
Permaculture in the City: Ecological Habitus and the Distributed Ecovillage

Randolph Haluza-DeLay and Ron Berezan
Randolph Haluza-DeLay, PhD is an Associate Professor in Sociology at The King’s University College, and an adjunct professor in the Department of Rural Economy at the University of Alberta, both in Edmonton, Alberta.  He is co-editor of the anthology Speaking for Ourselves: Environmental Justice in Canada (UBC Press, 2009), and over 30 journal articles, research reports and book chapters. A former wilderness guide, he has also directed an environmental education centre, and worked with Aboriginal peoples in northern Canada and church-based social justice organizations. For the last five years he has been engaged with the various components of local environmental movements and social justice groups. The permaculture network is one aspect of this research and personal engagement.
Ron Berezan has been exploring and promoting new possibilities for growing food in urban areas ever since his first “accidental” food garden as a young university student. Since 2003 Ron has operated The Urban Farmer, an organic gardening, edible landscaping and permaculture design service (www.theurbanfarmer.ca). He is writing his first book, tentatively titled Down the Garden Path: Cultivating Hope for the Ecological Age. Ron is a member of the Society of Organic Urban Land Care Professionals (SOUL) and holds a Master’s degree in ecological theology from St. Stephen’ College in Edmonton.  He has close connections with the organic and permaculture movements in Cuba, has organized numerous study tours and internship opportunities in Cuba, and offers workshops throughout Canada.

Permaculture in the City: Ecological Habitus and the Distributed Ecovillage

Randolph Haluza-DeLay and Ron Berezan

The wild strawberries are close enough to reach as Randy writes. He feasts on a half dozen every sentence, attracted by their succulence. He watches another bus pass, as they do every twenty minutes, and picks another handful of the tiny berries. Butterflies flit from columbines to columbines and hollyhocks. The apple tree has finally established itself after a couple years of struggle and a couple dozen plump spheres, ripe in a couple of weeks, are reachable from the sidewalk. A potato patch towers next to the saskatoon bushes. Several pumpkin blooms show brilliant yellow against the red cedar wood chips that carpet winding paths among the vegetation. Bean vines entwine up the sunflowers that will be autumn food for chickadees. A wren chitters from the spruce tree near the birdhouse it occupies with its partner; a first resident after five years of no inhabitants. A year ago – except for the three year old apple tree – this was all grass lawn. 


Later today, he’ll water some of it from the barrels that hold rainwater diverted from the city runoff system. Another eavestrough feeds a landscaped stream and pond. Eventually, so will the wash water and bath drains. The view from the front window looks like a wild tangle of greenery and the subtle colors one finds in forests rather than the floridly hued landscaping more common in the city. The family now shares space with birds, butterflies and the large rabbits that populate the neighborhood. But the yardscape also yields food. And, it provokes a sense of place different than the lawn did; maybe it also grows a way of thinking more in line with sustainability. 


Ron is known as “The Urban Farmer”; he is a gardener, social activist and educator in the field known today as “permaculture” – the movement towards a “permanent culture” in which the human species is integrated within natural systems even within urban spaces that have typically sought to manage out the “other-than-human.” Ron describes his work as empowering urbanites to reclaim their connection to nature within the city and to restore and regenerate barren urban landscapes into places rich in biodiversity, beauty, and productivity. Randy is a permaculture acolyte. He is also a former wilderness guide, and now a social scientist with a professional focus on environmental sustainability. 

The community network that the urban permaculture movement has created serves, we argue, as a “distributed ecovillage” and a social field productive of an ecological habitus, that is, an orientation that generates lifestyle practices and institutional forms that effectively fit the ecological conditions of the place (Haluza-DeLay 2008). As Veteto and Lockyer (2008) identified, there is astonishingly little research on permaculture and most of that is not in a Global North context. Our key concern is not whether permaculture can contribute to local urban sustainability, but how learning occurs in ways that connect residents to their place. 

