
 
 
 
 
 
 

PERMACULTURE: BUILDING SPIRITUAL AND CULTURAL PRACTICES: 
 

WOODSONG ECO-FARM COOPERATIVE 
 
 
 

by 

 

Marcia Nairn Gofsky  

A Dissertation Submitted to the College of Interdisciplinary Studies in Partial Fulfillment of the 
Requirements for the Degree of 

 

 

DOCTOR OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 

 

Royal Roads University, 

Victoria, British Columbia, Canada 

 

 

Supervisor: Dr. Leesa Fawcett 
March 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

  Marcia Gofsky, 2021 
  



i 
 

Committee Approval 
 

The members of Marcy Gofsky’s Dissertation Committee certify that they have read the dissertation 

titled: Permaculture: Building Spiritual and Cultural Practices: Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative, and 

recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirements for the Degree of Doctor of 

Social Sciences: 

 

Dr. Leesa Fawcett  [signature on file] 

Dr. matthew heinz [signature on file] 

Dr. Robert Newell  [signature on file] 

 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission of the 

final copy of the dissertation to Royal Roads University. The dissertation supervisor confirms to have 

read this dissertation and recommends that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirements: 

 

Dr. Leesa Fawcett  [signature on file] 

 

  



ii 
 

Creative Commons Statement 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.5 Canada 

License. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/.  

Some material in this work is not being made available under the terms of this licence: 

1. Third-Party material that is being used under fair dealing or with permission. 

2. Any photographs where individuals are easily identifiable.  

 

  



iii 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

I am humbly grateful to my beautiful family and friends, my chairperson, and my dissertation 

committee members who have been an inspiration to me on this journey. Dr. Leesa Fawcett, 

thank you for partnering with me on this journey. I am so grateful that you chose to work with 

me when I needed a chairperson. You offered ongoing support through many challenges. Your 

experiences, love for research and expertise has challenged me in many ways and I appreciate 

your encouragement and willingness to walk with me in completing my dissertation. I would 

also like to thank my committee, and Dr. matthew heinz, and Dr. Robert Newell for their 

unwavering support throughout my doctoral journey. Thank you for your commitment, and 

patience. A heartfelt special thank-you to my friend and mentor Kathleen Cabral who 

encouraged me and checked in on me so often. I am so grateful to have had your friendship and 

presence in my life; you have been such a blessing and inspiration to me. A special thank you to 

all my family and friends, my wonderful A Cappella sisterhood in Kamloops, and the Jewish 

community in Kamloops for whom I serve as Rabbi.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

Dedication 

 
This dissertation is dedicated to my three sons, Edward (Carolina), Bryant (Katie), and David 

(Kat), and their families, whom I am deeply proud of, and offer my unconditional love and 

support. You are in my heart, mind, and soul every day, which gives me strength and motivation. 

You are my inspiration, and my joy. I also dedicate this dissertation to the father of my children 

and my lifelong friend Kenny Gofsky, who taught me the meaning of perseverance, and is my 

sounding board and supporter. Thank you for your understanding. And to my beloved 

grandchildren, my angels, who are unseen in person, yet seen and felt in my soul every day and 

whom I hold in my heart, Brook, Zoe, and Sophie. May you always follow your dreams; let other 

peoples ‘no’ be your ‘yes.’ Remember that with G-d all things are possible. Be curious, ask 

questions, and believe in yourselves. And finally, to health care professionals far and near, who 

dispense, comfort, show endless compassion and care, particularly during the Covid-19 

Pandemic - your fingerprints will not fade from the lives you touch.  

A Life of Service is a Life of Joy. 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  



v 
 

Abstract 
 

     The goal of this research has been to explore how people describe their experience with 

integrating permaculture design into their lives, and what spiritual and cultural perspectives they 

have to offer to the permaculture movement based on these experiences. I used a case study and 

mini-ethnographic methodology to explore the Woodsong Cooperative Eco-Farm permaculture 

site in rural Kamloops, British Columbia, Canada. Self-determination theory and permaculture 

theory assisted in contextualizing the study. I conducted and thematically analyzed 12 

interviews; a document analysis supplemented the interview data. The research results are a 

collection of narratives, photo-stories, and a presentation of themes. The narrative stories are not 

utopic; they are a realistic view into this particular developing permaculture system and eco-

farming community and its spiritual underpinnings. The findings and subsequent discussion 

resulted in three major themes: 1) Permaculture, 2)  Spirituality, and  3) Connectedness.  There 

are twenty-six threads presented as a subset of these three major themes. The research confirms 

important points of permaculture theory and design and offers an inspiring set of stories and 

advice relevant to the permaculture movement at large, both to those in the Interior region of 

British Columbia, and to those working towards a more sustainable way of life.  The research 

demonstrates how Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative has attempted to become spiritually and 

culturally responsive as a permaculture entity.  

 

Keywords: Permaculture, spirituality, eco-farming, sustainability, self-determination, British 

Columbia 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

       This study examines how spiritual beliefs and practices together with agricultural praxes 

correspond at a unique site, Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative, in rural Kamloops, British 

Columbia.  This permaculture community is coalescing around a spirituality supporting attitude 

of care towards the natural environment and humanity and on the principles of permaculture 

ethics. 

Significance of the Research 

This project aimed to describe and analyze a small, grassroots approach to an alternative 

form of agriculture found at Woodsong, a 165-acre permaculture eco-farm that is responding to 

local community needs, while simultaneously serving as a spiritual community. The project 

further expands the scope and relevance of the agricultural and spiritual discourse, which has 

grown to encompass not only dialogue between different spiritual traditions and spiritual 

perspectives, but also a range of topics in the study of spirituality.   

             The study is contextualized by one subtopic of increasing interest in the East–West genre 

of ecopsychology, which is the study of the human relationship to the natural environment, 

especially the spiritual relationship.  Ecopsychology embraces cross-disciplinary scholarship to 

deeply understand the issues of environmental destruction and its potential solutions as related to 

the human psyche and spirituality (Buzzell & Chalquist, 2010; Roszak et al., 1995).    

 An important planned outcome of this study was to further develop the concept of “lived 

spirituality” to complement the work of “lived religion.”  Much like lived religion, lived 

spirituality can be understood as the enactment of spirituality—the spiritual practices and 

spiritually inspired by daily activities and life choices influenced by an individual’s spirituality.  

I began by exploring the idea of lived spirituality as a concept based on Charmaz’s (2014) 
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suggestion that researchers emphasize participants’ use of language even at the low levels of 

coding and analysis.  Study participants tended to use the language of spirituality in contrast with 

religion, viewing these two experiences differently. Religion was often associated with dogma 

and formulaic standards for belief and practice, whereas spirituality was conceptualized as a 

malleable path reflecting a spiritual seeker’s exploratory journey.  Though a breadth of spiritual 

beliefs and practices are embraced at Woodsong, resisting dogma and embracing diverse 

possibilities is viewed as a unifying belief.   

       The study contributed an increased understanding of how permaculture and eco-farming 

activities intersect with spirituality. Spirituality is significant because it “refers to one’s 

connection to realities larger than oneself or larger than the material universe” (Josephson & 

Wiesner, 2004, p. 16). Caitlin (2006) identifies that fostering spiritual growth may be an integral 

part of horticultural therapy, the practice of gardening as a therapeutic tool, which could be 

considered an ecotherapy modality (Chalquist, 2009).  While ecopsychologists, ecotherapists, 

and horticultural therapists might assume that rural eco-farms have significant impacts on mental 

health or overall wellbeing, there are few studies that directly consider the relationship between 

rural farming and spirituality.  A deep dive into this topic could provide ecotherapy and 

horticultural therapy researchers with a point of entry to examine the role that rural farms might 

play in allowing people to access spirituality, especially nature-based spirituality, within rural 

environments. 

       The physical space of Woodsong supports the permaculture farmers’ experiences of  

spirituality.  Spirituality is often expressed as a feeling of “connection with one’s  

surroundings, with others, and with the natural cycles of life” (Caitlin, 2006, p. 37). The 

surroundings created on a rural farm are green spaces, which are highly preferred and valued by 
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urban residents (Ulrich, 1986). As a general trend, researchers consistently demonstrate that 

green spaces integrated close to cities can benefit both rural and urban communities (Lambin, 

2012).   

       Gardening, one of the primary activities at Woodsong, fosters an awareness of natural cycles 

of life (Caitlin, 2006; Haller & Kramer, 2006).  By situating a spiritual community within a 

green space, encouraging the development of meaningful relationships among community 

members, and engaging community members in permaculture eco-farming activities,  

Woodsong creates a space conducive to individual community members’ spiritual development.     

       Members at Woodsong approach eco-farming as a small-scale endeavor, eschewing the use 

of “industrial” methods like constant reliance on fossil-fuel driven machinery and synthetic 

chemical inputs. Conventional agriculture utilizes unsustainable practices that contribute to  

environmental problems, including excessive use of fossil fuels, pollution, and loss of diversity 

(Gore, 1992; Heinberg, 2005; Singer & Mason, 2006). Participants’ attitudes echoed those of 

authors and activists concerned with ecological sustainability who call for a thorough 

examination and revolution of farming practices to address the pervasive problems of 

environmental degradation associated with mainstream agriculture.   

        This research will help create a foundation for understanding spiritual and cultural 

practices within a rural eco-farm cooperative setting and how these concepts link to  

self-determination theory and motivation.  Regarding the theoretical orientation of the study, this 

research focused on the use of self-determination theory. This theory focuses on motivation and 

the driving forces behind personal motivation (Tumminia & Chou, 2017). Understanding the 

idea of a universal type of human drive that exists that can grow and satisfy fundamental 

psychological needs is the idea behind self-determination theory. This theory can further support 
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research in uncovering how people strive to feel or behave a certain way which can have a 

greater impact on their overall quality of life (Ryan, 2013). The belief behind self-determination 

theory is that individuals have intrinsic motivators that internalize personal values, assumptions, 

and practices from the environment around them (Ryan, 2013). Self-determination theory and a 

case study mini-ethnographic qualitative inquiry work well together because self-determination 

theory relies heavily on the lived experiences of the individual especially in relation to feeling of 

autonomy, competence, and the ability to relate. These feelings of lived experiences directly 

associate with impacting a person’s quality of life (Ryan, 2013). Possibilities of both intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivators exist within self-determination theory. Both types of motivators give 

value, meaning, and depth to the understanding of the experience of the individual particular to 

the topic of how personnel of urban agricultural workplace settings experience spirituality in 

their workplace setting. 

