Introduction – permaculture philosophy

Permaculture is a handbook for sustaining life on earth.  This is a bold claim, but it is grounded in the basic laws of nature and in common sense.  We humans have such a big impact on the earth that we also have to manage our impact on the earth’s systems (*Gaia concept?)

We are using up the earth’s resources so fast that we are going to run out of some of the basics to support human life – soil, energy, clean water, forests. etc, within the foreseeable future.  Every person in the ‘rich’ world, on average, sends 20 tonnes of waste to the dump every year.  Part of that is in our household  rubbish collection, but much of it is produced by all the industries and processes that we want to support our high consuming lifestyle.

That means there is about 1 billion ‘rich world’ people, including most Australians, who are trashing 20 billion tonnes of the earth every year.  Some of this is fossil fuel energy – the main form of energy for us high consumers.  Even if we access different energy sources, we need a change of habits otherwise we will continue to destroy the remaining living systems on the planet, including human life.

The alternative is radical, but possible, and is based on taking responsibility “for our own existence and for that of our children”
  In the  Designers’ Manual Mollison goes on to outline 2 basic rules – that we only use a natural resource when absolutely necessary, and then we use it very carefully.   It means working out how we have a good quality of life while using up much fewer non-renewable resources.

From this basic attitude of taking responsibility comes the idea that our whole way of running the planet needs to be governed by an ethical approach and guided by a set of principles.  These ethics and principles have been expressed in different ways by various authors,
 but they are all common sense approaches that can be applied anywhere.  

The bit of permaculture that is often visible are methods and strategies used to put these principles into action.  These methods will vary from place to place, for example how you grow organic food, but permaculture is about why you should grow food locally, not about how you grow it.  Some people will call these examples ‘permaculture’, others will not.   The name doesn’t matter, as long as the underlying ethics and principles are there.

“Triple I”

Permaculture uses the best of old and new technologies, but its focus is on design and learning from nature to create sustainable systems.  These systems are successful because they are Imagination and Information Intensive (rather than capital intensive or labour intensive)

****

A few pages like this can only help you understand the basics of what permaculture is and to lead you to the other main books on permaculture and to workshops, courses, local groups etc. that will help you understand what sustainable living is.  I hope it will lead you to other books and courses on permaculture and to find other people who are like-minded – the best thing about permaculture, for me, is the people that I meet through it.

I believe permaculture is about helping people make real change in the way they live.  This is a time of rapid change – let’s make it change for the better!!
Why Permaculture?  
Permaculture is a complete design system for quality homes, gardens and lives.  It starts with an ethical approach - care for the earth and care for people, and offers a set of principles to help you make these ideals into reality.  The main thing lacking in permaculture at the moment is well established examples, because permaculture is about making useful relationships, and that takes time. 

An antidote to the Consumer Society
People ‘doing permaculture’ are a loose grouping of individuals and organisations across the world - people who dare to question dominant  "consumer thinking".  Links between these people provides moral support for like-minded people.  It doesn't have to be called Permaculture - there are many 'fellow travellers' who recognise this common ground.

To question consumption, let alone strive to consume less seems, to be quite threatening to most people in a society where the dominant thinking is that this consumption is healthy, good and strong.

I’d like to give some personal examples:

· Until recently our family didn't own a car.  Sometimes we borrowed and hired cars, but we didn't need one sitting in the driveway.  Many people seemed quite shocked by this.  I still dare to walk or cycle in the rain!  Friends driving past sometimes offer me a lift - but when I say I'd prefer to keep walking, they look at me as if I might dissolve . . .  

· We built a new house, which is a small house.  Visitors ask "which is the master bedroom?".  We smile and show them a room just big enough to contain a double bed and a wardrobe.  They ask "where is the television?" - more smiles - we don't have one.

· I push a hand mower across our little lawn.  "I've never seen a mower like that" says an 

eight year old visitor. 