In this chapter we try to use the storytelling employed by permaculturalists when describing their design systems – that is the transformation of their yards, gardens, community spaces and public places. The dialogical model for the chapter will have each of us commenting on key themes and each other’s comments from our vantages as reflective practitioner and activist-scholar. As one principle of permaculture is enhancing diversity, we hope that our epistemological diversity can illumine the analysis of the development of a permaculture network in Edmonton, Alberta. If the modern world is one of disenchantment (Gibson 2009), in some senses permaculture is about re-enchanting the city (Haluza-DeLay 1997) and bringing the social and ecological together. Academic language can be equally distancing, so we bring it in conversation with the praxis of permaculture practitioners. 


This chapter relies on techniques best called an autoethnographic approach. The root of the term – “ethnography” – evokes a common research method with a history in the social sciences. “Auto”ethnography places the researcher’s experience as something to be studied. The approach here is consistent with the style Anderson (2006) called “analytic autoethnography” rather  than “evocative autoethnography” as advocated by Ellis and Bochner (2000). Analytic autoethnography commits to deriving theoretical understanding of the phenomenon from close examination of researcher experience. As Ron has been a central node in the development of the permaculture network in Edmonton, his experience is an invaluable source of knowledge. Randy’s sociotheoretical background helps to position this knowledge amidst broader scholarly questions and explanations of social movements toward a sustainable future. As Bullough and Pinneager (2001: 15) explain in their assessment of “self-study” techniques, “Articulation of the personal trouble or issue never really becomes research until it is connected through evidence and analysis to the issues and troubles of a time and place.” Autoethnography deemphasizes abstract and categorical knowledge in preference to the testimony of narrative (Polkinghorne 1988). Permaculture principles emphasize starting where you are and to be attentive to the biological integrity of the locality. This principle can and is extended toward social integrity as well. We start were we are and engage each other in dialogue – one of us a social scientist, and the other a permaculture practitioner and mentor.


A. Starting where you are


 Both sets of my grandparents settled on the edge of this city nearly 100 years ago. They were attracted by the similarity of the landscape to their Eastern European homelands and chose to live a peri-urban life with small mixed farms but close proximity to the concentration of urban resources and opportunities. Within one generation, their small holdings were annexed by the municipality and converted to suburban neighborhoods. I consider myself something of a dual citizen – thoroughly steeped in the urban reality from birth and attracted to the intensity and social possibilities of the city, but equally formed by my early childhood small farm experiences and my frequent forays into the wild edges both on the city’s perimeter and in the river valley and ravines that meander through it. By the time I had children of my own, I became fascinated by the prospects for extending that “wild edge” into our own yard, both in terms of fostering biodiversity but also through creating an intensely productive urban micro-farming environment. My quest eventually led me to the “permaculture narrative” which offered a systematic framework for the values and vision that we as a family were attempting to live out.


Permaculture is a broad synthesis of traditional and scientific knowledge aimed at the design of sustainable human habitat.
 The term was first coined by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren in Australia in the mid 1970’s (Mollison 1990). Originally a contraction of “permanent+ agriculture” it later evolved to a more holistic vision of sustainable culture. Founded on three ethical principles (care of the earth, care of people, sharing the surplus), permaculture suggests a trajectory towards the reintegration of the human species within the local ecology. While the primary emphasis in permaculture has been on sustainable food production, the movement increasingly concerns itself with the domains of alternative economy, natural building, energy systems, water systems, ecological restoration, community development, education and spirituality. Permaculture understands that given the fact that the human species has created tremendous disturbance on the planet, we have both the responsibility and the capacity to heal impoverished lands and to nurture biodiversity. Through the articulation of numerous ecological design principles, permaculturalists (who affectionately call themselves ‘permies’) strive to work with nature in this restorative work. As a movement, permaculture has evolved a pedagogical framework of popularizing this vision through 1 day, 2 day and 14 day permaculture workshops. All are encouraged to be teachers as well as learners in this process. 