 Legault (2016) describes intrinsic motivation as follows: “… (IM) refers to engagement 

in behavior that is inherently satisfying or enjoyable. IM is non-instrumental in nature, that is, 

intrinsically motivated action is not contingent upon any outcome separable from the behavior 

itself. Rather, the means and end are one and the same.” (p. 1) Further, Legault (2016) describes 

extrinsic motivation as follows: “… (EM) refers to performance of behavior that is 

fundamentally contingent upon the attainment of an outcome that is separable from the action 

itself. (p. 2)” In other words, EM is instrumental in nature. It is performed attain some other 

outcome. Self-determination theory will be foundational to this study. Further research is needed 

to support precisely how motivational concepts are experienced in rural settings. It is anticipated 

that through the study of spirituality and cultural practices in a cooperative setting based on 

permaculture, motivational concepts will be revealed.  
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Research Questions and Objectives 

       The first question that I addressed was: How do people describe their spiritual experiences 

with integrating permaculture design in their lives? The second question that I addressed was: 

What spiritual and cultural perspectives do they have to offer to the permaculture movement 

through their experiences? These two overarching research questions were explored through an 

analysis of12 interviews and corresponding site visits on the Woodsong Eco-farm permaculture 

site.  

Context of the Research Questions 

       Woodsong is located south-east of the city of Kamloops, spanning a diversity of landscapes, 

and inhabited by residents both new to permaculture and experienced permaculture practitioners. 

Woodsong is a new and developing eco-farming cooperative in various stages of development, 

now in its second year of design process. Everyone interviewed had to have a basic working 

knowledge regarding permaculture design and eco-farming practices as a selection criteria. 

       In this study, the experiences shared by the twelve participants offered such a message and 

story: the story of people, faced with everyday challenges, who have incorporated permaculture 

into their everyday lives, and whose experiences inform their spiritual, cultural, and familial 

ways of creating a sustainable way of life.  

Definition of Terms for the Purposes of this Study 

1. Permaculture Design 

       Permaculture is primarily a design system that can additionally be used as “a conceptual 

framework and decision-making system” (Falk, 2013). To this end, permaculture involves 

developing human systems that fit into the working of ecological systems in a synergistic way so 

that the “health of both [humans and environment are] increased” (Falk, 2013, p. 282). 
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Permaculture is founded in the science of ecology and Indigenous knowledge and has a strong 

set of ethics and guiding principles. It is commonly known as a perennial gardening technique, 

yet it has applications far beyond the garden.  

2. Permaculture Methods  

       Permaculture methods are scalable and applicable on many levels: household, community, 

business, landscape and beyond. Permaculture suggests a working framework for building the 

physical, spiritual and cultural systems of a sustainable society, a set of tools, problem solving 

skills, observation skills, and ecological knowledge in order to restore a “healthy and productive 

relationship to the natural world” (Bane, 201, p. 22).  

3. Permaculture Eco-System Restoration 

       Permaculture offers solutions to restore ecosystems in human habitats. This act of ecosystem 

restoration in the human landscape has been creatively coined “ego-system re- story-ation” by 

Scharmer & Kaufer (2007, p. 2). They emphasize that to reconnect people to their ecosystem, a 

new type of story must be woven into the fabric of the culture, one that discourages the idea of 

human domination and encourages interaction and dependency on natural systems (Dunnigan & 

Dolman, 2019). 

Goal and Objectives 

       The goal of this project was to explore what motivates the Woodsong community to 

combine rural permaculture farming, sustainability, and social justice through a spiritual lens.  

There is limited scholarly research into how gardening and eco-farming interact with spirituality, 

and there is a particular lack of information about rural farming and its implications for 

individual spirituality.  To understand this topic thoroughly, I  participated in the Woodsong 
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community as a participant observer and used a case study, mini-ethnographic qualitative inquiry 

to analyze ethnographic, textual, and interview data. I started with the  

acknowledgement of my own standpoint, bias can be mitigated by fostering collaborative 

relationships with participants and by engaging in an ongoing process of critical self-reflection.    

       This study examines how spiritual beliefs and practices alongside permaculture and 

agricultural praxes correspond at this unique site.  This ‘renewal’ community that reflects an eco-

farming tradition has coalesced around a spirituality supporting attitudes of care towards the 

natural environment and humanity.  Centring an ethical endeavour and connection, Woodsong 

serves as a physical space to enact care towards other people and the environment by growing 

food organically and sharing the harvest with community members in need.   

       There is a convergence of reasons that make this topic both pertinent and essential.  On a 

global scale, the effects of climate change and the devastation of systems built on unlimited 

growth are visible everywhere. The results of massive environmental degradation, climate 

change, and increasingly scarce resources are compounding the severity of effects and impacts.  

(Birnbaum & Fox, 2014; Ferguson & Lovell, 2015). Bane (2012) eloquently states the current 

dilemma and its corresponding time-sensitive opportunity when he writes, "We are grievously 

unprepared. We may enjoy the small luxury of learning how to get work done through biological 

systems, renewable energies and good design without having to depend on the outcomes for our 

very lives. We should use this interval wisely” (Bane, 2012, p. 33).   

       Holding actions act to slow and reduce damage to ecological integrity and human health; 

they safeguard against exploitation, war, and injustice. Holding actions are essential, but they are 

not enough on their own. Relying on them can create a sense of exhaustion and disillusionment. 

Life-sustaining systems and practices require re-thinking how we do things and creatively 
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redesigning the structures and systems that make up society. On their own, they are ineffective as 

well.  The shift in consciousness occurs when people have personal and spiritual development 

that "enhances our capacity and desire to act for our world," including changes in perception, 

thinking, and values (Macy & Johnstone, 2012, pp. 13-34).   

       Permaculture is an integral part of the sustainability movement because it offers a 

compatiblevalue system, a set of principles to design and think with, and is very action-oriented 

and empowering on an individual level (Ferguson & Lovell, 2015). The permaculture  

movement began in the early 1980’s and is currently undergoing a new surge in popularity in the 

sustainability movement (Mollison & Holmgren, 1981). During this time of growth, reflection is 

incredibly valuable, especially for the growing permaculture movement along the West Coast of 

Canada. As a movement, permaculture includes a loosely affiliated network of people connected 

through projects, learning environments, and regional and international conferences (Ferguson & 

Lovell, 2015). Locally in Kamloops, the permaculture movement is connected through a network 

of local community groups including community gardeners,  spiritual groups, and cultural 

groups.    

Researcher Positionality 

       I initially arrived at Woodsong as an observer. My ongoing work as a Rabbi, nurse and 

Spiritual Care Practitioner has guided me to form a vision of agrarian permaculture practices 

within a global community struggling with diverse ideologies of sustainability and eco-farming 

practices. My own beginner experience as an eco-gardener played a role in my view of 

permaculture and agrarian ideologies. As a Rabbi, I value relationships with my community, but 

I cannot say that I embody sustainable and culturally responsive practices all the time. I also 
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believe as a nursing instructor and community leader, that I have elements of sustainable 

agriculture and eco-farming in my pedagogy, but I do not have the knowledge to fully 

understand some of the ecological and sustainable choices I make in practice.  

 At Woodsong, I needed to balance my practical inexperience in eco-farming and 

permaculture practices when interacting with participants with becoming a new community 

member. Possible tensions will have to be navigated throughout this process. There are also other 

aspects of my identity that will need to negotiate in this space.  As the potential participants 

identify as 'spiritual' rather than 'religious,' I was conscious of my potentially precarious position 

as a Rabbi, Spiritual Care Practitioner, nurse educator and doctoral student.  

       First, as can happen in open spaces and new places, I did not want to be viewed as "the 

Jewish voice" for Rabbis. Although there is a shared broad ethnic and cultural identity with the 

majority of the current members of Woodsong, the members have a range of spiritual, religious, 

cultural practices and ethnic backgrounds. I do not claim to understand the background and 

intricacies of the people in this cooperative community, as community members themselves best 

articulate their view. Second, religious identity and Jewish and English surname may shape how 

participants respond to interview questions about spiritually and culturally responsive initiatives 

at Woodsong. The religious identity that I share is a singular minority. There were no others who 

were Jewish to my knowledge. This could be an impetus for participants to omit certain feelings, 

experiences, or interactions regarding their personal stories and identify as non-religious to show 

them in a more positive light.   

        Finally, as a researcher from a well-known BC university, there was the possibility that 

could be perceived and positioned by the Woodsong community as an "expert" in eco-farming, 

permaculture, and spiritual and cultural practices. This sentiment had potential to be problematic 
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and become heightened if participation became a signal of "expert approval" from a religious, 

spiritual, sustainability, eco-farming or environmental perspective. During a group proposal to 

adopt a spirituality-based permaculture course at Woodsong, it was noted that I was the only 

Jewish person.  I was asked to help prepare parts of the Woodsong cooperative operating 

proposal during my initial visit. The participants present that day expressed support and the 

cooperative owner and creator expressed support for the inclusion of someone who had specific 

faith-based qualifications (me as researcher). Although it is not intended to signal a blanket 

approval, my very presence was co-opted for that purpose. These tensions highlighted the need 

for robust theoretical frameworks in this project. 

 As a nurse, hospital Chaplain and Rabbi I brought a particular lens to this project, 

including a background in psychiatric mental health nursing and a specialty in spiritual care. I do 

have deep knowledge about spirituality both academically and experientially. When I discuss 

spirituality, it is not just from a Jewish perspective as I bring training and experience as a 

multifaith and interfaith hospital chaplain. I acknowledge that there are innumerable ways that 

spiritual topics might be interpreted and taught and that my Jewish practices may be reflected in 

unspoken ways. Thankfully, Jewish tradition has a long history of differing interpretations, an 

ongoing debate in search of life’s answers to some of the most meaningful questions, so I offer 

this perspective humbly as one curious voice among many. As a Rabbi, I embrace the practices 

of Jewish renewal, a movement among progressive Jews to revise traditional Jewish beliefs and 

practices so that the Jewish community and traditions can come into greater alignment with 

values like egalitarianism and resistance to patriarchal or dogmatic religious leadership (Alpert, 

2008; Lerner, 1994). Though authors such as Lerner (1994) emphasize Jewish renewal as a 

process of revising tradition so that it is meaningful for contemporary Jews rather than a formal 
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denomination, it is arguably perceived as a small denomination in the wider Jewish world (My 

Jewish Learning [MJL], 2019).  

