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Gary and his partner Emily live on a small farm where there is a 
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gardens and orchards to staple crops, animal grazing, firewood 
and plantation forests, and wilderness.  Their stewardship of this 
land is guided by the principles of permaculture and the 
practices and methods of organic and biodynamic agriculture.  
They have a bio-filtered swimming pool and an eco-building 
farm stay for short-term rental.

Gary is a teacher of permaculture and provides advise and 
design assistance to people and communities seeking a more 
resilient and sustaining way of living, which reflects the nature of 
their place.
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and soil resources.  His academic qualifications are: Bachelor of 
Engineering (Hons), Bachelor of Science (Physics), Master of Commerce 
(Hons).
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WHAT IS PERMACULTURE?

It is about diversity, so there are many different examples in all 
aspects of life.  It is about adaptive response, so there are no 
absolutes or mandated ideology.  There is an underpinning ethic, 
as there must be for any meaningful way of life, but it is not 
prescribed through rules and the dictates of ‘authorities’.  What is 
appropriate depends on the circumstances, and hence an open-
minded appreciation of our surroundings and how they might 
change over time is important.  The approach is one of 
acceptance and integration within a world that is highly dynamic 
and responsive, constantly changing and endlessly creative.  
There is, then, an emphasis on careful observation and the 
recognition of patterns to give understanding and an 
appreciation of the wider context. 

Permaculture involves the application of principles and strategies 
to any given circumstance or specific place, to determine 
appropriate actions or behaviour.  Design processes are used to 
collect information, analyse it with respect to given objectives or 
aims, drawn up and evaluate alternatives, and then develop the 
most suitable means or methods of implementation.  
Permaculture is essentially an ethically based application of 
design processes to achieve beneficial relationships and healthy 
communities.

The design procedures can be applied to a place, where the 
information collected may cover: landscape, vegetation, climate, 
flows of air and water, sources of energy and resources, existing 
facilities and services, legal boundaries and social networks.  This 
information is then analysed for the inter-relationships of 
functions and exchanges, the directions and intensities of flows 
and energies, potential resources and storages, and relative 
locations within the landscape.  Given a range of uses and the 
facilities required for these uses, potential relationships and 



layouts can be drawn up.  A number of alternatives are then 
provided, which all give effective layouts and inter-relationships, 
while highlighting the choices being made and the trade-offs 
involved in those choices.

The world-view and design approach of permaculture could be 
applied to a suburban section, a farm, a local community or 
suburb, a town centre, transport or energy infrastructure.  It 
could as well be applied to legal structures, resource 
management, community funding decisions, the management of 
different viewpoints and potential conflicts.  Permaculture is a 
way of living in this world, taking the long view of a culture of 
permanence.

Permaculture is, therefore, an ethically based application of 
principles, through observation and design procedures, to any 
situation, with the aim of determining the most appropriate and 
effective actions or behaviour.   As well, permaculture is 
grounded in a world-view of connection and relationships, where 
people are part of life on Earth, and not apart from it.  
Permaculture is then about people living in a connected and 
productive way with each other, and with all of life.  The aim of 
permaculture design is to create healthy and life-giving places 
and communities, which are integral parts of the wider eco-
systems of life, and are sustained by those eco-systems.

Permaculture arose in the 1970s in response to the consumer 
society that had developed following the Second World War, and 
the first energy shocks that signalled a basic flaw in the mantra of 
endless economic growth.  It was one of many responses to a 
lifestyle of consumption for its own sake, the almighty dollar and 
economic growth without any higher purpose.  Initially, the focus 
was on individual or family responses, with the development of a 
more self-reliant lifestyle and being more personally responsible 
for the basic requirements of life — of water, food, energy and 
shelter.  Generally this involved moving to where there was 
sufficient land, and regenerating that land for multiple purposes.
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The application of the principles of permaculture to the use of 
land and the production of food, fibre and energy crops, 
naturally led to organic methods.  A multi-functional integration, 
with productive yields through maximising edges and diversity, 
is the way of nature, and permaculture is really a mimicking of 
nature, and the utilisation of natural processes to obtain useful 
services and resources.  It is about use that is mutually beneficial, 
for all parties, and there is no waste, rather a re-use where 
outputs for one become inputs for others. There are no crop 
monocultures or animal factories, dependent on synthetic 
chemicals (of fertilisers or pesticides), as in modern industrial 
agriculture.