Slowly, I began to apply my permaculture knowledge to the transformation of our inner-city yard from concrete and lawn into a diverse, resilient, and productive landscape. This began in small steps – careful observations of the sun and water patterns on our site, converting lawn to vegetable beds through a sheet mulching technique, planting every edible or otherwise useful perennial I could find, and establishing fruit and berry trees in key locations. The deeper I progressed into this transformation, the more possibilities for new interrelationships between elements in the landscape were discovered. Soon there were synergies created between the house and the landscape such as the development of a grey water wetland to recycle bath water and create a new biological habitat, the placement of cold frames on the south side of the house to extend the growing season, and the collection of rainwater from tops into large barrels with drip-lines to deliver water to where it was most needed. At this time, I was largely unaware of any others in my city adopting the permaculture approach, and indeed I travelled great distances for additional permaculture training and networking.


Edmonton is a northern city of nearly 1 million people in the metropolitan area – at 53 degrees latitude it is the most northern city in North America of that size. The city itself sprawls over 264 square miles, partly owing to the generally flat to gently rolling terrain of the prairie upon which the city sits. The North Saskatchewan River valley bisects the city, with many ravines veining down to the deep river valley that flows from the Rocky Mountains several hundred kilometres away. The river valley and many of the ravines make up one of the largest urban parks in the world and beaver and coyote and an occasional moose make their way along the river parks. Edmonton sits at the intersection of the prairie and aspen-parkland ecoregions and has a fairly dry climate, warm summers and cold winters. The growing season runs from mid-May to late September with a long-term average of 140 frost-free days. The northern location means long sunny days with over 17 hours of daylight at summer solstice. Average January temperatures are approximately −11.7 °C (10.9 °F) ranging to a July average of 17.5 °C (63.5 °F). Extremes of −30 °C are generally achieved 4-5 times a winter while summer days occasionally reach 30°C. The city is USDA Plant Hardiness Zone 3a, important information for knowing which plants can survive in the city. 


Such pieces of information are aspects of a sense of place essential to planting and growing. Environmental scholars and theorists often emphasize the important role of place-knowledge in developing attention to and care for places (Gruenewald 2003; Haluza-DeLay 2010). More important to Edmonton permaculturalists is the intimate knowledge of their own yards and the communities where they work. The key locations Ron mentions in his own description include micro-climates of sunny or wet spots, depressions where mushrooms might promulgate, spots of wind or wind-shelter. Permaculturalists know their soils (or soon learn it) and how water flows around the property. They draw on many resources, including the sharing of books (Pearman & Pike 2000; Williams 1997) and personal knowledge. “Zone 3a” is only a beginning to coaxing productive growth in a permaculture site. 


Edmonton has a particularly interesting microclimate in the Northeast that has been a site of community activism for several decades (Spaling & Wood 1998). Blessed by unique soils, slightly warmer average temperatures, and more frost-free days, this region hosts a number of market gardens. The land-use plan approved in 2010 provides some protection for agricultural production in city limits. An important focal organization in ensuring this protection was the Greater Edmonton Alliance, which mobilized several hundred people to city hall on several occasions, and publicized a “great potato giveaway” by one of the market gardeners that shocked many Edmontonians into realizing how productive this micro-region in the city truly was. Edmonton also has an extensive community garden programme, with up to 65 community gardens listed by the Community Garden Network of Edmonton and Area. The network began in the early 1990s although the nonprofit organization was only incorporated in 2003. In 1993 Ron was instrumental in organizing only the third community garden in the Edmonton area. Several other permaculturalists have had past or current connections to the community gardening in Edmonton, often under the perception that “any food growing is good growing.”
B. Facilitating Interrelations