 I approached this project with a basic knowledge of environmental issues and a novice 

knowledge of farming, agrarian and permaculture practices. My only prior farming experience 

was as a young girl traveling to Fort St. John, B.C. where my Uncle Hunter had a large wheat 

farm. In 2017, I began gardening that included my first attempts at growing vegetables and fruits. 

This all took place on a patio in a small condominium in Vancouver, B.C.  However, it is also 

important to note that there were limitations inherent in my standpoint. For example, I am not 

fluent in permaculture or farming language.  

  Eco-farming at Woodsong is the practice of cultivating agricultural products, limited to 

food in this case, for the sustenance of the Woodsong eco-farmer and others in his or her 

community. Spirituality is the experience of connecting to entities larger than or beyond oneself 

(Caitlin, 2006; Sheldrake, 2012).  

 The relationship between humans and the natural world is often framed as one of 

“stewardship” in Jewish tradition. According to authors like Davis (2009) and Katz (1994), 

Jewish agrarian tradition and theology promote a view of humans as land stewards. Lann (2000) 

claims that Jewish agricultural law upholds the theological concept of divine ownership; the land 

is borrowed from G-d and does not belong to humans: “man therefore bears a moral 

responsibility to give an accounting to its Owner for how he has disposed of it during the days he 

‘subdued’ it” (p. 103). Katz (1994) further explains “Stewardship [not ownership] is a position 

that acknowledges the importance of the human role in the care and maintenance of the natural 

world without permitting and unrestricted license” (p. 57). A stewardship ethic splits the 

difference between domination of the natural world and undifferentiated immersion within the 
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natural world. This guiding ethical principle can be easily emphasized as an underutilized but 

pre-existing recommendation about how to relate and care for the earth while also deriving 

sustenance. Many research participants at Woodsong found support for their concerns about 

environmental sustainability by looking into their own spiritual traditions.  As a life-long learner, 

I am recognizing that an ethic of care and responsibility could be considered foundational Jewish 

teachings. 

Context of the Woodsong Community 

       Rural eco-farming is a social and ecological movement that has grown dramatically in recent 

decades in Canada.  Paralleled by a proliferation of literature—how-to instructional methods for  

permaculture and eco-farmers and portraits of noteworthy rural and urban farms—both rural and  

urban farming attracts the attention of environmentalists and community gardeners. This calls 

would-be farmers to action in service of ecological sustainability and healthy communities.   

Unlike most small rural eco-farms, Woodsong also serves as a spiritual community offering 

trans-denominational spiritual practices and opportunities for services that are based outdoors.   

During the day, community members can wander the farm to walk through the vegetable beds or  

visit with chickens or feed the goats.  Anyone is welcome to attend specific educational or 

spiritual opportunities, regardless of religious or cultural background, and educational 

programming and spiritual services largely attract all members of the Woodsong community.    

 

Spirituality 

       I view spirituality from a Jewish perspective and the approach at Woodsong would be 

described as “renewal.”  I describe renewal from the Jewish perspective as the contemporary 
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movement to reinvigorate the Jewish faith with creative previsioning of ancient teachings and 

traditions (for instance, Buddhist teachings and First Nations’ practices are incorporated into 

spiritual practices at Woodsong).  Neither rural farming nor renewal Judaism is entirely new, 

however.  Lerner (1994) points out that Judaism has a long-standing tradition of being made 

anew as Jews re-read tradition in the interest of updating its relevance to the present historical 

moment.  Similarly, rural eco-farming is not an entirely new concept, because food has been 

cultivated in rural and in some urban communities throughout history.   

       Yet both rural farming and renewed spirituality and cultural awareness are “new” insofar as 

they have garnered much more interest in recent history and continue to increase in popularity 

and public awareness. Both the rural farming and renewed spiritual and cultural movements have 

supported communities interested in contributing solutions to two major problems facing 

humanity:  ecological sustainability and spiritual renewal and social justice.  At Woodsong the 

rural farming and spiritual renewal movements converge, giving rise to a cohesive community 

experimenting with the intersection of rural permaculture eco-farming, social justice, and 

spirituality.    

 Defining Spirituality 

     Spirituality is the experience of connecting to entities larger than or beyond oneself (Caitlin, 

2006; Sheldrake, 2012). Spiritual beliefs are those used to describe one's understanding of 

internal or external realities, which may be intangible or beyond ordinary sense perception, but 

may also be grounded in intangible experiences that an individual considers sacred (Sheldrake, 

2012). Worldviews are systems of interrelated beliefs and ways of life (Davis, 2009), which may 

or may not be attributable to a particular religious, spiritual, political, or ideological foundations. 
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     I documented Woodsong participants’ beliefs and practices, focusing on their preferred 

strategies for agriculture and their spiritual beliefs and practices, and collected data in the forms 

of interviews, notes, and photographs from the site. This study's data yielded an analysis of 

Woodsong and its relationship to the broader movement and community of permaculture 

practices as well as spirituality. Woodsong is a small-scale example for large-scale systemic 

problems combined with “lived spirituality,” imbuing the routine activity of daily life with divine 

purpose outside of the context of “religion” as participants had previously understood it 

(Caraway, 2018).  

       To explore the rural eco-farming movement in this unique context, this project adopted an  

integral lens, primarily drawing on permaculture, psychological and spiritual frameworks, as 

well as literature focusing on the role of permaculture, eco-farmers and sustainable gardeners in 

relation to the rural farm.   

      A guiding genre for this project included ecopsychology, an interdisciplinary field that 

focuses on understanding the human experience in relation to the natural environment and 

nonhuman organisms (Roszak et al., 1995).   

       There is a convergence of reasons that make this topic important and pertinent. On a global 

scale, the effects of climate change and the devastation of systems built on the idea of unlimited 

growth are everywhere. The results of massive environmental degradation, climate change, and 

increasingly scarce resources are compounding each other in a negative feedback loop (Ferguson 

& Lovell, 2012). Bane (2012) eloquently states the current dilemma and its corresponding time 

sensitive opportunity when he writes,  

“We are grievously unprepared. For a time, we may enjoy the small luxury of learning 

how to get work done through biological systems, renewable energies and good design 
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without having to depend on the outcomes for our very lives. We should use this interval 

wisely” (p. 38).  

Climate Change  

 

       British Columbia is predicted to have some direct climatic impacts from climate change. 

Many communities are discussing the issue of climate refugees, and some are realizing that this 

great migration is already taking place (Mohamed, 2020). Humanity has contributed to more 

dysfunctional ecosystems than ever before, and our survival depends on these very systems now 

in peril (Liu, 2012). “The actions of all people are needed to act together as a species on a 

planetary scale to ensure that vital Earth systems are restored,” Liu (2012) writes (p. 12). 2012 p. 

12). The sense of urgency is real, as Holmgren (2002) admonishes:The time available to create, 

refine, and rapidly spread successful models of these bottom-up solutions is running out” (, p. 9). 

The challenges from climate change may be the “greatest peril ever encountered in the history of 

humankind.” (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014 p. 112) Yet, with this great challenge comes a great 

opportunity, one for humankind to come together and embrace sustainable techniques and 

cultures. Embracing our limits and working creatively within them as a species could be seen as 

“the highest evolutionary development” achievable by Homo sapiens (Holmgren, 2017).  

Sustainability Movement  

       As I am writing this dissertation, 2020 has come to an end and 2021 is in progress and we 

continue to battle the COVID-19 pandemic. While this last year has been a particularly terrifying 

time to be alive, it is also an exciting time. The consequences of climate change are looming, 

while the booming sustainability movement is gaining momentum, with over two million 

organizations working towards environmental and social justice around the world (Hawken, 
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2007). This momentum could present a tipping point, where these ideas are becoming more 

popular, building a critical mass effect for a new prevailing ideology (Macy & Johnstone, 2012).        

       Permaculture is a part of this massive sustainability movement. The sustainability movement 

has many aspects and calls for many changes and actions. Macy and Johnstone (2012) explain 

the idea, or story, of the ‘Great Turning’, and offer a holistic and clear perspective of what the 

movement is about. They write about how ‘The Great Turning’ is an unfolding cultural story 

about actions and changes that support the role of humans all over the world to bring about a life-

sustaining and mutually enhancing experience. There are three dimensions of ‘The Great 

Turning’ that happen simultaneously and are mutually reinforcing:  holding actions, life 

sustaining systems and practices, and a shift in consciousness. Holding actions act to slow and 

reduce damage to ecological integrity and human health; they safeguard against exploitation, 

war, and injustice. Holding actions are important but they are not enough on their own. Relying 

on them can create a sense of exhaustion and disillusionment. Life sustaining systems and 

practices requires re-thinking the way we do things, and creatively redesigning the structures and 

systems that make up society.  

         On their own, actions are less effective than as a collective system approach. The shift in 

consciousness occurs when people have personal and spiritual development that “enhances our 

capacity and desire to act for our world,” which includes changes in perception, thinking, and 

values (Macy & Johnstone, 2012, pp. 13-34). Permaculture is an important part of the 

sustainability movement because it offers a compatible value system, a set of principles to design 

and think with, and it is very action oriented and empowering on an individual level (Ferguson & 

Lovell, 2012).  
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       The permaculture movement began over 30 years ago and is currently undergoing a new 

surge in popularity along with the sustainability movement. Reflection during this time of growth 

is incredibly valuable, and especially for the growing permaculture movement along the West 

Coast. As a movement, permaculture includes a loosely affiliated network of people connected 

through projects, learning environments, and regional and international conferences (Ferguson & 

Lovell, 2012). Locally in British Columbia, the permaculture movement is connected through a 

network of local community garden groups, educational programs, and regional conferences. 

