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ABSTRACT: An overview of the indirect sotirces of informa-
tion about landscape available to land managers and advisors will
be given and the importance of readmg landscape (that is, the
trained but direct perceptlon of lafidscape form and process) in
exténding the uséfilness of, and integrating information’ from
these secondary sources. The subject will be discussed under the
headmgs Application of Sczen_oe Figld- Naturahsm Contempla—
.nve Awarene and Indlcato /Rules of Thumb in an atte "'pt 1o

ment to i acu_,ure development and more spemﬁcally
pezmaculmre conistiltancy.

One of he fundamental issues of permaculture consuhancy is
the nieed fof & thorough understandm g of the _processes shapulg
the landscape aud the interaction with land use, contémporary and
historiéal. This néed is critical because permaculture rélies more
on workmg with natiiral processes thar in transforming the land-
scape through high énergy inputs. As a corollary to this, permac-

: lture must bé site: specxﬁc if it is to be attiined to the pamcular
ombinaticis of energies and form. A sound understandmg of
: 1andscape has conventmnaﬂy arisen from two rather polarized
approaches .

- The first approach involvés long experience working particular
lind, seeing it respond to Various stresses and changes. Through a
combination of trial and error, oral history, tuning of the sénges to
partictilar local forms and procésses, and general absorption of
knowledge by growing up in the natural efivironment, traditional
- farmers often develop a very thorough understanding of their land
and the influences affecting It. However their understandmg is
often so site specific and lacking in comprehension of underlying
processes, that it is of little value in another landscape. This
approach has never beén developed in Australia as in countries
with a péasant culture, and, with rapidly changing niral ownership

and far reaching changes in land use and farming methods due to

the emeérging post-industrial economy, this approach is even less
relevant.

The second requires the survey of the characteristics of geol-

ogy, soils, vegetatxcm water resources, wﬁdme etc, In srandard
format which allows comparison to other sites. This data are
evaluated by specmhsts and then apphed to land use plannmg and
management issues by agneultural scientists, foresters, soil con-

~ servators, and other applied science professxonals Land managers

then usé thé résults of this work in on-farin décision meking.
reographers and lafidscapé planners may contnbute an integra-

e or Synthesmng approach but generaily itis assumied that the

nd misnager integrates the information to create cohérent and
“alanced land use systems. Beécause of the costs mvoivec’ the
formal and pr@fesemna? appmaeh pfovzdes only broad brush
management techniques for application over diverse landscapes.

Alen as eonld he exnected Iand nse svatems which at nresent

yield the greatest economic results are the focus of most research.
The permaculture consultant needs to be familiar with. both ap-
proaches. Extensive personal experience. in managing a range of
land t}pes is not poss1ble but a consultant should have “hands on”
experience of working land in some form. Practical experience is

* also necessary to understand the agmﬁcance of anecdotal infor-

mation, I've found that “old timers” can be very knowledgeable
ab, t land use issues and detaxls ‘but that it’s necessary to ask the
right quesﬁons What they view as' infén estmg may not be half as
important as comments let slip, as an. aside.

F aimhanty w1th all the historical, conservation and develop-
ment studies nare the source of map information, and
pubhe sources able to prov1de pubhshed or unpubhshed material
can take somi¢ time to develop, a fask more difficult for those

qumng a ﬁne-gramed rather than brcad~bmsh approach pro;ects
are, rarely large enough to empioy the services of specialists; and
available information is geared to, existing land use systems and
may be of marginal vaiue for alternative strategies.

The third option av ailable is the develepment of skills in read—
ing 1andseape Reading landscape may be defined ag the gleanmg
of information about the environment by direct observation.
Visual phenomena is the primary sourcé but extension to the other
senses, and their assop_xated., phenomena ;s‘xmphcxt in reading
landscape, The organization of the information received is
through the patterns as they present themselves in the landscape,
cutting across the traditional boundaries of the natural sciences.
Thus pattern recognition is the central activity in reading land-
scape.

