of place. I got to know every inch of the one-acre 
suburban lot over the course of 20 years. Permaculture takes 
permanence, right? 
 I don’t think I’d say there’s anything I did “wrong” in 
building or planning the forest. It would have been a mistake to 

Lessons learned in Louisville
Suburban Agroforestry Growing Up
Blake Cothron

Movement Musings

A QUIET, SATISFIED SMILE comes across my face 
every time I enter my agro-forest. It’s as though I’m 
entering a place that is more like how the world should 

be. Since leaving Louisville, Kentucky over three years ago 
and moving to Crab Orchard, Kentucky to start an organic farm 
and nursery, I can visit here only a handful of times a year. Yet, 
entering through the collapsing wooden gate, built by my late 
step-grandfather Art Cerminara in the early 90s, I enter a differ-
ent dimension. The nearby expressway goes silent. The hustle 
and bustle of modern suburban life disappears, and it’s as though 
I’m in a different age—a different time. It’s my own world. And, 
to be frank, I like this little world. I like it a lot. 
 I’d love to build another world like it on my family farm site 
in Crab Orchard, but, alas, that site is not as blessed with the 
excellent conditions that Louisville’s paved-over river bottoms 
have been endowed with. No, it’s hard to find land like this. 
Land that lovingly embraces everything that is planted within 
her, and which fosters such rich growth so rapidly. It’s evident 
as I admire the foot-long leaves on pawpaw trees so tall and 
lush I can’t believe I planted them as little 12” (30 cm) whips a 
mere four or five years ago. Wow! No, it’s not like this in Crab 
Orchard, where the soil conditions are so drastically different. 
There I have crawdads crawling through the sticky, wet clay of 
my vegetable beds, crafting mudholes on top of lettuces. There, 
every time a pebble falls in a hole in the ground, I hear a splash 
emanating from an uncomfortably shallow distance below the 
surface. Those most ancient of Appalachian foothills never 
promised to cooperate with modern farming practices. Yet, 
through permanent raised beds, we manage to tease out enough 

The fact that I was not 
in a hurry to do anything 
was also of great benefit.

The forest in 2016. 
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have done nothing and idly talked about it. It would have been 
a mistake to not observe the effects and learn from my actions. 
I say that, because—if you pay attention and learn an important 
lesson while honing skills—then even something which does 
not turn out as expected becomes a source of important, useful 
knowledge and feedback. 

Give them room

 Plant spacing is always a crucial issue and one that of-
ten gets bungled. It seemed obvious to me, even back when I 
started, that trees generally get big and need space. So, tree and 
plant spacing was done well. Trees were planted 15-20’ (5-6 m) 
apart. Pawpaws were planted closer at about 10’ (3 m) intervals. 
Now, things have really filled out. One strategy to fill in gaps 
between trees was to plant lots and lots of hardy berries. The 
three species I chose were black raspberries (Rubus occidenta-
lis), thornless blackberries (Rubus sp) and wild-found wineber-
ries (Rubus phoenicolasius). They have all been very successful, 
and within the last 10 years, they spread thickly. I try to get in 
and clean them out, pruning means cutting pathways in between 
the thickets for access when picking. Berries bring a forest into 
production within a year or so and fill in the gaps between trees 
where weeds, grass, or other undesirables otherwise become 
established. This is also the natural ecological niche of berries 
in many temperate zones: they facilitate succession by trees. 
Brambles cover and protect young tree saplings from deer 
browse, much like living barbed wire. The berries have also 
been of good social and family benefit. My widowed mom loves 
going and picking all those berries, and this gives her a healthy 
outlet and connection to nature. The berries are so plentiful, 
we can give away many pints while enjoying cobblers all year. 
I also use some of the vines as mother plants for propagating 
berry vines to sell in our nursery. 

 From experience, there are a few things I would cautiously 
advise trying. One is my experiment of using catalpa (Catalpa 
bignonioides) as a coppice tree. It does work and effectively 
creates a large amount of biomass for compost or mulch every 
season. It could also provide some light firewood. However, 
now that I do not live at the site, the catalpa has had a chance 
to get overly large, and maintaining it is difficult. Be careful 
when allowing things to grow very lush in an urban setting. At 
one point the former neighbors (never very friendly) called the 
health department saying our property was an overgrown mess 
of weeds. Of course it was not, but to the average person used 
to golf course-like lawn maintenance, it looked very messy. We 
remedied the problem by trimming and pruning the area nearest 
the neighbor, making it more tidy, especially on their fence line. 

Weeds and volunteers
 
 We don’t like that term, do we? However, the fact remains 
that there are some plants whose establishment is not always de-
sired. Yes, they tell us things, and some have uses, but at the end 
of the day some plants just have to be removed or suppressed 
for practical purposes. The biggest “weeds” I’ve dealt with in 
the forest are pokeberry (Phytolacca sp), mulberry (Morus spp), 
multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), frost aster (Symphyotrichum 
pilosum), and native trees like red maple, catalpa, and northern 
hackberry. The problem with each of these species is that they 
start to take over. If allowed to take over, or even establish at all, 
the productivity and viability of the forest drops rapidly. That’s 
agricultural reality in a humid temperate climate like ours. Our 
forest would very rapidly become a non-agro, mixed, native 
forest without regular human stewardship and intervention. 
Frequent chopping and digging weeds when small are the most 
effective strategies. Goats are good for weed removal too, of 
course, but will destroy your desired plants along the way.  
 Mulberries can be a mixed blessing in a forest because of 
their propensity to spread via seed. They are difficult to remove. 
However, mulberries provide one of the tastiest, easiest to grow, 
nutritious, and quick producing temperate tree-crops available. 
Black and white mulberries (Rubus nigra and alba, respectively) 
are highly variable. In my experience, most seedlings generally 
have low fruit quality and are only useful for wildlife, reforesta-
tion, and the like. I go with grafted trees. After exploring many 

The fig on the house is faring well. 

The problem with each 
of these species is that
they start to take over. 
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hundreds of seedlings, you sometimes find an excellent speci-
men. We came across one such exemplary mulberry in Louis-
ville and propagated it as “Moonlight Everbearing.” We made it 
a member of our nursery offerings. Its long duration of ripen-
ing fruit with excellent flavor and large size spoke for itself. 
Remember, though, in a small urban setting, their pronounced 
fertility and tenacity can become a dilemma. In a mowed lawn 
situation or orchard, mulberry is an excellent backyard fruit tree. 
White-fruited mulberries, such as our “Honeydrops” dwarf mul-
berry, also discovered and selected in Louisville on Vista Street, 
have a serious advantage: they are non-staining. 
 Volunteer wild (weed) tree establishment is by far the big-
gest management issue in any forest. The humid, moderate 
continental-temperate climate of Kentucky favors rapid refor-
estation of any land not already covered in trees. I have seen 
fields left fallow transition from grass to a young pioneer forest 
in 10 years, with no human intervention. As a result, any attempt 
at agroforestry will surely be met with enthusiastic native and 
introduced tree competition. Native trees dominate here. Red 
maple, eastern catalapa, eastern black walnut (Juglans nigra), 
northern hackberry, black locust, oaks, white pine, and black 
cherry (Prunus serotina) all show up in force. Your own local 
species will soon appear in a forest near you. If production is 
your goal, they must absolutely not be allowed to take up resi-
dence on your site. Unfortunately, gigantic native trees and our 
little domesticated fruit trees, and even many wild and native 
edible fruit trees for that matter, do not play well together. The 
level of dense shading, nutrient competition, and water uptake 
by unmanaged native trees will simply overpower and domi-
nate your fruit planting within 5-8 years. Imported tree species 
such as Chinese chestnut, privet (Ligustrum vulgare), exotic 
maples, Bradford pear (Pyrus calleryana), mimosa (Albizia 
julibrissin), black and white mulberry, honey locust (Gleditsia 
triacanthos), and others are likely uninvited guests as well, and 
can be very problematic. Not managing (read: removing) any of 
these volunteer trees that show up will cause the forest to drop 
in production and longevity. They could dominate it completely 
within a decade. It really is that serious of a management issue. 
Our permaculture-based designs, although harmonious to us, 
sometimes appear within nature as artificial, weak, and chaotic. 
Thus, nature will soon do everything it can to revert them back 
into mixed hardwood climax forests. They are the only naturally 

accepted, mature landscape in our part of the world. Fruit trees 
simply cannot compete with the climax hardwoods—except 
persimmon (Diospyrus virginiana), black cherry, and a very few 
others. 
 As far as weed trees go, there are sometimes other options 
besides removal. I say sometimes because, as I have stressed 
here, unmanaged wild trees really will undo an entire agro-
forest, or orchard/garden for that matter. The best thing to do is 
uproot them as young as possible. This is usually easy and can 
be done by hand before they get a foot or two tall. Cutting them 
down to the ground (while still small) and smothering them 
with heavy sheet mulch, such as cardboard, can work. However, 
sometimes a wild tree can become a useful member of the team. 
If there is an opening or gap, and a useful species such as wild 
hazelnut, Chinese chestnut (a large gap for that one), pawpaws 
(Asimina triloba), or even wild blackberries or black raspber-
ries comes in, it could of course be left. Bradford pears can be 
topworked or grafted, making excellent rootstock for both Asian 
and European pears. Wild mulberries can be cleft or whip-and-
tongue grafted to a cultivar and kept small through pruning. 
Black locust, mimosa, and thorny honey locust will fix nitrogen 
(but if too close to fruit trees will overpower them). They could 
be left for a few years to fix nitrogen and then cut down, but be-
ware—they will vigorously re-sprout. Pollarding black locust is 
a possibility, and works well. Wild black cherry apparently does 
not make very good rootstock, and carries diseases and insects 
that will infect peaches and other stone fruits. They should be 
removed.   

Time to choose... wisely

 Species selection is critical. Research what species do well 
in your region and why. Evaluate what species you will actually 
use. Focus on those and think diversity. However, as odd as this 
may sound, avoid too much diversity in a small planting. Cau-
tiously plant or even avoid planting things that sound interesting 
but with which you have no experience. I’ve seen many ex-
amples of people planting things that sounded interesting, such 
as edible dogwoods, maypop (Passiflora incarnata), and ground 
nut (Apios americana). Then, they ended up not using them for 
anything. Focus your time, limited space, resources, and energy 
growing species that you are accustomed to and will more likely 
make use of. An Asian pear could fit in the space that a cornelian 
cherry takes up. A pear tree, if well tended, will out-produce that 
cornelian cherry 100-to-1 with luscious fruit that most people 
will prefer and utilize. This is not to knock those lesser-utilized 
species mentioned. Some of them are incredible, very useful, 

Test your ambitions with 
local, native foods by 
utilizing existing plants. 

