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Permaculture Vision International 

 

Ethics 
 

‘If we’re not part of the solution we’re part of the problem’ Bill Mollison. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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Ethics - The Foundation Topic 
This topic on Ethics is the first topic in a Permaculture Design Course. Our efforts grow directly 

from this foundation. David Suzuki celebrates our ability to look into the future. Bob Brown tells 

of the power of hope. It is these abilities they build resilience. When our work is based on strong 

sense of ethics, we develop better practices. The permaculture principles of design, the 

strategies and techniques we use to achieve our design goals, all have ethics at the root. 

 

Why Ethics? 
3 things make Permaculture powerful: 

1. The Ethical Foundation: Fundamentally, the ethical test is: if it isn’t good for the earth and 

good for people in a fair share, then don’t use it. 

2. Imitation of natural systems. Permaculture uses biological resources and natural energies 

and observes the clever ways nature responds and adapts. Nature cycles the energy 

resulting in now waste. Efficiency is Natural. 

3. Evolving set of principles, strategies and techniques 
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How Does Ethics Inform Design? 

Without ethics we can still create designs. Designs without ethics can reflect the tastes 

and feelings of the client and contain clever innovations. However, these designs may 

not be resilient or productive. In fact, many designs cost money and labour to upkeep. 

They are a display of wealth and a rigid commitment to order. Many fashions, such as 

minimalism, shun the chaos of nature 

and impose order and adoration of 

emptiness.  Therefore, Ornamental 

design does not necessarily set out to 

serve the future needs of the people or 

the needs of the surrounding 

environment.  

Without ethics, a design will reflect the 

client and designer values. But with 

ethics, the design, implementation and 

ongoing management will uphold the 

wider aspects of environmental and 

social impact. Also, a design with ethics 

at its core aims to build communities 

that are better connected, sharing and 

peaceful.  

Ethics inform Permaculture design by 

questioning the true cost of each project and measure that cost against the short and 

long-term benefits to the users and to the surrounding environment.  

Mollison argued that a 2nd rate permaculture design  

was better than a 1st rate ornamental design. 

Whilst great advances in technology including improvements in energy efficiency, are 

key to the modern design ideals.  But without ethics, the changes can have unintended 

consequences. 

Ironically many of the technological advances of recent times have resulted by 

observing efficiencies in nature. For example, there are fast swim-suits on the market 

that imitate shark skin. But if humanity fails to hold tight to an ethical basis we are at risk 

of losing our greatest resource: our environment.  We must build understanding of the 

power of the connections before putting a value only on the design components. 

Ethics guides us through a myriad of design choices. 
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A lively outdoor theatre in Granada, Spain 

This garden theatre at the Alhambra, Granada became a market advantage.  The whole site 

allows nature to participate in its shape, evolution and offers seasonal surprises for everyone 

who visits and uses the site.  

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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Permaculture Starts by Simply Caring 

Permaculture is an ethical system, stressing positive attitudes and cooperation.  Permaculture 

is about sustainable living by producing more, cleanly and ethically AND consuming less non-

renewable resources. Permaculture is a practical way to care for our environment. It can be 

practised on a small or large scale. Each step forward is one less backwards. 

Actions to Achieve Ethical Goals 

Prof. Stuart Hill has practiced permaculture for decades and worked with 

many farmers to change mindset and build resilience in their farming 

practices. [We will explore this later in this chapter].  

Each person will have their own way to achieve the ethical goals. But here 

are a few ideas.  

• Holistic thinking. This approach to life reaches beyond problem 

solving. Rather than just turning ‘problems into solutions’, the holistic 

thinker develops observation skills and curiosity to try to understand 

how things are connected, supported and useful. 

• Resourcefulness. Search for the best use of your many assets: time, 

sun, water, soil, and skills. 

• Productivity. Many resources and services are valuable to us and to others.  By bringing food 

production back to the cities; we may not maximise our yields, but we can significantly 

reduce transportation costs. “6% of the earth could feed 6,000 million people if managed 

properly.”  [Mollison]. Good land management includes small-scale land use; intensive rather 

than extensive cropping; diversity of habitants and use of microclimates (we explore this 

further in the topic called Cultivated Ecology). 

• Pursuit of leisure activities that are not harmful to others or the environment. (e.g. 

supporting eco-tourism, making music, walking or trekking, cooking for pleasure, 

handicrafts, games and entertaining others). 

• Helping others to be self-reliant. Working with others to build networks of healthy 

individuals can help them feel valued. Developing our sense of purpose and inner peace 

contributes to the wellbeing of the whole society. 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Core Ethics of Permaculture 

 

There are three core Permaculture Ethics 

1. “Care of the Earth” including all living and non-living things, such as animals, plants, 

land, water and air. The Earth will continue without us, but if we want to stay on it, 

we need to maintain the delicate habitat that we currently enjoy. 