Another permaculture design principle is to “facilitate interrelations.” My journey eventually lead to the abandoning of my long term employment in the non-profit sector for the creation of a small business, “The Urban Farmer” focused on offering permaculture design for the transformation and regeneration of urban spaces. As this vision and methodology were relatively unknown in the local region, our own yard became both the laboratory and the classroom for the emerging permaculture community within the city of Edmonton. The transformation of our inner-city yard from concrete and lawn into a wonderfully diverse (over 180 different plants species), resilient, and productive landscape showed what could be done. In the spring of 2005, I offered my first formal workshop from my home, “Backyard Permaculture – Creating an Urban Oasis” which included 20 participants. This eight-hour event generated a great deal of enthusiasm and participants pledged to” keep in touch” at the conclusion of the day, though no formal means for doing this was established at that time. Additional workshops soon followed and public awareness of permaculture in our city began to grow. From grey water systems to edible forest gardens to building with cob, our space grew to function as a central node for permaculture learning and networking in the Edmonton area.

In the summer of 2006, I developed a partnership with another permaculture enthusiast who began to assist with my workshops. On her initiative, we organized our first permaculture potluck supper which attracted 25 people. Attendees were primarily folks who had attended permaculture workshops with me in the past. At that gathering, informal conversations led to the shared conclusion that we should develop the means for on-going networking to support each other’s efforts in permaculture learning and in living more sustainable, ecologically integrated lives. Thus the “Edmonton permaculture network” (EPN) was born.


To facilitate on-going information and resource sharing, an EPN list-serve group was established with an initial 25 members. At first this list serve was seldom used and primarily functioned as a way for people to share information about events happening within the city. As additional workshop graduates signed onto the list and our numbers doubled within a few more months, the level of activity increased. Soon there were regular posts by people who had excess plants to give away, those who were looking for used windows to build cold frames, others who were trying to find mulching materials for their yards, etc. Before long, the list-serve also evolved into a series of what became known as “permie crawls” whereby members who had a project in mind for the transformation of their yard could post an invitation to a “work bee” to other members of the group. Hence there were front yards that were transformed from lawn into edible forest gardens in an afternoon, herb spiral gardens built from discarded materials in an evening, ponds dug and brought to life on a Saturday afternoon, and visioning sessions where 12 sets of eyes would converge on a backyard with powerful collective observations and ideas for the homeowner in their efforts to create their space along permaculture lines. All of these group gatherings injected additional energy and motivation into the life of the Edmonton Permaculture Network. By 2009, our numbers had grown to over 100 people on the list serve.


Considerable research has shown how important social networks are to the diffusion of innovation (Hildreth & Kimble 2003; D.R. White 2007). More importantly, they are one of the key ways that humans interact. Networks are durable patterns of relationships that perform functions for members and social movements have been studied extensively from this perspective (Diani & McAdam 2003). For humans in networks, the functions may be friendship, economic exchange, information, or production and utilization of social capital. As noted above, the EPN has served to distribute materials, time, other resources, as well as the perhaps even more important social support, which we will discuss below.


Networks consist of nodes and ties. Nodes are the members while ties are the connections between them. Ties can be assessed on the basis of their strength and type. Nodes can be assessed on the basis of such measures as centrality, (meaning the strength of links attached) or density (number of ties relative to the total number of ties in the entire network). Network theory assumes that for the most part, individuals are less significant than the ways that they are embedded in networks. 


As he has identified, Ron has been a key node in the EPN. His workshops have formed a key meeting place, and he has been a conduit for many forms of resources. But as we will show later, he has not been the only node and the network has clustered in new patterns recently. Social network analysis, of the mathematical type at least, is often handicapped by lack of attention to the meaning of the relationships (Crossley 2008); the sorts of data that ethnographic methods are very capable of discerning. More important than the number and strength of ties Ron has, is the meaning that Ron has had for Edmonton permaculturalists and others. In late 2010 he was acknowledged with the first Edmonton Growing Green Leader’s award from a diverse range of social and environmental groups. Currently, most participants in the EPN have some reference to Ron. As the network evolves over time, it will be interesting to see how Ron’s role and the meanings people attach to it will change. 