Violets make a perfectly good and even useful ground cover. 
Clovers or other nitrogen-fixers would be better. 
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and regionally significant. However, there is a myth in many 
permaculture circles, that we as permaculture activists need 
to utilize very obscure species and include them in everything 
we do. That’s just not always practical or useful. Utility should 
trump idealism when it comes to site planning. If you have very 
limited space, then plant things that produce heavier yields of 
good food. Avoid planting species that sound neat but are very 
modest producers of exotic crops. For example, if vines are 
desired, let’s plant sweet potatoes, sugar snap peas, half-runner 
green beans, grapes, kiwis, thornless blackberries, cherry to-
matoes, and the more common things we all love and that yield 
well. Leave the akebias, shizandra, and maypop behind unless 
we are absolutely sure we will actually use them. Otherwise, 
we end up with impractical beauty and useless diversity. At the 
end of the day, permaculture needs to be feeding us, right? So 
be practical in species selection and be honest about what you 
and your circle will actually be eager to use and eat. Trust me, 
10 years from now you’ll be much happier with a few solid 
blackberry vines, pear, apple, hazelnut, and pawpaw trees than 
you would be with a plethora of exotic, low-yielding species that 
produce obscure crops, or other totally impractical, but amazing-
sounding species. Test your ambitions with local, native foods 
by using existing plants. For instance, before you plant oak trees 
for making flour, go out and gather wild acorns. Leach them of 
tannins, dry them, process them, and cook them. Find out if it’s 
something you would actually end up doing again before you 
invest.      
 Variety/cultivar selection is absolutely critical in any forest. 
I always start by evaluating how much space I have. Then I con-
sider what species I’ll actually use. Finally, I heavily research 
what varieties/cultivars of said species tend to do well in my 
area. As a nurseryman, I’m always looking to introduce to our 
nursery excellent varieties and cultivars that are well adapted 
to our general region. We can all do this by speaking with other 
local growers, finding special neighborhood trees loaded with 
fruit, discovering and selecting excellent random seedlings, 
speaking with reputable regional nurseries, and developing 
relationships with local agricultural extension offices. Trust 
those sources and focus first on varieties that are proven in your 
area, even if you have not heard of them before, or have no 
names for them. Results speak for themselves. An unnamed tree 
loaded with excellent fruit is more useful propagated and grown 
than a famous variety that sounds great but fails in your area. As 
far as this region goes, a few examples of excellent apples are 
Arkansas Black, Enterprise, Liberty, Stayman Winesap, Grimes 
Golden and for pears: Hosui, Shinko, New World, Kieffer, 
Ayers, and Blake’s Pride. 
 Pawpaws are definitely one of the more successful and easy 
to grow species in the eastern US. I dedicate a lot of my nursery 
efforts to evaluating, finding, and propagating excellent pawpaw 
trees. Pawpaw trees really struck my fancy a number of years 
ago, and I still enjoy finding them in the wild. However, I was 
absolutely amazed when I realized just how superior selected 
bred varieties were from their wild relatives. Genetically they 
still retain their resilient wild genes; human selection has not 
shifted them more than one or two generations from the wild, 
and sometimes not at all. However, a few select named varieties 
have stunningly better fruit quality than what is typically found 
on wild trees, and that should be noted. A few of those varieties 

are Nyomi’s Delicious, KSU Atwood, KSU Benson, Sunflower, 
Prima 1216, Maria’s Joy, and all of the Neal Peterson varieties. 
These and a few select other named cultivars produce fruit that 
is large, sometimes close to or exceeding one pound each. They 
are also very sweet, fragrant, and flavorful, with a luscious, 
creamy-custard texture and with very low seed weight per fruit. 
Wild pawpaws are often tasty but very seedy and usually quite 
small in comparison. The fruit is nutritious and also freezes well. 
Pawpaws have some insecticidal and anti-cancer properties, 
according to university research. For some people, they are an 
acquired taste, but most people find them very enjoyable. Their 
ease of growth, small size, and strong production all make them 
an ideal temperate permaculture tree species, if you like the fruit 
or can sell it.  
 Some final words on species and variety selection: cli-
mate change continues to throw a monkey wrench into proper 
planning in some respects. For instance, our farm is in central 
Kentucky in zone 6b, which technically should not receive win-
ter cold below -10° F. (-23° C.) in a very cold season. However, 
in the winter of 2014, we received record wind chill of -30° F. 
(-34° C.)! If we had planted lots of exotic, fringe-region species, 
they might have all been toast (or compost pile fodder). How-
ever, our pears, apples, peaches, American persimmons, jujubes, 

Fragrant spring trees (Toona sinensis) provide a harvest of their 
own. 
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pawpaws, and the like were unaffected, and even our protected 
cold-hardy figs were fine. Plant safe.
 Squirrels. Any discussion on growing tree crops has to 
include the reality of animal interaction. Squirrels, mice, and 
voles can do some hefty damage, and in the western US, go-
phers can be very problematic. Squirrels generally don’t damage 
trees but can pilfer the fruit and nut harvest and also break off 
fruiting stems, spurs, and the like in their enthusiasm for your 
permaculture planting. The only way to prevent squirrels is with 
pruning and physical barriers: pruning so that lateral branches 
start no lower than 4-5’ (1-2 m) from the ground and wrapping 
the trunk below that with several feet of metal flashing material 
(found at hardware stores). It can be shallowly nailed in place 
to the trunk like a wrapping, and will cause only very minor 
damage to the trunk. This prevents squirrels from climbing the 
metal flashing to get to the fruit. Low branches can be leapt 
onto from the ground and so should be discouraged through 
young tree pruning and training. Fences, roofs, and other nearby 
trees make excellent launching pads with which they will hurl 
themselves into your trees—tricky business. Voles and mice 
are much easier to prevent, but important because they will eat 
the bark at the base of the trees and thus girdle them to death. 
Foot long tubes of hardware cloth (also sold at hardware stores), 
wrapped around the base of the trees and tied together with wire, 
and buried a few inches into the ground if possible, are excel-
lent and also protect against string trimmers, vandals, and other 
problems. There’s nothing like having a three-year old grafted 
pawpaw get girdled by a trimmer, right? Hardware cloth works 
much better than those ugly black plastic corrugated tubes often 
seen choking trees. Those cause damage and encourage insects 
and fungal infection. 
 Nut trees have been the biggest challenge in our urban for-
est. Growth has been strong and vigorous. However, the main 
challenge has been pollination. I planted a hardy pecan seedling 
around 2005. It was about toothpick size when it arrived; it 
even still had the nut attached to it! This was my first lesson in 
locating reputable mail-order nurseries. At this point, the pecan 
is towering overhead and should be around bearing age, but 
there are no other pecans for about a ¼ mile (~½ km). I planted 
a “Lake” English walnut around the same time. It’s now getting 
huge, but there are no pollinators. I also allowed a wild chestnut 
seedling to grow, planted by a squirrel around 2003. It is now 
quite big, but also does not get pollinated. I hand-pollinated it 
once and got a small crop of high-quality nuts; but hand pol-

linating nut trees is neither practical, nor very effective. Now 
there’s no room left to add the necessary pollinators, and we 
have three huge trees taking up large amounts of space. The only 
practical solutions are to remove one or two of them and plant 
a pollinator for the remaining tree. A pollinator could be grafted 
onto one of them, but that would not likely give very good 
results. That said, the American hazelnuts I planted have fared 
very well, are extremely cold hardy, and produce nuts while tak-
ing up little space.  

 In conclusion, stewarding this agroforest has been very edu-
cational and really has been a blast. Agroforestry can be as com-
plex or as simple as you make it. My approach has been a hybrid 
between a traditional orchard and mimicking our native forests. 
I think that is a good approach. I did not rush things or fret about 
species selection or doing everything in a single season. I simply 
planted things sequentially and made sure to do a really good 
job with each tree I put in. I also have made sure to steward the 
planting and do traditional pruning, training, and weed suppres-
sion through thick mulch. If something was not working, I made 
sure to remove it. Also, because I do not live on site, I made 
sure to hire someone trustworthy to see to it the fence lines are 
regularly trimmed and what little grass is present is cut safely 
so trees are not damaged. I did not attempt to plant an excessive 
amount of species, sticking mainly to the most practical apple, 
pear, peach, plum, and pawpaw. Fertility has been maintained 
via legumes, compost, thick mulch, manure, and occasional fish 
emulsion teas. Stacking functions happened through designing 
for aesthetics, focusing on very useful food species, includ-
ing family and friends for social bonding, reforesting the area, 
and establishing a large source of scion and plant material for 
my nursery business. I hope this article has been inspiring and 
educational and helped give practical advice and insight into 
maintaining an urban agroforest. Happy growing!            ∆

Blake Cothron owns and operates a permaculture-based Certi-
fied Organic family produce farm and fruit nursery located 
in Crab Orchard, KY, called Peaceful Heritage Nursery. He 
operates his farm year-round with his wife Rachel and newly 
born son Gideon Lev Zahav. He specializes in growing temper-
ate fruit species with an emphasis on rare varieties, traditional 
pruning and training, and earth stewardship. He can be con-
tacted at blake@peacefulheritage.com and www.peacefulher-
itage.com. This article is a follow-up from an initial description 
written three years earlier (Permaculture Activist #88, Summer 
2013) and is based on observations and growth of the Shively, 
KY-based system in the intervening three years.

Red-skinned peaches are thriving in the forest. 
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Movement Musings
Leaning In—Dialogue at the Farmers’ Table
Whitney Sewell

KEEP GROWING.
 The farming season can be a full-on sprint from the 
last frost of spring to the first frost of fall. A hustle and 

bustle of revolving tasks from seed to harvest for every salad 
item known to man from here to the Congo. Consequently, I 
look forward to the fall conference season when I can sit down 
in a room full of farmer friends, take a breath, and simultaneous-
ly learn better ways of doing the things I just did inefficiently. 
Meeting new folks to fold into my community of farmers on 
speed dial is crucial for a young farmer, like myself, especially 
after making a big move from St. Louis to Louisville this year. 
 As a natural chatter-box growing up in rural Indiana, I spent 
my childhood bothering old-school farmers with a myriad of 
questions while picking rocks out of their fields, feeding ani-
mals, and riding hay wagons. When I found myself at the Ken-
tucky Small Farms conference in November, I didn’t think twice 
about randomly choosing a table full of different farmer folks 
to sit with at lunch. We communed over our farming interests, 
plans, and marketing strategies. Being one of the younger farm-
ers at the table, I tried to ask as many questions as I could man-
age while I had the opportunity. As I was scratching out notes, 
a farming couple seized the moment to send a question my 
way: “How much acreage do you have and what are you grow-
ing?” When I mentioned that I didn’t have a personal property 
but instead my goal was to help my urban community sustain 
themselves by training folks to grow food and acquire land in 
the city, the farmer across the table balked. He was so enraged 
that he crushed his plastic drink cup and yelled “SOCIALIST!” 
The other farmers at the table immediately scooted back, looked 
away, or checked their phones. But me—I leaned in, way in.
 I have to admit, the immediate confrontation did make my 
heart speed up, and I looked around for support to find only 
averted gazes. His wife looked at me with genuine concern in 
her eyes, eyebrows furrowed and lips turned in—the same look 
my conservative family and friends often gave me when I first 
started out in urban agriculture. Having made up my mind to 
dedicate myself to farming in the city 10 years ago, I wasn’t 
willing to hear anyone’s doubts or concerns at that time. But 
today is different. During the recent election debacle, I struggled 
to understand why folks would vote for Trump and sought out 
the answers in article and Facebook musings. Several articles 
attempting to explain why rural families were voting for Trump 
carried a common theme: Rural communities just wanted a 
voice, to be heard. I had a feeling that this farmer’s clamoring 
to lump me in with liberals meant that he needed to get some 
things off his chest.
 As the concerned wife started explaining their stance, I 
grabbed my notebook and told her that I wanted to take notes so 
I could understand her better. The notes weren’t ammunition for 

argument but a listening tool. I wrote down key words they were 
saying so that I could be sure to understand. The other farmers 
at the table listened with eyes wide open and focused on their 
phones or the tablecloth. After listening to the couple for a while 
and simply reflecting back to them what they were telling me, I 
believe they recognized I wasn’t fighting them on their views, 
judging them, or telling them that their beliefs were wrong. And 
it’s possible that because I remained neutral, they had the capac-
ity to meet me back in the middle, as people who grow food, 
not political enemies. I don’t need someone to tell me I’m right 
or that they agree with my views in order to feed them. I don’t 
need someone to have the same political affiliations as me in 
order to continue working within my community, but I do need 
community members in order to have a community.
 After what seemed a lengthy exchange, we didn't agree on 
how to get there, but it turns out we wanted the same things: 
truth, safety, good food, a healthy environment, prosperity, and 
yes, love and acceptance. 
 I'm so glad I kept the door open and allowed for this connec-
tion to occur. The wife came around the table and hugged me. 
Her husband shook my hand between both of his and looked 
me in the eye, “I bet you're as scared of us as we are of you but 
we’re gonna get there, aren’t we?” The real work of farming 
isn’t in the growing of food but in the cultivating of relation-
ships with people—in knowing that you’re not separate from 
your environment or your neighbor. Your success is directly tied 
to your neighbor’s success—cultivating a community and host-
ing a dialogue. 
 Each farmer from around the table later approached me with 
gratitude, curiosity, and hugs later in the day. We kept the con-
versations going.
 We are gonna get there. Keep growing.   ∆

Whitney Sewell continues her urban permaculture practice in 
developing a seven-acre reclaimed property, once public hous-
ing, near Churchill Downs, Kentucky.

