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Permaculture Basics 

Permaculture as the strategy for connections and combinations of the four basic natural elements – kept together and developed by a sustainable organisation – for the grows and structuring of plantsystems – and thereby regeneration of the natural resources.
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The Nordic Permaculture Institute

Through discussions in the Scandinavian Permaculture network, have we realized that there in the international Permaculture network are tendencies to look at Permaculture as a system to implement forms, shapes and colours in natural systems, in a narrow relationship to the mainstream development in the western societies.

In our understanding and practise of the Permaculture principles is it an analytical, planning, design and implementation tool. It is based on classic Ecological analyses in relation to natural system and described within the 5 elements: soil, air, water, fire (energy) and spirit/organisation, represented by organising species of the former four elements: plants, animals and not least ourselves. 

To get that strait have we worked out this series of Pamphlets, in the hope that it will bring the strategic and society changing potentialities back into focus.

In relation to the actual situation in the network and to the global situation have we launched the “Plan B”, in relation to the development of the basic strategy the “Permaculture Basics”, in relation to our understanding of the human organisation and our extreme aggressive and exploitive behaviour and in relation to the overwhelming dominance and global impact of the Northern Atlantic culture the “DENGLUSAnism”.

To that comes a series of Scandinavian booklets that contains elements as water, soil, people care, Permaculture organisation etc. – most of them in a Scandinavian language.
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PERMACULTURE - BASICS

What’s Permaculture about – isn’t just commen sense or another form of ecology / organic food, environmental consciousness or natural protections. 

NO – it is the ultimate sustainable ecological strategy – and it is the only strategy that is measured as the regenerative generator for the natural environment.

At IPC 7 in Motovun there was a lot of discussion in relation to the entity of the Permaculture concept. In the movement are there all different tendencies and spreading activities. All developments that have a lot of potentialities and good promise for the future and the further development of the Permaculture strategies.

But, at the same time there are tendencies to dilute the essence of the Permaculture concepts.

Phrases as “Permaculture is not depended on trees” - “what we need are people care” - “we have to go mainstream” - “our qualification system have to correspond to the existing universities” -   “do we really need trees”  - “Permaculture isn’t that just common sense”  

It shows all up in the attempts to graduate the Permaculture criteria: Permaculture “inspired” designs, Permaculture on “the Way” designs, Permaculture “connected” designs – All bull shit, the criteria are definitive: an analyse according to the 5 elements, a design and implementation for regeneration of the 4 ecological elements: water, soil, air and fire/energy plus establishment of plantsystems and human organisation for these ends.

The tendencies to develop Permaculture into gardening and when that obvious not is enough to change anything, to develop into some spiritual or intellectual exercise, to focus on isolated resources i.e. oil peak etc. – seems for the time being to be a dominant development. A tendency that often are connected to some dreams of an alternative lifestyles, and which are adopted very well to the actual state of the western way of development and destruction of the Globe. And in a development where the original creation of Permaculture – the demand of an ecological analyses – and the regeneration of the basic natural resources, including the human organisation in communities – are forgotten, troublesome and political and social inconvenient in a periode of extravagance and easygoing consumption – at least in the western societies and in the tradition of the “DENGLUSAUistick” developed strategies for state building and global dominance.

A couple of incident since IPC 7 in 2005 have emphasise that situation: the discussion on the oil peak / energy descent situation as described in the Activist may 2005, Jonathan Dawson in the Magazines article about neighbourhood and bioregional planning in the ecovillages concept and Patrick Whitefield’s article of the Crash. And last but not least the actual reports from IPCC (while the press report by the administrators seems to be a paint rouge of the situation and the actual facts)

All material that shows the unbalance of the situation, and all signs that demand the utmost consideration about our strategies, and stresses the potentialities and genuinity of the Permaculture strategies. 