2. “Care of People” promoting self-reliance and community responsibility enables us to 

healthily engage with our habitat, planet Earth.  

3. “Fair Share” finding a way to have a win-win relationship for the Planet and its 

People. This is a balancing factor between “care of earth” and “care of people”.   

 

 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref: Ethics] 

How does each core ethic and strategy apply to you?  

What are some of the challenges you have faced, or may face, in developing 

these ideas in your home, work and community situation? 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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Care of the Earth 

Permaculture Design Philosophy  

Permaculture, unlike conventional agriculture, is driven by a desire to care for our environment. 

It does this in three ways. First up, It actively reduces consumption and waste. Secondly it 

reduces pollution during production and transportation.  Thirdly, it actively seeks to regenerate 

the land and community.  

The space used for food production is close to the consumers so we can minimise 

transportation costs and encourage consumers to be part of the production system.  

The strategies and techniques used for food production mimic the local forests.  

The patterns used for production complete the landshape so there is less soil disturbance and 

erosion.  

The tools, resources, labour and nutrients are cycled within the local area. There are less 

imported inputs and outputs than in conventional food production. 
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Some people argue that rather than bring production closer to the city and in the hands of 

under-skilled city residents, we can improve farming practices instead. Any efforts to improve 

farming practices will help to reduce erosion, nutrient loss, deforestation and climate 

uncertainty. Regenerative agriculture is a great goal.  

However, there are some key differences between regenerative farming and permaculture.   

The main difference between permaculture and regenerative farming is noticeable in the energy 

cycle.  A traditional farm is an energy source designed to send goods to market.  It relies on 

transport energy and divorces the end-consumer from the nature. 

In contrast to this, a permaculture site creates a small energy loop.  Lots of little products are 

created, shared or grown and less waste is generated or unused. An understanding of the true 

cost and impact of our consumption is enabled. Many poor people live in the city and have 

expressed a sense of empowerment through growing food1 and reconnecting with nature. 

 

 

 

The only ethical decision is to take responsibility  

for our own existence and that of our children.  B. Mollison 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

                                                             
1 http://sydney.edu.au/environment-institute/events/growing-change-female-empowerment-through-farming-
and-social-enterprise/ 

http://sydney.edu.au/environment-institute/events/growing-change-female-empowerment-through-farming-and-social-enterprise/
http://sydney.edu.au/environment-institute/events/growing-change-female-empowerment-through-farming-and-social-enterprise/
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Care for Earth 

What is My ‘Environment?’ 

Albert Einstein once said “The environment is everything I am not”  

We live within our environment. And our 

environment lives within us. The chemicals are able 

to penetrate our skin, stomach and intestines, 

nostrils, lungs and blood.  

Today I may have viruses in my body and small 

bacteria attacking a part of me. Tomorrow I may 

have a small cut or lump from a bite.  My body is 

busy reacting to a multitude of environmental 

effects. Our immune systems are programmed to 

meet daily challenges.  Our health is closely 

interconnected with, and influenced daily, by our environment.  We are fluid beings (55-60% 

water), able to withstand only small temperature fluctuations, with sensitive and permeable 

outer membranes (our skin). In many environments we struggle to survive needing protective 

clothing, sunscreen and sometimes masks. 

When can I say “this much of what is going on inside me is the real me, and that, out there is the 

environment?” The food that passes through me is not me but enables me to grow, to 

rejuvenate dying cells and to reproduce. The air I inhale is part of my environment, but it 

becomes part of my body. It also changes because of my using it. The air I exhale changes my 

environment. The germs, worms, fungi and micro-organisms breed in my body. They alter by my 

body’s resistance and instigate reactions. They are not part of my body, yet they affect and 

change my body. They evolve and adapt within my body before they re-enter the environment. 

The shadow I cast is not me. These are simply the effects of my existence. If the environment is 

altered by my existence how can I assume the environment cannot alter my existence? 

In a discussion about the importance of the environment over economics, David Suzuki2 points 

out “Try holding your breath for five minutes. ... You can try to hold your breath untilyour face 

turns red and purple, but the muscles in your lungs and chest will soon force you to breathe. 

That's how much your body needs air.”  

