
Review of Relevant Activities (2009-2013)

Discovering permaculture

From October 2005 until September 2009 I lived at a woodland biodiversity project. When the time came to 
leave the woodland I found the idea of returning to a modern lifestyle while still trying to tread lightly on the 
planet a daunting one. I had gradually become aware of the term 'permaculture' and had a vague idea that it 
meant something to do with living sustainably, so I started looking for courses.

Living in the woods

In Feb 2009 I attended a 2 day Introduction to Permaculture course run by Chris Chidlow. I immediately felt 
permaculture was what I was looking for and attended the next affordable PDC; The Workhouse, Llanfyllin May 
2009, Steve Jones, Looby Macnamara and Chris Evans. I signed up to the diploma under system 4 in August 
2009 with Angus Soutar as my tutor. A representation of my diploma pathway is shown on p8.

Diploma designs

My initial design was to help my mum develop her patio area to grow more edible herbs and salads, and use 
water more efficiently. This design provided an opportunity for me to research herbs and salad and reflect on 
some of the issues that arose while working with a client.

Once I had moved from the woodland to live in a rented cottage with my partner I contacted the local volunteer 
centre seeking opportunities to design sensory gardens for those with autism or learning disabilities. I was put in 
contact with a local special-needs school and completed a design for them. This design was not implemented 
though it provided an opportunity to reflect on why this was. The design also provided an opportunity to learn 
about sensory garden design and wildlife gardening. Later on in my diploma I contacted another local special-
needs school but they were not interested. I was however able to contribute to a gardening programme for an 
autistic boy, see 'local community' p7.

On moving house I also completed designs for my garden, including a design to put my landlord's disused 
polytunnel back into cultivation. These designs are written up in my diploma as an overall design for my garden, 
a polytunnel design and a chicken/annual vegetables design. The design of my garden presented many 
opportunities to learn new practical skills, particularly around the preservation of the harvest. The polytunnel was 
very productive and the salad produced from it was very popular. The chicken design was my first design 
involving livestock; one of my special interests is designing ethical systems for animals and I was able to further 
develop this in my later goat design. 

In summer 2010 I attended an APDC during which my group completed a pathway design for the CoedMarros 
community to move forward. This was a very effective and satisfying design to complete, with the process turning 
out to be more important than the design itself. The boost in confidence I received from this design led me to 
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complete a design for a free 1-day intro course to help the Edinburgh permaculture group get going. I was able to 
practice further non-land based design skills, and consider whether teaching was a realistic future option for me.

Around summer/autumn 2010 I started a couple of designs which fell through: an allotment edge design, where 
some members of the committee turned out not to be in favour of permaculture, and a design for a friend's 
garden where the client lost interest. The next design opportunity arose in summer 2011 when a gardener in a 
transition town demonstration plot asked me to create a permaculture design for the plot. After a few months it 
became clear that this design would not be implemented but, as so many designs had fallen through recently, I 
decided to proceed with the write-up. I felt my learning from this design was very much limited by its lack of 
implementation, however the process did highlight some gaps in my knowledge, and some lessons to be learned 
from the failure to implement.

From the very first version of my Action Learning Pathway I had included a design for the permaculture goat. As 
I came to the end of my diploma, I was not in a position to keep goats but I felt I would still learn a great deal 
from going through the process. I proceeded with the design, building on the methods I had used in my chicken 
design and this process helped me develop my skills in using the natural characteristics of livestock to design an 
ethical and integrated system of management.

My final diploma design is a learning pathway to become a diploma tutor. Having completed this design I realise 
I am far more comfortable using the design process in pathway design than I was at the start of my diploma. This 
design is a continuously evolving one and will become my CPD pathway for registering as a diploma tutor.

All these designs were largely completed by the end of 2011. However putting together my final portfolio has 
taken considerably longer than expected, largely due to me becoming distracted by pregnancy and the arrival of 
my son in June 2012. I eventually finished compiling this portfolio in June 2013. I now look forward to further 
developing my design skills and moving along my pathway to become a tutor.

Lifestyle

I try to apply permaculture ethics and principles throughout all aspects of my life. As I have not included a life 
design as one of my 10 designs, I will describe how permaculture applies in my life by way of the 3 ethics:

Earth care:

A major factor in earth care is thinking about where our food comes from, as well as the environmental impact of 
our food systems. I have always been concerned about the welfare of animals in these systems and for many years 
I was vegan; however, I gradually came to the conclusion that it was possible to consume animal products 
ethically, and that local animal protein was more sustainable than soya from the other side of the world. I now 
consume small amounts of meat from locally shot wild animals, line caught fish, and eggs from my own chickens. 
The vegetables that we do not grow ourselves come from a local farm shop or a box scheme which supplies a box 
containing only UK produce. Fruit and veg from outside the UK are only bought occasionally. Our dried goods, 
such as pulses, rice and seeds are ordered in bulk to reduce packaging. 