Community-scale permaculture is applicable in many contexts, and I have chosen to focus on the 

rural context because it creates a sense of accessibility while offering a relatively isolated 

location but within an hour drive of the City of Kamloops.  

       Rural economies play an important role in creating and sustaining “different ways of well-

being” that help compensate contracting “centralized fossil fueled economies” (Holmgren, 2002, 

p. 9). There is a strong sense of denial, being overwhelmed and apathetic about the challenges 

ahead in general, but in the permaculture community, an invigorating sense of purpose is 

catching. Permaculture emphasizes that climate change  can be met with accessible materials and 

skills immediately, giving some control over to the individual by rescaling these massive 

environmental problems to the “individual’s sense of efficacy” (Ferguson & Lovell, 2012 p. 1).    

       This “simple solutions populism” has many weaknesses, especially regarding existing 

inequalities and lack of accessibility (Ferguson & Lovell, 2012, p. 2), yet it does offer many 

people a way to begin making positive changes regardless of these weaknesses. These rural 

community permaculture stories offer a view of the possibilities for change from a systems 

thinking perspective. They are an example of what a changing value system looks like as the 
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Great Turning unfolds, through the process of integrating daily life with basic values and ethics 

(Astyk, 2008).  

       Focusing on the rural context within a cooperative eco-farming setting offers perspective on 

integrating daily life with permaculture goals. Future goals of Woodsong include building 

liveable space for year-round living opportunities. The concept of a liveable space such as a 

small home is a very personal space and the interviews convey many details of ordinary life 

challenges that are important and difficult, but not insurmountable when dedicated to 

transitioning to a sustainable life both spiritually and culturally (Stead & Stead, 2014).  

       The choice of living in a rural setting such as Woodsong cooperative or living in an urban 

home and commuting to Woodsong is an ongoing conversation with interviewees. Working and 

living at Woodsong has the allure as being the primary resource for a producer way of life, rather 

than the predominating consumer way of life. The producer way of life is a large part of 

transitioning to a sustainable culture; the lifestyle is stimulating, complex and interesting, and 

relies heavily on perennial plant cycles, like a tree that first provides food for many generations, 

and finally materials for shelter, medicine, and ceremony (Falk, 2013).  

       Each permaculture story in this study comes from different people from a variety of cultural 

and spiritual backgrounds and who are currently living in different settings in the diverse eco-

regions and bioregions of British Columbia (Demarchi, 2011). Woodsong friends and members 

come from a range of backgrounds with some living in urban settings and others in more rural 

settings. Though they are all a part of their individual settings across the province, there is an 

overall adoption of permaculture for Woodsong. There are challenges in the rural setting with 

farming neighbours overall not entirely celebrating or understanding the purpose of Woodsong 

or the concept of permaculture. In this light, Woodsong Eco-farm site is like a kipuka, a 



19 
 

Hawaiian word for “a place of regeneration.” Kina Mahi, organizer of the Ka’ala Center in Oahu, 

Hawaii, which is dedicated to the “revolutionary act of reconnecting native Hawaiian children to 

traditional (and permaculture) practices, offers the following definition of a kipuka, “When Pele, 

the goddess of the volcano, unleashes, she goes down the mountain with her lava trails and 

everything in her way is destroyed. The fingers of lava go around little spots of green, and they 

remain. That’s what a kipuka is [ecologically].” (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014, p. 9) There are also 

“cultural kipukas,” that offer pockets of “hope and regeneration.” Mahi’s vision is “that someday 

there will be a kipuka in every community” (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014 p. 9). Woodsong is a 165-

acre rural property and as a cooperative will be divided into smaller parcels, or sites based on the 

needs and interests of friends and members of Woodsong. In this study these smaller parcels are 

envisioned as small islands of hope and sources of regeneration, cultural and ecological kipukas.  

       This study explored the participants’ perspective of small-scale rural eco-farming as a 

supportive setting for approaching the large-scale problems of widespread spiritual, cultural, 

environmental, and social injustice. Knowledge of such far-reaching, impactful global issues can 

be overwhelming, inducing psychological dissociation, a response that is counterproductive at a 

time when humanity must be engaged and active in the search for healing spiritual, cultural, 

ecological, and societal wounds. Woodsong is designed as a space for addressing these issues on 

a small scale, allowing members and friends to sometimes find achievable solutions or analyze 

unsuccessful solutions in a spiritually and emotionally supportive setting.  While Woodsong does 

not solve all the world’s problems, it does offer an approach to problem-solving that might be 

applicable elsewhere in the worlds of ecopsychology, spiritual growth, rural and urban farming, 

and environmental or social justice work.    
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         Connections to the land are uniquely bound to spirituality, cultures, communities, families, 

and individuals at Woodsong. Beliefs of the land and spirituality vary and are reflected in the 

connections to sustainability uncovered in this project. The members of Woodsong who 

participated in this study selectively practice their own spiritual and religious traditions, and they 

are creating new traditions or are engaging in acts of spontaneous ritual.  Most significantly, 

members are beginning to elevate the aspects and activities of their lives that feel significant, 

embracing these elements of life as spiritual.  Members expressed feeling they could claim the 

spiritualties that they desired most without the need for validation from institutional authority.  

The concept of lived spirituality, which is living with a sense of purpose, serves to further the 

discourse on lived spirituality and offers many possibilities for spiritual resiliency in a society 

with increasing numbers of individuals who identify as spiritual but not religious.   

 Woodsong is an ideal research site to elucidate how eco-farmers integrate spiritual beliefs 

and practices with rural permaculture eco-farming because the stated mission of the farm is to 

provide a space that is both ecologically sustainable and culturally, spiritually, and socially 

progressive (Woodsong, 2020). To critically examine sustainability issues in human food 

systems, it is important to look at the individual and small group level of participation in 

agriculture. Relative to large-scale farms which tend to be remote and are not open to the public, 

rural farming is particularly well-suited to providing accessible opportunities for all who want to 

interact with community agricultural food systems. This is evidenced by the growing number of 

visitors to Woodsong travelling from cities such as Vancouver and Calgary wanting to explore 

and experience permaculture design practices and eco-farming for a few days to better 

understand the concept of permaculture in real time.   
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       It is important to highlight how the relationship between humans and farming is not only a 

matter of understanding conventional farmers, government policies, or corporate agribusiness 

influence.  Every human, even one who has never grown a vegetable, participates daily in 

farming by way of the “simple act of eating and consuming innumerable agricultural products” 

(Major, 2011, p. 1).  Berry (1990) encourages a participatory attitude towards agriculture even 

for non-farmers, asserting: “eating is an agricultural act” (p. 145).  Because all humans have a 

stake in agriculture and human populations are most concentrated in urban areas, humanity will 

be better equipped to deal with issues of sustainable food systems with increased exposure and 

opportunities for involvement in rural communities.  

Rural Context  

       Permaculture is applicable in many contexts, and I chose to focus on the rural context  

because it creates a sense of reasonable accessibility. Household economies play an essential role 

in creating and sustaining "different ways of well-being" that help compensate in contracting 

"centralized fossil-fueled economies" (Holmgren, 2002, p. 10). There is a strong sense of denial, 

feeling overwhelmed and apathetic about the challenges ahead in general, but in the 

permaculture community, an invigorating sense of purpose is catching. 

       Permaculture emphasizes that this global crisis can be met with accessible materials and  

skills immediately, giving some control over to the individual by rescaling these massive  

environmental problems to the “individual’s sense of efficacy” (Ferguson & Lovell, 2015). This 

“simple solutions populism” has many weaknesses, especially regarding existing inequalities and 

lack of accessibility (Ferguson & Lovell, 2015), yet it does offer many people a way to begin 

making positive changes regardless of these weaknesses.    
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Theoretical and Contextual Standpoints 

       I  explored theoretical frameworks to allow a better understanding of participants' views of 

permaculture practices and to better understand how the Woodsong cooperative uses structures 

to become more spiritually and culturally responsive as a farming entity. This section also 

incorporates a literature review of the relevant theoretical literature.  I strongly support the view 

that understanding cooperative organizational practices could lead to the development of theories 

and practices to help support permaculture and eco-farming with spiritual and cultural practices 

embedded in the community. However, when asked to become a participating member of 

Woodsong, I am brought back to concepts of reciprocity, engagement, and responsibility to the 

community in the research process. 

        In my previous graduate work and in my experience as a nurse, nurse educator, and 

chaplain, I have encountered the work of Duncan Andrade (2006), who described the concept of 

cariño, or authentic caring, as a part of educational research. People demonstrate authentic caring 

depending on the moment (moment-to-moment basis). According to Boykin & Schoenhofer 

(2013), even if all people can be considered innately caring, or authentically caring, individuals 

or people actualize their potential to be caring in different times and across time. Authentic 

caring is a lived experience from moment to moment, and therefore unfolding all the time. The 

capacity of a person to be caring develops over a lifetime. Boykin & Schoenhofer (2013) believe 

that it is throughout life that people come to see and embody what it means to be authentically 

caring, to live caring, and to nurture others to be caring. 

       I am intimately familiar with the term from family and friends, and as a nurse and Chaplain, 

it is not the first-time caring is incorporated as part of an academic concept. Andrade (2006) 

contends that educational institutions need a research methodology that facilitates reciprocal 
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relationships, "leading to deeper commitments for researchers to the school's and community's 

welfare" (p. 454). As a nurse, Rabbi and Spiritual Care Practitioner, I support the concept that a 

cariño methodology calls for reciprocity.   

       The idea of reciprocity in research is a matter for all of those who engage in qualitative 

research. Glazer (1982) defined reciprocity as "the exchange of favours or commitments, the 

building of a sense of mutual identification and feeling of community” (p. 50). Zigo (2001) 

believes that participants should be able to identify valuable, specific benefits from the 

researcher's participation. I can imagine that reciprocity for Woodsong would be a concept of 

professional development that could create a positive work-life balance for individuals and as 

part of daily spiritual and mental health practices. Despite having ideas of what reciprocity might 

look like in this context I have been asked to participate in ways that the community feels will be 

most beneficial. 