J. Krishnamurti said: “Most of us in this confused and brutal world try to carve out a private life 

of our own, a life in which we can be happy and peaceful and yet live with the things of this 

world.  We seem to think that the daily life we lead, the life of struggle, conflict, pain and sorrow, 

is something separate from the outer world of misery and confusion.  We seem to think the 

individual, the ‘you’, is different from the rest of the world with all its atrocities, wars and riots, 

                                                             

2 You are the Earth / David Suzuki and Kathy Vanderlinden ; art by Wallace Edwards ; diagrams by Talent Pun. 
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inequality and injustice and that this is something entirely different from our particular individual 

life. When you look a little more closely, not only at your own life but also at the world, you will 

see that what you are – your daily life, what you feel- is the external world, the world about 

you.  You are the world, you are the human being that has made this world of utter disorder, the 

world that is crying helplessly in great sorrow.  It is you, the human being that has built this 

world.  So that world outside you is not different from the world in which you live your private 

life.  The division between the individual and society does not really exist at all…. In bringing 

about a radical change in the human being, in you, you are naturally bringing about a radical 

change in the structure and the nature of society….” 

 

  

HOMEWORK [Ref: Ethics]: What is your environment?  What brings you to 

want to change your environment?  How can you make a change? 
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Building A Clean Future 

There is a growing awareness that we really are 

having a detrimental effect on the Earth. The use of 

fossil fuels has given us power that can’t be 

sustained. Unfortunately, it is not only our lifestyle 

that will be affected as the resources diminish.  Our 

basic survival will be threatened.   

The current methods of food production and 

distribution are dependent on high-energy methods. 

This energy comes in the form of fossil fuels and 

chemical fertilisers and poisons.  Paul Harrison writes 

that we are in the throes of a Third Revolution (the 

first was a shift from hunter-gather to agriculture, the 

second was the shift from wood to fossil fuel and 

hence the industrial revolution).   

The Indian leader on farmers rights:  Dr. Vandanna Shiva3 writes about Turning Scarcity Into 

Abundance: “In nature’s economy the currency is not money, it is life”.  Nature tells us what is 

needed for a sustainable and clean future. 

 

Man-Made Pressures on the Environment 

The main pressures on the globe are high population, consumption and technology.  Our efforts 

to arrest consumption and waste have a positive flow-on effect to aspiring consumers in 

developing worlds. In fact, many developing worlds are now learning from the mistakes of so-

called developed worlds and become leaders in environment responses. The biggest 

permaculture project in the world is the Chikukwa4 project in Africa. China is reforesting vast 

areas.5 

Permaculture offers a holistic set of simple nature-based technologies. We have the tools to 

reduce consumption and develop more nature-based technologies.  

Permaculture aims to Reduce Consumption  

and Increase Sustainable Production. 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

  

                                                             
3 http://www.navdanya.org/site/  
4 http://www.thechikukwaproject.com/  
5 http://time.com/4851013/china-greening-kubuqi-desert-land-restoration/  

http://www.navdanya.org/site/
http://www.thechikukwaproject.com/
http://time.com/4851013/china-greening-kubuqi-desert-land-restoration/
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Care of People 

Care of people is essential to the health of the 

globe.  Care of People arrests greed, land ownership 

disputes and war.  Most poverty and suffering in third 

world countries is not just the result of high population 

growth, it is nearly always the result of land ownership 

inequality,.   

Many nations with starving people export food and 

import weaponry. Food-politics, water control and access 

to heating energy can fuel wars.  If each person was able 

to grow food, control some of their own water supply, 

and generate power there would be less power over them 

from their own government and other nations. 

Care of People, from its ideals to realities, affects us in all 

areas: from industry, politics to family and friends.  Many 

issues are addressed in our aim for care of people. These 

include reduced stress, the concept of work versus play, 

preventive medical treatment, fulfilling the potential of 

those people unfit for work, preparing for our future 

needs and those of our family.   

 

Permaculture inspires people at a ‘grass roots’ level.  It empowers people, giving them actions to 

overcome their despair with the health of their environment.   

One of the principles of permaculture is to work successfully in a small circle of influence.  We 

can change our own lifestyle by breaking of destructive habits and building of healthy 

choices.  Permaculture is personal. Each path is a separate journey. It is more about building 

awareness and observation as much as making changes in home and community structures. 

 

Permaculture often involves comprehensive lifestyle adaptions.  Teachers, in many fields today, 

aim to develop the student’s natural ability to teach themselves.  The challenge for the 

Permaculture designer is to challenge the norm and arouse interest in a non-threatening way.    
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Permaculture Community 

Communities attract like-minded people.  There are many permaculture communities 

intentionally created with care of earth and people ethics.  Some of these communities came out 

of the 1960’s peace movement.  Other communities are being drawn up today as Eco-cities 

planned by government bodies in collaboration with architects and community 

representatives.  Some permaculture communities have guidelines for housing and use of the 

land, some share orchards and natural areas.  There is a growing interest in community aspects 

of environmentally responsible living in many nations from Indian women’s revolving loans 

systems (see Grameen Foundation bare foot microfinance banking 

http://www.grameenfoundation.org/ ) through to formal permaculture eco-villages.  Village 

living and design is discussed in greater depth in our last course Module (see chapter called 

Villages).   

