Permaculture North’s Permaculture and Advocacy paper (available on this website under Papers) is a useful starting point for thinking about how permaculture would engage with current issues.

The following points propose improvements to topics the document raises so as to creatively build on it. They are offered as reflection on the topics from another point of view and from a background in small business, government and the community sector.

Background to comments

The comments about the document are based on experience in successful educational and advocacy organisations:

· the Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance, which advocates on national and state food policy, farming systems and food-related issues and the constituency of which consists of individuals with an interest in or active in various aspects of food systems, social enterprise food distribution and production systems, small business and community-based food initiatives as well as researchers, academics and social entrepreneurs; in its short life the Alliance has made successful links with farmers and their organisations and with a number of politicians across the political spectrum

· the Sydney Food Fairness Alliance, which has achieved success in advocating for food systems, state and local government food policy and which has developed communication channels with state politicians and agencies

· the Australian City Farms & Community Gardens Network, a national agency which has established creative links with local government, social agencies, researchers and individuals.

This paper is also informed by the author’s background in journalism, including time as editor of an environmental business journal.

Commentary on points raised in the Permaculture North paper

These comments seek to build on the Permaculture North paper by offering observations and ideas.

General comment

The paper is ambitious in its proposals. This does not imply that what it suggests would be unachievable, however its achievement would requite a high level of organisational skill, a knowledge set largely absent from permaculture, a solid appreciation of politics and issues, the constant and time consuming ability to closely monitor events and government, considerable funding and a lot of voluntary time.

It would also require agreement by permaculture practitioners, many of whom are unlikely to attend APC10. It is one thing to gain agreement to proposals such as that proposed at an event such as an APC due to the enthusiasm and hubris generated when hundreds of like-minded people gather. It would be a more protracted challenge to gain sufficient support to justify the claim of being able to speak for permaculture as a hole. 

The important question is at what point can some organisation claim to speak for a movement made up of quite a number of different foci, practices and activities?

Permaculture’s absense from advocacy organisations

In general, permaculture as an entity is absent from advocacy organisations. Permaculture individuals are sometimes (often infrequently) present, however they usually participate not as representatives of permaculture but as individuals, motivated perhaps by permaculture but working with the particular group to further its ends. I class myself in this category for reasons explored later in this paper.

Given that the Permaculture North paper proposes to act on some of the issues these existing groups address, this absence is curious and and might go some way to explain the critical observation by some that permaculture individuals and organisations seek to go-it-alone rather than collaborate. 

This brings into question permaculture’s practicing of its own principles, in particular that of Bill Mollison that suggests achieving the greatest benefit with the least change. Implicit in this is collaboration with organisations that already exist instead of setting up some new structure to attempt to duplicate what is already being done effectively. It is this duplication of effort that is suggested on page 4 of the Permaculture North document under Determining advocacy priorities as examples of issues to advocate on.

Another thing should be clear if permaculture does go into advocacy. It would enter a competitive field full of savvy players where the permaculture principle about cooperation rather than competition holds little influence. It would have to be incredible savvy about the issues it advocates on because of this.

Specific comment

1. Page 1; Why should permaculture be engaged in advocacy?

Language is very important in advocacy because it frames issues and because it leads those that read and hear it to form their own ideas about advocates and what they propose, whether this is right or wrong.

The terms “...make Australia unsustainable and to guarantee collapse” (papagraph 2) have an apocalyptic tone that will immediatelely raise alarm, especially in the media, that this is another doomsday group. This could easily leads to their dismissal of permaculture advocates and their message. Note that this has little to do with the likely truth value of the statement, but with perception. One thing you quickly learn in advocacy is that perception is all-important.

2. Page 1

Second bulleted point: “Force greater urban density into our cities to divorce people from the natural world and to encourage psychosis”.

There are two important points about this statement.

The first is that it flies in the face of current thinking that higher urban density is a more sustainable living arrangement than urban sprawl (especially regarding resource use), and there is plenty of evidence for this. Lack of density is one of the causes of the loss of urban fringe farmland around Sydney and Melbourne. 

