Stella interviewed Margrit Kennedy around the time of the first European Conference on Complementary Currencies, in the summer of 2003, as part of a project to collect the stories of Permaculture Pioneers, the people who opened the way in this science of sustainability, here in Europe.
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Stella: Please, tell us something about your background, pre-permaculture.

Margrit: I’m an arquitect by training. In 1979 I was appointed the research director for the Ecology and Energy Fund and in 1987 I became the director of the International Building Exhibition in Berlin.

For many years I worked in ecology at a time when nobody knew what ecology was. In my job we had lots of money and we were able to invite people from all over the world who had achieved something in ecology to come and and tell us about what ecology in the inner city meant. I met people who were able to tell us how to save water, reduce waste, improve the air in the city, reduce noise ... but I could find nobody that could tell me how all of this was Inter-related.

One day, Rudolf Doenach called me and he told me there was a guy from Australia called Bill Mollison who had developed a system called permaculture. He was giving a speech in London and if I called him he might come over to Germany.

I asked him about this person’s past and training and he explained to me what permaculture meant; he told me “It comes from agriculture, but it’s more than that”.  I learnt that Mollison had been, living for 15 years with aboriginal people when young and that he was now using their principles of cooperation, of living and working together, of production, etc, and applying them to modern situations.

So, together with my husband Declan Kennedy who chaired a professorship, the British embasy and myself from my position, we got Bill Mollison.

It was the first time I met someone with a concept that joined all these things together.  Basically this is what I discovered. He talked so vividly about all the examples that he had created in Australia that immediately we decided to travel there to see if it was all true ... it sounded too good.
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Stella – What inspired you towards permaculture? How did you feel when you received your training and how did this fit with your previous models, training and knowledge?

Margrit – I went to Stanley to receive Bill Mollison’s training. Andrew Jeeves, his assistant, said he had never given a better course in his life, being as I was German and very punctilious. We came  all the way from Germany and I wanted to understand every single thing he said. Each time he mumbled anything I would make him explain everything with blackboard drawings and he appreciated my curiosity, so everyone took more out of it all.  No-one else had dared ask so many questions …

I felt that in three weeks I had learnt more than in my five years at university.

He had such an understanding of the essential elements in a design, he had such an imagination to put them into real life examples … be it a windbrake, how to water all the rees without additional energy, use keyline systems, or how to combine animals, plants and buildings and how they could all work together ... it was amazing.

Even before we went to Australia, my brother phoned me and asked me if we might design a 14- house settlement for workers in Brazil. I told him I would do it if I could take with me a consultant: Bill Mollison. And so we did.

There we were asked to give speeches together. I spoke about urban ecology and he about permaculture. By the end our stay he would be talking about urban ecology and I about permaculture.

We integrated each other’s examples, it was a very interesting trip.
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Stella -   In what way did the permaculture course help you as a pioneer?

Margrit - Being one of the first people in Germany to be able to talk about architecture and ecology I was invited to speak everywhere. We did the first urban ecology models. And everywhere we went people said ... nice slides and this is all good but, where can you see this in Germany?

We were showing the humus toilets in Sweden, plant stacking in Australia, keyline systems in New Zeland, etc. Most of the examples were from other countries. If you join all these elements with certain principles, you can get the best result with the minimum in energy and work. That was the basic message and people loved it, but they wanted an example in Germany. So I realised some day we would have to do it.

My husband and I finally travelled to Australia. I had the feeling that, in that moment, that was the best place to put it into practice.

And then my father died.

In his last phone call, my father, while I was in Australia, told me: “Why don’t you do it? Why do you just write about it?”.  I told him that’s what we were in Australia for, as it was the best place to do it.

I received a good offer from Melbourne to lead an innovation office in Victoria state for the environment ministry to create exactly what I had created in Berlin: an ecologic urban renewal project. The state secretary asked me to come and talk to him and in 15 minutes he offered me a job. For 15 years I had been looking for someone like that. The situation was exactly oposite to that in Germany: people in power were conscious of the need for ecology.

When my father died we returned to Germany for his funeral and in our two first weeks there we received two offers to create permaculture in Germany.

I knew we would need some money to start a project of our own, but I had inherited some money from my father and I decided to do it in Germany.  I used a large proportion of that money to create two permaculture sites.

One was a renovated house. The idea for this house was to show what a new permaculture model would look like.  The other were 2.6  hectares of agricultural desert near a community.
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Stella –  What are, in your opinion, your greatest achievements to date, as a permaculture pioneer? Would you say they are the same that others’ would highlight?

Margrit – It was my husband, Declan, who continued with the park project.  We designed it together and he implemented it.  And the two of us created this model house … it’s still a model to this day.

I later created the basis of the other design, which is still not finished, with 5.000 trees planted, and another model house.  It´s a permaculture park which many people can enjoy.  These things are real achievements.

We both brought permaculture to Germany and I gave a lot of conferences.

I introduced to permaculture the idea of another type of money.  Bill incorporated this idea in his permaculture manual but didn´t do it very well.  When he went into details he wasn´t very precise.

People told me: “What you are talling us isn´t economically viable”.  I would ask myself why something that the whole world wanted and that everyone liked, wasn´t economically viable.  I knew there was something I didn´t understand.