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

  

http://www.grameenfoundation.org/
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Fair Share  

If we are to improve the environment, we need to see the earth as one organism.  Enriching our 

own environment does not prevent ecological destruction elsewhere but it is an important part 

of the whole system. Each part of the world’s environment is affected by the rest of the 

world.  Likewise, we can’t enrich conditions for people elsewhere in ignorance of poverty and 

suffering at home. 

We can reduce inequality in land-ownership, and build education 

and empowerment for all.  In 2015, Prakash Javadekar, India’s 

environment minister, said: “Though India is not part of the 

problem, it wants to be part of the solution. Our historical 

cumulative emission as of today is below 3%.” At that time, India 

pledged to source 40% of its electricity from renewable and other 

low-carbon sources by 2030 which was a far greater pledge than 

most of the western world governments.  

Permaculture measures can focus on the potential for people and 

communities to build self-reliance. Through self-reliance we can 

strengthen resilience. Resilience is vital in the face of climate 

change uncertainty.   

We can always lead by example when working abroad or in our 

own community.  Aim to supplement the work done by local 

people and not impose our own values and changes. Imposing 

new ideas is neither empowering nor sustainable.  The Care of 

People serves to enrich the environment and living conditions for everyone.  

 

"Not until the creation and maintenance of decent conditions of life for all men are recognised 

and accepted as a common obligation of all men...shall we... be able to speak of mankind as 

civilised." Albert Einstein 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Your Response 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref.: Ethics - global ‘needs’]:  

In less than 200 words, describe the basic requirements of the worldwide 

natural system to continue to sustain diverse life forms.   

What are some of the Earth’s problems today?   

And what effect does mankind have on the state of the Earth?   

What are some of the possible solutions? 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

    

 

Student Responses to the Ethics Topic 

Here is a small collection of diverse responses to the Ethics questions to inspire you. 

Fran Thompson: “Surplus distribution is a community concept that when implemented means that 

individuals become part of a wider system.  My ‘distributions’ include energy in bush regeneration 

projects, and information supporting co-workers both directly in work and in various study 

endeavours.  Surplus produce from the garden is welcomed whether it feeds the soul (a bunch of 

golden roses) or the body (a box of potatoes). 

The concept of self-sufficiency implies total reliance on the self and seeing yourself outside the 

larger ‘whole’ system.  This approach can negate links and strengths that all those within the 

system can offer each other - “No man [or woman or creature] is an island” (John Donne 1572-

1631).  While the self sufficient organism may not call on other resources it in turn does not 

contribute to the whole.” 
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Leigh V: “I see the first step towards this ethic as being to apply it to myself - to develop my 

own self reliance and community responsibility, to ensure I am not a burden on others. 

The outward manifestation of this ethic will then flow from my attitude and example.” 

 

Allison W: “I want to be able to provide the people I care about with food, shelter, love, help 

etc.  I can extend this idea of care and nourishment to the wider community, through my 

friends and family and other associations, I’m creating my own bit of peace and successful 

communication...People often lose sight of the connections that make things harmonious” 

 

Sue M: “I honestly think that People care is much 

more important...It is often easier to care for 

animals, plants, land, water, air as we do not 

personally clash with these, they do not answer 

back, mostly going along with your ideas...I see 

and want to help others to see that “people” are 

the main reason for doing all Care of the Earth” 

Phillippa S: “Our 20th century lifestyle has led to a 

revved up existence leading to stress, sickness and 

potent drugs to fix illnesses quickly...more and more people are asking us what can they 

do to improve life. We are still a novelty to some.  To give up two very good jobs to be at 

home and live frugally!” 

 

Kim G: “..my child is part of a recognised market and treated as such.  No wonder we are 

all starting to treat each other as “things”- clients, products, competitors etc.”  ...I would 

like to contrast our existing culture which is based on scarcity and competition, to one 

based on abundance and co-operation.” 

 

Graham J writes: “At a personal and professional level I am actively trying to remove my 

normal tendency to criticise others - no matter how subtly.  Developing a gentle, 

supportive approach is much more productive for all in the long run.” 

 

Sharon M: “I believe the more we separate ourselves from the natural world, the sicker we 

become physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually. Much knowledge has been lost 

through the displacement of people in the race for natural resources.  Seeing people as 

expendable creates inequity, poverty and dependence on outside authorities” ... “to develop 

an economy that is supportive of life in general we need to reassess and balance our 
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ideology of piling up resources for our own benefit.  There needs to be a shift worldwide 

towards the sharing of resources...It is a sad indictment … when rich countries dump 

surplus food to manipulate financial markets while millions around the globe die of 

starvation”.  