We all have some skﬂl in this area, but I believe the develop-
ment of these skills to a high level is essential for effective per-
maculture consultancy. The ability to be able to quickly assess
basic site characteristics such as soil drainage, moisture retention,
erosion risk, ‘mutrient status, pH, flooding, runoff, wind, frost, fire
potential, tainfall and land use history with little or no collabora-
tive information 15 'a ‘basie tool of trade. A broad understanding of
the major processes of soil formation and degradation, ecological
colonization, succession, compstition and: symbiosis at work- on
the site is necessary if a consulfant is to give the landholder an
overview of the biological potential of the land and the natural
limiting factors affecting. it, before counsidering plenning and
design options. Skill$ in reading landscape can help, in both
stratevy plannng and, detailud design and specification.

I have identified four aspects which contribute to building skills
at readmg landsgape through my own experience.-They are:
Apphcatmn of Science; Field Naturalism; Contemplative Aware-
ness; and indicators/Rules of Thumb

Application of Science

Scientific disciplines, especially ecologv and geography, pro-
vide frameworks useful in reading landscape. Three levels of
scientific endeavor. can be discerned: description, classification
and expla:mtwn I somié ways the whole process of .reading
landscape can be seen as an aspect of the aescnpme process. This
is eliplamed further as field naturalism. Classification involves the

aromnine of elements with certain «imilar nronertiec and ie the g
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way science organizes the diverse phenomena of nature into
handleable ‘subjects. The third and most advanced level is the
theoretical-predictive forth, Theoretical science recognizes the
underlying rélationships betweéen sttucturé and movemeént in
spatial processes and through abstraction seeks to explain thesé.
Classification: Questions such as, whit cucalypt species is that?
constantly arisé in studymg landscape. By notmg recogmzed
diagnostic féanires used in the relevint taxonomi¢ system, identi-
fication is possible usinig references and keys, On 1dennf1ed a
rangé of published atd other authoritative mformation 'ab ut'f
type or species can be referréd to. Given that it may bP time
consuming ic refer to spcczahsts for identification of i
rocks soﬁs plants and ammais a consultant shouldA i

ence quxte an elaborate ‘systém of taxonomy has dev ] 'ped
: “of plants and anirials, but validity and
usefulness'of the system 1 stncertain.

The assumpuon “that ens’ung soil types have a dn’ect relation-
ship to $oil origin and developmcnt appears to be vefy qusstion-
able. In fields wherd taxonomy is more soundly based, such as
botany, scientists aré inclined t6 believe the classxﬂcation system
is reality itsélf rathér than a"¢onstruct of ourminds. In ; naking use
of smennﬁc clasiification we should nevér fall into thlS 'trap

. Scientific theory—-—explanaémn and prexiicﬁan.

Many areas of landscape mterpretauon are still without well-
formalized theéories useful in explananon and prediction. Most
theories which are of direct interest come ffom the two intégrative
disciplines of ecology and geography, (e.g. ecological siceession,
. watershed evolution and location theory).

ideally, consultants shouid have a working knowledge of the
theoretical aspects of thesé two  disciplines. That means under-
standing just what phénornéna a theory does and does not éxplain,

and being able to make practical use of it to explain and predict,

rathér than the “garbage in garbage ot” process so commion at
mnstitutions of Ieammg This working knowledge is best achieved
by constantly testitig theory against observations in the field All
too often land méanagers and their advisors have a poor under-
standing of fundamental landscape processes and academics have
little direct experience of the phenomena in context. As with the
use of taxonomic classification the application and testing of
theory is hardly reading Iandscape, but it helps make sense of the
chaos of undisciplined observation. When practiced as a matter of
course it can lead to the formulation of hypatheses which are

useful within the range of the consultant’s work, even if they do
not repressnt ari advanice in genéral theory. This can be achieved,
fiot because the consultant has become an expert inl the particular
figld but because of the cross-fertilization of ideas from fields
academically isolated from orle another.