Bountiful harvests with women in the urban farm program in 
Louisville. 
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Permaculture Understanding is our Commons
Peter Bane

AS BILL MOLLISON DISCOVERED a few years ago, 
perhaps to his chagrin, “permaculture” has entered the 
dictionary. It’s become part of our language, a very 

large commons, and cannot therefore legally be placed under 
trademark (at least in the US). Like all common resources, 
however, it is subject to abuse, and will only maintain its worth 
over time if the people who depend upon its use find ways to 
manage it collectively.
 This insight—that common resources need collective 
management, and that people can manage common-property 
resources regeneratively over very long time cycles if they 
remain in communication with each other and follow and 
uphold rules they create and maintain together—stems from the 
work of the late Elinor Ostrom, Professor at Indiana University 
and Nobel Laureate in Economics. Common resources can be 
degraded by unregulated use, at which point they may no longer 
be a commons.
 Permaculture design—though it stems from insights 
first recorded in published (and copyright) works by David 
Holmgren and Bill Mollison, and subsequently by other 
authors—is a common-property resource. It provides powerful 
insight into the process of developing and using land for human 
purposes, and can be applied to subsystems of human settlement 
such as businesses, financial and educational institutions, farm 
and town design, as well as a myriad of elements. Permaculture 
is modeled on systems of nature and is designed in its ethical 
precepts and principles to conserve and augment the many 
greater commons upon which it rests: biodiversity, intact 
ecosystems and planetary processes, democratic autonomy, 
scientific inquiry, language, and story.
 The Permaculture Institute of North America (PINA) is 
committed to strengthening the common-property resource 
of permaculture design through supporting its members to 
develop and improve livelihoods, and by helping them maintain 
communication with each other and with peers outside North 
America about the resource we collectively steward.
 If you practice permaculture design, whether through site 
design, or teaching, or any other authentic activity based in your 
Permaculture Design Course training, PINA invites you to join 
with us in providing pathways for professional development 
and in enriching the conversation about permaculture design 
between practitioners. We take it as a given that those who know 
the most about permaculture are those who have both trained 
in it with recognized leaders of the movement and who have 
practiced it most deeply. In general, this expertise develops with 
time and through commercial engagement. It can also unfold 
in the aid and development world where properly supported by 
charity and right livelihood. We are committed to helping all our 
members develop more effective practice and to impacting our 
North American societies powerfully and positively.
 Launched in 2009 and incorporated in 2012, PINA 
announced its program widely beginning in the summer of 
2014 with the first North American Permaculture Convergence, 

held in Minnesota. This past year, on the basis of work already 
strongly demonstrated, PINA successfully accredited 37 
diplomates who applied in Site Design or Education; many 
now hold both credentials. These women and men bring more 
than 700 years of collective experience to bear in support 
of mentoring and improving the work of our community. 
Additional applications are under review, and other candidates 
are working deliberately toward diplomas through self-
directed and mentored learning. We understand that many 
hundreds of other trained permaculture graduates are at work 
in North America in the professional arena, and thousands 
more do volunteer or intermittent work of great importance. 
Those working professionally today in permaculture may 
already qualify for a PINA diploma, and we are now actively 
encouraging those movement leaders to step forward to help us 
strengthen our profession.
 Our board has recently approved a new pathway for 
working practitioners (designers and educators) to qualify 
for the PINA Professional Diploma. This Experienced Track 
protocol streamlines the application and review process so that 
individuals who already meet the requirement for 10 design 
courses taught or 10 designs completed may be able to obtain a 
diploma by documenting a portion of their portfolio (full details 
are available at http://pina.in/diplomas/experienced-track). 
 In addition to supporting diploma candidates and 
recognizing diplomates, PINA invites membership from any 
PDC graduate in North America, and is seeking members to 
help organize regional hubs to implement its decentralized 
governance structure. Full descriptions of PINA’s design and 
member benefits may be seen at its website, www.pina.in. Our 
vision entails regional hubs across the US, Canada, Mexico, 
Central America, and the Caribbean, serving members in their 
territories, sending representatives to PINA’s board of directors, 
and improving both professional practice and the understanding 
of our unique common-property resource through all sectors 
of society. We also hope to be able in the future to link PINA 
diplomates to climate mitigation and land restoration projects 
across North America and beyond.
 If you care about the work that you do, and believe as we do 
that permaculture offers an essential set of skills for surviving 
the 21st century, please join us today.              ∆

Peter Bane is the President of PINA’s Board of Directors and 
the chair of its Diploma Program Committee. He authored 
The Permaculture Handbook: Garden Farming for Town and 
Country, published Permaculture Activist magazine from 1990-
2015, and is at work on a book about cooling the climate. 
Contact pbane@pina.in. He was privileged to meet Lin Ostrom 
on the weekend before she was awarded the Nobel Prize.
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TOBY HEMENWAY, permaculture teacher and one of the 
movement’s best-selling and best-known authors, died 
quietly in his sleep Tuesday, December 20, 2016, after 

a 16-month battle with pancreatic cancer. He is survived by his 
wife Kiel Hemenway.
 A prodigious and gifted teacher, blogger, speaker, and author, 
Hemenway was best known for the groundbreaking Gaia’s 
Garden, first published in 2000, and subsequently revised. It 
remains in print and has sold over 100,000 copies, rivaling 
the popularity of Introduction to Permaculture by Mollison 
and Slay. He also contributed essays to more mainstream print 
collections such as The New American Landscape, and journals 
such as Natural Home, American Gardener, and publications of 
the Worldwatch Institute.
 Trained as a geneticist, Toby brought an inquiring, patient, 
and thoughtful mind to all the subjects toward which he turned 
his attention. Much of his early permaculture work took place in 
Oregon, where he taught at Lost Valley Educational Center with 
a first-rate team of colleagues which included Jude Hobbs, Rick 
Valley, and Tom Ward. In recent years, he travelled widely in the 
US and Canada to speak and teach, and served for a time on the 
board of Permaculture Institute—USA.
 I met Toby when he volunteered to contribute to 
Permaculture Activist, precursor of this magazine, near the turn 
of the millenium. Caught up in off-grid living at the time and 
lacking clarity about the needs of the publishing business, I first 
neglected his offer, but when he insisted, I willingly relented 
and was delighted at his capable work and his professionalism. 
He edited various issues from #42 to #55, alternating with 
myself and guest editors. As well, he contributed numerous 
feature articles and essays to the Activist including one on the 
key role of beavers as ecological engineers. In addition to his 
generosity of spirit, Toby impressed me as one of a very few 
in our community who could meaningfully reflect (in writing) 
on permaculture’s big problems and its place in our changing 
world. He was a philosopher as well as a scientist.
 I finally met Toby in the flesh during a prolonged West Coast 
trip in the fall of 2000, when he was living in rural southern 
Oregon. As he hosted myself and partner Keith Johnson on our 
transcontinental odyssey, we delighted in viewing his plantings 
on a rugged mountain ridge and seeing the comfortable life he 
had created with Kiel near his in-laws. We also met the pet pot-
bellied pig, and laughed together about the wacky nature of his 
neighborhood with a meth lab just down the road. When the 
drug-dealing neighbor’s karma caught up with him, and other 
negative aspects of rural isolation pressed in on Toby and Kiel, 
they picked themselves up and relocated to Portland, where 
he began a study of urban opportunities in permaculture such 
as trading plums for figs over the back fence with his far less 
psychotic neighbors. While there, he also began teaching as 

adjunct faculty at Portland State University.
 Another fruit of their urban sojourn was The Permaculture 
City, published in 2015. During this prolonged period, with 
several moves beyond Portland, and through seeing his mother 
to the end of her life and dealing with her affairs, a matter that 
took him east repeatedly, Toby was at work on a book on pattern 
literacy. Sadly, we may not see the results of this effort soon.
 In September, 2016, I was glad to meet Toby again at the 
North American Permaculture Convergence in Hopland, CA, 
where he gave a provocative and insightful talk on the historical 
patterning of cultures with landscapes, a big subject worthy of 
a big mind. At the previous NAPC in Minnesota in 2014, he 
had told a funny story on himself: riding in the backseat of the 
family car, he remarked to his wife Kiel that if he could have 
his druthers, he would have someone to cook for and carry him 
around so that he could spend his time in intellectual pursuits. 
She laughed and replied, “Well honey, it looks like you’ve 
gotten your wish.” Too handsome and physically impressive to 
pass as a nerd, and too fluent in teaching and as a public speaker 
to persuade anyone that he was an introvert, Toby nevertheless 
seems to have fit both of these unlikely personae well.
 In September, despite long months of treatment and 
obviously having lost a few pounds, Toby looked radiantly 
healthy, his stamina perhaps reduced but his mind unimpaired. 
To his friends, his passing brings great sadness. We are 
privileged to have had him among us for a brief time. The works 
he leaves behind have paved a pathway to permaculture for 
multitudes. His gifts to the world shine on.    ∆

—Peter Bane, Publisher Emeritus

Author of Gaia’s Garden Dies
Toby Hemenway Remembered

Toby Hemenway, one of the brightest lights of North American 
permaculture. Photo by Art Vargas. 
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IN THE MARCH 2016 ISSUE of PC Gamer video game 
magazine, Leif Johnson reviews an “earthy survival 
sim[ulation]” game called Life is Feudal. It is slow, as it 

realistically depicts building a log home, one log at a time; but 
he says, “[a]ll the same, I found some quiet satisfaction in the 
knowledge I was building structures that would help my com-
munity survive and not just clocking in hours for pay that I’d 
use to pay someone else. In its best moments, Life is Feudal 
recalls a beautiful simplicity we’ve lost in the modern world.” 
Perhaps, and perhaps not. Let’s take a tour of my own town….
 I start at the mission church; go past the convent; tell time by 
the bells; get a burrito from a man at a restaurant near the uni-
versity; do my wash at the place on the Alameda that the owner 
tells me also does pick-up and delivery for students; and sit in 
a park. I hear roosters in the afternoon; talk to a lady about her 
banana plant. I am asked if my flowers have bees on them by the 
lady beekeeper down the street, and learn a good way to grow 
strawberries from the manager of the demonstration garden in 
the next town.
 I buy ice cream from the grocery. One block distance away 
from it, I learn from the person talking next to me that my 
Chinese food is Cantonese (as he tells someone over his cell 
phone), and learn that a seamstress with her own business has 
knowledge of mass manufacturing of shirts from her earlier life 
in India. I take a guitar lesson from a man who plays in clubs at 
night with his band. 
 I find a place that mends shoes for my old shoes that I like 
too much to throw out and another pair that broke soon after I 
bought them. I strategize how to use my new electric grain mill, 
and consider getting one powered by a bicycle someday. 
 I go to church, and see congregations getting older. I hear of 
that kind of church being not so common. I try other churches 
with bands and chanting. I end up reading or sitting outside. A 
man comes to my door asking for donations for a homeless shel-

ter that is a home, and in conversation, I learn about a church 
that is helping the homeless and others in need—right in the 
middle of the nearby city.
 I take a basket-weaving class one weekend day. The organiz-
er tells me he’s starting up a series of classes to teach hand skills 
that aren’t much used anymore—a first for this local area. The 
teacher of the class has already been teaching here and there, 
and though he was born in England, he learned from Native 
Americans. 

 A blurb on a nursery website tells me I can use native seeds 
to grow food, but when I get them, only one seed of four packets 
actually grows. However, it gives off two seeds, and one of them 
may be working out. A Native American Indian Rancheria in a 
nearby vacation area has a nursery where I get plants that are 
useful. My soap plant has come up for the third year; I haven’t 
yet harvested the root.
 At the annual art and wine festival, I meet fun people from 
Southern California and realize there is artistry there I didn’t 
know about. I read in a book about two woodshops in Los An-
geles providing places for people to learn woodworking, which 
the author describes as sometimes a lonely pursuit, from people 
with experience and in the company of others. The woodshops 
have a dazzle due to the personable words of the author who is 
a sit-com actor, but they could be anywhere. Here in town, the 
adult school has courses in woodshop, and the city’s senior cen-
ter also has a drop-in woodshop. I recall the words of the video 
game reviewer: “…there was something deeply fulfilling about 
finding the myriad uses for objects around me that kept me 
hooked.” A local high school is accepting donations of money 
to help pay for the script of next year’s play, as well as props. I 
e-mail the director a source for recycled fabric.  ∆

Susan enjoys producing things out of natural materials and con-
necting with business owners for a local economy. 