Other aspects of earthcare are shown in the following photos:

We do not own a car and travel by foot, bike and train, with a bike trailer to transport large items. 
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3 Layers of curtain on every window    Emergency blankets glued to cardboard    Heavy curtains over doors and draught

      placed behind radiators excluders made from old towels

Filling the watering can, cats bowls etc. A pot wrapped in blankets and placed in a cool box continues
while waiting for the water to heat up cooking

        Cloth nappies & wipes            Cleaning with vinegar and bicarbonate of soda

We also keep a garden beneficial to wildlife. I want to improve on minimising waste, recycling grey water and 
composting toilet waste.
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People care:

Much of my work is with autistic people, enabling them to get outdoors for walks and enjoy gardening, so people 
care is an important part of my livelihood There are many ways people care is demonstrated in our family such as:

-Regularly checking in and connecting, and looking after one another

-Having a culture of openness and acceptance 

-Recognising the importance of regular physical contact

-Recognising how important both mental and physical connection is to babies and children in particular

-Spending some time every day connecting with nature

-A transport system that provides exercise as well as transport, we feel this is important for our mental and 
physical health

-I walk barefoot when possible; I find this helps keep me grounded and connected with nature which has benefits 
for my mental health

-Realising that occasionally it is ok to buy our favourite fruit even if it comes from far away.

The permaculture baby

Fairshare 

I see fairshare as being about personal responsibility; many of the things which come under earthcare and people 
care also come under fairshare e.g. eating sustainably and reducing the amount of energy we use. I reduce the 
resources I use by, for example, using an old, second-hand mobile phone; mending my clothes and buying from 
charity shops; and when I do occasionally buy new, I buy organic and fair trade.
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I spend a lot of time thinking about ethics and the way I live my life. In some ways my lifestyle is far less 
sustainable than the one I had 8 years ago living in a tent, and I worry about this. However, the lifestyle I had 
before reduced the amount I interacted with and influenced the world and led to me becoming isolated, so in 
that way it was not beneficial or sustainable. My ethics constantly evolve and there will always be a tension 
between living in the world as it is and living up to my ideals.

Local community

I volunteer for Transition Linlithgow, generally helping out at events promoting local food, creating a food 
growing display in a flower bed in the centre of town and gardening at the demonstration plot. I also created a 
'What is permaculture?' page on the website (Appendix I p178) and submitted advice to the group (before they 
became Transition Linlithgow) on how they might apply permaculture principles to their organisation (Appendix 
II p180). I am not one of the organisers (very much a helper-out) so don't know how much these ideas were 
taken on board and, in retrospect, this was not the most useful way to contribute but was the only way I felt able 
to.

I also set up and run Linlithgow Local Exchange Trading System (the website can be viewed at www.linlithgow-
lets.org.uk).

In 2012 I helped a mother design a programme to teach her autistic son gardening skills (Appendix III, p183), 
this has been running for 2 summers and has proved successful.

Permaculture   community  

In October 2010 I helped James Chapman out on an introduction to permaculture course he held in my local 
area and was able to check out the area beforehand for a location for his outdoor session. Shadowing this course 
was also valuable in planning my own intro course: In 2010 I had met up with members of the Edinburgh 
permaculture group to discuss how we could create a more active group and this led to the decision to hold a free 
intro course, which seemed to be successful in its aims (see design p118). In September 2011 I attended diploma 
tutor training in Leeds.

In the past few months I have become more involved in the Permaculture community; in February 2013 I 
attended ScotLAND assessor training and became an apprentice LAND assessor. Around this time I also began 
volunteering for the Scottish permaculture working group, taking over the archiving, treasurer and meeting 
scheduling role. I also volunteered during preparation for the 2013 scottish convergence, dealing with the room 
allocations. 

Update January 2015

The above was written in summer 2013, the accreditation process has taken longer than I anticipated! What 
follows in an update on my activities in the past year and a half: 

Since June 2013 I have continued volunteering on the Permaculture Scotland working group. During this time 
my confidence has increased, I have gradually become a more useful member of the group, and I hope to 
continue to support the development of Permaculture Scotland.

 I assisted on James Chapman's 2014 PDC, although I did not do any teaching I feel I provided valuable support 
to the students and assistance to James. The experience also reinforced my feeling that I would enjoy tutoring. In 
recent moths my pathway to becoming a tutor has been on hold but I hope to take it up again with renewed 
enthusiasm once I achieve accreditation.

|In the past year I have moved to Fife where I have set up an outdoor parent and toddler group 'play in the 
woods!' I have also provided some assistance to the Fife Diet community garden. In the future I would like to set 
up a Fife LETS and assist with the setting up of a food coop should the Fife Diet pilot project lead to anything 
further. Since I moved house I have also been able to set up a compost toilet system in my home, something I 
have wanted to do for years!

7


