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As interest in food security and urban agriculture grows, communities across the US have enacted 
agriculture ordinances permitting the use of vacant land for food production. Permaculture is a 
particular philosophy of urban agriculture emphasizing sustainable, nonpolluting, and low-
maintenance designs. Combining the words “permanence” and “agriculture” or “culture,” permaculture 
implies self-reliance, i.e. working with natural forces instead of against them. To support this 
agricultural method, local planning and zoning ordinances might specifically call out permaculture as 
a preferred use. 

 

What Communities Are Regulating 

There are several aspects of permaculture that an ordinance can control such as: 
➢ Siting 

Some ordinances prohibit the growing of vegetables in residential front lawns. On the other 
end, a “right to grown one’s own food” ordinance affirms residents’ right to grow fruits and 
vegetables as permaculture or in a non-permanent garden. Such an ordinance would 
potentially protect permaculture gardeners from nuisance claims from neighbors. 

➢ Zoning 

 Municipal zoning ordinance could be amended to include permaculture gardens as a permitted 
 conditional use (i.e. permaculture would require planning commission approval) or as an  
 accessory use by right for any zoning designation (i.e. no required prior-approval).  
➢ Municipal Property 

An ordinance could stipulate that all landscaping on city-owned property must be based on the 
permaculture model. 
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 
What is Permaculture? 

Permaculture, combining “permanent” and “agriculture”, ideally 
requires little maintenance to produce significant amounts of 
food. Permaculture is a philosophy as well as a design 
framework where biodiversity produce a sustainable, 
restorative, and ultimately productive garden space. Coined by 
Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, permaculture’s ultimate 
purpose is to provide a garden that meets all its caretakers’ 
needs (People Care), as well as Earth Care, and Fair Shares 
(Figure 1). 
 

What kind of plants work well with Permaculture?  
Try to copy nature! Native Michigan plants might all be good choices, especially perennials like 
strawberries, blueberries, and asparagus, to name a few. Consider “stacking” plants based on roots 
and canopy to create a self-sustaining ecosystem. Variables like soil type, sun-exposure, and 
windiness might also be brought into your planning (e.g. planting a fruit tree so as to shelter a patch 
of rhubarb). 

 
Figure 1. Factors interacting in 
permaculture 



   
  

 
Do I need to own land to engage in 
Permaculture? 
No! As a tenant, contact your landlord. 
Usually property managers love that 
tenants are gardening and improving 
the property. Landlord says “no way”? 
Get involved with a nonprofit like 
Growing Hope or Keep Growing Detroit 
to connect you with a community 
garden sites. Additionally, talking with 
local parks and recreation officials 
might open up a municipal park to 
permaculture. Vacant public land might 
be another option for a permaculture 
site.  
 

Is there a specific design that might work well in Washtenaw County?  
One popular technique “hugelkultur” (or “mound-building”) is relatively simple for beginners and more 
experienced gardeners (Figure 2). Pioneered by Austrian farmer, Sepp Holzer, hugelkultur involves 
the placement of wood in a trench on which you cover with dirt and other organic material. As the 
wood decomposes, the soil is quickly enriched providing a near self-feeding, self-watering, low 
maintenance garden. Hugelkultur is an easy to use model for small urban sites as well. Certain trees 
are better than others, so check with one of the references below before starting your own. 
 

This seems complicated, can I take a class on this?  
Yes! Washtenaw Community College’s Economic and Community Development’s lifelong learning 
series includes several courses on permaculture. Additionally Midwest Permaculture periodically 
holds weeklong Permaculture Design Certification courses at the Pierce Cedar Creek in Hastings, 
Michigan. There are also online courses available.  
 
What local resources are available? 
Growing Hope, an Ypsilanti, Michigan nonprofit offers free classes on permaculture. Check out 
PermaWiki, the free permaculture designers' manual that anyone can edit. PermaWiki offers designs, 
resources, and topical discussion boards from aquaculture to community activism. 
 
Are there useful books or videos to reference? 
Check out these titles: Permaculture: Principles and Pathways beyond Sustainability by David 
Holmgren; Permaculture: a Guide for a Sustainable Future by Bill Mollison; and Permaculture by 
Sepp Holzer. Also watch Bill Mollison’s “Talks About his Garden”, a tour of Mr. Mollison’s home 
garden and its relationship to his teachings and travels and “David Holmgrem on the Endurance of 
Suburbia” which focuses on Holgrem’s vision of retrofitting suburbs for food-production. 
 
Resources 

Perma Wiki  
Rodale’s OrganicLife Introduction to Permaculture  
Beginning Farmers Permaculture Resources  
Growing Hope 
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Figure 2. Hugelkultur or “Mound-Building”  
 

http://www.midwestpermaculture.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jf0XbwPjpj0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iTYe8WloF1U
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iTYe8WloF1U
http://permaculture.wikia.com/wiki/Permaculture_Wiki
http://www.rodalesorganiclife.com/garden/introduction-permaculture
http://www.beginningfarmers.org/permaculture-resources/
http://www.growinghope.net/