Woodworking book source: Nick Offerman, Good Clean Fun; 
Misadventures in Sawdust at Offerman Woodshop (New York, 
NY: Dutton, an imprint of Penguin Random House, LLC, 2016), 
86.

Life in my Feudal Village in Silicon Valley
Susan L. Grill

“...there was something 
deeply fulfilling about 
finding the myriad uses 
for objects....”

Wicker basketry in progress. Even today most baskets are made 
by hand: evoking earlier times. Photo CC0 via pixabay.
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Reviews
Shifting Sands
Review by Rhonda Baird

Anne Fallas 
The Earth Changes
Portail Publications, Hortail, Surrey, 
UK, 2011
272 pp., paper

CHANGE IS INEVITABLE. The 
Earth is continuously changing, 

evolving, shifting her bones, breathing 
with the seasons. Life on the planet re-
flects a series of changes, adaptations, and 
movement toward some measure of ho-
meostasis. Holmgren’s principles, viewed 
as a cycle, begin and end with responding 
to change. Every generation anticipates 
change. We anticipate the future, amass 
information and sensation, and analyze 
that information so that we can determine 
a trend. It’s a survival instinct. However, 
we live in a time of unprecedented rates 
of change. Within the span of a few gen-
erations, our species has wrought great 
changes upon the earth—affecting all of 
life.  Can we anticipate what is to come? 
  Holmgren wrote Future Scenarios try-
ing to do just that. Permaculturists often 
use the four scenarios as a framework for 
guessing how different projects might 
contribute to our common future (see 
Ryan Conway’s article this issue). Anne 
Fallas has taken up such a project—tell-
ing the story of how the Earth and some 
people encounter a future scenario. 
  The Earth Changes is a grand vision 

affecting the reader deeply—touch-
ing on our own inner wisdom. But the 
reader should be prepared for the (New 
Age?) spiritual element which dominates 
throughout. Likewise, the writing can be 
frustrating. This is partially due to the 
translation from French into English and 

also due to layout. Scenes change drasti-
cally between characters and the narrator. 
More cues would help the reader navigate 
the story. Neither of these issues com-
pletely mask that, while the story is wor-
thy to be told, more editing was needed. 
  Set in France, Fallas’ home, the novel 
takes up the life of some people living 
in the countryside. In this, the characters 
demonstrate much of an idyllic permac-
ulture life: farmhouse heated with wood, 
gardening, caring for bees, and so on. 
The learning curve to become productive 
is well demonstrated in the novel—and 
the various tools, skills, and needs of 
civilized life are mostly present. The arts 
are also well represented through the 
music lessons of one character and the 
visionary paintings of another. Likewise, 
struggle with community life, addiction, 

and relationships present concerns in the 
story-telling. This set of common human 
stories is sometimes endearing, some-
times quaint. 
  The main question with which the 
author struggles, however, is how these 
characters tune into their own inner 
wisdom and contribute that wisdom to the 
group—so that a symbiotic whole system 
is formed. This group, with the help of a 
very sensitive, spiritually attune individu-
al, navigates the socio-economic disrup-
tion that occurs (rising prices, pandemics, 
and natural disasters) and helps them to 
find powerful visions of how to move 
forward through what amounts to a vibra-
tional shift of the Earth into a new dimen-
sion of reality. The novel rises to beautiful 
prose with passages which any permacul-
ture person would recognize: “Within the 
realm of nature all functions are linked…. 
The earth, once on a destructive journey 
towards annihilation, was now moving to 
a place of redemption. It was re-linking 
with the [celestial] web and becoming, 
yet again, a part of the divine plan.” The 
Earth is washed clean to start anew. 
  The changes Fallas describes are fasci-
nating. She does not dwell in tragedy, but 
gives clues to the nature of them: “Nature 
was regaining control. As she released 
her power, turmoil, tragedy, and trepida-
tion became the norm. Her reclamation 
and rejuvenation turned every day into 
an unexpected array and chain of events. 
Climate change had now become in-
comprehensible; it was outside human 
understanding.”
  Changes are wrought on the human, 
too—immune systems weakened by 
chemical and emotional stressors before 
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sively impact Western living standards. 
Probably everybody reading this review 
buys into this view of the future. So, let’s 
get ready. Let’s practice living better on 
fewer inputs. Let’s simplify our lives and 
find out what’s really meaningful. As the 
pie shrinks, the quality of the remaining 
slices becomes more important. Becom-
ing a frugal hedonist sounds like a pretty 
good strategy to me.
 Frugal Hedonism is not just another 
guide to green living with the usual ex-
pected guidelines: switch out your light 
bulbs, put a brick in your toilet tank, 
choose low-VOC paints, install solar 
electric…. Instead, it’s as much a guide 
to thinking about simple living as it is 
about techniques for a less complicated 
lifestyle. Those of us who bought in and 
replaced all those lovely old incandes-
cents with compact fluorescent lights 
(CPLs) soon found out that 1) they don’t 
last as long as they were touted, 2) their 
output dims over time, and 3) most 
locales have no easy means to safely dis-
pose of old bulbs, which contain mercury. 
Significantly, turning them on and off 
shortens their life, more so than it does 
the old-style bulbs. So, it has been with 
some skepticism that I’ve finally begun 
to replace all the old incandescents and 
CPLs with LED bulbs. While waiting for 
the next LED shoe to drop, they do seem 
to be lasting and not dimming. While they 
use less electricity, lighting in general 
uses so little that the average smallish 
home is probably not going to see much 
impact on utility bills from switching to 
LEDs. Far more significant is to eliminate 

the clothes dryer. Frugal hedonism el-
evates strategy above tactics, in true per-
maculture fashion. It’s about feeling good 
as one makes these thoughtful choices, 
rather than the warm, fuzzy feeling of 
buying the latest ‘green’ product. Can 

not having seen her in probably 20 years. 
She was trying to pin me down—her not 
letting me beg off as Unitarian Univer-
salist and me unwilling to be a human-
ist for the day. In a swirl of inspiration, 
she exclaimed that Gwen and I must be 
hedonists. I remember being struck by 
the statement, vaguely offended for about 
three seconds, and then reflecting on how 
all Americans are hedonists. If the label 
sticks, wear it. Certainly hedonism has its 
moments.
 “Save money. Live better.” is Wal-
mart’s motto. But frugal hedonism is as 
different from consumerism as wildcraft-
ed chanterelles are from canned cream of 
mushroom soup.
 The best thinking about the future 

says that resource constraints (oil fore-
most, but also water, phosphate, and other 
essentials) and climate change will be the 
fundamental driving forces in the trajec-
tory of history over the next few hundred 
years. These limits to growth will mas-

...let’s season the hedonism with a dash 
of good old-fashioned Depression frugality. 
Learn to appreciate the depth of experience 
and not get carried away by trivial, 
ephemeral things. 

Less Money, More Me
Review by John Wages

Annie Raser-Rowland with 
Adam Grubb
The Art of Frugal Hedonism: A 
Guide to Spending Less while 
Enjoying Everything More
Melliodora Publishing. Hepburn, Vic-
toria, Australia.
256 pp. Softcover. $40.00

FRUGAL HEDONISM TURNS 
consumerism on its head. Replace the 

word ‘frugal’ with ‘enlightened,’ and you 
have the idea. The American model of 
consumerism has no rationale, and in its 
purest form, no concern for product life 
cycle, energy return over energy invested 
(EROEI), wage and living conditions in 
the countries where products are made, 
or anything else except the ‘bottom line.’ 
Even energy efficiency is couched in 
terms of cost per year to run the washer, 
dryer, etc. What about the cost to make 
the washer in the first place? One goes to 
the least expensive store and buys what-
ever gadget one wants. As long as you 
got it at the lowest price, you got a good 
deal. Seeking pleasure through continu-
ous shopping has become the American 
way of life, with results that are far from 
pleasurable overall, when considering the 
mental and political state of the country. 
There must be a better way.
 One of my oldest and dearest friends, 
gone now over 10 years, liked to provoke 
people with pointed, sometimes personal, 
questions. She was a teacher in the public 
schools, and this uncomfortable ten-
dency carried over into her personal life. 
Once, Gwen and I sat in her living room 
discussing religion (at her instigation), 

the shift are strengthened by the new 
energy flooding the planet. Children are 
born with a new level of sensitivity and 
deep connection to every other thing on 
the planet. 
  We need many stories, many visions, 
many paths to help us make our way 
forward. Anne Fallas’ novel will inspire 
questions and help us to claim the very 
best of the changes to come.        ∆
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anyone say, “Pet Rock” or “Chia Pet?”
 “Use it up, wear it out, make do, or 
do without,” was a way of life for poor 
folks during the Great Depression. It 
carried over well into the 50s and 60s in 
the rural South of the US. Frugal hedo-
nism is about taking pride in using what’s 
available and using it or repurposing it. 
It’s about seeing the wisdom in using an 
old washing machine rather than rush-
ing out and buying the latest and greatest 
high-efficiency model, although there’s a 
time to do that as well. It’s about tak-
ing as much satisfaction in running the 
numbers and knowing for a fact when it’s 
time to replace the gas guzzler, as it is in 
being proud to be first on the block with 
an all-electric car. Consumerism is a fad; 
frugal hedonism is a sustainable, reward-
ing lifestyle.
 Aside from a bit of justifiable green 
fad-bashing, Frugal Hedonism has a lot 
to say about food. Those of us who like 
to eat tend to like to eat out, which costs 
money. The first step in escaping the 
eating-in-nice-restaurants trap is to cook 
more at home. Here, the temptation to 
do right by the recipe leads to a trip into 
town to buy the one missing ingredient. 
Why not substitute? Experiment! Use an 

egg instead of the “vital wheat gluten” 
called for in the “best ever” bread recipe. 
There are plenty of eggs in the backyard, 
but I have to spend fossil fuels to drive 
into town and then most likely try several 
stores before finding the gluten, which 
tends to be a bit pricy, compared to those 
eggs in the backyard. You get the point.
 The chapters (51 total) are on the 
short to very short side. Each focuses on a 
particular frugality strategy and expounds 
on the reasons for doing so, the many 
benefits, plus many really funny anec-
dotes and illustrations.
 The Further Resources for simpler 
living is almost in itself worth the price 
of the book. I’d never heard of several of 
them. Travel ends up being the biggest 
budget item for many of us and the work/
accommodation exchange sites (in the 
vein of WWOOF) present many options 
for budget travel.
 The Art of Frugal Hedonism is a spe-
cial book, and not only because it comes 
from Melliodora, the publishing arm of 
Holmgren Design, crucible of advanced 
permaculture thinking. It really does lay 
a foundation for a lifestyle that could 
indeed be sustainable across many years 
of energy descent. Its real strength lies 

more in the rationale it exposits and the 
style of life it promotes, than to individual 
elements of saving money and living sim-
pler, although there are plenty of details 
as well. In that sense, frugal hedonism is 
about the design of the sustainable life, 
and not the particular elements in that 
life. Design from patterns to details. Start 
with the well founded rationale and the 
Big Picture, and you won’t go wrong.
 The premise of this book sounds a 
little more stoic than hedonistic, as hedo-
nism is commonly understood. Stoicism 
just doesn’t have the appeal of hedonism, 
so let’s season the hedonism with a dash 
of good old-fashioned Depression frugal-
ity. Learn to appreciate the depth of expe-
rience and not get carried away by trivial, 
ephemeral things. Enjoy your food and 
look into its provenance. Oranges are the 
golden apples of Hercules. Turn off the 
lights at night and admire the starry sky. 
Learn the planets, the constellations, and 
the myths behind them. Get ready for the 
next comet. Look up. Look down. Look 
closer to home. Is there a distant corner of 
your property you’ve ignored? Go check 
it out. In your haste to visit Yellowstone 
before it’s gone, have you missed a local 
treasure?                                               ∆

Culture Quest
Review by Peter Bane

DAVID FLEMING
edited by Shaun Chamberlin
Surviving the Future:
Culture, carnival, and capital 
in the aftermath of the market 
economy—a story from Lean 
Logic
Chelsea Green. White River Jct., VT. 
2016.
279 pp. paper. b/w woodcuts. $20.00