Perhaps we are part of a new renaissance where good sense will prevail over human greed - promoters of permaculture continue to show how there can be enough for everyone's need and there are plenty of good news stories if we look for them.  Meanwhile more people consume more non-renewal resources everyday.  What is worse, whole generations now exist who have no experience of walking as a way to get from A to B or mowing grass by hand.

Is this really a problem?  After all, we have been hearing for 30 years that "unless we do this or that, we'll be in a bad way by the year 2000".  Most people have become immune to the gloom and doom, and/or believe that minor modifications like an improved recycling service have dealt with the environment problem.  After all, we still have plenty of food and a comfortable lifestyle, don't we?

Yes we do, but most people in Australia and other 'rich' countries continue to be cushioned from the worst effects of our consumption.  Governments, transnational companies and their associated media operations like to portray problems in East Timor or the Gulf War and countless other areas of destruction and suffering as isolated incidents, the result of some unconnected, local conflict.  Really, they are the results of struggles for power over resources - consumable materials like oil to be exploited to fuel more consumption. 

What we consume here is inextricably linked to what happens in the rest of the world - our high consuming lifestyles have a big knock-on effect.  New Internationalist magazine clearly and consistently illustrates this better than I can do in a short chapter.  Debates about what is a sustainable population for Australia become meaningless when you begin to understand these links.  It is a test of whether you are really 'thinking globally and acting locally'.

Most pollution and destruction to produce our consumer goods happens elsewhere.  What's more, our economies are struggling, despite what 'market analysts' might like us to believe, because it is more and more expensive to exploit the diminishing areas of fuel, forest or fish that were once available in abundance.  Meanwhile, an average 20 tonnes of rubbish per person goes to the dump each year - that's 17 million people multiplied by 20 tonnes for Australia.  If you do a similar calculation for the populations of N America, Japan and Western Europe, you will get to a figure of billions of tonnes.

That is what consumer society means - using up billions of tonnes of resources in a nonrenewable way, and simply dumping these goods, after they have been used for a minute, and hour or perhaps a few years.   (see Ted Trainer's book "The Consumer Society" Sydney 1996)

Why is this?

1.
A few people are making a lot of money, in the short term, out of this process.  Perhaps 

they are using it to try to create a safe haven for when the environmental ‘Armageddon’ comes (if it comes) - but however rich you are you can't sustain life for ever on a planet devoid of the beautiful ecology of living oceans and living forests.

2.
Most people in the rich world (including most Australians) are getting employment out of this consumption.  They (we) are not making lots of money, but enough to have food, a roof over our heads and the chance of some luxuries like travel, alcohol, and leisure time if all goes well.  

3.
People in categories 1 & 2, the rich population of the world, account for only about one-sixth of the  global population.  Many of the other five-sixth's have left behind relatively sustainable peasant lives in villages to move to cities, partly pushed out by 'progress', partly hoping to make money by moving from peasant to consumer lifestyles.

So it's not surprising that many people are not questioning a process that gives them a relatively easy life or holds out the prospect of one.  You may be saying "I don't have an easy life - I struggle to pay the bills and I work long hours."  That's why I say 'relatively' - your bills are mostly about consumption, not about survival - even on welfare payments, in Australia you are unlikely to die of starvation, cold or massacre.

So, why permaculture? 

a:
Quality of life - it is likely that you will have more with less.  Many studies, including some pioneering work by Manfred Max-Neef in the 1980's showed that people believed they had a better quality of life when they had fewer material possessions.  This has led to various indicators of quality being proposed rather than Gross Domestic Product (GDP) which measures all economic activity, regardless how destructive.

b:
Permaculture and related approaches use energy accounting as scientific  basis.  The work of Howard and Elizabeth Odum since the 1960's shows how energy, rather than cash, is the appropriate measure for what is sustainable.  Odum has developed the concept of eMergy to indicate that energy is embodied in everything we make or do.  When we throw away any item, we are disposing of high quality energy (eg. electricity) which has been downgraded in the manufacturing process and cannot be regained as high quality energy.

c:
Permaculture has a positive and practical response to the global environmental crisis, [as opposed to pretending it isn't happening, or getting depressed about it].  We can all take small, local actions - growing food, planting trees, discussing the issues, choosing to walk or cycle instead of drive.  Although small, each little choice to consume less is a choice for a better quality of life and each little action adds to many others to become something much 

bigger.

d.
permaculture uses design to link together elements in a holistic way, and uses nature as 

the model for sustainable systems.  After all , nature has been practicing for millions of year.   

