Some thoughts on
teaching permaculture
in other cultures.

Story & photo by Robyn Francis

CULTURES ARE dynamic and
human memory short - [ have heen
alarmed at the rapidity of change. at
the loss and erosion of sustainabte tra-
ditional  practices as  “Green
Revotution™ techniques and concepts,
introduced only a few decades ago.
have bheen accepted and applied
unguestioningly in the “developing”
world,

This has been compounded with
the introduction of centralised educa-
tion and schooling which gives the
voung litile opportunity to learn tradi-
tonal skills in the traditional way,
together with the infiltration of the
cash economy and the general devalu-
ation of farming as a profession.

These developments are largely a
result of the shift from subsistence
farming o commercial agriculture. s
exacerbated by the cormuption of local
wealthy families and govermnments.
their exploitation of the poor, and the
control of international markets which
keep prices artificially low — espe-
cially at the producer end — in the
name of the “free market” economy
and globalisation. The end scenario is
that the rural poor are poorer than ever
hefore, the young are increasingly
alicnated from their culture and see
little or no future in farming or village
ffe.

Old folk work the land

“In the Indonesian island of Bali.
one rarely sees a young person work-
ing in the fields or rice paddies - iU's
the old {olk out there. and one wonders
what will happen when thev are
simply 0o old to continue such hard
physical labour. T'm informed that it's

not onjvoin the relatve affluence o

Bali that this is happening, it's a phe-
nomenon oceurring inal too many
places. countries and cultures.

Participants in the Indonesian PDC course work with a sand-modef.

o 1each  a
Certificate

I owas nvited
Permacubture Design
(OO cowrse i ndonesias i Mareh
P00 Thiry -live paricipants from afl
aver indonesia, wio fived in very dil-
ferent cultures and climates, from

Sumaira to Kalimanan to West Timor,
converved on Bali for the course.
Phere was concem amongst some par-
ficipanis and organisers as to whether
the course would he truly appropriate
ar whether it was just another kind of
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colontalism ~ an Australian concept
taught by an Australian teacher. Thisis
a lrap aiid a risk that 1 am acutely
aware.of and careful to avoid. In many

respects it depends upon how thg:j_*._
teacher sees permaculture as well as

the way it is taught

formula and leachc.s s_{y t-mulching,
banvana circles, manddlzj

that people can. readll'
perina-dogmas.
then = yes — it’s a new per m

ism.-You-don’t need 16°dg a ‘f’DC G

. hvmg

to fully aspreciate: how repressed
human thinking and creauvxty can be.
My lndonysmn course parueipants

socio-pol]
Livin

m'xke a helb Splrdl chool\'tmctor or,_'t i

What I See asthe most valuabl
thing. about permaculturé, and the
greatest challen;;e for a permpcultire
teacher to teach, is the process of lut-
eral thinking and  quéstioning.
Students must be encouraged . (o

develop the art of analytical observa-

tion — not just of things, but miore
importantly of the processes atpl ay, to

n the way one cin

sxmply tmc.h hnw o ku d tyrc pond
The best ong can. '

to try and facilitate the stu ent sipwn,

learning of tthL Procesy: sl\xlls;
through example “and by provrdmg

opportunities. for the students to prac-
tice; explore and interact.

At the end of the Bali course the
most rewarding fecdback from stu-
dents was, “Thank you for lunching
me how o think,” aldng with. “Thank
you for hdme me see my culture in a
new way and the importance of our
sustainable traditions which ure being
fost.”

As Westémers we tike so much for
granted, especially our freedom of
thought. Tt was a culiuril shock tor mie
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“and-¢

Und siandmg why

This lak of analytical questmnmg'

and creative thinking leavesa culture

exceptionelly vulnerable, especially .

; respected as a figure
of higher., rity,; comes along and
says, “Dor tdo it that way -~ do*it this
way. & C,hang,c, can be, and ﬁu]m,mly

when an expert

s, ageeped - withou! . question or

'thought Feople may feel m[umvely
uncomfopiible. with”™ some of the
change§ and conmed about the
results as the" 1€, by

Pcmm«,ulture dsa process ot ania-
lytical observation, kateral thmlun;,

1Siciunde rsmndmg of ecology
and s iu’ Al e85 certainly - draws
upon éxdmple “sustainable wadi-
tional systzms from around the world.
Yet it pays 10 reémember thit most of
these systems evolved countiess gen-
crations ago as a result of wrial and
error without understanding the whys,
or if the whys were initially undér-
stood that information has not been
passed o, (Beware of the “aoble
savage” svndrome.)

I have found when teaching per-
maculture i developing  countries,

¢ problem. soivmg together-

and with indigenous peoples, that my
students are exhilarated with their
awakening awareness of process and
creative thinking. They are excited to
have a framework of the prineiples of
sustainability by which to look afresh
at their culture and to measure the rel-
ative sustainability of remaining tradi-
tions and introduced practices. They
have a fresh enthusiasm to rediscover
the traditional practices, knowledge
and wisdom that are being rapidly lost.
Evolving and adapting

Culture is dynamic, just like an
ecosystem is a dynamic system, con-
tinuously evolving and adapting to
new influences and changing factors.
The risk in human culture is that the
good practices that have sustained in
the past can be so easily lost and
replaced with techniques. and values
that erode human security, well-being
and the environment and resource base
it depends on.

In the same way, permaculture also
needs to be seen and taught as a
dynamic system of thinking, planning
and design which is adapted and rein-
vented in each new cullure and context
mto  which it is introduced.
Permaculture needs (o constantly
adjust and adapt to the changing
needs, perceptions and demands of a
changing world. Indeed, this is the
only sustainable future for permacul-
ture as a concept and as a movement or
it risks stagnation and becoming
frozen in the dogmas created by its
well-intentioned perpetrators.

Robyn [‘rancm is well known as a
designer and teacher: 0 ~permaculture
since 1985 and was mundm;, dlrecmr of
Permaculture . Infernational Lmuted
She continues to pioneer new. frontiers
in her work and share this au.umulatul
experience thiough her courses, Robyn
established and manages Djanbung
Gardens  Permaculturé  Education
Centre and the ERDA Institute Trust at
Nimbin in Northern NSW, Australia,