 

Cheryl and Robert K : “We have sold both of our cars in order to 

walk and occupy ourselves locally. As parents we try to role 

model caring for the earth as a basic need.  Within our 

community we initiate dialogue about our earth and we 

participate in Greensboro Beautiful, a local “earth care” 

organization. Rejuvenating our home and yard into a more 

sustainable system is a goal of ours that will incorporate care 

of the Earth at a community level since the neighborhood is 

already coming around to see what’s going on at our site. 

Cooperation becomes important and a joy; giving and 

receiving makes living fun.” 

Photo: Rider in Berlin in the designated Bike-lane with flowers, handbag and dress coat. 

 

Joel M [Veterinary Doctor], Aus: “I was just reading again the 'food politics' supplement to 

this section with interest. The reference to eggs and free-range vs cage eggs is one we 

debated at university when the Australian Veterinary Association produced a policy 

regarding the welfare of caged chooks, which basically supported the status quo of the 

caged chook industry producing the vast majority of eggs. (In the opinion of many vets 

including myself, a clearly unacceptable position if animal welfare is to be our primary 

concern.) In the news recently has been a crackdown on major egg companies deliberately 

misleading buyers - the amount of 'free range' labelled eggs on the market significantly 

exceeds the true production of free range eggs. Free range eggs, like organic vegies, have a 

problem in the mass marketplace where food is exported and imported over big distances 

and there is a marked producer/consumer dichotomy with the producers in a tiny 

minority. A common argument made by proponents of caged egg production is that there 

simply isn't enough land to produce the eggs people want to eat if all eggs were 'free 

range'. This is a problem worthy of consideration, but it is solved by the Permaculture 

approach of localised production- if not in the backyard, then from another local 

backyard- there is enough land for this, except in heavily built-up areas, which could 

import eggs from conventional free range farms. Permaculture also provides answers to 

another free range quandry- the fact that chooks are not 'at home' in the big spaces and 

bright light of open fields (the usual setup for free range farms), with their jungle fowl 



     Ethics – Permaculture Design Course 

PermacultureVision.net    

19 

heritage. Integration of chooks into an orchard environment provides a useful aid in pest 

control while providing the birds with an entirely appropriate living environment.”  

 

Eric Sonie of southern France wrote:  

“I believe that culture and nature protection are linked....when a species disappears, it is 

a bit of me that disappears too, my world is shrinking.” 

Value of caring for others: 

1. Communal knowledge and skills (including traditional knowledge) is easily lost when people 

do not communicate with one another. 

2. If we do not share with others, the risk of our work being misunderstood and undone 

increases.  

3. War is one of the most damaging elements to the environment. It is often triggered by famine 

and hardship. Building abundance aids communal harmony and inner peace.  Without inner 

peace there cannot be world peace.   

 

 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

Figure 1: Roman figure, British Museum 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Power of Consumption 

Part of the steps to reduced consumption lies in the action of consumers to become 

producers.  When people realise how much energy goes into a product (food or clothing or 

heating fuel) they use it more sparingly.  When they realise who easy it is to make some of their 

favourite products, they have inspiration to make it for themselves. 

 

 Energy:  for example people would eat meat less regularly if they themselves grew the 

pasture for the animal, housed, treated, raised the stock, and slaughtered it.   

 Pollution: permaculture promotes a more diverse diet containing nourishing foods, fresh 

food consumption, skill development through home cooking and preserving abundance 

produce. Learning to cook what we grow helps us create an easy system of food security. 

The food moves quickly from the garden fork to the plate fork. When people see how many 

chemicals go into the production of food they become more selective. We can choose 

harvesting and cooking methods that retain vitamins, and we can cycle any food waste back 

into our local production system.  Organic Farming is a small part of the technological shift 

required for sustainability.  It addresses toxic residues in food and harmful pollutants in the 

rural environment. 

 Human resources management:  Most people go to work to pay someone else to harvest 

their food.  Permaculture aims to retain our link to the land and nature through our food 

and exercise.  Permaculture is a lifestyle.   

 The true cost of a product’s disposal: Each time we 

dispose of a product we must decide how.  If the product is 

biodegradable and we have access to the land, we can 

compost it, if it is made from non-degradable materials we 

must pay to dispose it, however the true cost is much 

greater than what we pay.  Landfill is a limited resourced 

and not sustainable.  (eg.  Next time we need to buy a 

laundry basket, a pillow, a mattress or piece of furniture we 

can seek one made of degradable materials such as cane, 

feather, rubber or wood.) 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref.: Ethics-consumption]: List what you and your family 

currently consume and produce.  Mark each product on your consumption list 

that could be produced at home or purchased locally. What items on your 

production list could be modified to reduce waste?  How can you reduce 

packaging and transport costs?  
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Localised Production 

Localised Production means reduced pollution by reduced consumption.  Food produced locally 

requires less energy to distribute.  Everyone wants food.  Food can be selected by and grown 

near the people who want it.  It can managed by local people and can be harvested by 

them.  Most people like some form of exercise and this can be part of the growing and 

harvesting exercise.   