As a Permaculture designer since 1981, and with projects on all geometrical and geographical sizes from the smallest balcony and to the a 5 million Bioregion, do I know that this analytical attitude to environmental situations are the approach that gives Permaculture its dynamics, its basic adaptability everywhere and makes the difference to all other ecological strategies and gives it the ultimate potentiality to change societies and never become a part of mainstream, because of its constant questioning of the actual situation and focusing of the constant unbalances and developments in the natural systems and the schizophrenic in the humans.     

Therefore did we feel at the Nordic meetings, that there, even inside the global Permaculture Network, a need for clarifying the basics of the Permaculture strategy. 

For that, do we consider the traditional biological 4 element analyse as basic – to that comes the flora and fauna plus the humans as the 5th element.

That last one is furthermore, dependent on our ability to control ourselves and organise the 4 basic elements in ways that then sustain themselves through their interrelationship and the organisation of the flora and fauna.

This ability to carry through those analyses is totally dependent on our ability to calculate and estimate the resources and their o interrelation ship within limited geographical boundaries.

The Permaculture zoning principle combined with an administrative hieratic order is the means of that.

Five elements analyse – the development of the basic ecological understanding of the world consisting of the 4 basic natural elements: the water, the soil, the wind and the fire / the energy. To that comes the 5th element, the spirit – the element that interconnects the other four, whatever we look at the flora or the fauna, or whatever it is the human interpretation in a religious way, in a mere nature base spiritual way or we do it in a atheist responsible way. Whatever, do we have to admit, that we, the humans, are the dominant specie and directly responsible for the state of the globe, in the ways we interlink the different elements and how we are analysing a situation and showing ways for action (the problem is the solution).   

The Four natural elements

This actions through the potentialities of forest systems is the basic of Permaculture actions by having the abilities to regenerate all of the  natural resources: - create the watersystemes, groundwater, moist in the air, start of the streams – shape fertile soil through the composting processes in the forest topsoil and underneath any self growing tree – forms the healthy and dynamic air – gives the energy and balanced the coal circles in the world through binding CO2 and preserving C in plantsystems and wetlands. (To that comes the algae circulation in the oceans – though that seems to be abrupted by the global warming process)

The marvellous concept in Permaculture are here that the criteria are quantificational in the sense that we in a Permaculture projects are obliged to create a situation that produces more of all of the four basic elements that were in the situation before we started the project

The Fifth element

The fifth element, often referred to as the spirit in aboriginal myths – are the interlinking of the four natural elements mentioned above. And that’s were we, as humans, have to look ourselves in the mirror – that we are the main coordinators and organisers, that have brought the globe to this disastrous state it is developing into for the time being, by exploiting the binding structures in the plantsystems to a degree where they not are able to function as balancing and mediating elements. 

To that do we have to realise what is driving us – why are we the most destructive mammal, the most aggressive and also the most widespread.

For that understanding do the theory of our heritage through the development from the water ape gives a great understanding.

The Water ape / or the aquatic ape

The theory are widely disputed and their is a lot of information on the internet. Here are there a lot of evidence of archaeological kind: the development of the Australopithecus afarensis in the Afari triangle in southern Ethiopia and the distribution into deeper Afrika 4 to 5 million years ago, and further spreading around the world like no other land based mammal, and not only that, are we furthermore the most dominant and manipulative to a degree that have no other parallel in the history of the globe. 

But those indications are not the main reason for my interest in our heritage. In my perspective is the interesting part that we within this concept can see the conditions that created our behaviour and our basic reaction in social relationships and in our community shaping capacity.

Our connection to the edge between land and water let us to be the most migrating mammal of them all. But that mean to that we always are trespassing what that means of constantly fighting with the native fauna.

This heritage tells us that we are a group orientated mammals and we always have to fight. 

To that gives it the characteristics of the two sexes – the man as an aggressive violent restless beast, and the women as a manipulative sweetish supervising controlling nestler - - with variations.

Those qualities have brought the humans up to the total dominating role on the globe – and as stated the most destructive ever - and are the reason for our dissolute conduct. If we don’t create social and cultural circumstances to control that, will there not be much hope for our future.   