Permaculture as a Conceptual Framework 

       Permaculture is primarily a design system that can be used as "a conceptual framework and 

decision-making system" (Falk, 2013, p. 61). The purpose of permaculture is to develop human 

systems that fit into the working of ecological systems synergistically so that the "health of both 

is increased" (Falk, 2013, p. 63). Permaculture is founded in the science of ecology and 

Indigenous knowledges and based on a robust set of ethics and guiding principles. It is 

commonly known as a perennial gardening technique, yet it has applications far beyond the  

Garden (Mollison, 1997; Mollison & Holmgren, 1981).  

       Permaculture methods are scalable and applicable on many levels: household, community, 

business, resource management, and beyond. Permaculture suggests a working framework for 

building the physical and cultural systems of a sustainable society, a set of tools, problem-
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solving skills, observation skills, and ecological knowledge to restore a “healthy and productive 

relationship to the natural world” (Bane, 2012).  

        Permaculture offers solutions to restore ecosystems in human habitats and reconnection to  

local spiritual and cultural practices. This act of ecosystem restoration in the human landscape  

has been creatively coined “ego-system restory-ation” by biologist and permaculturist  

Brock Dolman at the Occidental Arts and Ecology Center in Occidental, California. In  

connecting people to a new ecosystem, a new story must be woven into the fabric of the  

culture, discouraging the idea of human domination and encouraging interaction and  

dependency on natural systems (Dunnigan & Dolman, 2019).  

Self-Determination as a Theoretical Framework 

When I began work on this dissertation, I returned time and time again to the broad practices of 

agrarian eco-farming that have been part of Jewish sustainability practices for centuries. More 

specifically, spirituality, cultural practices, permaculture, and eco-farming in a cooperative 

setting have become the focus of this research. When talking to friends who enjoyed gardening 

and eco-farming, many people converse about growing their produce, particularly in the 

community gardening setting, which is a whimsical and magical process. Several people that I 

informally talked to expressed gratitude to the practice of growing their fruits and vegetables and 

gardening overall and how this practice had helped them spirituality stay grounded.  

       I thought this was an exciting perspective that seemed to be shared by many unrelated 

people. It is a perspective that I had informally heard time and time again despite the geographic 

area, language barriers, social class, gender, or race. I reflected on feelings of connectedness and 

how the process is defined.  
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       This research project intends to describe the lived experiences of Woodsong cooperative 

members who participate in this research. Although this research may identify new themes 

revealed through interviews from the sample, the research project is not designed to identify or 

generate new theory. Research does not currently exist with the specific parameters of this study, 

which is members of Woodsong cooperative eco-farm who are creating a self-sustaining 

community based on experiences of spirituality, thus the research is designed to reveal a 

foundational understanding of these people's lived experiences. 

       An understanding of the phenomena of this study was revealed and supported theoretical 

implications.  This study made further contributions to theory because it helped to identify and 

establish similarities between members of a rural eco-farming community and how they identify 

their experiences of work-life experiences based on spirituality. Using self-determination theory, 

I explored how rural agricultural and eco-farming settings motivate a person to work and create 

or reach a heightened sense of work-life spirituality.  

 Self-Determination Theory 

     Self-determination theory is a human behaviour meta-theory that suggests people become 

self-determined by three innate needs: autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Ryan & Deci, 

2020). Self-determination theory, proposed by Ryan and Deci (2020), is a human behaviour 

theory that suggests how humans are motivated and serves as a meta-theory for other 

motivational studies (Ryan & Deci, 2020). According to the theory, humans are motivated to 

fulfill three innate needs: autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Autonomy explains how 

people need to feel that they are in control of their own lives. Relatedness explains how people 

need to feel cared about by others and care for others. Competence explains how people need to 

feel they can successfully manage their environment and succeed in their daily lives. Self-
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determination theory has been widely studied and has proven its effectiveness in health and 

wellness-related studies. It is already used in education and health settings. Depending on their 

education, training, and specific job duties, some people learn the theory in detail, and some may 

never learn or understand it (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Humans want to become self-determined, so 

they are often more intrinsically motivated to do activities that help them fulfill their autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence. Therefore, if they feel self-determined doing a particular 

behaviour, they are more likely to have intrinsic motivation toward it, which is needed for 

behaviour maintenance and creating a sustained change (Pope & Harvey, 2015). Both  

self-determination theory and intrinsic/extrinsic motivation should be considered when trying to 

implement a behaviour change. 

       Through the interview process, motivational factors through work-life spirituality surfaced. 

Self-determination theory is a motivational theory (Ryan, 2013; Deci, Gagne, & Ryan, 2013); it 

was hoped that motivational factors would become evident so that they could be generalized as 

an understanding of why people are drawn to a rural eco-farm cooperative and also that parallels 

would be revealed between the research and Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Because 

spirituality is a basic need through self-actualization, the research will look for other connections 

between Maslow’s stated basic needs and themes that may arise out of the research that is 

collected (Maslow, 1943).  

    The concept of rural eco-farming comes from a holistic approach of connecting the mind, 

body, and spirit for the greater good of all. Looking at key components from the school of 

humanistic psychology like Maslow's hierarchy of needs and the idea of creating an authentic 

self-related to the practice of rural agriculture (Maslow, 1943). By participating in permaculture 

practices and eco-farming at Woodsong, participants are growing food that will nourish their 
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bodies, create community, work within a natural, sustainable setting, and use their practice to 

benefit others. According to Maslow's hierarchy, by practicing these activities, basic needs are 

met (Maslow, 1943).  

All five stages within Maslow's hierarchy of needs are met through the practice of 

permaculture (Partalidou & Anthopoulou, 2017). Through the first stage, the physiological stage, 

basic needs are met by growing food. Maslow's safety stage is met by improving health and 

securing stability through employment (Maslow, 1943). The stage, of love and belonging is met 

by creating a sense of community and friendship through the garden setting. Esteem is gained by 

reaching achievements in the garden space and learning to respect others in the process. Lastly, 

the garden tends to be a natural place of learning, contributing to Maslow's final stage of self-

actualization (Maslow, 1943). Within self-actualization, the natural world can teach acceptance, 

problem-solving, and morality (Partalidou & Anthopoulou, 2017).       

     People and communities worldwide participate in permaculture, so an array of motivators that 

drive people to participate in permaculture and eco-farming factors can exist. A motivator for 

one community, such as a need for primary access to food, could be met using permaculture. 

This would fulfill Maslow’s most basic need from the physiological stage (Maslow, 1943). 

Another group may experience division within their community and seek rural eco-farming and 

permaculture as an activity that brings the community together. This practice of rural eco-

farming would meet Maslow’s stage of belonging (Maslow, 1943). Additionally, another group 

of people could use the practice of permaculture and the space of a rural agricultural setting as a 

meditative space of healing. This use of permaculture would meet Maslow’s stage of self-

actualization (Partalidou & Anthopoulou, 2017). 
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       As there are studies that reveal that work-life spirituality is linked with motivation, I 

assumed at the start that themes of work-life and life satisfaction would also be revealed as an 

outcome (Mason & Knowd, 2010; Stolhandske & Evans, 2017; Zhang & Li, 2013).  

      One of the key educational concepts that exist within permaculture design courses is the 

emphasis on the lesson of learning to care for something which is experienced by both 

cooperative members and volunteers (Mollison & Jeeves, 2014). Volunteers and owners can 

become more empowered about their health, a legacy for sustainability creates affinity for 

natural foods, reconnection to the earth, and overall care for all things from self, surroundings, 

animals, and the world (Mason & Knowd, 2010; Stolhandske & Evans, 2017; Zhang & Li, 

2013). Training methods offered at Woodsong illustrate to the community how to instruct others 

on making healthier choices and creating a healthier lifestyle for themselves and their circles of 

support (Cornforth, 2011). In turn, this indoctrination of members through training such as 

permaculture design and non-violent communication impacts them personally and betters their 

quality of life. This improved quality of life can lead to a more motivated and satisfied lived 

experience (Cornforth, 2011; Greenleaf et al., 2014; Okvat & Zautra, 2011; Mollison & Jeeves, 

2014).  

       The effects of rural eco-farming and permaculture practices link to broader world issues that 

can impact humans worldwide. Some of the effects are enabling communities to deal with food 

insecurity along with factors of climate change, pandemics, human and environmental health, 

waste management, and natural and organic management (Mason & Knowd, 2010; Mollison & 

Jeeves, 2014). These larger-scale issues just add to the social responsibility and personal lifestyle 

impacts that Woodsong and their training methods can bring to members and friends. 
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            Akiva, Kehoe, and Schunn’s work (2017) in this area featured a study on an array of 

youth programs, including an urban farming and sustainability program (2017). The study stated 

that there is suggestive evidence that supports the idea that youth through the practice of self-

determination are fully capable and are the primary decision-makers regarding their participation 

in these types of programs (Akiva et al., 2017). The study reveals that the level of interest youth 

have in the program extends to their overall motivation and incentive for learning.   

       The self-determination theory supports this outcome. Akiva et al.’s (2017) study is relevant 

to this in research because the same concept will be researched. Evidence has been provided to 

validate that people make their choices through self-determination, which is an extension of their 

general interest, possible intrinsic motivation, and thirst for knowledge or search for a higher 

purpose.  Akiva et al.'s (2017) research fully support this dissertation as it successfully supports 

both rural and urban agricultural research with self-determination theory. Self-determination 

theory and motivation were directly associated with the work that the students in Akiva et al.’s 

study did in the garden. Self-determination theory positively supports this research. In replicating 

the use of self-determination theory with work-life spirituality within rural permaculture and 

agricultural setting, the researcher hopes to garner specific common themes felt by participants. 

       Some existing educational topics that can positively affect a permaculture participant are 

adaptability, availability for change and improvements, diversity, creating a sociable work-life, 

supporting inclusion, safety, artistic expression, and ethics of community integration (Napawan, 

2015). However, some of the most important themes that have occurred have been those that 

initiate the idea of corporate social responsibility no matter how large the businesses are, and 

although not specific to cooperative business practices, the concept can be adopted. Corporate 

social responsibility is the altruistic expression of creating responsible social goals that help the 
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environment through businesses, and in a cooperative setting such as Woodsong, this expression 

may be the same for home-based sustainable businesses. This can include developing green-

friendly processes, environmental protection, practicing ethical business practices, minimizing 

adverse environmental outcomes, ensuring the integrity of natural environments, promoting the 

healthiness of environments, and general eco-friendly practice and design (Schubert et al., 2010; 

Zasada, 2011).  