 

We can combine the need for healthy food, fresh water, clean air and the desire for a pleasant 

and interesting environment to provide a rewarding, pleasant lifestyle: Permaculture. 
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Nature at Heart 

Permaculture is about creating sustainable edible 

ecosystems.  By observing and mimicking the 

energy cycles of local forests we develop 

productive systems. 

The information revolution of the 1990’s allowed 

Permaculture to spread across the globe, providing 

the information needed to form a productive 

environment in which people can thrive.   

Localised food production eases the growing 

pressure on our last remaining natural areas. It also 

brings natural areas back into the cities. 

Permaculture combines ideas and skills that are 

both traditional (i.e.. organic farming practices) and 

modern (science and technology).  Permaculture is 

continually developing as more information is 

collected and shared. The sharing of ideas is 

stimulated by ethical kindness.  Knowledge can be 

shared without harming the source when it is 

shared with respect to those who first cultivated 

the knowledge. 

Natural forest systems contain indigenous foods, 

useful and medicinal plants, insects, fish and animals. These forests are resilient and adaptable to 

the bioregion. They can easily replace exhausted agricultural farming.  Conservationists face basic 

issues at every meal. To eat only indigenous naturally occurring foods would quickly deplete the 

few remaining reserves, and yet to support the expanding commercial production of food 

threatens the dwindling nature reserves. The conservationist has here the opportunity to learn 

from their local forest and create something similarly productive. When enough people act, the 

leaders will follow. 

 "If people let government decide what foods they eat and what medicines they take, 

their bodies will soon be in as sorry a state as are the souls of those who live under tyranny." - 

Thomas Jefferson, 3rd President of the U.S.A. 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref. The Pollution Culture]: What actions by humans cause 

pollution? Which actions are immediate, which are slow, which can grow to 

become irreparable, which can become accepted or even deemed 

‘necessary’ as part of our culture? For example: some actions such as war cause 

sudden and immediate degradation, others such as nuclear or chemical build-up 

are slow and cumulative. 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

The Problem is the Solution 

Some people like to think in problems. Bill Mollison argued that the problem can actually be the 

solution.  For instance, he writes: “you don’t have a snail problem, you have a duck deficiency”. 

 

Here is a light-hearted example: 

The Donkey  

”One day a farmer's donkey fell down into a well. The animal cried 

piteously for hours as the cruel farmer tried to figure out what to do. 

Finally, he decided the animal was old, and the well needed to be covered 

up anyway; it just wasn't worth it to retrieve the donkey. 

He invited all his neighbours to come over and help him. They all grabbed 

a shovel and began to shovel dirt into the well. At first, the donkey 

realized what was happening and cried horribly. Then, to everyone's amazement he quieted 

down. 

A few shovel loads later, the farmer finally looked down the well. He was astonished at what he 

saw. With each shovel of dirt that hit his back, the donkey was doing something amazing. He 

would shake it off and take a step up. 

 

As the farmer's neighbours continued to shovel dirt on top of the animal, the donkey would 

shake the dirt off and take a step up. Pretty soon, everyone was amazed as the donkey stepped 

up over the edge of the well and happily escaped. The donkey turned the threat into his 

solution. 

 

 

Here's another little example of making the problem the solution: For 

190 years small birds keep nesting under the eaves of the high ceiling of 

the veranda in a rural cottage.  The nests cause the proprietor to have to 

clean the chairs and tables and flooring below.  This annoyance can be 

used as a resource. The mess is a good source of fertiliser, so, large 

potted plants or small wall pots can be placed underneath to harness the 

waste. 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref.: Ethics – Problem is the Solution]:  

Give an example of how a ‘problem’ be turned into your ‘solution’   

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

 

 

Ecolution 

At the EcoArts Australis 2nd National Conference, Catherine van Wilgenburg: gave an inspiring 

presentation entitled: 'I have been transformed by this land' …She talked about the Ecolution 

of an artist’s practice. 

STAGES OF AN ECOLUTION: 

1. AWARENESS 

2. HOPE THAT WE CAN MAKE A CHANGE 

3. INSPIRATION TO ACT 

4. MEANS TO EQUIP ACTION 

5. EMPOWERMENT TO ACT  

6. FEELING SUPPORTED AND BEING SUPPORTIVE TO OTHERS 

  

http://www.ecoartsaustralis.org.au/events-and-projects/conference-2016-building-sustainability-with-the-arts/
http://www.livingcolourstudio.com.au/
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1. Being Aware  

Firstly, we need to become aware of the challenges to a clean our environment and stay 

informed of the facts. Planet earth will go on turning without us but humanity exists only whilst 

the conditions are right. Clean air, clean drinking water, nutrients from healthy soil and genetic 

material are vital to our survival. Each time a species dies, our complex network of genetic 

resources dwindle. For many people today the news is depressing. Young people are turning 

away from news sources and focusing on entertainment. There is also a growing disconnect 

between consumers and nature. The city has pushed out the native forests and wildlife and it 

takes a special effort for people to find a connection with nature. 

