A Short Introduction to Permaculture  by Vicky Perterson
This article will serve, hopefully, as an introduction to permaculture, give a short description of spring permaculture projects at my house and provide links for more information.
Not many people have heard of permaculture, even if they have been living it their whole lives. The term was coined back in the 70’s to describe a design system that provides for human needs by mimicking nature. Some of the ideas used in permaculture are as old as the earth and some are as new as today.  A common misconception is that permaculture is just about gardening and plants. While it is based in the green and growing world, permaculture design principles can, and in my opinion, should be applied to most aspects of modern life. The basic idea is to learn from natural ecosystems and apply that wisdom to meet our human needs. The emphasis has been on food production with perennial plants and self-maintaining gardens but recently, permaculture principles have been applied to economic and social structures such as urban renewal and community development.  For a more eloquent description, I have borrowed an excerpt from the Permaculture Activist’s website (more information in the reference section below):

A central theme in permaculture is the design of ecological landscapes that produce food. Emphasis is placed on multi-use plants, cultural practices such as sheet mulching and trellising, and the integration of animals to recycle nutrients and graze weeds. However, permaculture entails much more than just food production. Energy-efficient buildings, waste water treatment, recycling, and land stewardship in general are other important components of permaculture. 

More recently, permaculture has expanded its purview to include economic and social structures that support the evolution and development of more permanent communities, such as co-housing projects and eco-villages. As such, permaculture design concepts are applicable to urban as well as rural settings, and are appropriate for single households as well as whole farms and villages. "Integrated farming" and "ecological engineering" are terms sometimes used to describe permaculture, with "cultivated ecology" perhaps coming the closest. 

With permaculture principles and some hard work, our food production can be localized and made sustainable, our communities can be revitalized so they are safe and environmentally friendly places to live, we can create local economies that promote local businesses, and develop local support networks to provide crisis response. 

I believe a key concept of permaculture is its foundation in ethics. There are three moral principles that are applied to and tested in all permaculture projects. They are:

1. Care of the Earth

2. Care of People 

3. Setting Limits to Population & Consumption 

These guidelines make sure that the value of all living and non-living things on this planet are appreciated for their unique and individual contributions to the web of life. They also make us remember to take only our fair share. Consider for a moment if other parts of our society, such as forestry or politics, were based on a set of ethics like this. I think the world, or at least our forests, would be in much better shape.  

And now, as examples of permaculture in practice, I will share a bit of what I am working on at home. 

To begin, the biggest thing I did recently was complete a 72-hour Permaculture Design Course. The course was truly inspiring, educational and just plain fantastic. Maybe it is just because I enjoyed it so much, but I think everyone should take one and luckily there will be another course held at the Rockfish Valley Community Center in Afton, VA in the fall. Forming out of this class is the Blue Ridge Permaculture Network. This group will serve to announce, coordinate, and promote events in our area. Many of the members are located in Nelson County, Charlottesville and the Shenandoah Valley. I’d like to get a sub-group going a bit closer to home. Let me know if you are interested.

Between classes, I have been working on my fledgling forest garden. This is a garden space incorporating trees, shrubs, herbs and vines. The idea is for it to look and work like a forest but produce lots of food. The emphasis is on perennial plants.  This spring I planted blueberries, hazelnuts, figs, kiwi, and hops. These add to plants I put in last year including mulberries, serviceberry, asparagus, and more. Three runner ducks are also a new addition for slug and bug control and egg production. They are really beautiful animals to have around, too. I am using garlic planted near my grapes this year to help, along with the ducks,  control Japanese beetles. I hope it works. 
I have also been moving my annual vegetables closer to my house so they will get the attention they need and deserve; into my zone 1, in permaculture lingo. I still have a long way to go in this area and I have yet to fully integrate my chickens into the gardening scheme. But here, as with most projects, better design is in order, even if it is coming a bit late. 

I am also working on rainwater catchment and greywater treatment so clean well water won’t be needed for irrigation. I need to research the best water storage device for my site: tanks, ponds, barrels, there are so many choices! A solar hot-water heater is going to be the next investment as this seems to be the ‘easiest picking’ for energy saving. We have also joined a CSA to locally source produce this summer (http://www.horseandbuggyproduce.com) but I am hoping to grow a bunch as well for canning and drying. There are just so many projects to do and for me, at least, permaculture has provided me with a framework, set of ethics, and design system to get all these great things going.
Feel free to email me if you have any questions: Vicky Peterson (vickycp@ntelos.net)

If you would like to learn more about permaculture, I have listed several books and websites below. For reviews on these and many other books, please visit the Permaculture Activist book list (link below). Books can be purchased at that website or if you want to buy locally, order them from Givens Books in Lynchburg (phone 385-5027). 
Books:

Permaculture in a Nutshell by Patrick Whitefield -this is a great introduction and I have a copy to loan (email me).

Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability 
by David Holmgren-this is a philosophical, not technique book with an in-depth discussion of principles.

Gaia's Garden: A Guide to Home-Scale Permaculture by Toby Hemenway- this easy to read and fun book can get you started on your own design.

PERMACULTURE: A Designers' Manual by Bill Mollison-the ‘bible’ for serious design

Edible Forest Gardens by Dave Jacke-again, for the serious designer. Absolutely chock-full of information about ecology, plants, and design systems.

Websites:

Permaculture Activist - the United States’ foremost publication on permaculture.

http://www.permacultureactivist.net/
The Activist also has a great book list: http://www.permacultureactivist.net/booksvid/BooksnVid.htm (purchasing books from this site supports permaculture!)
Permaculture.net-this is a great site with lots of links on every aspect of permaculture. http://www.permaculture.net/zone_1.html