We can be pretty sure that natural systems are the best when it comes to harnessing the sun's energy . . . . no man-made system has yet improved on it.

Living Permaculture

Permaculture is often seen as some different kind of gardening.  Growing food locally is an important part of permaculture, but permaculture is a set of values and techniques that can be incorporated into every part of your life.  I use permaculture in the way others use yoga, meditation, religion or spirituality – in other words, a caring and thoughtful approach to life.

Our new house and garden is family home, office, workshop, food processing centre and a working example of permaculture.  We designed it to be energy efficient, using passive solar 

techniques, and to have a low impact on the environment by careful choice of materials.  This 

has the extra benefit of being a low-allergy construction.

Ethics and Principles for everyday life

Aboriginal people in Australia and many other cultures throughout history lived sustainably for centuries. Human societies have always had some 'rules', also known as ethics, or moral principles.  Until the 20th century, these rules provided a way of surviving. Modern exploitation of the earth's resources have allowed us to  'throw away the rule book', and the dollar has become dominant.

Although you might argue about the definition of sustainable, it is clear that we are not living sustainably now.  The one common thread that truly sustainable cultures have is that they are based on an ethical approach to life – for example only to hunt or harvest certain foods at certain times.  This ensured that there was plenty for next month, next year or next generation.

In the book Introduction to Permaculture, (Tagari 1991), Bill Mollison has proposed a threefold ethic as the foundation for Permaculture:
Permaculture Ethics - the starting point.
1.   Care of the earth - the primary ethic

2.   Care of people (care of ourselves) - if we can provide our own basic needs, we can care for the earth.

3. Fair shares - sharing surplus time, money and energy to achieve ethics 1 & 2.  (This is sometimes expressed as setting limits to population and consumption.)

Mollison summarises this by saying: “the permaculture ethic pervades all aspects of environmental, community and economic systems.  Co-operation, not competition is the key.”  (Introduction to Permaculture – page 3)

We live in times of rapid change – this is a good time for positive change – and change starts with the individual.

Permaculture Principles

There are rules in nature which we can copy, and develop into principles (universal guidelines) for sustainable, low energy living.  A principle must be applicable anywhere.   Other things are methods or strategies, which vary with place, context and culture. Permaculture principles take into account the underlying energy use in everything we do and natural (ecological) principles (see Appendix 2).

Various writers have defined different permaculture principle

Paste in your own preferences ……….

******

Terminology

Permaculture is a describing word (as in “permaculture magazine”), a noun (as in “my block is a permaculture”) and a verb (as in “I do permaculture”).  It comes from the words PERMAnent agriCULTURE, which is necessary if we are to have a permanent culture.  It means that to have a permanent population on the earth, we have to live within the energy provided by the sun and the resources provided by the earth.

Rich and Poor  are the terms I use to describe the divide between the high consumers and the low consumers in the world.  Most of Australia’s population is included in the Rich World.  We are part of the billion or so people who are using up the earth’s resources at an unsustainable rate.  The poor world are the other 5 billion plus, who are minimal consumers of non-renewable resources, though some parts of the rich world are working hard to get them to consume more electricity, petrol and throw-away goods. 

� Bill Mollison’s classic book – Permaculture – A Designers’ Manual Chapter 1 (Tagari Publications 1988).  It’s a large book, but it is well worth reading at least Chapters 1 and 14 – usually available from public libraries.   See also “Introduction to Permaculture” by Bill Mollison with Reny Mia Slay (Tagari Publications, 1991)


 


� Most recently, David Holmgren in his new book “Permaculture: Principles and Pathways to Sustainability”, due for publication 2002 and summarised in Chapter 2 of this book