Networks are key to diffusion of knowledge and innovation. For example, the permaculture network in Edmonton may become a stimulus for broader socio-ecological transformation. Kenworthy (2006: 68-69) lists ten key dimensions for urban sustainability. The first two are clearly values and practices of permaculture: 

a. The city has a compact, mixed-use urban form that uses land efficiently and protects the natural environment, biodiversity and food-producing areas…
b. The natural environment permeates the city’s spaces and embraces the city, while the city and its hinterland provide a major proportion of its food needs…

A key question for consideration is the extent to which permaculture as a practice can assist cities like Edmonton toward institutionalization of such key dimensions. “Nature” is usually “out of sight, out of mind” in city planning and even academic literature on cities. For example, one of the premier Canadian texts in urban sociology completely ignores the environment (Hiller 2009). Clearly, this approach contrasts with one acknowledging the environment as the foundation for human living, especially in terms of supplying the material resources, waste absorption and other ecosystem services that are part of the urban metabolism. Permaculture specifically means one cannot ignore this “metabolic rift”, that is, the gap between taking of nutrients and energy from nature far in excess of what is returned to the environment (Foster 2002). Permaculturalists are zealous in an effort to maintain “metabolic value” - a “rift-healing contribution” to the imbalance (Salleh 2010); and are even evangelistic about the need to reconfigure urban environments in this fashion.
 


In time, additional spin-off groups have formed out of the EPN, making for new nodes. The Rivercity Chickens Collective has been working for over two years to have the municipal by-laws changed to allow for backyard chicken keeping. Operation Fruit Rescue Edmonton (OFRE) was created to glean fruit from local untended fruit trees, offering one third of the harvest to the homeowner, another third to the foodbank, and the final third to the volunteers who do the picking. A guerrilla-gardening group has developed with the goal of naturalizing degraded public spaces. 100-mile diet activism was featured on local radio for an entire year and has motivated faith communities and other groups. Edmonton also now has an active “Transition Town” group that grew out of members of the EPN. In April of 2010, the EPN organized the “Edmonton Permaculture Convergence,” a full day gathering of permaculture workshops and networking opportunities. This event was facilitated completely by volunteers and drew 126 people.

At the time of writing, the EPN list-serve has 180 active members. In the past two years, there have been three complete 12-day Permaculture Design Certificate courses in the province of Alberta which has produced a host of new teachers and permaculture related businesses, many of whom have been active in the EPN. Introduction to Permaculture workshops are now being facilitated by people other than myself and there are permaculture landscaping businesses, permaculture consultants and designers, and other related businesses emerging. An EPN member has started a permaculture group within a local high school and several community gardens with a permaculture emphasis have been initiated. Now that there are many other private yards in the city implementing permaculture principles, I organize an annual “Edible Garden Tour” to offer the public the opportunity to see a range of examples of urban permaculture gardens. The sixth annual tour ran in August 2010. Another group organizes a bike tour of community gardens. My own yard continued to function as a central node for permaculture activities, and additional workshops were developed such as “Building with Cob,” “No-till Vegetable Gardens,” “Raising Fungi in the Garden,” “Backyard Bees,” and many others.
C.
Densifying


The expanding permaculture diversity fits another permaculture principle, that of densifying. This highlights another valuable component of the Edmonton permaculture network –applied to human communities this means densifying social capital. The Urban Farmer still serves as a key node. But over time, the movement diversified, meaning there are a number of nodes. Community gardens have been shown to have citizenship and social capital benefits (e.g., Glover, Parry & Shinew 2005). The practice of permaculture also has such benefits. Furthermore, geographic and foci distributedness is key to the proliferation of network impact. Corresponding to permaculture principles that seek to maximize biodiversity and interdependence, a multiplicity of nodes has more resiliency and diversity. Networks are “clumpy,” that is, nodes cluster with a variety of similar types of links meaning that subcultures form in any network. Such groupings are a key means of network differentiation, information transmission and the introduction of innovation. Lave and Wenger (1991) call these “communities of practice” and asserted that the most significant forms of learning are situated in such social relations. In his study of value innovation and cultural change, Rochon (1998) identifies the important role of “critical communities.” New ideas start with key thinkers “whose experiences, reading, and interaction with each other help them to develop a set of cultural values that is out of step with the larger society” (Rochon 1998: 8). But innovations of ideas or practices require social support to maintain that out-of-stepness. This challenge is especially trenchant when one’s ecological sensibilities do not correspond to the rather unecological orientation of contemporary society. 