A WORK OF ECONOMICS 
(household regulation) in the most 

profound sense of the word, Surviving the 
Future invites the reader into a rich world 
of possibilities for a future we are certain 
to get but know little about. Editor Shaun 
Chamberlin has extracted about a quarter 
of Fleming’s masterwork, Lean Logic: 
A Dictionary for the Future and How to 

Survive it, and assembled it into a more 
familiar narrative format. Nevertheless, 
the influences of the original can be felt 
throughout. Each of the many subjects 
Fleming addresses is given deep and 
thoughtful consideration. With periodic 
glances at the footnotes, and savoring 
each sentence, I felt that I was in a good 
library, not just a book, and certainly in 
the presence of a great scholar. Despite 
his death six years ago, and the fact that 
the subject is the end of the world as 
we have known it, the man’s warmth, 
humanity, and brilliance buoy the reader.
 Dr. Fleming’s passion was community 
though he earned a PhD in Economics 
following an MBA, the better, says the 
author’s biography, to confound the 
mainstream. He relates an odd story 
of participating in a highly structured 
business seminar in which he, being 
reluctant and feeling out-of-place, was 
the last to volunteer for a role-playing 
exercise. Of course, the facilitator made 

him the CEO, “The Boss!” of a factory 
with 2/3 of the participants line workers 
assembling little plastic blocks into 
perfect packages. The other third of the 
participants were designated managers 
and charged with making things work. 
With four teams at four tables attempting 
to create a virtual assembly line, much 
carrying of product back and forth, and 
with zero tolerance the standard for error, 
bedlam ensued, while no product was 
successfully manufactured. Everyone was 
sweating and yelling. Though Fleming’s 
telling elides his essential role, he seems 
to have reorganized the work process 
to put everyone close together, insist 
on mutual communication, and prevent 
any faulty materials from proceeding 
down the production line. The keys were 
moving the tables adjacent, and insisting 
that only one item be worked on at a 
time—by both generating and receiving 
teams—until it was perfected. A buzz 
of shared interest ensued. Soon, silence 
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has to build it into the price.
 If you are committed to a place, 
because, for example, the barriers to 
entry and exit are high, you will find the 
package deal worth the trouble. You will 
also learn to be wary of the tyranny of 
small choices, whereby taking candy from 
the stranger leads to very sad outcomes. 
Participants in a lean economy learn to 
shy away from such easy pleasures that 
can sweep away the foundations of their 
world.
 In yet another unexpected turn, the 
author argues that multiculturalism 
has dubious prospects in a materially 
constrained world, and while we might 
all want to agree to get along with each 
other, in times of stress, communities 
often fracture on ethnic and religious 
lines. He’s not telling us anything 
new, but neither does he stop with pat 
formulations. He goes on to explore 
how multiculturalism might evolve into 
a stable synthesis, a common narrative 
or Social Covenant. Alternately, strong 
boundaries protecting each community or 
subculture can become a basis for mutual 
respect and enduring toleration. As our 

Scots-Irish neighbors 200 years in the 
Carolina mountains used to let us know 
at Earthaven Ecovillage: we’ll meet in 
the road, but the gate is there for a reason. 
We’ll leave you alone if you do us the 
same courtesy.
 Chapters on Carnival, Slack 
Employment, Eroticism, Needs and 
Wants, Small Scale, Intentional Waste, 
Religions, and Utopia? make up the 
second part of the book, and each is a 
delight I will leave you to explore.
 The third part of the book is also filled 
with treasures such as The Wheel of Life, 
an intellectual model I use in conjunction 
with teaching permaculture principles. 
Here, Fleming opens up the discussion 

And it must inevitably fail, as the market’s 
taut competitiveness demands ever 
increasing productivity and thus relies 
on the impossibility of perpetual growth.

arose, a quiet hum of activity began 
yielding perfect widgets one after another, 
and the managers were all left standing on 
the side with their arms folded, trying to 
pretend that they were doing something.
 This homily on the nature of 
modern life says much about Fleming’s 
sensibility, his wit, and his faith in 
humanity. 
 The subjects of this extended essay 
are unexpected but go to the heart 
of culture and place-making. His 
founding principles for community are 
Manners, Scale and Presence, and Slack. 
Essentially, these describe the framework 
of engagement between people who 
belong to a place. Manners has much 
to do with the nature of thinking and 
addressing others. This leads to an 
extended disquisition on the nature of 
logical fallacies. The book’s appendix 
lists and defines scores of such travesties 
as “begging the question,” or circular 
logic, “cant” or insisting that no nice 
person can possibly disagree with you, 
and “ignorance,” a variant of which is 
the Scientist’s Fallacy that something 
which has not been proven does not exist, 
e.g., homeopathy, morphic resonance, 
or ghosts. Fleming assures us that these 
ways to cheat in an argument are almost 
unavoidable in modern conversation, yet 
are behavior which no “lean” community 
or economy can really tolerate. Reading 
his description of cant, which he likens 
to the behavior of the Wolf in the tale of 
Red Riding Hood—“What big ears you 
have, Grandmother.” “The better to hear 
you with, child.”—I couldn’t help but be 
reminded of the campaign antics of the 
President-elect: ‘No one has more respect 
for women than I do,’ and ‘…such a nasty 
woman.’ This quick tour of 130 fallacies, 
and a lengthier examination of 15 of 
them, is sad and hilarious at the same 
time, well worth the price of the book, if 
only to afford you an edge in deciphering 
the rubbish that passes for public 
discourse in America today. Naming is 
a great power. Most people have no idea 
they’re being taken to the cleaners. 
 On the other hand, Fleming extols 
the virtues of Slack, which means the 
ability to work to rules other than profit 
maximization and the tyranny of low 
prices. A lean economy, surprisingly, 

will have a good measure of Slack. 
Exchange in a healthy community dances 
only briefly into the visible sphere of 
the market, and disappears continuously 
beneath the surface of social relations 
and moral choice about technology. 

This draws us into a consideration of 
the values package delivered in locally 
centered commerce. The shopkeeper may 
have a local monopoly and can charge 
more for goods, but the customers get far 
more than what is in the little bag. The 
door is open, a public place is created, 
children are minded (and educated), news 
and gossip transfer over the counter, 
eyes are constantly on the street in front 
keeping it safe and alive; everyone’s 
tastes, needs, and preferences are the 
lingua franca of the shop. The merchant 
gets paid nothing for maintaining 
the atmosphere of community—so 
very different in reality than the fake 
friendliness of corporate greeters—so she 

Not for Sale or Distribution—www.Permaculture Design Magazine.com



PERMACULTURE AND THE COMMONS  •  FEBRUARY 2017      57 

corrhizal Planet presents a more complex 
view of the “underground economy.” In 
his chapter on Healthy Plant Metabolism, 
we glimpse the signaling networks that 
plants use to alert nearby individuals of 
insects or disease. We learn a bit about 
the “immune systems” of plants and how 
they mobilize their defenses in response 
to infection or predation. Not surpris-
ingly, mycorrhizae play a critical role in 
these plant responses. In Provisioning 
the Mycorrhizosphere, the author gives 
us some pointers on feeding the fungi. 
Ramial wood (small pieces of freshly cut 

even extending hyphae into living plant 
cells in some cases. In true symbiotic 
fashion, the plant exudes nutrients that 
the fungus needs, while the fungus mobi-
lizes nutrients for the plant. Both benefit 
from the arrangement. The book is well 
researched and well referenced, with cita-
tions covering both the primary scientific 
literature and popular works in the field.
 The basic idea of plant-feeds-fungus/
fungus-feeds-plant has already percolated 
through the sustainable farming com-
munity, thanks to Dr. Elaine Ingham and 
co-workers of Soil Food Web fame. My-

Agroforestry and Forest Garden Network

The network, based in the UK, invites more participants from North 
America to participate in sharing their forest garden with others. 

For more information, contact: 

Agroforestry & Forest Garden Network
A.R.T., 46 Hunters Moon, Dartington, Totnes, 

Devon, TQ9 6JT, UK

Email: mail@agroforestry.co.uk
https://www.agroforestry.co.uk

of growth, ramification, success, rigidity, 
break up, and the decay of living systems 
to reveal some of the sadly familiar 
processes and arguments that accompany 
these phases in social evolution. Our 
present social condition is well past the 
prime of growth and connection in which 
success builds on success, and far down 
the path of conservation or increasing 
rigidity, which makes the system ever 
more vulnerable to shocks and break up. 
Will we accept greater command-and-
control imposed from the top down, or 
will we slip out of such straitjackets and 
find ways for the subsystems to determine 
their own path? 
 In this section, Fleming poses 

uncomfortable questions and looks 
unblinkingly into the alternative answers. 
I can leave you with no better closing that 
the author’s own words. 
 “The market’s achievements and 
answers sound authoritative and final, 
but what is truly most significant about 
them is how naïve they are—if the flow 
of income fails, the powerfully bonding 
combination of money and self-interest 
will no longer be available on its present 
all-embracing scale, and perhaps not at 
all. And it must inevitably fail, as the 
market’s taut competitiveness demands 
ever increasing productivity and thus 
relies on the impossibility of perpetual 
growth.

 “In the meantime, reduction of a 
society and culture to dependence on 
mathematical abstraction has infantilised 
a grown-up civilization and is well on the 
way to destroying it…
 “And the end is in sight; during the 
early decades of the (21st) century, the 
market will lose its magic. It is the aim of 
Lean Logic to suggest some principles for 
repairing or replacing the atrophied social 
structures on which most human cultures 
were built, as the basis for a cohesive 
society that might survive the turbulent 
times to come.”
 A book to keep close, to read and re-
read. Chewy, patient, witty, and glorious.      
                                                                ∆

Fungal Allies in the New 
Green Revolution
Review by John Wages

MICHAEL PHILLIPS
Mycorrhizal Planet: How Sym-
biotic Fungi Work with Roots to 
Support Plant Health and Build 
Soil Fertility
Chelsea Green Publishing. White 
River Jct., VT. Available Feb. 28, 
2017.
256 pp. Hardcover. Full-color photo-
graphs and illustrations. $40.00

MICHAEL PHILLIPS is an organic 
orchardist from New Hampshire 

whose previous books include The Apple 
Grower, The Holistic Orchard, and The 
Herbalist’s Way. Now, Michael turns his 
attention soil-ward, to examine the deep 
and vital connections between plants and 
fungi.
 Mycorrhizal Planet joins the ranks of 
those classics of mushroom lore by Paul 
Stamets (Mycelium Running), and David 
Arora (All That the Rain Promises and 
More; Mushrooms Demystified). It takes 
a step beyond the soil food web, to go 
deep into the neglected third kingdom of 
eukaryotes: Fungi.
 The author conveys a basic, and ac-
curate to the nearest approximation of 
current science, understanding of the role 
of mycelial networks. Soil fungi establish 
intimate associations with plant roots—
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or chipped wood, rich in sapwood) is a 
star. Others are noted. Once you know 
how to feed them, you’re read to collect 
them, which is the subject of the next 
chapter. A brief description of the various 
commercial fungal inoculation products 
combines with composting for maximum 
fungal yield, hugelkultur, and biochar.
 As a scientist reading this book, I 
sensed an exposition of a whole new 
biotechnology that the author almost, but 
not quite, brought to life. Instead of pin-
point, single-gene alterations that are the 
forte of current molecular biology-based 
biotechnology, a new biological technol-
ogy would weave infinitely more com-
plex webs of relationships between whole 
organisms (wait a minute—that sounds 
like permaculture!). Plant guilds are but-
tressed by mycorrhizal support systems. 
Methods of tillage, planting, and crop 
management are tailored to avoid disrup-
tion of soil fungi, as much as possible. 
Whole new avenues of crop science open 
up, where new varieties are developed not 
for maximum response to chemical fertil-
izers and resistance to insects and disease 
in monoculture systems, but for charac-
teristics like effective hosting of multiple 
mycorrhizal species. The data suggest that 
such cross-kingdom assemblages could 
enhance crop yields under adverse condi-

tions. With drought, topsoil depletion and 
loss, peak phosphorus, movements of 
crop pests and diseases, and unpredictable 
weather in the wake of climate change, 
this knowledge is vital. This is what our 
agronomy departments should be working 
on, not genetically engineering plants to 
interface better with the latest chemicals 
from agribusiness or developing new 
varieties for maximum production under 
conventional farming paradigms. The 
idea is so antithetical to current practice 
that even calling a mycorrhizal inoculant 
a “technology” seems inappropriate. 
We’ve become accustomed to complex 
machines (cell phones, the Web, VR, AI, 

robotics) as technology that we easily for-
get that fire and biochar are also technolo-
gies. Cover cropping and composting are 
technologies—appropriate technologies 
or tools that harness the power of intact, 
living systems to do what those sys-
tems evolved to do and to do very well. 
Now we add to the toolbox new ways of 
encouraging plant-fungi associations and 
enjoying the ensuing benefits. Close the 
book on the Green Revolution—the Myco 
Revolution is here.