2. Hopeful 

The task of educating people about the horrors of pollution is getting more difficult. When 

young people face the enormity of the build up of pollution from almost a decade of abuse, 

they feel overwhelmed. Often they succumb to a feeling of hopelessness and some think that by 

removing themselves from the world it will help the planet. Youth suicide due to environmental 

degradation is devastating for the whole community. Lets not leave young people feeling 

powerless, let's equip and empower them. 

Key advocates like Bob Brown understand the importance of staying optimistic. Optimism has 

more staying power than fear. He notes that fear can overwhelm us yet it usually fails to sustain 

a change.  

One of the most powerful tools to build our hope for the future is the immerse ourselves in 

nature. Go for a walk, climb a tree, nurture a plant, tend a beehive, photograph the birds, spot 

the butterflies. 

http://www.boomerangalliance.org.au/
http://www.aic.gov.au/media_library/publications/proceedings/13/hassan.pdf
http://www.aic.gov.au/media_library/publications/proceedings/13/hassan.pdf
http://www.bobbrown.org.au/optimism_the_introduction
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3. Inspired  

When we are driven by our feelings and passions, we are strong and resilient. An honest 

understanding of our feelings does not change with periods of abundance and hard times. The 

setting of goals comes last. 

Stuart Hill urges us to be driven by our ethics and values. Then get a good understanding of our 

feelings and passions. From this we collect ideas, create a vision, design our lifestyle, formulate 

action plans and get on with the daily task of activities.  

 

4. Equipped 

We can build our skills and resources to make meaningful changes. Proven techniques are 

learning through immersion (eg. working on permaculture sites), courses, cultural change, 

education about life skills, reading up on permaculture and gathering experience on the ground.  

A mentor guides inspired participants through the process of skill acquisition and research. No 

single course on its own can equip us. It can start the process but as we develop and find our 

niche, it is great to have a mentor or at least other study-buddies to enable discussion and 

sharing of ideas. 

 

5. Empowered  

In this stage of the ecolution process 

individuals are skilled, armed with 

knowledge and enthusiastic about 

observing nature. The ecolution of a 

community would put focus on sharing at 

the heart of the solutions.  Collective 

efforts make significant and lasting 

changes. The biggest permaculture 

project in the world was the chikukwa 

project in Zimbabwe. Over 20 years, the 

Chikukwa community turned a barren 

mountain into a productive landscape. 

[http://www.thechikukwaproject.com/]  

Community projects make the flavour of a community and can build empowerment. This 

includes community Radio stations, newsgroups, freecycle, clothes-swap, and good old car-boot 

sales. The town of Tyalgum (which hosts one of the first permaculture sites) has recently voted 

to leave the national power grid. They are buying their own solar power together as a small 

community. 

 

http://www.stuartbhill.com/
http://permacultureaustralia.org.au/permafund/
http://www.wwoof.com.au/
http://www.permaculturevisions.com/courses/courses-fees/
http://www.sharing.org/why-nations-need-to-share/the-environmental-crisis
https://www.freecycle.org/
http://reneweconomy.com.au/2015/this-northern-nsw-town-could-be-first-to-decide-to-quit-the-grid-16793
http://reneweconomy.com.au/2015/this-northern-nsw-town-could-be-first-to-decide-to-quit-the-grid-16793
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6. Supported and Supportive 

Collaboration is more powerful than 

competition. The biggest permaculture project 

in the world was self-funded and driven by 

collaboration. People saw what permaculture 

could do for them (more food and water) and 

they learnt from their neighbours and then 

began to develop communal resources 

including rehabilitated lands into forests. 

Ecolution is cyclic. When there is a need for 

regeneration of our ecolution we can revisit 

the foundations of the development process. 

We can renew our awareness. Then building 

our hope knowing that previous hope was 

actioned upon and had a positive outcome. 

  

http://www.thechikukwaproject.com/
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Set Your Goals Last 

Stuart Hill, a social ecologist, urges us to be 

driven by our ethics and values. From there 

we will find purpose, plans and activities.  

 

1. Awaken your ethics and values, 

2. Acknowledge your feelings and 

passions 

3. Research and collate information to 

help you form ideas, visions and 

design (doing this permaculture 

course is a critical tool in developing 

systems thinking and building your 

own design) 

4. Create an action plan  

5. Finally start the regular activities that 

will help you realise your goals. 