The development of the permaculture movement in Edmonton has unearthed the strong desire that many members of the EPN have for meaningful connections with others who share strong ecological values and whom are attempting to live more consciously sustainable lives. Many of my permaculture workshop students have identified a sense of isolation, a dissatisfaction with the anonymity they experience in their neighborhoods, and a strong desire to live a more vibrant, engaged and environmentally-sensitive community life. Often this has been expressed in the desire to “start an ecovillage” either in a rural area or within the city itself. Indeed the global ecovillage movement shares many similar origins and trajectories with permaculture. The success rate for such initiatives is not high, however, in part because of the many financial, social, and regulatory challenges they must overcome. In any case, this is not a feasible option for many city dwellers already embedded in the existing urban milieu. The alternative that has emerged, somewhat organically, from our Edmonton experience, is the intentional affiliation of a growing body of citizens who share the interest and desire to live according to permaculture principles and ethics. Thus we can consider this community of urbanites with shared passion and interest for permaculture as somewhat of a “distributed ecovillage.” Not only are the participants of the EPN supported in their efforts to internalize and “make normal” a lifestyle that is more connected to the landscape in which they live, but they become the social edge in their diverse communities, where their living out alternative strategies becomes a counterpoint to the non-ecological but well entrenched milieus in which they live.

In this case, the network is distributed throughout the city. Other researchers have shown that one of the values of geographically concentrated lifeworlds as exemplified by “eco-villages” is that they “institute and reinforce an alternative paradigm” to the outmoded but still dominant western world view of human-nature independence (Kasper 2008: 12). However, the extensive built environments of cities already exist with the path-dependency of their sunk costs. It is unlikely that many people will remove themselves from everyday and routine worlds for specifically developed ecovillages, even if they desired to do so. The intensity of living together maximizes the strong ties of a network, but research into such homophily also shows that it can weaken the diffusion of the innovations as members lose their bridges to non-members (Newman & Dale 2007). The permaculture network in Edmonton, although diffuse, formed something of a similar function as identified by research on ecovillages. EPN provides social conditions to serve as communities of practice in which alternative ecological practices and place/nature attentiveness could flourish. 


Haluza-DeLay (2008) argued that a sustainable society needs the internalized dispositions such that we can “live environmentally without trying;” or, drawing on Bourdieu, sustainability requires an “ecological habitus.” An ecological habitus is a practical logic of how to live well in this place, that is, in a socially and ecologically integrated manner” (Haluza-DeLay 2008: 44). Simply, Bourdieu described society as a set of interlocking fields. Each social field generates internalized dispositions in participants that participants draw on to act, which then reproduces the social fields in which their habitus is normalized. As embodied dispositions, habitus structures everyday choices – Bourdieu’s “theory of practice”

The theory of action that I propose (with the notion of habitus) amounts to saying that most human actions have as a basis something quite different from intention, that is, acquired dispositions which make it so that an action can and should be interpreted as oriented toward one objective or another without anyone being able to claim that that objective was a conscious design. (Bourdieu 1998: 97-98)