 Another outstanding chapter presents 
the various approaches to mid-scale and 
broadscale organic no-till. The chisel 
plow, of which the Yeomans plow is 
particularly well designed, opens up com-
pacted soil with much less disturbance 
of the fungal biome than a moldboard 
plow or a rotary tiller. Implements like 
the crimper-roller have been developed to 
take down cover crops prior to planting, 
without the need for tilling or “plow-
ing under.” At a recent farm show, I saw 
a “power harrow.” This implement has 
circular arrays of short teeth that rotate 
in the horizontal plane. The business 
end of the tool sits under a steel hood, 

looking much like a rotary tiller, but the 
effect on the soil is quite different. Instead 
of mixing the soil strata and decimat-
ing mycelial networks, the teeth simply 
scuffle across the surface inch or so of 
soil to create a fine seedbed. Of course, 
various seed drills have been developed 
for conventional no-till as well.
 The no-till chapter also discusses 
home garden-scale techniques, with much 
emphasis on permaculture. Indeed, the 
techniques presented here for robust and 
healthy mycorrhizal populations, will be 
familiar to any PDC graduate: continuous 
mulching, minimal soil disturbance, cover 
crop mixtures, polycultures (diversity 
above ground = diversity below ground), 
and more.
 Given that healthy mycorrhizal as-
sociations help plants cope with adverse 
conditions, it seems likely that fungi can 
be valuable allies in transitioning farms 
from conventional to organic. The mycor-
rhizal toolkit can be critical to helping 
feed crop plants in the early years, when 
depleted soils still have low organic mat-
ter and comparatively low fungal popula-
tions.
 And, of course, some mycorrhizal 
fungi are stars in their own right, beyond 
their benefits to their plant partners: 
truffles come to mind. Other culinary my-
corrhizae include chanterelles and morels. 
The author devotes an entire chapter to 
this “symbiosis benefit especially for us.” 
While not a treatise on cultivating these 
hard-to-grow mushrooms, the chapter 
packs a lot of information on the state of 
the art in morel cultivation, for example, 
and provides a starting point for anyone 
who wants to try establishing morel or 
truffle patches.
 This is one of the best books I’ve read 
in a long time, with lots of new informa-
tion and food for thought. If you’re look-
ing to learn more about fungi and how 
you can encourage a more robust mycor-
rhizal population in your garden, this 
is the book for you. If you’re a teacher 
looking to incorporate more “evidence” 
for why we do what we do, Mycorrhizal 
Planet, with its many references from the 
scientific literature, does just that. The 
author tends to be a tad repetitious, when 
extolling the benefits of mycorrhizae—
but then hey, what’s not to like?        ∆ 

The idea is so antithetical to current practice 
that even calling a mycorrhizal inoculant a 
“technology” seems inappropriate.
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EVENTS

Send Event and Calendar Listings for Issue #104 
(May 2017)

Design Process
by the March 1st deadline  

events@permaculturedesignmagazine.com

Earth Activist Training
British Colombia
 Dates: April 28-May 14
 Location: OUR Ecovillage, Shawnigan  
  Lake, British Colombia
   Description: OUR Ecovillage is proud 
to host this two-week permaculture design 
certificate course with a focus on organiz-
ing and activism, and a grounding in earth 
based spirituality. Learn how to heal soil and 
cleanse water, how to design human systems 
that mimic natural systems using a minimum 
of energy and resources, and how to create 
real abundance and social justice. Explore 
the strategies and organizing tools we need 
to make our visions real, as well as the daily 
practice, magic, and rituals that can sustain 
our spirits. Participatory, hands-on teaching 
with lots of rituals, games, projects, songs, and 
laughs along with an intensive curriculum in 
ecological design. 
 Instructors:  Starhawk, Charles Williams
 Contact:   ourecovillage.org

Permaculture Design Course
Costa Rica
 Dates: April 25-May 8
 Location: Mastatal, Puriscal, 
  COSTA RICA
   Description: Join our diverse team of 
permaculture instructors Scott Gallant, Mitch 
Haddad, Santiago Miranda, Rachel Jackson, 
Sam Kenworthy, and Laura Killingbeck for 
this annual life-changing 2-week experience. 
The course covers the core Permaculture 
Design curriculum and emphasizes creating 
diverse multi-functional human landscapes 
based on ecological patterns. 
 Utilizing Rancho Mastatal as a living 
classroom, the class will mix lectures and 
hands-on work, exploring design solutions for 
both temperate and tropical regions.  Put-
ting permaculture into practice, the course 
concludes with students working in teams to 
create their own permaculture site designs. 
This course is applicable to anyone with an 
interest in designing resilient and regenerative 
futures as well as professionals in the fields 
of architecture, planning, ecology, education, 
farming, and community development. The 
whole-systems design thinking outlined in the 
course will give participants the tools to re-
design and improve their surroundings; from 
gardens, farms and homes, to livelihoods, 
relationships and communities. 
 The course is in English and Spanish.
 Instructors: Scott Gallant, Mitch  
    Haddad, Santiago Miranda,  
    Rachel Jackson, Sam   
                    Kenworthy, and Laura   
    Killingbeck
 Cost:  Central Americans, US$850
  Residents and Ex-Pats,   
  US$1350
  Foreigners (non-Central  
  American) US$1,500
 Contact:   Tim O’Hara
  info@ranchomastatal.com
  ranchomastatal.com

Ask your public library to subscribe 
— more than 50 already do. 

See Library Service, pg. 60.

Permaculture Teacher Training
India
 Dates: October 21-30
 Location: Polam Farm, Manthoor Village, Telangana, INDIA
   Description: This will be the first teacher training in India! Empower yourself to advocate for 
change through whole systems design and teaching! This Permaculture Teacher Training course 
will increase and expand your abilities and guide you to be a more versatile, engaging and effec-
tive educator.  In this dynamic course, you will learn significant teaching techniques to commu-
nicate Permaculture principles and strategies in a wide variety of educational settings. 
 Our goal is to encourage and inspire your unique strengths and talents by demonstrating 
diverse teaching modalities such as lecture, facilitating class discussions, storytelling, and using 
visual aids. As a group we facilitate a safe setting of active learning, building confidence by 
experiencing essential practice via preparing and co-teaching multiple presentations. Participants 
will receive a Permaculture Teacher Training and Facilitation Certificate of Completion. Prereq-
uisite: Permaculture Design Course Certificate or instructor’s approval.
 Instructors: Jude Hobbs, Robyn Francis, Rico Zook
 Cost:  $ 450-1,000  Includes course materials, camping or shared dormitory & three  
  deliciously local meals a day, Scholarships available
 Contact:   permaculturainfo@gmail.com

Permaculture Design Course
Belize
 Dates: February 25-March 11
 Location: Maya Mtn. Research Farm, 
  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 communi-
ties.
  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 perma-
culture principles and applied biodiversity. 
With over 28 years of organic management 
and conversion from an abandoned citrus and 
cattle farm to a biologically diverse polycul-
ture, 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.
  During the class, you will integrate what 
you are learning by walking through an 
established 28 year old food forest.  The river 
is crystal clear and perfect for swimming.  All 
food comes from the watershed of the site.  
The teachers offer a diversity of experience in 
many climates throughout the world.
 Instructors: Marisha Auerbach, Albert  
    Bates, Christopher Nesbitt,  
    Celini Logan, and Anandi  
    Premlall
 Cost:  USD$1,500/B$3,000
 Contact:   Christopher Nesbitt
  info@mmrfbz.org
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International Focus
Permaculture Design Course
California
 Dates: May 21-June 4
 Location: Quail Springs, Maricopa, CA
   Description: This course equips people 
working in international development and 
grassroots projects with the perspectives and 
skills needed to engage with communities in 
partnership to incorporate elements into the 
design of communities, smallholder farms 
and land with household agricultural produc-
tion which are holistic, appropriate, strategic, 
effective, and diverse, as well as ecologically 
and economically sound. This course includes 
the 72-hr Permaculture Design Certification 
through the Permaculture Research Institute. 
 This course is designed for people who 
work with non-government organizations 
(NGOs) or governments, or who are com-
munity organizers. The teaching is directly 
relevant for international development prac-
titioners, including the technical teams from 
agency headquarters and field teams engaged 
in implementation.
 Instructors: Warren Brush, Lindsay  
    Allen, Brenton Kelly, Pandora  
    Thomas, Rafter Sass Ferguson
 Cost:  $1,650, check our site for  
  discounts
 Contact:   805-886-7239
   quailsprings.org

Advanced Course: Botany
Oregon
 Dates: May 7-12
 Location: Ashland, Oregon
   Description: This botany course is a 6-day 
field intensive designed to be an essential 
part of training for stewards of earth repair, 
practitioners of Social Forestry or simply an 
opportunity to delve into the world of plants.  
We will look at plants within their ecological 
and ethnobotanical contexts, honing obser-
vational skills through storytelling, drawing, 
plant walks, discussion and botanical survey.
 Instructors:  Tom Ward, Mulysa Melco
 Cost:  $725 after April 7; $625 before
 Contact:   Melanie Mindlin
  541-482-7909
                     siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com
                       http://siskiyoupermaculture.com

Advanced Course:  
Optical Surveying for 
Earthworks and Water
Oregon
 Dates: June 25-30
 Location: Ashland, Oregon
   Description: Optical Surveying offers the 
skills you need for implementing permaculture 
projects and are essential for every farmer, 
homesteader, designer and consultant.  At this 
6 day intensive, Tom Ward teaches the use 
of non-electric surveying tools, along with 
advanced skills in key line, pond and swale 
layout, mapping, and how these skills are 
applied in permaculture.  Lots of information 
and reviews about this popular course are on 
the website.  Lead instructor Tom Ward is a 
PINA diplomate who has taught dozens of 
permaculture courses over the last 30 years 
including the PDC, Teachers Training and 
advanced courses in Social Forestry, Survey-
ing for Water and Earthworks and Design.
 Instructors:  Tom Ward and guests.
 Cost:  $525 by 5/25; $625 after
 Contact:   Melanie Mindlin
  541-482-7909
                     siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com
                       http://siskiyoupermaculture.com

Permaculture Design Course
Oregon
 Dates: Weekends beginning 
  February 18
 Location: Ashland, Oregon
   Description: The world famous PDC intro-
duces 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 regen-
erative permaculture principles and patterns 
to design an integrated homestead, energy and 
water systems, animals, gardens, appropriate 
technology, forestry, and healthy communi-
ties.  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 re-indigenation with a culture 
of celebration.  This is the full certificate 
course covering the permaculture curriculum 
set out by Bill Mollison, along with lots of 
local knowledge and applications.  
 Instructors: Tom Ward, Karen Taylor,  
     Melanie Mindlin
 Cost:  $725
 Contact:   Melanie Mindlin
  541-482-7909
                     siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com
                       http://siskiyoupermaculture.com

Permaculture Teacher Training
Oregon
 Dates: August 1-8
 Location: Wilson Creek Gardens, 
  Cottage Grove, Oregon
   Description: In this dynamic and interactive 
course, you learn significant teaching tech-
niques to communicate and apply Permacul-
ture principles and strategies to a wide variety 
of audiences and educational settings. Our 
goal is to encourage and inspire your unique 
strengths and abilities by demonstrating 
diverse teaching modalities including effective 
use of lecture, storytelling, class discussions, 
interactive experiential activities, visual aids 
and hands-on skills.
 As a group we facilitate a safe setting of 
active learning, building confidence by expe-
riencing essential practice via preparing and 
co-teaching multiple presentations.
 We appreciate the unique skills and expe-
riences of those attending and cultivate net-
working for future connections and support. 
A core part of Jude’s work is inspiring and 
training the next generation of Permaculture 
advocates.
 This is a Certificate Course offered by the 
Cascadia Permaculture Institute with Permac-
ulture Institute of North America Instructors
Prerequisite: Permaculture Design Course 
Certificate or instructor’s approval.
 Instructors: Jude Hobbs, with Guests  
    Andrew Millison, Tao Orion &  
    Abel Kloster
 Cost:  $1,050 materials, camping,  
                      meals. Early Registration 
  discount of $50 by 7/3/17  
 Contact:   cascadiapc@gmail.com 
  cascadiapermaculture.com