Promoting lower density is likely to bring permaculture advocates into disagreement with many in town planning, government and in food advocacy groups, and I suggest that this is an argument permaculture can’t win (See Newman's book 'Resilient Cities' for a refutation of permaculture's notion of ruralising the suburbs).

Given the North Shore demographic - which is generally affluent and comfortable - where Pemaculture North operates, the questioning of urban consolidation could be seen by those critical of its advocacy as being little more than resentment of the arrival of higher density in the area in the form of apartment construction. There is currently a campaign against the construction of quite modest-sized apartment blocks in the area that has aroused local opposition, a sentiment unlikely to be favourably viewed by other parts of the city where medium density is the norm.

The comment about psychosis would require substantiation and, once again, it is alarming language. You would have to provide reputable, scientific and documented evidence if that was asked for. Otherwise, there goes your credibility.

3. Bulleted point 5

Vast quantities of resources are not used to create waste. Waste is a by-product of these resources being used to produce goods and services of value to people.

4. Paragraph 4

The point about the type of society permaculture might create requires what’s known as a ‘grand narrative’ that paints a word picture of the type of world permaculture might bring into existence. The use of this in advocacy is to repeat parts of the narrative in making points.

By way of illustration...

The lobby for genetically modified (GM) crops successfully paints a grand narrative of new varieties being needed to respond to rapid climate change because natural evolution and conventional plant breeding may not create adaptations fast enough to cope; of varieties that require lower or zero application of pesticides, that are drought resistant, grow in poorer soils and that can have pharmaceutical or nutritional content designed in.

In their blanket opposition to GM, its opponents have not developed a compellingly successful counter argument about how organic or existing forms of agriculture would achieve these things; advocacy makes use of refutation of the claims of others

The City of Sydney has devised a grand narrative for the city called Sustainable Sydney 2030-Green, Global, Connected. This is the city plan and it describes a grand narrative for the city that contains specific objectives that are to be constructed over time. It is a modern narrative of the city-as-could-be and it appeals to the dominant role of the City in the nation, to the public desire for green living and for connectedness of both the human and digital type that typifies our society and attracts the younger, digitally-connected demographic.

The announcement by the Lord Mayor of extended light rail through the city, a reduction on vehicle speed to 40kph and the introduction of shared vehicle/pedestrian zones as exist in European cities are part of this. So is my role for the City and its connections with food systems and community organisations. 

So you have a grand narrative that describes a preferred future then you plan achievable projects that would lead to that. Doing this would be a benefit to permaculture and any advocacy it sought to engage in. 

Importantly, it must paint a future so compellingly good that people would find it appealing. To do this you have to read the trends and public concerns and doing that is a job in itself. The problem with the energy descent scenario used in permaculture and transition initiatives is that it comes across as a degraded future. Perception, once again.

Section: Page 1 - Permaculture Sydney North -a case study in permaculture  advocacy
I found the top 5 issues emerging from the organisation’s sorting exercise a little confusing, mainly because only three of them are issues.
Climate change is an issue, so is GM and population, though in what way this latter is an issue remains unresolved.

What is not an issue is relocalisation and living by permaculture ethics. Rather than issues, they are better classified as solutions.

Populations is an interesting topic linked to the environmental, economic and productive (especially that of agriculture) capacity of the nation. It is quite a critical issue for Sydney, which has to accommodate something around 6 million by 2025 (and doing that without the urban consolidation mentioned previously would be a disaster). Demographers and politicians, as well as noted social commentators, point out that Sydney’s population growth and the consequent call upon our resource base is driven by immigration. Many, perhaps too many, immigrants settle in Sydney.

Section: Have we made a difference? - page 2
In paragraph two, the item about saving Hurlstone Agricultural High School and participation of the organisation in the campaign is, of course, welcome. Of course, other organisations such as Sydney Food Fairness Alliance were a significant in this campaign.
Permaculture North laments that it has only 500 members and thus has little influence in advocacy. The only value of head counting, which is what a focus on membership numbers is, is to indicate that you have some support. The reality would presumably be that few of those 500 members would be involved in advocacy just as it’s likely that few of them are actively involved in the organisation’s activities. It’s the capacity of people involved in advocacy that counts rather than total numbers in an organisation.