Most human action, therefore, is non-cognitive, a “practical sense” (the French term Bourdieu uses is sens pratique, translated into English as a “logic of practice”). Primarily, life is a “feel for the game” (one of Bourdieu’s favourite metaphors), in which “individuals can exercise various strategies within the generative capacities of his or her habitus” (Reed-Danahy 25: 105). According to most commentators, and Bourdieu himself, habitus is conservative, being unlikely to diverge much from the normed routinization of the surrounding social field. Therefore, we might assume, habitus formed in one social field – such as that of a society which does not exhibit environmental sustainability – is unlikely to generate practices commensurate with other social conditions, such as genuine environmental sustainability. 
So on one hand, “the practices generated by an ecological habitus are attentive to its place as a socioecological milieu” (Haluza-DeLay 2008: 214). But on the other hand, an ecological habitus is challenged by the very conditions that have generated unsustainable North American cities. One could say it is “mis-fit.” Bourdieu emphasized the “fit” of a habitus to its social field as constitutive of the success of a person in navigating their social position. A conclusion we could draw is that ecological awareness is likely to be marginalized, or will reconfigure itself towards the mainstream, as it faces pressure from others to not subvert conventional social norms, unless there is a social field in which such an orientation does fit. 

Involvement in permaculture helped participants begin to learn their bioregion, what plants grew, how to deal with climatic conditions, where their food came from, the direction of the sun, source of water and by extension, their energy sources, housing construction products, etc. that are elements of a sustainable lifestyle. Most of all, involvement in the permaculture field legitimized such place and nature attentiveness as practices that “fit” the permaculture field. Thus, diffusion in the field involved deliberate educational efforts, but the interrelations of the network may have been even more influential in producing new norms of ecologically-attentive practice. Still, permaculture remains a minor thread in Edmonton land management and yardscaping. Rochon (1998: 15) points out, “the end point of cultural change with respect to some value occurs when the value is diffused into the wider society to such a degree that it is no longer a matter of contention, or even necessarily of conscious awareness.” Such an end point – where environmental behavior is not of conscious design – is exactly what the social fields of a sustainable society underpinned by an ecological habitus would presumably manifest. As a distributed ecovillage, the EPN facilitated such an orientation in its affiliates, with social support and a context in which it “made sense.” A key question is the degree to which permaculture can influence others toward its logic of place-based practice and substantially contribute to the trajectory towards this sustainable future.
D.
Disturbance and Design Edges

Two other permaculture principles are relevant in considering from where ecologically-sensitive lifestyles orientation can emerge? Disturbance provides for the possibility of new growth wherein pioneer species with their nutrient densification initiate ecological transformation. For Bourdieu, change came only when some sort of disturbance (hysteresis) troubled the fit between habitus and the structure of the field (Mesny 2002). Design that creates edges allows diversity to flourish and different perspectives and practices to more readily encounter each other. Permaculture is edgework that disturbs the routinization of urban North America, providing invasive space for a habitus attentive to its place. 

Within a couple of years, attention to proliferating naturalized yards and media about “The Urban Farmer” engaged city administration. Such engagement helped morph Master Gardner programmes into Master Composter and Master Naturalist programmes, and the movement towards a city-wide municipal development masterplan that embraces the possibilities of urban agriculture. This was not without controversy as the unique micro-climate of northeast Edmonton was only protected after large scale civil society mobilization. But participants have found that urban permaculture is disturbing in other ways. Eco-scaping yards has challenged neighborhood “nuisance” codes. One network member described trying to let the grass grow “naturally,” especially as a rabbit family was being raised under a frontyard bench, only to find a neighbor had mowed the yard for him. Frontyard food production troubles local norms about lawns. Extending permaculture principles for growing food plants toward growing animals has yielded effort to change bylaws to allow chickens in the city. Finally, permaculture principles are gleaned from observations of nature. Urban permaculture creates hybridities of nature, which are at variance with conventional assumptions about nature in terms of managed gardens or lawns, aesthetically powerful flowers, or “wild” nature from which humans are removed. Design edges – such as these hybrid “socio-natures” (D. White 2006) – are among the most fertile spaces, for food production as well as for changing perspectives. 