 

Our ethics and values form the basis of our 

feelings and passions. By listening to our 

feelings and passions we give ourselves the 

energy to create a better future. Though 

acknowledging our passion, we formulate a vision, purpose. Once our passion is invested in our 

future, we can find energy to develop goals, and sustain the plans and activities. 

 

  

http://www.stuartbhill.com/
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Core Values for Social Permaculture Design 

Hill urges us to: "Act from your core/essential self – empowered, aware, visionary, principled, 

passionate, loving, spontaneous, fully in the present (contextual) – vs. your patterned, fearful, 

compensatory, compromising, de-contextual selves" 

Every person is different. No two permaculture designers will have the same passions and goals. 

Here are two different applications of Hills suggestion to act from your core self:  

• Ana* listens to her core self [empowered, 

aware, visionary, principled, passionate, 

loving, spontaneous, fully in the present] 

involves working with rare fruits and 

edible flowers. She builds skills in 

growing food plants. She also develops 

her catering projects, observing what 

drives people to try new foods. She 

searches for the best way to harvest and 

cook these unusual foods.  Ana strives 

to find way to integrate rare foods into 

household gardens and onto the plate. 

Finally, she aims to build community 

awareness.  Whenever Ana has a set-

back (like the time vandals broke into 

the nursery to destroy plants) she listens to her core passion. This gives her energy to 

mend flaws in her action plan. 

• Zane* knows his core self [empowered, aware, visionary, principled, passionate, loving, 

spontaneous, fully in the present] loves working with people. He shows them how relieve 

their hunger by growing food. There are more than a few daunting barriers in achieving 

the long-term goals of this project. The barriers include social perceptions, war, land 

access and meagre resources (like seeds and water).  Over the years, Zane has some 

devastating set-backs including floods. He knows these disasters will strike because the 

projects are on marginal land. Revisiting his core passion gives him some solace. 

Through re-visiting his core he recharges his passion. With renewed passion he 

strengthens his action plans.  
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We Cannot Go Back 

Simple peasant agriculture means much lower living 

standards and daily drudgery although  people living 

on the land can be slimmer, better nourished, healthier 

and much fitter than city dwellers.  Understandably, the 

average highly paid consumer will not welcome this.  

Peasant agriculture and some traditional agricultural 

methods (such as slash and burn) are not feasible with 

the high world population.  Peasant living would mean 

greater loss of natural forests as each family is forced 

to seek a plot on which to live.  Permaculture living can 

be achieved within cities and on degraded land.  

Permaculture is smarter than peasant living, it pioneers 

low-impact technologies and the ethics encourage 

sharing and other peaceful solutions. 

By incorporating wisdom from old traditions into our 

design science we build new agricultural models.  We 

have the potential to develop a culture with an enriched 

life. 

 

HOMEWORK [Ref: Guidance for your tutor]: 

What do you hope to do with this design course when completed? 

What are your priorities at this stage? 

 Setting up a permaculture system of your own 

 Incorporating permaculture into an existing business or lifestyle that will provide 

financial benefits (commercial permaculture) 

 Teaching permaculture to others (children or adults) (industrialised or “under developed” 

nations).  In existing education institution or with freedom of presentation and educational 

methods?  Please specify 

 Starting from scratch: planning for a future system, choosing a suitable site, and 

developing know-how and resources. 

 Investigating and developing the social aspects of permaculture: empowerment; village 

or eco-city living; economic structures or networking (associations, trusts or internet). 

 Developing a specialist field within permaculture.  E.g. Vegetarian/Vegan, raw foods diet, 

religious, rehabilitation, native foods, rare breeds, seed saving etc. 

 Other, please specify 



     Ethics – Permaculture Design Course 

PermacultureVision.net    

31 

Thank you for participating in our Ethics Course. 

We hope we gave you inspiration.  The work at Permaculture Visions is carried out without 

grants or external supports. We value your support and encouragement. 

 

Recommended Reading 

Permaculture Design: A Step-by-Step Guide Paperback – 2012 by Aranya 

Permaculture in a Nutshell by Patrick Whitefield pub. Permanent Productions 

The Earth users Guide to Permaculture by Rosemary Morrow  

Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability – Revised 

Biodiversity by E.O.Wilson Pub. National academy Press, Washington. 

Silent Spring by Racheal Carson.   

One Straw Revolution by M. Fukuoka 

The Gaia Hypothesis by J. Lovelace   

The Third Revolution Paul Harrison Penguin London 1993 

 

Feedback 

 

 

 

 

If you enjoyed this topic,  

please tell us  

and tell a friend! 

 

http://www.amazon.com/Aranya/e/B00BHEAGLQ/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1