Permaculture Design Course
Oregon
 Dates: May 17-29
 Location: Aprovecho Education Ctr. 
  Cottage Grove, OR
   Description: Join the Cascadia Permacul-
ture Institute this spring for our 2 week com-
prehensive permaculture design course.  This 
course will help you gain a clear understand-
ing of the theory and practice of ecological 
design through lecture, discussion, slideshows, 
design projects, and hands-on experience.  
May is the perfect time to deepen your under-
standing of natural systems and how they can 
inform design. Certified by Cascadia Permac-
ulture Institute and the Permaculture Institute 
of North American (PINA). 
 Instructors: Jude Hobbs, Marisha 
    Auerbach, Abel Kloster
 Contact:   Marisha Auerbach
           marisha.permaculturerising@gmail.com
                      permaculturerising.com
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31st Annual
Permaculture Design Course
Colorado
 Dates:  August 7-18
 Location: CRMPI
  Basalt, CO
   Description: Join us for the 31st annual 
PDC held on site at a 30-year-old food for-
est and permaculture homestead.  Witness 
firsthand the regenerative and transformative 
power of a long running permaculture design 
in action.  Study with a diverse, experienced, 
and committed teaching team who offer in-
sights into consultation, practical application, 
greenhouses, community, right livelihoods, 
and more!  Camping in the fresh mountain air 
and three square meals a day featuring local 
and organic food.  Inquire now for details.

 Instructors:  Adam Brock, Stephanie  
    Syson, Avery Ellis, Jerome  
    Osentowski, and guests.
 Cost:  $1,875, discounts available
   credit cards accepted
 Contact:  CRMPI, Jerome Osentowski
  jerome@crmpi.org

Back Issue Prices 
& Ordering

$6.50 each ppd to US addresses • 20% 
discount 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 Academy
Colorado
 Dates:  July 2017, TBA
 Location: CRMPI, Basalt, CO
   Description: Join us for and intensive 
course on how to design, install, and maintain 
both outdoor forest gardens and indoor green-
house forest gardens.  Learn what it takes 
to design and manage greenhouses, how to 
create forest gardens, and integrate greywater 
systems. Each subject is it’s own module - 
pick and choose your courses.  Courses will 
be held on site at a thirty year old food forest 
and permaculture homestead featuring five 
different greenhouses.  Witness firsthand the 
regenerative and transformative power of a 
long running permaculture design in action.  
 Instructors:  Stephanie Syson, Avery  
       Ellis, Jerome Osentowski
 Cost:  $1,875, discounts available
 Contact:  CRMPI, Jerome Osentowski
  jerome@crmpi.org

Permaculture Design Course
Minnesota
 Dates: Mar. 31, Apr. 1-2, 22-23, May  
  20-21, June 17-18, July 15-16,  
  Aug. 12-13
 Location: Minneapolis, MN
   Description: Big River Permaculture is 
excited to present the 2nd Annual Urban 
PDC course. Our 12.5 day course includes 
72 hours of standard PDC course work, plus 
over 20 hours of urban focused teachings, and 
an option for several site internships. This 
year we are expanding from 5 to 6 days and 
have partner sites for you to get your hands 
dirty in between classes.We have over a half a 
dozen guest presenters including Dan Halsey 
and Sam Grant plus we’ll tour some of the 
premier and cutting edge sites in the Twin 
Cities including Thiel Gardens, Southwoods 
Center, and Frogtown Farms. We present this 
all through a lens of Social and Environmental 
Justice by focusing on People Care in all of 
our work. 
   Cost:  $900-$1,300 sliding scale, ` 
    $800 before February 1. 
 Contact:  TCUrbanPDC@gmail.com
  Facebook: BigRiver 
  Permaculture

Permaculture Teacher Training
Michigan
 Dates:  March 6-10  Location:  Ann Arbor, MI
   Description:  Engage the movement in this dynamic, fun, fast-paced course! The Teacher 
Training is offered as an advanced course to support your presentation of permaculture design. 
Learn your teaching style, practice delivering material, deepen your facilitation skills, lead 
exercises, improve your graphic skills, and much more. This course will support you in your 
permaculture journey in and out of the classroom. 
 Peter Bane has long been offering successful teacher trainings and supporting the develop-
ment of teachers throughout the United States. Rhonda Baird apprenticed with Peter Bane for 
five years following her PDC and brings years of organizing and educational work to the training 
(including work with children of all ages).  Prerequisite: Permaculture Design Course
 Instructors:  Peter Bane, Rhonda Baird
 Cost:  $900 includes lodging and meals.
 Contact:  Peter Bane, PO Box 182, Montague, MI 49437, 812-335-0383
  pcactivist@mindspring.com

Permaculture Design Course
Michigan
       Dates:  May 20-21, June 24-25, July 8- 9,  
                    Aug. 5-6, 19-20, Sept. 16-17
  Location: Ypsilanti, MI
   Description: Looking for something more 
than lecture at your PDC? Extensive reading 
and teacher-supported study before class ses-
sions allows you to engage more with design 
process and practice—empowering you in 
using design skills for real-world problem 
solving. 
 This course provides the core content from 
a variety of teaching lineages and perspec-
tives. We explore and knit together the many 
tools you will need in your designer’s toolbox 
for effective work in the world. 
 We look forward to sharing the founda-
tions of permaculture design with you over six 
weekends throughout the seasons. The course 
is hosted in a beautiful retreat setting. Students 
are responsible for their own lodging. 
 Instructors:  Rhonda Baird, Milton  
        Dixon, William Faith
   Cost:  $990 before 3/20; $1,290 after. 
   Contact:  Milton Dixon
    miltonics@gmail.com
    glpdc.info

Permaculture Design Course
Indiana
 Dates: February 3-5, 17-19; March 10-12, 24-26; 31-April 2; 21-23
 Location: Bloomington, IN
   Description: Go deeper than learning the techniques discussed in books or shown on a You-
tube video. Join one of the longest running weekend courses to immerse yourself in permacul-
ture design. The course is structured to introduce you to problem-solving through permaculture 
design and systems thinking. 
 A mix of lecture, pre-session reading, in-class exercises, hands-on demonstrations, and prac-
tical design challenges, as well as optional mentoring post-course, will give you opportunity to 
find your part in regenerating our world. 
 Instructors:  Rhonda Baird, William Faith, and guests
 Contact:  Rhonda Baird; 812-323-1058; shelteringhills@gmail.com
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Permaculture School
North Carolina
 Dates: May 22-August 18,   
  (residency), August 2017-May  
  2018 (9-month post-residency)
 Location: Earthaven Ecovillage
  Black Mountain, NC
   Description: Permaculture School is a 
year-long learning journey with a 3-month 
residency near Asheville, NC at Earthaven 
Ecovillage. Dive deep into gaining skills and 
knowledge in Design Systems & Projects + 
Organic Cultivation + Generative Foodsheds 
+ Food As Medicine + Herbal Medicine & 
Botany + Natural Building + Renewable 
Energy + Wise Water Practices + Personal 
Growth & Communication + Vision & Career 
Development.
 Instructors:  NikiAnne Feinberg and 
    Zev Friedman
   Cost:  $9,600 for the 12 month  
    program
 Contact:  bekah@ashevillage.org

Permaculture Design Course
Washington

 Dates:   July 15-29, 2017
 Location:   Bullock’s Permaculture  
    Homestead, Orcas Island
 Description:  A 2-wk. certificate design 
course on the Bullock’s 35 year-old permacul-
ture homestead. Well over 72 hours of class-
room and hands-on education including design 
methodologies, observation skill-building, 
whole systems design, annual and perennial 
foods, water/energy/waste management, ap-
propriate construction, plant propagation and 
culture, fertility, aquaculture, and more. 
Instructors:  Douglas & Samuel Bullock, John 
Valenzuela, Dave Boehnlein, & more.
 Cost:  $1500 ($1400 paid by May 1); $250 
non-refund. deposit required for registratiion.
 Contact:  Dave Boehnlein / 360-840-8483,  
info@permacultureportal.com
  http://permacultureportal.com

Permaculture Design Course
Massachusetts
 Dates: May 20-24 and July 15-21;  
  with home study between  
  sessions
 Location: Various sites, western MA
   Description: Spring/Summer 2017 Sowing 
Solutions Permaculture Design Certificate 
Course in Western Massachusetts!  May 20-24 
and July 15-21 (this program is offered in two 
parts, with home design practice assigned).  
Hosted at Snow Farm New England Craft 
Program and Nine Mountain Retreat Center.  
Practice ecological design alongside leading 
designers and educators in the Northeast; Gain 
your permaculture design certificate; Visit 
numerous demonstration sites such as Sirius 
Ecovillage, Hickory Gardens, Wildside Cot-
tages and Gardens.
 Instructors:  Kay Cafasso, Keith   
    Zaltzberg, Llani Davidson,  
    Walker Korby, Ryan Harb, and  
    guests
 Contact:  www.PermacultureSeries.org 

Permaculture Design Course
Vermont
 Dates:  June 23-July 7
 Location: Mad River Valley, VT
   Description: This course offers an 
unparalleled opportunity to gain hands-on 
applied permaculture skills immersed in one 
of North America’s most diverse and intensive 
permaculture research sites now in its 2nd 
decade, along with our 2nd site where we 
are establishing our proven approaches at the 
commercial permaculture farm scale. 
 Participants engage with high-
performance home and community resource 
systems that are more resilient in the face of 
problems posed by peak oil, climate change, 
environmental toxicity, and the inability of 
existing economic and social systems to deal 
with such challenges.
 Instructors:  Ben Falk, Cornelius   
    Murphy, Erica Koch, Mark 
    Krawczyk, Eric Schellenberg,  
    Dr. Lee Reich, and others.
 Cost:  $1,850 early bird; $1,950 
 Contact:  802-343-9490
  wholesystemsdesign.com

Permaculture Design Course
Indiana
 Dates: June 4-18
 Location: Bloomington, IN
   Description: Join this soulful dive into per-
maculture design through one of the longest-
running university-sponsored residential 
courses. Top-notch instructors use various 
methods to help you effectively engage with 
permaculture design while also supporting 
your journey as a practitioner of permaculture. 
Topics and discussion range from ecological 
design to political economy to village-building 
through community engagement.  Hands-on 
activities and system development in our new 
location are opportunities to gain practical, 
mentored experience.
 This course is excellent for those wanting 
to immerse themselves in permaculture in 
a beautiful setting and take up the practical, 
necessary work to transform their own lives 
and communties.
 Instructors:  Rhonda Baird and guests
 Contact:  Rhonda Baird
  812-323-1058
  shelteringhills@gmail.com
  shelteringhills.net

Thank you for your support of
 Permaculture Design magazine!