       Using self-determination theory for the theoretical orientation of the study, the focus is on 

motivation and the driving forces behind personal motivation (Tumminia & Chou, 2017). 

Understanding the idea of a universal type of human drive that exists that can grow and satisfy 

fundamental spiritual and psychological needs is the idea behind self-determination theory. This 

theory can further support research in uncovering how people strive to feel or behave a certain 

way, which can have a more significant impact on their overall quality of life (Ryan, 2013). The 

belief behind self-determination theory is that individuals have intrinsic motivators that 

internalize personal values, assumptions, and practices from their environment (Ryan, 2013). 

       For the value of understanding self-determination theory in-depth regarding motivation, the 

motivators, intrinsic and extrinsic, will be defined and described. Intrinsic motivation is the 

internal drive to complete a task for satisfaction (Bénabou & Tirole, 2003).  

    Although the rural permaculture farmer and traditional farmer perhaps may go through the 

same type of investment process as other agricultural farmers that experienced intrinsic 

motivation, the motivators are different. One is based on the outside-of-self, environmental 

impact type of motivation to generate a profit, and the other is based on an emotionally-driven 

and personally fulfilling type of motivation (Bénabou & Tirole, 2003). Both are relevant; one is 



31 
 

not necessarily better than the other. They just come in two different types of scopes and 

contextual settings. 

       Ultimately, motivation appeared a vital concept in understanding why people who decide to 

move to a rural cooperative eco-farm setting choose that lifestyle and how their lived experiences 

show their connection and investment in their work-life spirituality (Ryan, 2013). .  
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 
 

 In this chapter I focus on areas which were explored during the dissertation proposal 

phase, specifically permaculture eco-farming and organizational psychological understanding of 

spirituality in work-life and the various settings of rural permaculture and eco-farming. It is 

important to understand what the interest and study of work-life spirituality are (Miller & Ewest, 

2013). It is also important to define spirituality; specifically, in the work-life experience. It can 

be defined as a sense of connectedness to work completed within the scope of the role or duties. 

Garg (2017) describes several factors that make up the essence of the feeling of work-life 

spirituality. One factor of work-life spirituality is finding a higher purpose in the tasks and roles 

of a cooperative eco-farm. Another factor is having a sense of personal meaning or stake in the 

task or roles completed. Lastly, a final factor is having a greater awareness of transcendental 

connectedness in the role of being a member of Woodsong (Garg, 2017).  

       Some people experience spirituality in a more traditional form, as related to a higher calling 

or religious meaning, and others may experience work-life spirituality as just a general 

understanding of connectedness to an internal calling to the type of work performed. At a bare 

minimum, experiencing a feeling of connectedness to the roles and responsibilities, the work-life 

members or colleagues would constitute work-life spirituality (Garg, 2017).  A greater 

understanding of work-life spirituality is linked to an overall higher level of a sense of 

satisfaction and accomplishment (Gupta, Kumar, & Singh, 2014; van der Walt & Klerk, 2014). 

Furthermore, specific research has been completed that shows that work-life spirituality is 

aligned with motivation and therefore influences overall environmental passion (Afsar, Badir, & 

Kiani, 2016). 
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 Additionally, research has been done in the fields of both rural and urban farming 

practices and experiences. Rural agriculture can be defined as any food production in rural areas. 

Rural eco-farming has been a hot topic in the study of creating more sustainable communities, 

helping negate food insecurity, providing a platform for community education, and providing 

avenues towards kinder environmental practices (Orsini et al., 2013).  

       For the purposes of this dissertation, I have specifically explored produce (plant-based) 

related rural permaculture sites. The literature and document review targeted smaller rural 

permaculture sites and some urban sites such as community gardens, edible schoolyards, 

backyard gardens, small family farms, and other rural agricultural sites that may have 

community integration and educational components ingrained in a part of their design (Mougeot, 

2005). Excluded from this group are the large farming businesses and the agricultural practice of 

animal husbandry and animal-involved agriculture.  

       Animal agriculture is separate from plant-based agriculture because animal agriculture has 

different practices and accountability measures than plant-based agriculture. When talking about 

rural permaculture practices, it is typical to see a natural divide in the studies between animal 

agriculture and plant-based agriculture. Specifically, some of the issues that pertain directly to 

plant-based rural eco-farming are the renewal of these landscapes, community education 

initiatives, job training and creation, community development measures, and creating 

sustainability practices (Wortman & Lovell, 2013).   

       There is a grassroots movement in Canada, and internationally that looks at the positive 

effects that rural agricultural sites (focusing primarily on plant-based agriculture) have on the 

community and health of individuals engaged in its practices. There is little research on specific 

topics related to cooperative permaculture farming and eco-farming work-life and spirituality. 
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This is where the gap in the literature exists. Understanding these two concepts will lay the 

groundwork needed for future expansion of similar concepts in the field of rural permaculture 

eco-farming and farming cooperatives and organizational related topics, like spirituality in our 

work-life choices.  

      Methods of Literature Search  

     I turned to primarily peer-reviewed articles to support this research. Secondarily, books, texts, 

peer-reviewed dissertations, historical documents and films were used to further support a 

greater understanding of rural permaculture practices while also supporting theories and 

methodologies within this research. The primary database that was used was Summon. Google 

Scholar was used as a secondary database.  

Themes in the Literature 

Permaculture and Spirituality  

     I found that the literature focusing on rural permaculture eco-farms and spirituality is limited. 

As such, I could see how my research addresses gaps regarding spiritual, cultural or psychosocial 

benefits of permaculture practices and communities (Okvat & Zautra, 2011). Rather, existing 

research focuses on the relationships within this dimension and not lived experiences of the 

individuals in this dimension. A search was completed using the terms rural agriculture and 

spirituality, which returned five references. One of those specific references looked at the 

relevance of spiritual psychological, cultural, and social aspects of food-related well-being in 

community agriculture settings. These results showed that agricultural experiences and 

spirituality are part of perceived well-being and was found to stimulate people in elevating their 

multidimensional expectations in relation to growing their own food and connection to the land 

and to people (Birtalan et al., 2020). 
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Personal Well-Being 

     Birtalan et al.’s (2020) article took an in-depth look at the role of well-being and the 

relationship with spirituality and food using an exploratory, qualitative research design and a 

thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews methodology. One of the major findings of this 

study shows that people involved with community supported agriculture had high rates of 

personal well-being including spirituality, as well as other benefits such as making valid 

contributions to the well-being of earth and benefits to improved overall health and well-being. 

This article effectively supported the need to take a further in-depth look at how well-being and 

spirituality is experienced in community supported agriculture.  The findings stress the relevance 

of “psychological, social, and spiritual aspects of food-related well-being beyond the nutritional 

characteristics of food in community supported agriculture” (Birtalan et al., 2020, p. 1). It further 

describes how personal feelings and attitudes equate to common themes that can explain a 

greater understanding of why people feel high levels of satisfaction and other benefits while 

working in similar settings.  

Agriculture Renaissance 

       Stolhandske and Evans (2017), in an article on urban agriculture, introduced a new term, 

agricultural renaissance,  described as the progressive and gradual societal movement toward 

additional plant-based food networks and systems. This term is important in understanding how 

the defined grassroots movements in agricultural practices is becoming more mainstream and 

adopted in society as a norm for society; thus, the greater need for both rural and urban 

agricultural studies that look at societal change in the field (Stolhandske & Evans, 2017). 

Stolhandske and Evans’s (2017) study gave a greater understanding of the relevance of 

agriculture currently; however, the research did not directly associate with rural permaculture or 
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spirituality with agriculture. The information found in this article was useful in gaining a basic 

understanding of the movement towards agriculture in the present time. The article also stated 

the continued need for more research in the field of agriculture in relation with other topics 

(Stolhandske & Evans, 2017). Stolhandske and Evans (2017) noted that  a number of researchers 

and scholars have identified a need for further research within the community agricultural field 

that focuses on areas such as sustainable practices, food equity, food sourcing, rebuilding of 

community, and creating biodiversity (Classens, 2015; Cohen & Reynolds, 2015; Drechsel & 

Evans, 2010; Lin, Philpott, & Jha, 2015; McCordic, Crush, & Frayne, 2017; Reynolds & Cohen, 

2016).  

     Studies have been completed in the United States, Mexico, Canada, Africa, Europe, and Asia 

all stating that further research is needed in the field of urban agriculture  (de Anda & Shear, 

2017; Drake & Lawson, 2015; Hanh, et al., 2017; Opitz, et al., 2016; Roggema, 2016; Smart, et 

al., 2015). This is a systematic issue throughout the world that researchers are looking for various 

perspectives regarding how to further UA practices to contribute further sustainability skills to 

their communities (de Anda & Shear, 2017; Drake & Lawson, 2015; Hanh et al., 2017; Opitz et 

al., 2016; Roggema, 2016; Smart et al., 2015).  

Spirituality and Culture 

     An additional search was performed with just the terms spirituality and culture, resulting in a 

broader responsive search that did not account for the rural agricultural setting. These articles 

described studies with a connection between workplace spirituality and cultural practices.    

These articles also noted that spirituality and agricultural practices is an understudied area and 

there is also a large gap in the literature regarding these concepts (Dandona, 2013; Fatima et al., 

2017; van der Walt & de Klerk, 2014). Additional searches were done using synonyms for rural 
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agriculture that are commonly used within the industry: permaculture, edible schoolyard, 

community garden, backyard garden, backyard farm, vertical gardening, rooftop gardening, 

greenhouse gardening, hydroponic gardening, urban farms, container gardening, and small 

family farms. Using these terms helped to source for a directory of more articles that would be 

useful in sharing lived experiences of gardeners and in turn allude to the need to understand more 

thoroughly how the connection between personal spirituality is linked to satisfaction within the 

rural agricultural setting and how a current need exists to support this scientifically (Bloomberg, 

2011; Blondrage, 2009; Booker, 2012; Branch, 2012; Brinkley, 2012; Cruz & Sánchez Medina, 

2003; Dvorak & Volder, 2010; Fritsch, 2013; Jossi, 2012; Ravenscroft, Moore, Welch, & 

Hanney, 2013; Sanyé-Mengual, Anguelovski, Oliver-Solà, Montero, & Rieradevall, 2015).    

