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Introduction to a Permaculture Design ........  
Why landscape when you can “Permascape”!     Permaculture is often associated with being “organic” 
however this is only one small aspect of a permaculture designed environment.  
 

 
 

First,  a history lesson … the birth of permaculture 
The word “permaculture” was born by the marrying of two words, Permanent and Agriculture. A young 
student called David Holmgren headed to Tasmania in the 1970’s to study and ended up developing the 
permaculture concept with Bill Mollisson and so began, what ended up being for both, their lifelong 
work in doing and showing, leading by example style education.  

 
David and Bill worked together and produced 
introductory texts “Permaculture One” in 1978 and 
“Permaculture Two” in 1979.  David left Tasmania to 
work on his permaculture theories, refining and 
testing them while Bill continued with his own work, 
producing a very in depth book aptly named:  
“Permaculture: A Designers Manual” 
 Bill Mollisson 1928 - 2016 David Holmgren 
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From there, the concept of permaculture gained momentum and popularity as people looked for 
something that encompassed many environmental, ecological, engineering and sustainable concepts 
that could be applied to every way of life.  This eventually lead to the creation of the 72 hour 

Permaculture Design Course being established, which 
is now run throughout the world by independent 
facilitators, and precedes certified training in 
permaculture with Certificate III through to a 
Graduate Diploma in Permaculture available.   
 

So what is Permaculture then? 
It is a design process that is gone through, where permaculture ethics and design principles are 
considered and implemented to provide a self-sustaining closed loop, supportive and regenerative 
environment - a “Whole Systems” way of designing.  Permaculture uses organic gardening and farming 
practices but it goes beyond. It integrates the garden and home to create a lifestyle that impacts less on 
the environment.    
 
It is about lowering our footprint on the earth and about 
creating an environment that co-operates with nature and 
with each other.    It brings animals and plants, weather and 
environment, buildings and structures together in a way so 
that the way they interreact is energy efficient and 
beneficial to each other. 
 

It is based firstly, on three ethics of     Earth Care, People Care & Fair Share 
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Earth Care!  Think about what part your decision plays on rebuilding our natural capital instead of 
exhausting it and then bring that decision to your own life.  Where can you be mindful of designing your 
property or garden so that it sustains itself?  Care for the earth – literally, the soil beneath our feet, 
because it is what ultimately sustains us.  Healthy soil, healthy plants, healthy us. 
 
People Care!  Care for yourself, your family and your community.  Self-reliance becomes more feasible 
when we focus on non-material well-being, taking care of ourselves and others without producing or 
consuming unnecessary material resources. 
 
Fair Share!  Set limits and redistribute the surplus.  A fruiting tree will usually produce far more fruit 
than the average family can consume.   
 
These three ethics all overlap and don’t work solo, they intertwine and almost become one seamless 
process. 
 
Ultimately we are looking to create an environment that is not only sustainable for that element on its 
own, but supports a polycultural effect where it all works together not unlike a natural forest or 
bushland.  A courtyard, vege garden, pond area, farm, workplace or community can all benefit from 
using a permaculture design approach.   
 
Traditional design often focus’ on how we can manipulate problems to achieve a certain “look” that we 
are after.   How we can manipulate that environment to deal with those challenges efficiently.     
 
Permaculture design looks at how we can work WITH nature and the environment so ultimately the end 
result is better at self-regulation and sustainability – both for the garden and ourselves.  
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Why is permaculture important for today and how does it fit in today’s world? 
 
We are at a stage where the world is out of balance and we are consuming our resources at an alarming 
rate.   Thankfully more and more of us are becoming aware that there is a problem and undertaking the 
first step by acknowledging it.  Thankfully for Google, we can easily start digging around (pun intended) 
and by doing our own research into what we can do to start making changes, we start to make changes 
and see the results spread like a ripple effect. 

. 

There’s been a consistent momentum towards “growing your own” as people question where their food 
is coming from.  Hopefully this will extend also to the material items we purchase and the industries we 
support, but if we can start with something tangible that creates a yield, most people will jump on board 
and keep that forward action going.   

By taking responsibility for our choices and actions, the 
impact we can make either negatively or positively can 
influence our environment and community, but it has 
to start in the home first and for some people, the 
easiest place to start is with their garden or landscape.  
Inevitably the changes you make will impact on others 
and will reach out not unlike the roots of a plant.  You 
may only see changes to what you’re doing on the 
surface, but underneath all of that there’s a whole 
system that is connected to you and you to it, both 
supporting each other.  

 
Permaculture design also draws on the 12 principles of permaculture.  We aren’t going to go into them 
here in depth, as it would be like going into a rabbit warren, but so you can visualise it, the diagram on 
the next page depicts the permaculture “wheel” with the ethics as the hub and the design principles 
around the edges. You can download a copy of this straight from David Holmgren’s website for free and 
without breaking any copyright at https://permacultureprinciples.com/resources/free-downloads 
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So how do we bring some practical and easy design process’ of permaculture into our 
own back yard and how does this save us time and money? 
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For ease of use, let’s start with our garden.    How many of us actually take the time to plan out our 
gardens based on; 

 How can we use natural patterns to our benefit?  The pattern (routine) in which we move around 
our property on a daily basis, the pattern in which the sun, wind or water moves across our 
landscape 

 Ease and practicality of access 
 Time we have available daily, weekly, monthly etc… 
 Resources we have available eg: tools, equipment, people (children!) buildings, local business or 

access to free raw materials 
 What can we reuse and recycle to create what we are after 
 How can we make this space more efficient and supportive  
 Etc… 

 
We can then start the initial design process thinking about four things; 

 Sector Analysis 
 Slope 
 Zones 
 Elements 

 
Permaculture Sectors – is identifying a path of energy coming into or out of our property.   
 