Geographical hierarchy

The first criteria would be to establish the settling concept - our understanding that we must stop wondering around robbing and extracting everywhere. And that’s where Permaculture shows one of its brighter genuinity through the strategy of the analyses of the elements within a geographical order.

The original zoning from 0 to 5 should be known to all Permaculturist, and gives the fundamental base off all Permaculture projects – our dwelling / living place and the basic needs for us their – and from that on our needs in circles from there.

Where we within every zone are analysing each of the elements – are looking of their representation and integration within every zone, and how they are / or can be coordinated by plantsystems to provide regeneration and protection of the resources.

For our behaviour in the wider environmental sense do we have to set up a geographical succession on zones of social and cultural organisation and resource management.

That could go like this: - Dwelling – House - Block / Village - Neighbourhood / Parish - Town / Catchments area - Bioregion

Municipalities, Counties etc. are political entities and are as such not a strict natural based order but more a political and forceful structure for gaining power. The reason the parish is mentioned are that those tend to have taken over the natural based productive and social / cultural areas, special in the countryside, from the original settlements.  

Organisations

Originally did Permaculture as Permanent agriculture start up as a one household strategy in semi desert areas.

But already at IPC 3 in New Zealand was it evident that the social and public consequences demanded a more widespread and integrated approach – therefore the change in terminology from Permanent Agriculture to Permanent Culture.

From all perspectives are we basically a group orientated animal – we need each other, not only for practical or breading purposes, but also for well being and mental balances

In relation to the water ape concept with the characteristics of restless aggressive expanding and needy manipulative nestling, do we have to establish structures that can contain those basic conditions and turn them into a strategy of balanced and conflict solving mechanisms.

Through the history have mankind developed a lot of mechanisms and community structures for that purpose – in fact is this probably the main purpose for human civilisation.

The circle decision, the palaver, the auditorium, the group dynamics, the election principles are all attempts on that, and have been dominating through different historical periods and cultural circumstances.

Through this can we see variations of principles for our communities from the Greek principle of more then the gratias (three) and less than the muses (nine) for an optimum working group, and to the different plenary techniques to the communal representation, where our actual parliamentarian democracy much be regarded as one of the poorest one – but in good accordance with the basic expanding nature of us as species and fundamental exploiting character of the market orientated and capitalistic society (see the pamphlet DENGLUSAUism).

Whatever technique we choose for our conflict solving problems, must we never forget the reasons for choice of model, and therefore repeat or change models even for second or third or whatever time, for establishing a convenient framework for regulating the basic controversies between the violent aggressions and conspiring manipulations. And even in some extraordinary cases have to choose excluding procedures. 

BUT we may never forget that the main purpose for these organisational structure are to sustain and widen out the regeneration and stabilisation of the 4 basic natural resources and the dynamic grows of the flora and fauna.

Natural Elements

In relation to exactly that have the Permaculture principles showed their extreme capacity  

The five basic zones in Permaculture, not necessarily as a dogmatic scheme, but as the characteristic diversity in production and interrelation ship 

Zone 0 as the dwelling construction, with its needs of goods 

Zone 1 the zone for daily needs of food and recreation

Zone 2 the heavier food production, animals and 

Zone 3 the annual harvesting production

Zone 4 resource elements for 4 zones above

Zone 5 as the untouched wilderness 

The regenerative capacities in wooden plan systems in all of those zones for regeneration and stability of the systems is the another potentiality that is proving the capacity of the principles. 

Zone 1 for stability and protection of builded construction, zone 1 as forest gardens, zone 2 and 3 forest agricultural systems and zone 4 as different kind of sustainable forestry. 

In those hierarchical zone is the succession of the natural principles from pioneer to climax the leading and fundamental dynamic factor.

It is carrying out through the development into forest systems, graduated by the different functions of the zoning in relation to our needs in our settlings.

As such do we built up local strategies for our own and communal sustainable survival.

In the wider regional and global context have the situation since the Permaculture concept first was developed in the late 1970th worsened to the degree that the development in most of our essential basic needs are on the edge of breaking down (see the pamphlet PLAN B).