The piece goes on to identify as a “basic problem” that Permaculture North is “not a threat” politically. This indicates a basic misunderstanding of advocacy. If you are a threat you are unlikely to have influence as all you do will be refuted and automatically classified as an opponent, not worth listening to. In reality, advocacy is frequently based on constructive dialog.

Of the examples that follow, the reason Ian Kiernan has had success with Clean Up Australia is that, unlike the permaculture message, Ian’s message is simple, easily comprehended, backed by evidence and not too demanding to participate in. He is also very good at relationship building and collaboration. 

Geoff Lawton is also mentioned, and I have respect for what Geoff has done and regard him as a permaculture colleague, however Geoff gets a lot of publicity and perhaps it’s time to acknowledge the good work of others in both agriculture and international development. The TerraCircle crew, for instance, which includes permaculture people, has been working in the Solomon Islands since 1995, making it probably the longest running development agency with permaculture people participating. The work of Rob Henderson in innovative grazing systems and farming at Kooragang City Farm is likewise a positive example ignored by those in permaculture. Permaculture needs to broaden its frame of reference a little.

Section: What can the permaculture movement do? - page 3
Point 3 proposes using the media ahead of making submissions. The two actually go together, media coverage highlighting the submission and the issues around it.
Doing this accounts for the support received and success experienced by the Australian Food Sovereignty Alliance in its campaign around participation in national food policy and the subsequent interest of the organisation’s agenda for change.

The last paragraph, that pemaculture associations might “direct” public debate is a little presumptuous of permaculture’s limited capacity (already admitted earlier in the document) and a little arrogant. It is very unlikely that permaculture will ever be able to compete in the national marketplace for influence to an extent that it can direct the national conversation.

Section: How can we progress this matter? - page 3
In paragraph one, a basic error in advocacy is revealed - telling people what they need to do. This is likely to generate resentment and resistance. It will also likely be seen as arrogant. 
Section: Marketing permaculture - page 3

The first paragraph lists as a ‘requirement’ that the permaculture movement develop a common understanding of what it wants to market. We seem to have now left advocacy behind and to find ourselves looking at the ‘marketing’ of the design system. 

Doing what is suggested will be no easy task as it would imply making a generally accepted, universal definition of permaculture. The reality is that permaclture is, as they say, different things to different people... to some, it is a type of organic gardening, to others community development, to others again an approach to sustainable living. 

The suggested definition defines permaculture as “sustainable agriculture” and the basis for a “sustainable society”. There are a number of approaches to sustainable agriculture and it would be interesting to learn how permaculture is different. Remember that permaculture is a synthesis of ideas only; it is not the originator of much of its content... the Keyline water systems, for example, low-input farming, for another. What is permaculture’s point of difference that would situate it as “creating sustainable agriculture”?

Later the paper recognises that the prime human characteristic used in advocacy is that of emotion. It suggests that permaculture be marketed so that people “feel” that it provides answers. Instead, what you want to do, is to make people feel good about using permaculture ideas. 

Section: Determining advocacy priorities - page 4

Given as examples of the top five priorities are climate change, population policy, banning GM crops and, a subset of one idea, promoting community gardens and street plantings in our cities.

What characterises all of these things is this: they are already being advocated effectively by existing organisations. Permaclture’s focus on them would be mere duplication.

Heres my suggestion: 

1. Pemaculture find a unique focus for its advocacy, not something that existing groups already do well but something that is characteristically permaculture (such as working to develop behaviour change in regard to choices for sustainable living; the basis if this is David Holmgren’s statement to the 2007 Australian City Farms & Community Gardens Network national conference that permaculture’s greatest success has been to evolve into an approach to life education). This is achievable, builds on permaculture’s strengths and doesn’t waste time and effort duplicating what others are already doing.

2. Within this focus, narrow it so that a set of achievable objectives, the accomplishment of each building on each other.

3. Develop a strategy for each if these narrow foci.

Advocacy is not merely arguing a case in the public arena. It is also education that accompanies that. It is far more than creating a media presence. It requires strategising. It needs a thorough understanding and constant monitoring of what would be advocated on. It needs an experienced, skilled, smart team that understands how ideas flow into society, that understands policy at all levels of government. It needs building collaborations and not going-it-alone. 