Field Naturalism

This involves the skills of ¢aréful observation and récording the
landscape. The infention is to experience the diversity of nature
first hand, ledming fo move carefully, patiently watch (zmd listen,
feel, ‘taste and smeﬂ) and obje,cmely record. There need bé nio
‘other particular purpose. This activity may reinforoe the theorefi-
eal whdsrstandine of landacane or i mav simnlv remind 15 of tha

o

metaphysical mystery of nature. I record wild and cultivated
landscapes with a ¢amera and notebook, eccasionally sketching or
taking samples Sometlmes I sunply photograph the beaut

other times I take shots for historigal record to see the chal

with the passing of seasons or years., On ocher occasions I attempt
to capture a subject which clearly illustrates process through
form, something most people find hard to see (maybe you have
noticed that permaculture gardens are difficult 1o portray on film
because thc forms are not distrct and the most mterestmg aspects

Alt’}"ugh wﬂd land ' ahea cap prowdc grga‘r ,
should keep our f}CId naturahst s eye fully f use' even n
) - city spaces It is'the ways in which nature adapta to
miankind’s activities and structures that are often most. instructive
in the design of cultivated ecosystems which can réflect a work-
ing with pature rather than against it. Thus, 1 often find delight in
urban wasteland and the margmal spaces on o;hemusy carefully
managed farms and old abandoned gardeﬂs Weeds {from herbs to
ré rem ""Iy instructive on history of land use and abuse
and Nature s abﬂxty to repair and heal. Mlhumsnc thmkmg about
weeds whether motivated by ez:oloe;mai morals” or ex"p!oﬂanve
greed 1s coumezproducnve in understandzng landscape, The '
e of weeds is firstly to understand the processes of di.

‘bange and degradation they are respcndmg to. and then. ho*»

harnéss their healing work for a rapid succession to & more ad-
vano@d and productive state. These insights are much assisted by

“seeifig it from the weeds’ point of view”. Thus the field natural-
ist approach allows us to identify with any and all lifeforms inde-
pendent of whether they are beautiful or ugly, rare or ublqjmtous
useful or noxious, to help broaden our perspective and in the long

* térm act more effectively in creating and managing cultivated

ecosystems.

Contemplative Awareness

This is where the mind is out of gear but the senses are fully
attuned. No purpesp or ob; ective directs the thoughts which come
and go. Mountain tops seem particularly favorable places for this
state of mind. The distance allows us fo see the woods instead of
the trees, and the view from above gives a new insight into the
broad pattemns of landscape and our place in them. Looking down,
we can recog,niza, from new perspectives. places we think we
know, see.the connectedness of the iandscape in other ways than
the linear imagery of foottracks and highways. As. terrestrial
creatures we live on a two-dimensional curved surface Where
everything is in front of everything else. What is most noticeable
is the interface betvveen terrestrial features and the atmosphere
the skylme Although very revealing, this view shows little of the
complexity of the spatial connection between elements on the
surface. As George Gester shows in his mcredzble book of 2y
photographs Grand Design, The Earth me Above, the &
view seems to X-ray the 1andscape revealing prewously hic
forces, structures and processes. Is it any wonder that people have
tradmonaliv reg.xded mountain tops as closer to God?

1

/



Viewing landscape at night also tends to encourage this state of
mind. The loss of color and depth seems to help break down our
reconceptions of what a tree, building, river or other familiar
iorm looks like, as textures outlines’, and edges invisible in day-
light reveal hidden aspects. Haikai Ta.ne, descnbmg experience in
field survey work in the high country of New Zealand for the
Lands & Survey department, said his greatest insights into the
nature of the landscape were at dawn, before that first cup of tea,
or after dinner, around the campfire relaxing. I might add that
Haikai tends to choose rather special places to camp when out in
the field. The insights resulting from contemplative awareness
may appear as direct and isolated perceptions of the “truth” but
generally are the surfacing of mental distillation resulting from
observation, both conscious and unconscious. It seems that many
of these observations may originate from the inputs of peripheral
vision rather than direct focused sight. Contemplative awareness
can be fostered by the way we work and Iive but it certainly
cannot be forced.

Indicators/Rules of Thumb

The three approaches described so far represent fairly long-
term investment if we are talking about becoming effective con-
sultants. I’ve been improving my skills through these sorts of
activities for over ten years and 1n the last five years, I've become
conseious of their importance in consultancy work, but it is only
in the last twelve months that I’ve started to experience the prac-
tical benefits in paid work. Much of those benefits come through
recognition of “indicators™ or “signposts” m landscape and the
formulation of rules of thumb appropriate to particular land sys-
tems or situations.