In such a situation do we ones more have to turn our strategic considerations into the basics of Permaculture.

Øresund Bioregion

In 1996 did the Permaculture Group in Denmark receive a price for a proposal for a sustainable development for greater Copenhagen on the inland Zealand in Denmark

A concept of bioregions that comes in as an important tool in Permaculture strategies. 

The crashes that is coming up  – violent weather, floods, soil erosion, drought, deforestation, desertification, declining soil fertility, rising sea levels, etc. – disasters in the natural systems,  are calling for the basic core of action in Permaculture.

To refute and prepare ourselves for those disastrous situations do we have to create situations where we in our smaller projects can establish a structure where we can rely on our shelter, food, fuel and security in settlement and social structure.

That would not be possible in small independent settlements, whatever beautiful and self sustained they are.  

We have to, already now to start building up some robust bioregional networks in order to have the people, the knowledge and the contacts ready for action, organised geographically according to what areas can supply themselves with all basic resources, in preparedness for the case of our modern vulnerable supply-systems failing under one or more of the environmental crises threatening. 

That’s what we did in 1996 in the architectural competition, put out by 3 ministries, the ministry of environment and energy, ministry of housing and ministry of culture. The subject was a sustainable future for a greater western city – in this case Copenhagen and a smaller municipality within Copenhagen – Frederiksberg.

On the basis of the experiences we had in the Danish Permaculture group from projects within Copenhagen city and rural projects from its vicinities – did we develop a scheme for the whole Oeresund region as a Bioregion (the island Zealand with 10.000 km2, and where Copenhagen are situated plus 30.000 km2 in Scania in the southern part of Sweden. An area that until 1760 was a part of Denmark, and as that an original part of the Copenhagen Bioregion.

That gave us a total area of 40.000 km2, where about 30% already are forest.

The scheme for which we got the price was the calculation to provide all basic resources for the 4 million people who lived in that region. It meant planting 50 % more trees, mostly in multifunctional hedges and tree belts. The trees served all the Permaculture functions, but the amount was calculated as a base for sustainable harvest for the bio fuel, based on woodchips used in a newly developed Stirling engine for heat and electricity.

Our calculations showed that we in this climatic belt, temperate coastal climate, need a regenerative, sustainable zone 5 as 1800 m2 pr. Person. 

We need a 8300 m2 resource zone for different forest types for timber, fuel, fodder, compost, furniture, CO2 compensation for integral energy consumption etc.

To that comes the zones from 0 to 4 with about 2000 m2 pr. Person.

That means all in all that we for a reasonable sustainable situation needs a little less than 1 ha of forest to each person.

In our case did it show that the greater Oeresund area was mainly for the production of energy and building material, while the production of food and water could be provided within smaller areas, i.e. on Zealand for the 2 mill population on the island.

If such a strategy should be extended into a global scale, for regenerating the situation and function as a delaying factor at the actual developing and worsening situation are we working with a strategy of planting 10.000 trees pr. Person.
Global strategy

In recognition of the climate change we have to realise the huge proportion of the rising temperature, the collapse of the glaciers, the rising seas, diminishing ocean currents and the deforestation and densification of most parts of the continents – most of it as a result of the still increasing outlet of CO2 from human activities.

As the situation as developed up to now is it not possible to stop the massive breakdowns, but we have to try to soften the development and try to reserve the trends.

One thing for that would be the savings on consumption down to about 25 % of the actual level, and to increase forest land with 200 % (see 10.00 trees pr person)     

The most in marginal edges on bushland and in coastal areas from 0 to 7 meters elevation – before they through the rising seas turns into wetlands.

EPILOG

In the hope that all our Permaculture friends and colleagues will understand and appreciate our strive to get some clarity into our terminology – since it is the linguistic media that connect us all, though it lays a huge obligation of humbleness and patience upon the English speaking people for the enormous advantages it gives to them.

Tony Andersen – Architect maa  – Permaculture Designer – Copenhagen – vestergror@dk-online.dk