Permaculture and gardening 

     Through the search for permaculture, 519 references appeared. In searching for the term 

edible schoolyard, a valued specific practice of agriculture, only 32 references were available. 

When searching for the term community garden, results yielded 2,301 articles. The term 

backyard gardens showed 1,945 references available. Looking more specifically at the term 

backyard farm garnered 2,386 references. The practice of vertical gardening has picked up a 

following in the last couple of years; when searching for anything under this topic, it generated 

918 articles. Rooftop gardening, another area gaining much attention in small urban settings, 

yielded 933 peer-reviewed journal articles. Greenhouse gardening, a more traditional yet still 

popular way to garden, gained 987 articles found. Container gardening, a practice mainly used 

by people that live in smaller living quarters with limited outdoor space to grow, generated 715 

articles.  
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       Hydroponic gardening, a practice of growing terrestrial plants without soil using mainly 

water that is nutrient dense, is starting to gain a rather large following; this topic, when searched, 

had 136 related articles. The term urban farms yielded a significant 33,249 related peer-reviewed 

articles. Similarly, another term that generated many articles was small family farms, which 

came in at 39,553. Through these searches, the total articles available numbered 83,674. Looking 

solely at the term urban agriculture, 87,594 peer-reviewed journals were available through 

Google scholar and Proquest. When narrowing down the search to encompass a more refined 

search, the terms rural agriculture and spirituality were used, and this search resulted in 21 

relevant articles. Another more refined search was performed for the terms rural agriculture and 

life satisfaction, which resulted in 130 articles published within the past 5 years. Additionally, 

some smaller specific searching was completed to help build the robustness needed for 

supporting the theory and methodology used in this research. The term ‘generic qualitative 

inquiry’ was used and only generated 10 relevant articles with the filters in place.  

     Through this literature review, many articles were found that added value and perspective to 

the research focus of this dissertation; however, . the issue that arose was that each of the 

searched topics was a silo. From all the searches, thousands of articles were found and provided 

a firm understanding of rural agriculture, permaculture, or spirituality. However, none of the 

searches resulted in finding any articles that integrated rural agriculture and workplace 

spirituality concepts. This is where the gap in the literature exists and what this study addresses. 

After specific articles were sourced and found, to further deepen the study and source for more 

applicable current or historical information that would help support the theory, methodology, or 

study of the topics, mining through already established articles of use in the study was 

performed. Mining through the articles was performed to find the beginning of theories in 
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modern era agricultural and permaculture practices or beliefs. This method, though tedious, did 

prove to be successful in finding some additional references from credible sources that seem to 

have set the foundation of the rural permaculture and agricultural movement and industry. Some 

of the articles that were used for historical value are older than 5 years and were referenced as 

secondary resources for historical significance and value to support this study and research.  

       Permaculture and eco-farming practices also creates a connection to a larger self-awareness 

involving spirituality. Basic elements are that participants have the control to grow their own 

food and protect their own citizenship as part of the cooperative permaculture community 

(Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014). One of the key concepts that exists within permaculture 

communities is the emphasis on the lesson of learning to care for something which is 

experienced by new and seasoned permaculture practitioners. Those new to eco-farming and 

permaculture and those with experience become more empowered about their health, a legacy for 

sustainability creates affinity for natural foods, reconnection to the earth, and overall care for all 

things from self, surroundings, animals, and the world (Mason & Knowd, 2010; Stolhandske & 

Evans, 2017; Zhang & Li, 2013).       

       Permaculture training methods learned at Woodsong illustrate to members and friends of the 

cooperative how to instruct others on making healthier choices and creating a healthier lifestyle 

for themselves and their circles of support (Cornforth, 2011). In turn, this impacts members and 

friends of Woodsong personally and betters their own quality of life. This improved quality of 

life is a motivating and satisfying to members and those around them (Cornforth, 2011; 

Greenleaf et al., 2014; Okvat & Zautra, 2011).  

       The effects of permaculture practices link to larger world issues that can impact humans all 

around the world. Some of the effects are enabling communities to deal with food insecurity 
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within factors of climate change, pandemics (COVID-19), human and environmental health, 

waste management, and natural and organic management (Mason & Knowd, 2010). These larger 

scale issues just add to the social responsibility and personal lifestyle impacts that permaculture 

practitioners and the training methods involved can bring to participants. The most important 

take-away is that a spiritually healthy person is a happier person. When participants at 

Woodsong come to the eco-farm happy to be there because they feel that they are genuinely 

giving back to the greater good of their community and that they are also reaping the benefit of a 

healthier self, they tend to be more motivated and satisfied with their lives.  

       This research helps to create a foundation in understanding that a cooperative eco-farm 

based on permaculture practices is linked to motivation. Further research is needed to support 

exactly how motivational concepts are experienced within rural permaculture settings. It is 

anticipated that through the study of spirituality and permaculture design practices, motivational 

concepts will be revealed.  

Literature on the Theoretical Orientation for the Study  

     I reflected on feelings of connectedness and thought the process could be defined as the 

emotional and psychological topic of spirituality. I moved forward to inquire if data could be 

collected to better understand this phenomenon as part of the dissertation process. Although this 

research was meant to identify new themes revealed through interviews, the research project was 

not designed to identify or generate new theory. Since research does not currently exist within 

the specific parameters of this study, which is permaculture and eco-farming practices at the 

Woodsong Cooperative and the cultural and spiritual experiences of the participants, this study 

was designed to reveal a foundational understanding of the lived experience of participants.  
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       I had hoped that through this research, motivational factors would become evident so that 

they could be presented in terms of understanding why people are drawn to permaculture 

practices, eco-farming, and cooperative living. Also, I hoped to reveal parallels between the 

research and Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Because spirituality is a basic need through 

the act of self-actualization, the research looked for other connections between Maslow’s stated 

basic needs and themes that may have arisen out of the collected research (Maslow, 1943).  

       To further support the study, self-determination theory was referenced as a theory of 

motivation. Self-determination theory assesses the human desire to fulfill psychological wants 

and needs (Tumminia & Chou, 2017). Self-determination theory accentuates how the importance 

of satisfaction which includes autonomy, competence, and relativity relate directly to, or impact 

a person’s quality of life (Ryan, 2013). Using self-determination theory and the research found in 

this study, more insight was gained on understanding the motivations or links between 

connectedness, spirituality, and work-life balance. It was anticipated that these themes would 

relate or impact quality of life factors within the sample of twelve participants. Because there are 

studies that reveal that spirituality is linked with motivation, it was assumed in this project that 

themes of work-life satisfaction would also be revealed as an outcome (Mason & Knowd, 2010; 

Stolhandske & Evans, 2017; Zhang & Li, 2013). The predicted outcome of this study is to gain 

an understanding of these cultural phenomena of spirituality in rural eco-farming and 

permaculture practices and how it is connected to work-life balance. 

 An example of an intrinsic motivator within the setting of a rural agricultural, 

permaculture and eco-farming setting could be the feeling of satisfaction when observing the 

first bud on the tomato crop of the season. A rural eco-farmer and permaculture practitioner 

perhaps grew that tomato plant from seed, woke up at 5 a.m. every morning to water it, invested 
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in its growth, and cared and sheltered the plant for weeks and months until the first sign of 

flowering. This feeling of satisfaction can also accompany other feelings of perhaps 

accomplishment, happiness, pride, and excitement; all are positive emotions that can evoke an 

elated sense of self and therefore turn into a motivating factor. An example of an extrinsic 

motivator would be the profit the eco-farmer could made on a rare harvest of heirloom tomatoes.  

       Although a Woodsong member perhaps went through the same type of investment process 

as a commercial organic farmer that experienced intrinsic motivation, the motivators were 

different. One was based off an outside of self, environmental impact type of motivation to 

generate a profit and the other was based off an emotionally and spiritually driven and personally 

fulfilling type of motivation (Bénabou & Tirole, 2003). Both are relevant; one is not necessarily 

better than the other. They just come in two different types of scopes of practice. Motivation is 

key to understanding why people who choose permaculture in a rural agricultural setting pick 

that option and how their lived experiences show their personal connection and investment into 

their own cultural identity and spirituality (Ryan, 2013).  

       Understanding why something is what it is or why it seems to be what it appears to be is 

important when narrowing down shared lived experiences between a diverse sample of a 

population who all happen to fall into the same category of rural farmers that do experience 

spirituality in a particular setting. Using cross-comparison and thematic analysis revealed if there 

were commonalities that all participants experience as reasons why or how they experience 

spirituality at Woodsong. This study lays the groundwork for taking a closer look at what 

generates work-life satisfaction in participants in a rural eco-farming, permaculture agricultural 

setting. Through this study, there is an expectation that a greater understanding will be gained 

about the cultural phenomena of creating satisfied and productive people who have joined a 
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cooperative in an agricultural setting. At the very least, the study reveals the makeup and 

components that lead to a spiritually successful work life balance.  

       Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (1985) demonstrates that when people have the 

ability to make personal choices about their work-life balance there is increased interest of 

shared responsibilities, and even when the work is challenging, life feels more empowering and 

there is an increase in autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Latham, 2012; Ryan, 2013). When there is 

a higher purpose in a person’s life, it is typically a motivating factor towards satisfaction. As 

previously noted, self-determination theory accentuates how the importance of satisfaction, 

which includes autonomy, competence, and relativity, relates to and impacts a person’s quality of 

life (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan, 2013).  