Permaculture Design Studio in 
Local Food Systems
Florida
 Dates: March 31-April 3
 Location: Brooksville, FL
   Description: This advanced workshop will 
address the needs and opportunities in the lo-
cal food economy of this west Florida region. 
Students will work with instructors to analyze 
local needs and resources, including farms, 
farm markets, food distributors, local consum-
ers, restaurants, processors, and institutional 
buyers to design a food hub—food security 
and sovereignty, agritourism, local employ-
ment, nutrition, land repair, and waste man-
agement are main themes. Students will camp 
on an organic farm near Brooksville (showers, 
toilets, dining, and classroom space provided), 
or may find optional commercial lodging in 
town.
 Completion of the Permaculture Design 
Course or a demonstrated preparation and 
commitment to the design project content are 
requirements for enrollees. Those without 
a PDC certificate will need to give a short 
phone interview to one of the instructors to 
ensure that they will be able to benefit from 
and contribute to the group work. The course 
is recognized by the Permaculture Institute of 
North America (PINA). 
 Instructors:  Peter Bane, Jono Neiger, 
    Koreen Brennan
   Cost:  $495 before Feb.28, $595 after
 Contact:  Peter Bane 812-335-0383, 
pcactivist@mindspring.com; Koreen Brennan, 
727-424-3329, koreenbrennan@gmail.com

Permaculture Design Course
Online
 Dates: rolling admissions
   Description: Our course is the official 
72-hour accredited Permaculture Design 
Certificate Course as taught by the founders 
of Permaculture: Bill Mollison and David 
Holmgren. The PDC Course Online is led by 
Dr. Alan Enzo and highly-qualified instructors 
from the Permaculture Education Center and 
the Nashville Permaculture Guild. On success-
ful completion of the Permaculture Design 
Certificate (PDC) Course, graduates receive 
the official, internationally-recognized design 
certificate.   Cost:  $550
 Contact:  permacultureeducation.com
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February
February 3-5, 17-19; March 10-12, 24-
26; 31-April 2; 21-23. Bloomington, IN. 
Permaculture Design Course. Rhonda Baird, 
812-323-1058. shelteringhills@gmail.com.
February 4-9. Wolf Gulch Farm, OR.  So-
cial Forestry Course. siskiyoupermaculture@
gmail.com; siskiyoupermaculture.com.
February 11. Chicago, IL. Great Rivers and 
Lakes Permaculture Institute Kick-off and 
Regional Gathering. William Faith, wil-
liam@geniuslocipermaculture.com.
Weekends beginning Feb. 18. Ashland, 
OR.  Permaculture Design Course. Melanie 
Mindlin, 541-482-7909, siskiyoupermacul-
ture@gmail.com, siskiyoupermaculture.com.
Feb. 25-Mar. 11. Maya Mountain Research 
Farm, BELIZE. PDC. mmrf.org.

March 
March 6-10. Ann Arbor, MI. Permaculture 
Teacher Training. Peter Bane, pcactivist@
mindspring.com.
Mar. 31, Apr. 1-2, 22-23, May 20-21, June 
17-18, July 15-16,  Aug. 12-13. Minneapolis, 
MN. Permaculture Design Course. TCUr-
banPDC@gmail.com.

April
April 8-9, May 20-21, Jun. 24-25, Jul. 15-16, 
Aug. 19-20, Sept. 16-17. Ann Arbor, MI. 
Permaculture Design Course. glpdc.info.
April 25-May 8. COSTA RICA. PDC. Tim 
O’Hara, info@ranchomastatal.com.
April 28-May 4. OUR Ecovillage, BRIT-
ISH COLUMBIA. Earth Activist Training. 
ourecovillage.org.

May
May 7-12. Ashland, OR. Advanced Pc: 
Botany.   siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com.
May 17-29. Cottage Grove, OR. Permacul-

Calendar LETTERBOX

Hey Folks,
 Just subscribed for the first time along 
with Mother Earth News.  Was on the fence 
until I picked up Peter Bane’s Permaculture 
Handbook.  Having such a good time with 
the book, I figured an extra subscription 
couldn’t hurt.
 I like the aesthetics of the new website.  
The title is more inviting than Permacul-
ture Activist—I get it that the movement 
is evolving and going more mainstream as 
opposed to when it began with the hardcore 
fringe.  
 Something I hope to gain with my first 
year of reading the mag is an idea of where 
permaculture is being practiced in the US.  
Perhaps there are a few epicenters, or it is 
spread out evenly across the states.  I get 
the feeling Colorado has the highest number 
of small farms practicing Mollison’s ideas.  
Anyways, looking forward to the first year 
of material.

Eric Collins, Honolulu, HI

Dear Permaculture Design,
 The “Timeline of Agriculture, Ecology, 
and Energy” [in #102] was the best thing 
I’ve seen for a long time.
                 Earle Barnhart, E. Falmouth, MA

ture Design Course. permaculturerising.org.
May 20-24 and July 15-21, Permaculture 
Design Certificate Course, Western Mas-
sachusetts!  Hosted by Snow Farm New 
England Craft Program and Nine Mountain 
Retreat Center. www.PermacultureSeries.org.
May 20-21, June 24-25, July 8-9, Aug. 5-6, 19-
20, Sept. 16-17. Ypsilanti, MI. PDC. glpdc.info.
May 21-June 4. Maricopa, CA. PDC-Inter-
national Focus. Quail Springs. 805-886-7239, 
quailsprings.org.
May 22-August 18.  Black Mountain, NC. 
Pc School. bekah@ashevillage.org.
May 26-28. Bullock homestead. Orcas 
Island, WA. Intro. to Permaculture. info@
permacultureportal.com

June
June 4-18. Marshall, IN. PDC.  Rhonda 
Baird, 812-323-1058/shelteringhills@gmail.com.
June 23-July 7. Mad River Valley, VT. 
Permaculture Design Course. 802-343-9490. 
wholesystemsdesign.com.
June 25-30. Ashland, OR. Advanced Pc: 
Optical Surveying for Water and Earth-
working.   siskiyoupermaculture@gmail.com.

July
July, TBA, CRMPI, Basalt, CO. Permac-
ulture Academy: greenhouse, forest garden, 
greywater intensive. crmpi.org

August
August 1-8. Cottage Grove, OR. Permacul-
ture Teacher Training. cascadiapc.org.
August, TBA. CRMPI, Basalt, CO. Permac-
ulture Design Course.  crmpi.org.

October
October 21-30. Pc. Teacher Training, Telen-
gana, INDIA. permaculturainfo@gmail.com.

November
November 25-26.  International Confer-
ence,  Hyderabad, INDIA; Nov. 27-Dec. 2. 
International Convergence, on the Farm, 
ipcindia2017.org.

Permaculture Internship
California

 Location: Occidental Arts & Ecology  
  Center, Occidental, CA
   Description: Come live and work at OAEC 
- one of the premier Permaculture institutes 
in the west! OAEC has 6 internship positions 
- two 10 month positions in Administration, 
two 10 month positions in Facilities, and two 
9 month positions in the Garden. Interns work 
25 hours per week for our thriving education-
al/advocacy non-profit and participate in the 
daily life of the on-site intentional community, 
including meal sharing. Interns get a beautiful, 
private cabin to live in and access to OAEC 
facilities and courses. Visit oaec.org/about-us/
internships to learn more. Join us!
 Contact:  oaec.org

Advanced Permaculture Design 
Course
Washington

       Dates: August 19-26, 2017
       Location: Bullock’s Permaculture   
          Homestead, Orcas Island
       Description: Join the team of Terra 
Phoenix Design and the Bullock's Permacul-
ture Homestead for this excellent follow-up 
to your Permaculture Design Course. During 
this course you can expect to run through 
the design process several times to build 
competence and confidence. We will also 
have "choose-your-own-adventure" sessions 
where you select an educational pathway that 
matches your specific interests. Examples 
of sessions include: software for design, the 
business end of running a design consultancy, 
plant species deep-dive, a landscape graphics 

primer, etc. Topic-specific design sessions will 
go deep on water systems, shops and work 
areas, and nurseries. There will also be open 
studio time for you to get feedback on your 
own designs. Finally, real-world design project 
walkthroughs from the Terra Phoenix portfolio 
will allow you to see what finished designs 
look like and how to assemble a quality pack-
age of deliverables for your client.

        Instructors: Douglas Bullock, Samuel 
Bullock, Dave Boehnlein & Paul Kearsley
        Cost: $1200 ($1100 if paid in full by 
May 1). $250 non-refundable deposit required 
for registration.
        Contact: Dave Boehnlein
         360-840-8483
                        info@permacultureportal.com
         http://permacultureportal.com
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Subscription
 I want to subscribe to Permaculture Design and work to develop an ecologically sustain-
able land use and culture. I will contribute as follows:
USA       1yr/ 4 iss/ $25 ($23 renewal)         3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $63           Gift sub with yours - $20
Canada   1 yr/ 4 iss/ $31       3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $83 Gift sub. with yours - $26
Other countries    1 yr/ 4 iss/ $45        3 yrs/ 12 iss/ $125 
Lifetime Subscription                      $450 USA          $500 Canada             $750 Other

Agroforestry News:      1 yr/ 4 iss/ $31 USA/$38 Canada 2 yrs/ 8 iss/ $59/ $73

     Send this form with your check or money order payable in US dollars to:
Permaculture Design Publishing PO Box 3607 Tupelo, MS  38803 USA

___________________________________________________________________________
NAME       PHONE/EMAIL

___________________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS

___________________________________________________________________________
CITY    STATE/PROVINCE POSTAL CODE COUNTRY

Free Classified Ad for subscribers. A 
bonus to subscribers: one free 75-word clas-
sified ad (or $35.00 off any ad). Send your ad 
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:

——————————————————
***ENTER GIFT SUBSCRIPTION HERE***

 ——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
——————————————————
————————————————

Issue #103

Subscribe to — 
AGROFORESTRY NEWS

High-quality information on temperate climate tree crops 
and forest gardening, 40 pages qtly. The Nov. issue (Vol. 25.1, #97) 
features a detailed profile of the bladdernut (Staphylea pinnata), a 
climate battery greenhouse in Devon, UK, “tree hay,” and a 5-year 
report from the Permaculture Assn.’s 10-year Forest Garden Trial.
See rates below. All back issues available, $8 each postpaid. 10% discount on 5+. 
Write us for back issue contents or visit: www.PermacultureDesignMagazine.com

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

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

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

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Live well with or without the grid. Resilient 
permaculture suburban microfarm Blooming-
ton, IN. Ten years organic cultivation, zone 
7a. Ideal for home business, extended family, 
rentals, Air-BnB. Superb location near shops, 
post office, good schools, friendly neighbors. 
Three miles to Indiana University. Two houses 
w/central air, and a large studio/workshop, 
all with woodstoves, totaling 2950sf, plus 

EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY

The Dirt Rich School. Earn your PDC 
through our 3 month Farmcraft Permaculture 
Internship. Learn animal wifery, modern 
homesteading, and sustainable food produc-
tion while staying on a working fiber farm 
on Washington's beautiful North Olympic 
Peninsula. thedirtrichschool@gmail.com; 
thedirtrichschool.org

greenhouse, outdoor patio, large porch, many 
fruiting trees and shrubs. 3BR/1.5BA, 9 rooms 
in all plus baths and laundry. Lg. kitchen, open 
plan, wood and tile floors, new appliances, 
grid-tied 2.4kW solar PV, low taxes and utili-
ties, renewable energy income. Fully fenced, 
paved driveway pad, excellent insulation, 
MANY energy efficiency features. $250,000. 
$1,500 reward for referral leading to sale or 
discount for PDM subscriber citing this ad. 
Call Peter, 812-335-0383.
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Dear friend of Communities magazine,

 I’ll cut to the chase: Communities, that 
stalwart chronicler of the communities 
movement since 1972, is on the chopping 
block—at least as a print publication, and 
perhaps in all forms. To survive, we need 
a very substantial, “all-hands-on-deck” 
step-up in support through subscriptions, 
back issue and compilation orders, and 
donations. (Advertising and issue sponsor-
ships help too.) Failing adequate financial 
support, the board of the Fellowship for 
Intentional Community may be making the 
difficult decision to pull the plug sometime 
in the near future, putting an end to the pre-
eminent publication focused on cooperative 
culture in North America and worldwide.
  We all know it deserves to continue. 
You can subscribe <http://www.ic.org/com-
munity-bookstore/product/subscription/> 
or donate directly to Communities here 
<http://www.ic.org/community-bookstore/
category/communities-magazine/dona-
tions-to-fic/>. Thank you for anything you 
can do.

Chris Roth
Editor, Communities 

Subscribe
& receive

FREE
Digital & App 

access

www.permaculture.co.uk/
subscribe

Empower Y our
Head, Heart  
& Hands

Subscribe 
today! 

“Community has to be the future  
if we are to survive.  

Communities plays such a critical role  
in moving this bit of necessary  

culture change along.”
—Chuck Durrett, The Cohousing Company, McCamant & Durrett Architects

Discover inspiring stories of cooperation, as people work together  
to create a more equitable and ecological world. 

www.ic.org/Subscribe
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