The application of permaculture to buildings gives rise to healthy 
and convenient homes or work places, which are constructed of 
local materials with a minimum of treatment and processing, 
while being easily repaired and maintained.  They sustain 
ambient temperatures and humidity, with breathable walls, and a 
natural through flow of air and moisture, and are laid out for 
natural warmth and light.  They are well insulated, while 
containing built-in storages to moderate the internal 
environment.  Consideration is given to the electro-magnetic 
fields generated in buildings, and the effect on internal air quality 
of gases, vapours, dust and microbes.

The quality of the air we breath and the water we drink is vital 
for our health and well-being.  The flows of air and water make 
life happen, and are the media through which the exchanges and 
interactions of life take place.  The protection of air and water 
from pollution and degradation, and the supply of high vitality 
water are, thus, essential aspects of any permaculture design.  
The recycling and re-use of the hydrological cycle allows 
nutrients to be exchanged and toxins to be assimilated, while the 
feedback and regenerative processes of water are fundamental to 
healthy and sustainable living.
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Over time, permaculture has been applied to more and more 
aspects of life, and is now as much about ‘cultivating 
communities’ as ‘cultivating the soil’.  A transformation of our 
culture is required to bring about a healthy, just and sustainable 
way of living.  A transformation of our understanding about life 
and our role in this world, even of our perceptions, at a personal, 
societal and global level.  We are what we eat, and the world is 
the way we think it is.  A culture of permanence is a very 
different culture to the present short-term, competitive, 
individualistic, materialist and money-based one.

Permaculture is living ecologically — far from a stable 
equilibrium.  As with natural eco-system, this is possible because 
of the continual through flow of energy and information, and 
responsive adaptation to the complex dynamics of life.  As open-
minded and open-hearted people and communities, exchanging 
information, energies and resources, we can live in a regenerative 
and creative way, accepting feedback and responding creatively 
to change.  Permaculture is about living within the dynamics of 
the present.  It requires continual awareness and critical thought, 
with a focus on what is present, the opportunities and the 
constraints, and how we can take care of ourselves and our 
environment, while fairly sharing what is available.

Permaculture is a decentralised people’s movement, which is 
self-organising and self-propagating.  It is naturally democratic, 
based on responsible participation and collaborative efforts for 
the common good.  It is about people standing together, against 
powerful elites and the horrendous inequities of the current 
global economy, which is based on financial greed and corporate 
profit-making with no regard for either people or the 
environment.  It is about the positive alternatives, and how we 
can re-build our communities and regenerate our environments.
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PERMACULTURE PRINCIPLES
 

Permaculture involves the application of guiding 
strategies, through design processes, to give abundant 
life for communities, which reflects and is grounded in 
the natural character of their local terrain and 
landscapes.  It brings together the aspirations and 
culture of people with the conditions and character of 
place, to give resilient and healthy living of people in 
their place.

Permaculture is about diversity, and there are different 
ways of expressing the guiding principles.  The 
founders of permaculture, David Holmgren and Bill 
Mollison, give different emphasises in the way they 
express the principles of permaculture, and over time 
many people have furthered the vision and practice of 
permaculture in many places and regions throughout 
the planet.

This expression is the work of Gary Williams of 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, and follows the pattern of 
David Holmgren’s 12 principles.



