CLARIFICATION: I speak only for myself in this paper, not for Permaculture International Ltd (PIL).

PURPOSE

This is a brief paper in response to the Permaculture North paper, Permaculture Australia Proposal.

STATEMENT

I have no in-principle objection to the formation of a national permaculture organisation. 

The idea has been discussed for some years but has been taken no further on the basis of objections that addressed:

· centralisation of the permaculture movement

· bureaucratic control

· the perception of permaculture as a decentralised, regionally distributed body of

· practice that any national body would disrupt

· the belief that no one body could successfully represent the diversity of practice

· that made up permaculture

· the notion that heirarchical structures have no place in permaculture.

I think this sums up the main objections that have emerged over the years.

At the same time a minority opinion emerged, as permaculture became more prominent, that some form of centralised representation would be beneficial. When this was raised there often followed determined opposition.

CONCERNS

I have two main concerns about the proposed model for a peak permaculture body.

1. The proposed model is based on permaculture associations being the only recognised entities making up the proposed organisation. 

While this approach might offer some practicalities, it also brings implications:

a) Permaculture practitioners not members of an association are not recognised. 

This is clearly stated in the second bulleted point on page 3 - “a group focus rather than individual”.

This can be seen to devalue the often critical role of individual permaculture practitioners. There is no consideration in the Permaculture North document of how those people might feel about being excluded or marginalised. It suggests that the only valid expression of permaculture is through membership of an association. This, evidence shows quite clearly, is an untruth.

The authors of the Permaculture North proposal seem a little confused about membership of permaculture associations themselves. In paragraph three - 5.1 - “It is entirely appropriate and not surprising at all that the overwhelming majority of permaculturists belong to one of the many local groups... “. Let's stop just here, because a disconnect is coming on. Flip back up the page... just two paragraphs up, in fact, to paragraph one. And there it is...  “Currently in Australia it would be fair to say that most permaculturists are not members of any permaculture group...“.

Logic nudges us to suggest that they can’t be both. So which are they? I vote for the latter, which brings us back to any claims made about permaculture representation by a peak body. What does this confusion say about the rest of the thinking in the paper?

Individuals operating outside of associations - which is probably the majority or people who have done a permaculture course of some kind - are excluded ( the document admits this on page 11, 5.1, but goes on to make the unfounded assumption that “there is a growing number who are or would like to be" [please insert quantifiable evidence here]). 

Reading this, I immediately thought of the PDC trained team I have been working with in Sydney’s east. They comprise an architect, landscape architect, horticultirurist, two sustainability educators. None are members of organisations (there is a potential conflict of interest in one being a member of a permaculture organisation because of her work - that person couldn’t join even if she wanted to). 

I realised that these people, who comprise a permaculture education and projects team in the east and in the inner urban area, would be unrepresented in this proposed national organisation. Yet, the project they have completed and the educational work they do positions them as the most influential and creative permaculture people in the Sydney region. There's something fundamentally wrong about not recognising them.

The deliberate marginalising of permaculture practitioners who exercise their democratic freedom of choice by not joining an association means that the proposed national organisation cannot claim to represent the practice of permaculture, only the members (and that’s with their consent) of associations joining them.

PROPOSAL: The Permaculture North document be amended to recognise that any peak permaculture organisation represents only the members of that organisation and does not have the authority to represent permaculture practice as a whole.

b) The Permaculture North document proposes that the peak body infiltrate other organisations.

The statement is found on page 3, starting two lines from the bottom of the page... “Obviously, we can infiltrate, influence the work with a range of like-minded groups in the community... “.

This is a very alarming proposal because it:

· shows a profound disrespect for the autonomy and right of organisations to conduct their business without interference

· contravenes permaculture's second ethic

has no place in permaculture and would lead to the discrediting of permaculture. 

Interestingly, the proposal to infiltrate organisations was made public at the same time that an email circulated through food advocacy organisations describing Monsanto's infiltration of GM groups. Suddenly, there was convergent thinking between Permaculture North and Monsanto, the two organisations adopting the same behaviour. This suggests the need for a an ethical overhaul.

There's another precendent that didn't some out so well either. In the 1980s a Trotskyite group (a leftist organisation) attempted to take over the Nuclear Disarmament Party by infiltrating it. It was only when the media discovered it that the infiltration led to the discrediting of that group.

I'm not sure a peak permaculture body would choose well to adopt these tactics. Permaculture is supposed to offer alternatives to business as usual but the infiltration of organisations is definitely no alternative, it is business as usual. Whatsmore, organisations are politically savvy these days and would likely detect permaculture infiltration. You can imagine what this would do to the credibility of permaculture as news of it spread through global online networks.

Some of us have spent much of our voluntary time as well as our work time trying to build the capacity of community organisations. We have done this motivated by the ethics and principles of permaculture. We do not want to see permaculture disfigured by this fundamentalist infiltration proposal. It is no “broad vision”, as the section where it appears is labeled. It is a narrow, selfish and arrogant power play more at home in ALP branch stacking. It is not permaculture. Not at all.

PROPOSAL: That the authors of the proposal publicly disassociate themselves from the infiltration and influencing of other organisations and retract and strike the idea from the proposal.

c) The structure of the proposal could sideline the role of PIL

Section 5.1 (turn to page 11 of the document).

Here we come to an assumption and misunderstanding of the role of Permaculture International Ltd (PIL). It’s a misunderstanding that has been repeated so often in the discussion on the peak permaculture that it borders on misreprsentation. It is this: PIL is a representative body for permaculture.

Reality: PIL is a company limited by guarantee, It was established to publish the now-defunct Permaculture International Journal. It’s role today is to administer the nationally accredited permaculture training system, which it owns, and the Permafund, a charitable philanthropic entity that donates to permaculture and allied work. It does not claim to represent anyone beyond its members and those initiatives I mention above. It - to my knowledge at least- has never sought a role in representing permaculture as a practice.

This makes the stuff that follows in that section of the paper inaccurate and irrelavant. The reading of this paper frames PIL as something that it is not and we can only hope that this is unintentional misrepresentation. If it is not, then the organisation that published this paper has a serious ethical problem.

PROPOSAL: That the authors of the paper in future represent PIL truthfully and accurately and cease to position PIL in a way that marginalises the organisation and its pioneering, valauble work in building the permaculture movement.

PROCESS

Too little time has elapsed between the publication of the paper and APC10. Proposals such as those offered require a lengthy period of deliberation and the time available is far too short to do this.

Whatmore, only a small number of people educated in and practicing permaculture will be present at APC10.

PROPOSAL

Due to the limited time between the publication of the Permaculture North paper and APC10, and the fact that many people with an interest in the proposal will not attend the event, the idea of seeking endorsement for the proposal be withdrawn and the paper be presented as the start of a period of deliberation that would offer the opportunity to participate to all interested.

The process should provide for the presentation of the proposal and for other opinion, followed by questions and answers to clarify thinking. Online discussion should then follow for a reasonable period of time.

STRUCTURE

PROPOSAL: The draft document be restructured in a professional format as is fitting to a proposal of this sort and  include the following information about the proposal:

1. Cost implications.

2. Organisational implications - both as to the structure of the organisation and its impact on existing permaculture organisations; proposed types of relationships with existing permaculture organsiations.

3. Stakeholder identification and analysis.

4. A clear statement of intent.

5. A clear assessment of potential benefit.

6. Milestones in developing the organisation.

7. Compliance of the structure, goals and methods proposed for the organisations with permacultre ethics.

8. Proposed approach to participation in deliberation and decision making involving those interested from the whole permaculture movement in Australia; a statement of inclusiveness.