Sun Energy where is this coming from at ALL 
different times of the year and what 
blocks it?  What area’s of my home will 
store this heat and how will that affect 
my design? 

 
Wind Energy What direction does this hit what part 

of my property. 
How does this differ during the months 
and times of the yearHow does the 
structures I have around me influence 
this?   
Remember this equation H x 10 = D 
where H is height of the windbreak and 
D = distance that the wind is deflected. 

 

 

Water 
Energy 

what direction do those winter storms 
come in from and when do I get it?  How 
does the water move across my 
landscape features and 
buildings/structures? 
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Fire Energy From what direction am I most 
vunerable? 

 
Access How are you going to access your 

property?  How do the other sectors 
impact on this? How will these pathways 
carry energy?  Yours, water, radiant 
heat etc… 

 
Pollution visual, chemical and noise 

 
 

What does a Sector Analysis (Plan) actually look like in real life? 
Examples below of basic sector plans – one including zones and one without.   It is not taking into account 
slope (contours) on the property or existing vegetation but is a good start.  

 
 
Slope (contours)– how does my slope affect the sectors?  For example, if you’re on a hill with buildings 
around you, this will affect how the wind moves through your property.  The  infrastructure in place on 
this hill will also influence how this slope deal’s with water moving across it, what that bring’s with it ie: 
soil movement, and how can I work with that to my advantage? 
 
Zones: energy efficient planning! These are conceptual boundaries based on energy and frequency 
required or needed within each boundary.  They can overlap, be funny shapes and not be in order 
extending outwards like a ripple.  An easy diagram to start getting your head around this concept: 



 INTRODUCTION TO PERMACULTURE 
 

www.gaiapermaculture.com.au   |   E:  fiona@gaiapermaculture.com.au   |  M:  0488 151 669  |   “Like us”      page 8 of 10 

 

 
 
There’s even an equation for working out the basic parameters of your zones. 
 

 
 
What does this look like in real life, because let’s face it – housing lots generally aren’t round and in 
concentric rings. On a large property it could look like this! 
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Elements 
What the heck is an element?  This is a word you may hear bandied around the permaculture traps.  Put 
simply, an element is anything that is going to be a part of your permaculture design such as a shed, 
carport, house, trellis, chicken, garden bed, swale, water tank, shelter belt, wildlife corridor, fire access 
track etc…   and every element has to be considered as to how it interreacts with every other element. 
 

  
 

So where do you start? 
First make the decision to reduce waste and make the step to becoming more sustainable with your 
thinking, what you do, where you direct your energy and take responsibility for the choices you make.    
 
A really easy thing to implement is to recycle your organic waste.  While you’re thinking about where to 
put your zones, considering the sectors and the general lay of your land is to start composting!  
 
Organic waste serves no purpose to you if it leaves your property.  You’re paying someone else (the 
council) to use fuel in their rubbish truck to take it to a tip, where more energy is used to dig it into 
landfill.  Keep it on your property and use it to your advantage!   
 
There are plenty of ways to compost without a compost tumbler, 3 bay hot compost system or a large 
bulky container.  Bokashi, lasagne beds, worm farms, worm tunnels, chickens do the research and you’ll 
discover a whole new world of composting out there.  
 
Second - start looking at your property and think about a sector analysis.  This is an overall view of the 
sectors, on your entire property.  Remember that chart above?  Sun, Wind, Water etc…. how do all these 
energies influence you? 
 
Third – zones.  What area’s are best suited to where based on those sectors?  What area’s in your design 
will you visit the most, forget the most but should visit, need access to regularly etc… 
 
Fourth – slope.  How will this affect your zones and your sectors? For example, putting an element at 
the top of a hill that you have to visit daily with a heavy bucket, is something that will take a lot of energy.  
Can this be placed somewhere else?  How will the slope affect the water movement?  Will slope impact 
on how you landscape for a garden? 
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Remember that a permaculture design is a functional design.  It is: 
1. Sustainable – it provides for its own needs. 

2. Has surplus yield – for on-going fertility. (Should create a regenerative capacity) 

 The guiding principles to remember is that:  

1. Everything is connected to everything else. 

2. Every system function is supported by many elements. 

3. Every element serves many functions. 

Consider perhaps the VERY first place to start is a simple vege garden bed.  Use the thought process 
above, sector, zones etc.. as to where you plant what, how they all work together and in what way you 
can harness the most out of the energy that is going in and coming out of that space.  The illustration 
below is a great example! 

 
 

  
 

Permaculture is about observation, regeneration, sustainability and creating diversity.  It is a continual 
journey of learning and one I hope you all embark on wholeheartedly!  Congratulations to you for 
taking the first step.  

 
“Adopting permaculture in your garden could be the first step towards limiting your personal 

consumption and planning your life to become more creative as time goes by”     Graham Bell, “The 
Permaculture Garden” 

 
 