From experience in scientific identification using taxonomic
classification combined with pattern recognition skill developed
through field naturalism’ and contemplative awareness it becomes
possible to “recognize” rather than formally identify species.
Eucalypts within limited land systems can be recognized at a
distance by foliage texture, tone and density, tree form, associated
species etc. This sort of short cut is essential if consultants are to
usefully use limited time, but it also assists in the casual assimila-
tion of information which fosters the synthesizing insight of
contemplative awareness indicator plants are basic tools of trade,
and can show hidden properties of the site and soil such as salt,
drainage, moisture retention, pH, general fertility and structure.
The use of indicator plants is very context dependent especially
with regard to land use and management activities such as burn-
ing, plowing, fertilizing, grazing etc. A good example is the
interpretation of acidity using Sorrel (Rumex acetosella), rag
grass (Holcus lanatus), and Cats Ear (Hypochaeris radicata).

in high-rainfall pastoral country of southern Australia these
plants are common in waste spaces and unmanaged pastures.
They are generally regarded as indicators of acidity but their
complete absence from a supered and grazed clover pasture does
not necessarily indicate a moderate pH. Conventional manage-
ment of clover and grass pastures has led, over thirty years or
more, to very acid conditions which eventually show up as failure
of the clover to nodulate even though increasing stock health
problems do provide a warning in many cases. Right up to the
failure, the pasture mey contain no acid soil indicator plants
though if the pastures are left ungrazed and unfertilized even for
short periods these species soon invade. Thus the pasture man-
agement comnletely macke the aridic comditinng
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Animals can also be used as indicators of conditions but are
generally less specific than plants because animals are mobile and
adapt to varying conditions through behavior patterns. In southern
NSW I found lyre-bird activity correlated with forest litter and
humus levels. Generally lyre birds are considered wet sclerophyll
forest birds where litter and humus levels are high, and thus
invertebrate soi1l and litter fauna, which form the bulk of the birds’
food, are more abundaat. Dry ridge forest free of regular burning
is quite attractive to Lyre birds if the soil is moist. Interestingly
enough, scratching and mound building by the birds appears to
have a significant effect on fuel accurnulation and thus fire risk.
This simple example illustrates one of the ever-present traps with
correlation leading to a misleading picture of the casual agent. A
common misinterpretation is for people to believe pioneer plant
species growing in, say, very poorly drained or salt-wind exposed
environments actually prefer those conditions because that is
where they are always found. Generally these species grow much
better in more “moderate” conditions but they are leas competi-
tive than species specifically evolved to make use of the favorable
environment. Other examples of the use of indicators are: parallel
soil ridges and stone piles as signs of previous cultivation,
checking tree butts for fire or ringbarking scars to identify events
in the history of the land; checking tree crown growth form for
winds which inhibit growth; and checking rocks in a stream bed
to identify the upstream geology.

Rules of thumb represent a further distillation of general skills
in reading landscape and a more accurate assessment of landscape
characteristics. For example, being able to recognize the differ-
ence between a chainsaw felled tree and one felled with an axe
and crosscut from weathered stumps can allow the dating of a
logging operation as prior to or after the introduction of chain-
saws in the 1930s. Similarly, familiarity with rates of weathering
and decay of particular species in a given environment can allow
the rough dating of much earlier logging or ringbarking. Another .
example involves the salt pruning effect. Understanding how
resistant a particular plant species is to salt winds, from frequesnt
observations of its growth habits and degree of salt pruning al-
lows an assessment of the relative severity of salt winds at a
particular site where the plant is found growing. The slide pres-
entation of wild and cultivated landscapes from southern Austra-
lia, Tasmania and New Zealand illustrates visual aspects of skills
in reading landscape toward the understanding of broad landscape
processes and land use issues as well as information of practical
use in land development.

Hopefully this discussion and display will provide some ideas
and examples of how skills in reading landscape can be developed
and applied in permaculture consultancy and emphasize the need
for much more work in this field by everyone concemed with
land development and management, if we are to achieve the goal
of sustainable land use.