Observe & Interact
Creatively interact with people and the planet

Recognise Patterns & Pulses
Think spirals, repeating patterns in space and time, and pulse 

dynamics 

Go Slow & Be Small
Start with the first step, be gentle and take time to adapt and 

modify

Catch & Store
Conserve and re-use, with many storages at all levels

Obtain a Yield
Work where it counts, for the best return

Generate Edges
Stack in time and space, 

with a spatial mosaic and succession over time
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Make Connections & Accept Feedback
Build relationships, with feedback monitoring and responsible 

action

Reduce & Re-use
Live with enough, where everything is re-used in some way

Integrate
Use many means or elements, each with multiple functions,

arranged in appropriate relationships

Be Present
Live by Nature’s renewing abundance, with the reciprocity of 

give and take

Celebrate Diversity
Work within the complexities of life that increase productivity 

and resilience

Respond Creatively
Accept what is, recognise what can change, and act effectively
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WHAT IS PERMACULTURE?
Permaculture is about how we can live in this world, as healthy 
communities based on an ethic of care and respect, and 
supported by healthy, resilient and productive environments.  It 
is a grass-roots people’s movement that started in Australia in the 
1970s, and now has a very active worldwide network of 
practitioners.

Permaculture brings together an ethical foundation, a design 
process to implement objectives within the context of the 
character and conditions of a place and time, and a culture of 
sufficiency and integration.

The ethics of permaculture are most simply stated as: Earth Care, 
People Care, Fair Share.  Its foundation is an ethical way of life 
based on an intimate connection to the land, the place where we 
live, where the climate and landscape character defines the living 
conditions for people, as for all others species.  It involves an 
acceptance of life and the way nature works, as highly dynamic 
and responsive eco-systems, and the responsibility to act that 
arises from this, playing our part in a creative and life enhancing 
way.  It is about being respectful and responsive, recognising the 
requirements and needs of other people or communities, with 
their cultural viewpoint and practices, and the opportunities and 
constraints of the natural world that sustains all of life.

Permaculture challenges the worldview of continual growth (of 
the human population and its consumption of resources and eco-
system services) and the exploitation and extreme inequities that 
arise from it.

The practice of permaculture involves the application of life 
strategies and design principles to any given circumstance or 
specific place, to determine appropriate actions or behaviour.  It 
starts from an open-minded appreciation of prevailing conditions 
and the options that are available.  Any assessment begins with 
observation; of the natural surroundings and of the social and 



cultural context.  The design process then ensures an appropriate 
analysis and evaluation of options, where there are continual 
feedback responses from the people or communities who are the 
interested parties, and implemented solutions enhance 
sustainability and eco-system productivity.

The initial application of permaculture, following the oil price 
spikes of the 1970s, was focused on individual or family 
responses, with the development of a more self-reliant lifestyle 
and being more personally responsible for the basic requirements 
of life — of water, food, energy and shelter.  Generally this 
involved moving to where there was sufficient land, and 
regenerating that land for multiple purposes.  The strategies of 
permaculture were then derived from the way natural processes 
and eco-systems work, to mimic natural systems, but in a way 
that provides useful services and resources for people.  It 
involved a search for life-enhancing and productive endeavour, 
which allows us to truly become people of the land, of our place, 
with a culture of permanent residence, like an indigenous 
culture.

Over time, and as it developed in many countries around the 
world, permaculture has been applied to more and more aspects 
of life, and is now as much about ‘cultivating communities’ as 
‘cultivating the soil’.  It is about a transformation in the way we 
understand the world we live in, and how we can live healthy 
and fulfilling lives, while sharing fairly with other people and 
species, and maintaining or enhancing the life-supporting 
systems of our planet.

The permaculture movement in New Zealand is a diverse and 
continually evolving community.  Within it there is a wide range 
of professional and life skills and experience.  In particular, 
permaculture action gives rise to the practical skills and social 
connections for the re-building of resilient and self-reliant 
communities.  Communities that have kaitiakitanga of their 
place.
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REPEATING PATTERNS — CONNECTIONS — 
EXCHANGES