Helmut Creutz gave a conference and he explained it to me in 20 minutes.  In nature and in economics there is an irreconcilable contradiction.   When I saw those two curves, I knew this was it.  But I thought that I couldn’t do anything about it because I was not an economist.  Even so I included it in all my conferences about ecology and then people would ask me where could they get more information about the money theme.  They wanted to know more about economy.

So eventually I wrote a book about money without interersts or inflation tax.

I had to decide if to follow Declan and permaculture or to take the path of the economy.

What sense did it make to do anything else if the world is being destroyed by the economic system?  We have this inherent & difficult uphill struggle with ecology.  I consider my work in the money sphere as integral with permaculture design.  Bill saw this immediately.

So in many places where Declan talked about ecology I talked about ecological money and something about urban ecology, that I had worked with.

So we joined our forces in order to bring the message of ecology and economics and we gave some good courses together.
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Stella -  What was hardest in working for these objectives? What resources or ideas did people offer you, and who encouraged you when you were stuck?

Margrit – The hardest thing, and I could see it clearly, was that within the present money system and within the present agriculture grant system, permaculture could never be an economically viable business.   How can people make a living out of permaculture if what is  subsidized is contaminating the air and the water, destroying the soil and using enormous cuantities of energy?   How can anyone compete in a system without generationg pollution but without getting subsidized to do so?

I decided to put my energy into changing the monetary system.  I didn´t know how I could do it, but I knew that it was a fundamental píece in the puzzle we had to solve.

I also learned that total permaculture is the total system .. of acuaculture, fruit trees, greenhouses, food production, all these types of elements … impossible to do it only with two people.  One can’t accumulate so much knowledge in one lifetime.

When we had planted 5.000 trees and bushes in one year, I left for two weeks to give some conferences. When I returned, all fruit trees needed attention.  So I had to do it full time or find more people.  I learned the lesson.  Within two weeks we had six agriculture students, three couples, who were going to help us with the project.

Two weeks later the first couple separated. Six months later the second couple.  One of the women became pregnant and had to leave.  The other man left.

We lasted a year, then came other people and finally we sold it to a zen group.

In the current circumstances it can only be done by a group of people who aren’t dependent economically.
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Stella – What does it take to be a “pioneer species” in permaculture?

Margrit – really I think that there are people who want to break barriers and there are people who can accept established structures and work well within them and they are two different types of people.

The people who jump into a new idea and really want to put it into practice and show that it works, normally charismatic leader types, tend to become bored when this part of the exercise and you have to really keep going, when it becomes routine.  Both Declan and I aren’t the most enthusiastic of people, so we’re happy that we could break ground, and have other people take over now, the running of the thing.
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Stella –  What are your plans for the present and the future?

Margrit - To show that another kind of money can be useful for everybody. That’s it.
I’m, together with other people, discovering the full potential of one of the most ingenous inventions of mankind hich is money.
In this group we think that what we have right now is a very pale image of what money can do if it´s used creatively and after 22 yrs of being involved in this topic I discover new things every day. It’s perfect for type of person that I am , I really have a lot of fun.
My feeling is that, if we can show that this type of money can work on an appropriate scale, the application of permaculture principles will be the natural result of this change for a positive life, it’s a  life enhacing system. 
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Stella -  As PermaCulture designers,  what do you think we are doing well and what could we do better?
Margrit - I haven’t been much in touch with permaculture community. This work has taken me into another community of global researchers and practitioners but everynow and then our paths cross. 

Once I was invited by group of farmers who wanted to know more about money. I met Burkarhd Keiser, who’s still working on this field. He told me that this movement is going more into professional lines, using permaculture to set up businesses, integrate it into parks, designing gardens and procductive farms. I thought that it’s exactly where it´s supposed to go. To get more specaliased, but not losing touch with the whole. 
So I’m very happy that people keep working on this.

About doing better… from what I’m learning, I think that in selforganized groups we could define the goals we want to achieve and organize ourselves better to get there… am not sure if this is what´s happening… cooperation between designers… in that area we must learn a little more. Set goals and achieve them together.
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Stella - what is your vision for the future of permaculture and the growth of our community?  How would you like it to be?

Margrit - In about three to five years these new ideas about money will succeed in giving everybody financial basis for life and that way people can do what they are best at and what they like most.

In that context, I can see permaculture playing a much more important role.

Everybody since the 80’s are getting less money for the same amount of work (in terms of what it can buy). Large majority is getting poorer and elite richer. There’s a big polarisation of wealth and that’s why permaculture can not prosper.
We are living a war, a non declared war. Fought through interests, monopolization by moltinationals of production sector, explotation of third and fourth world countries and the seemingly successful advancement of the United States empire.
My vision is to make people economically independent by making them understand the potential tha money has to achieve that.
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Stella - What do you see as the next steps towards that vision?  Where are the critical issues, crucial leverage points, that you see?
Margrit - Trying to explain it to german government. How they can use sectoral complementary currencies to solve some of their major social problems. And in this way (government using complementary currencies legitimately) protect the regional currencies which are starting like a bushfire all over Germany right now. 
My suggestion is that these issues of money (effective solutions for different purposes) are brought into permaculture teaching.

The link of money with all those other things is still the more exciting thing about permaculture, that people can see the whole.

I’ll be always grateful to Bill… he made a big change in my life.
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