But perhaps in contrast, a rather unanticipated but integral thread that has woven its way through this permaculture tapestry has been the development of visible and invisible community structures. As the transformation of our physical space began to occur, it was simultaneously reinforced by increasing and stronger social connections. With every new development of our yard, additional neighbors stopped by to lend a hand, ask some questions or have a look around. As the saskatoon (Amelanchier alnifolia) hedge on the outer, public edge of our property began to produce, neighborhood children, their parents often in tow, came around for a feed. I have connected with many “old timers” in the neighborhood who were gardening and raising chickens in the city decades before I was born. To them I can go for advice on grafting my fruit trees, digging a cold cellar, making wine or pruning tomatoes. My immediate neighbor offered up approximately 3500 square feet of unused backyard space where we have created an edible forest garden that offers a tremendous harvest of edible and medicinal species while attracting numerous birds, bees, butterflies and other wildlife to our community. Out of these casual interactions have grown many strong connections within the neighborhood, with functional interrelationships (“I scratch your back, you scratch mine) set in place. The transformation of our yard has not only offered me an intimate partnership with the local ecology, it has woven the social connections back into the living system that is this place. We now harvest a significant portion of our annual diet of fresh produce (fruit, berries, vegetables and herbs) from here, but the social, emotional and spiritual yields are equally valuable to us.

5. 
Discussion and Conclusion


Permaculture adds to the “culture of enchantment” lacking in the modern North American urban world. It also contributes a place-awareness and interrelationship of social and ecological linkages that can be a foundation for increased orientation toward sustainability. In direct contest with modernity’s attempted erasures of nature and dualisms of nature-society, permaculture weaves them together again. The urban dynamic is a messy hybrid of “socionatures” – interacting natural and social features that are combinations of what we casually segregate as either “social” or “natural.” In permaculture the “natural” and “cultural” are indissoluble. While those engaging in permaculture are a community of interest, the practice also facilitates social networks and communities of geographical connections as well.

Participants in the Edmonton permaculture network derive a variety of self-described benefits from their involvement. The majority of participants in the introductory workshops had no previous involvement in permaculture but frequently remarked that they had been searching for something like this for a long time. Many participants resonate with the “solutions-focused” nature of permaculture practice. Permaculture training offers a tool kit of concrete, context-specific strategies for making positive changes right where a personis. Approximately one third of workshop participants choose to become active in the Edmonton Permaculture Network (EPN) following their experience. Some participants are active in other sustainability initiatives. Others take their learning into their own lives and many still seek out the on-going contact with the broader permaculture community.
The permaculture network isa learning community. First, participants learn that their place matters, from their micro-place as in a front yard, but potentially scaling up to larger places such as Edmonton. Place has been claimed as an important way of thinking about public policy (Bradford 2005). Second, participants continue to build a different awareness than the mainstream population, part of which included the perhaps obvious but important notion that the ecology of place should be a source of attention. Their permaculture practices do, in some cases, blend into other place-relevant practices such as alternative economies or public transit. Finally, permaculture network participants engage (in various ways) with relations in community. This community is important as a source of social support for the place-oriented, environmental awareness that has already been identified and which has been described as an “ecological habitus.” 

The notion of an ecological habitus is the final valuable outcome of this study. As an expertise developed from a sense of place an ecological habitus contributes to a practical logic of how to live well in this place, that is, in a socially and ecologically integrated manner. Bourdieu’s social anthropology demonstrates that behavior is always a product of active relations between social institutions and networks and the variety of agents operating in them. Environmentally-consistent behavior is similarly shaped by this interplay of agents and fields, undergirded by their understanding of “how to play the game” in contemporary society. The genius of permaculture is that it says a different game is afoot. Such a perspective is more likely to gain traction when supported by social relations in which these new rules of reintegrating human be-ing and local ecologies are encouraged, facilitated, supported and made to be sensible. 
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� We assume that a lengthy introduction to permaculture is unnecessary in this text; that the picture of permaculture will have been sketched sufficiently in an introduction or other chapters. 





� Salleh’s work reminds us of the need to attribute political economic analyses along with gender to the political ecologies of environmental degradation and restoration. In the EPN there are many more women than men. For space reasons, we do not interrogate this in this paper. 
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