Ethical Concerns Found in the Literature 

       There are some ethical concerns that I identified in the literature. From a conception 

standpoint, permaculture is a grassroots movement and has been coined as a method towards 

social justice (Tornaghi, 2014). Because there is history within permaculture with combined 

themes in social justice and grassroots movements, this researcher would like to solidify 

scientific and data-based research that gives the public a greater understanding as to why people 

connect so passionately with themes, programming, and concepts in relation to permaculture or 

even connectedness to work in more natural settings. As such, I posit that if more data-driven 

research was completed and available to the public, then it would encourage future research in 

the field. Also based on the literature, I conclude that stronger ethics and standards for practices 

within the field of permaculture design will formalize. Further, more in-depth agricultural 

concepts should be developed and studied, and this will help set the foundation for the next 

generation that looks to do further research in this field. Stronger ethics will be created as more 
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work is done in this specific field. The research must be sustainable and held in the highest 

ethical practice and regard to provide credible and useful information in the field and in society.  

       Understanding an issue or concept from the lens of the scientific perspective gives 

credibility to the practice. Therefore, the practice of looking more in depth into the cultural 

aspects and spirituality within the rural agricultural setting generates more credibility and higher 

ethical standards towards research in the field. This in turn creates a more research foundational 

based concept that scientists will be eager to follow and study, and in turn more resources will be 

given to adopt the practice of permaculture.  

       Some other ethical concerns that this study will help to address is research concerned with 

environmental ethics. Environmental ethics is the philosophy of interpreting the moral 

understanding or relationship that exists between humans, the environment, and the natural 

world. Because so much of the agricultural movement is based on the idea of social justice, 

creating more sound scientifically based research on the matter will give permaculture practices 

and design greater credibility within the spectrum of environmental ethics (Gallagher, 2012). 

Also, conducting a study in a setting like Woodsong, creates the opportunity to provide research 

in a field where little research has been completed. This will enable future researchers to have a 

road map as to the challenges and struggles that could occur in this arena of study. Having strong 

environmental ethics and transparency in this study will also motivate and encourage future 

researchers to hold this practice or standard in high regard with their future environmental 

research.  

Critique of Previous Research Methods  

     Over 185 articles were found to help support the research presented in this dissertation. Some 

of these articles are directly referenced in the literature review and some articles have laid the 
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foundation to generically support the study presented. Most of the studies that have been 

presented in the literature review have been focused on the history of permaculture design or the 

study of eco-farming, rural and urban gardening topics that directly pertain to how people 

identify workplace motivation or spirituality. Research is limited in finding results of any studies 

that look at a blend of cultural or spiritual topics within the realm of agriculture or permaculture. 

It is evident, therefore, that literature is limited in scope to this specific research topic within the 

setting of a rural eco-farming community. This reveals the gap in the literature and the need for 

future research to support further development in general progressive agricultural practices or 

more directly in rural permaculture design development. Furthermore, most of the studies that 

have been presented within the literature are limited in their study methods. This literature 

review accentuates how there is still a need for future research and development in the field.     

       Most of the studies presented are from a qualitative perspective and have small sample sizes. 

The studies are typically smaller because they are qualitative. But they are also small because 

permaculture design and practices tends to be a small-scale practice in comparison to other 

agricultural practices. The practice of permaculture also lends to support smaller subsets of the 

community. Therefore, it is common to see studies identify a smaller geographical area where a 

handful of gardens are studied in comparison with each other.  

Opposing Viewpoints and Challenges  

       Throughout the research phase of this dissertation, there was a looming underlying theme 

that seemed to exist. The theme that was presented was the seriousness and sustainability of the 

permaculture movement and its lasting impact on agriculture and the cooperative lifestyle at 

Woodsong. There was also an underlying tone of permaculture design having the reputation of 

being a fad or trend that is popular in this age but questioning if permaculture had the 
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sustainability to make a lasting impact for total change. Research shows that with pervasive 

global topics and challenges being present about issues pertaining to global warming, climate 

change, and other economic demands that permaculture design and eco-farming practices 

presents as a step in the right direction towards circumventing some of these major challenges 

occurring across the globe (Moschitz & Kueffer, 2016).  

       Some of the issues regarding sustainability with permaculture practices piggyback on issues 

of policy change and reform to environmental issues. Permaculture does have a place in politics 

with social justice and social reform. Sometimes, permaculture will also be mixed in with studies 

dealing with other current hot topics within society like health issues such as the COVID-19 

pandemic, the overdose epidemic in British Columbia, homelessness, supply chains or food 

insecurity (Dahlberg, 1991). 

       Permaculture is the practice of agricultural activities often in a more urban than rural setting. 

The need for such practices can stem from other reasons including needs or wants. Sometimes, 

permaculture design and practice may stem from a basic need for fresh produce as in areas that 

have challenging supply chains. Sometimes, permaculture can stem from a want, for instance 

wanting to build an edible schoolyard to give children a clearer understanding of how food gets 

from farm to table. Dahlberg (1991) looked closely at the impact of permaculture as a sustainable 

practice. Since that time, it has proven to be a successful yet slow process of adopting 

agricultural projects throughout the world to eradicate some of these heavy topics regarding 

challenging environmental issues.  

       Findings within the literature review show that there is an existing relationship between 

spiritual calling, work-life satisfaction, social and economic status (Neubert & Halbesleben, 

2015), but not specifically to any profession within the permaculture setting. This is where the 
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gap in the literature exists. Supporting evidence shows that motivation and spirituality within the 

workplace synthesize into one existence. There is also evidence validating positive benefits of 

working in rural agricultural settings. These positive benefits range from individual impact to 

communal effect to global influence. The greatest derivative from this research is that evidence 

does not currently show the impact of permaculture practices and spirituality and its connection 

to the rural agricultural setting. Looking at this topic from a scientific standpoint will help to 

solidify the various experiences, feelings, and thoughts of people that express a significant 

spiritual presence or harmony within the rural eco-farm setting, assuming that this feeling is in 

fact present through every subject in the sample. 

Permaculture Definition and Description 

       The definition of permaculture varies for those who utilize it because it becomes woven into 

intricate parts of living and being. Everyone views permaculture through their unique lens of 

perception. Everyone has their own way of utilizing permaculture and develops a unique 

relationship to it (Macnamara, 2012). Regardless of this variation through adaptation, the 

globally accepted definition of permaculture remains that of an ecological design method for the 

creation and maintenance of regenerative human habitats, founded in the science of ecology and 

indigenous knowledge, and following the set of guiding ethics and principles. As a design 

method, permaculture can be “applied to any facet of life,” (Macnamara, 2012, p. 2), including 

spiritual and cultural transformation (Bane, 2012, p. 21). The central concept of permaculture is 

for humanity to reduce and replace inefficient and polluting technologies with biological 

resources using holistic designs patterned after ecosystems (Holmgren, 2002, 2017) (Ferguson & 

Lovell, 2012).  
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       Ultimately, the permaculture system is one where the human role is optimized so that it 

works for the system, benefiting those involved as well as the system at large. Systems theory is 

foundational to understanding, implementing, and working with permaculture. “A system is a set 

of things –people, cells, molecules, or whatever –interconnected in such a way that they produce 

their own pattern or behavior over time” (Meadows, 2008, p.  2). Permaculture provides a set of 

tools, problem solving skills, observation skills, and ecological knowledge to help people 

“restore a healthy and productive relationship to the natural world around them” (Bane, 2012 p. 

21). This process has two important parts, relationship, and design. The relationship is grounded 

in ecology, utilizing observation of the natural world, and the design is “a positive, creative 

response to our own needs and the logic of natural systems” (Bane, 2012, p. 21). For many, 

permaculture becomes a way of life, one that encourages personal responsibility through 

utilizing creative innovation and connection to nature and community (Caraway, 2018).  

       Beyond permaculture as a way of life, it also calls for a cultural and spiritual movement, one 

that is ecologically sound and socially just (Shepard, 2013). The stories conveyed here are not 

simply that of outrageously dedicated people, they are a glimpse into the “vanguard of a 

movement that is reclaiming our land, our place, and our culture” (Hawken, 2014). This spiritual 

and cultural movement, or reclamation, is also a process of transformation and healing. 

Assuming an active role in the restoration of land can be a transformative experience for 

ourselves and our families (Shepard 2013; Stead & Stead, 2014). Permaculture requires letting 

go of the environmental movement’s aphorism of the ‘footprint’, and instead brings in an 

understanding of applied disturbance ecology (Falk, 2013). The aim of permaculture is not to 

have as minimal an impact as possible, it is to create “holistic systems that enhance quality of life 

without causing harm” (Macnamara, 2012, p. 2).  
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       Indigenous knowledge provides the foundational theory and techniques for the mutualistic 

goals of permaculture; it shows how management does not have to imply control, how caring for 

plants and animals means “establishing a deeply experiential and reciprocal relationship with 

them” (Anderson, 2005, p. 153). Permaculture asks us to let go of thinking about the human 

impact on the landscape as inherently negative, where we are constantly needing to further 

“reduce our impact,” and it teaches us to “maximize our impact,” to “acknowledge that we have 

a positive role to play” (Toensmeier and Bates, 2013, p. 178).  As a worldview, permaculture 

encourages a human-environment perspective that positions humans as ecosystem managers, 

“highlighting the potential for holistic design and management to meet human needs while 

increasing ecosystem health” (Ferguson & Lovell, 2012).  

Permaculture History and Development  

 

       Permaculture began in 1978, when Bill Mollison and David Holmgren published their book, 

Permaculture I (Mollison & Holmgren, 1981). The term came from the fusion of the subtitle of J. 

Russell Smith’s 1929 book, Tree Crops: A Permanent Agriculture (Bane, 2012). The concept 

was based on Holmgren’s earlier work in ecological design, and Mollison’s experience as a 

wildlife biologist and with the aboriginal people of Tasmania. They hypothesized “that people 

could design synergistic assemblies of plants, animals, and structures that served human needs 

but adhered to nature’s logic.” (Bane, 2012, p. 13; Mollison & Holmgren, 1981). Mollison and a 

dedicated group of teachers spent many decades following the founding of permaculture teaching 

internationally (Mollison & Jeeves, 2014). Thanks to their hard work, permaculture has spread 

across the world and there are now regional teachers and courses offered in many places 

(Ferguson & Lovell, 2012).  



50 
 

       In 2002, Holmgren published Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond Sustainability, 

a book which kindled a new surge in the popularity and growth of permaculture around the 

world. Holmgren’s book has become known for the clear, reworded set of permaculture design 

ethics and principles put forth, a welcome improvement to what Bane (2012) calls the 

“hodgepodge of good ideas, aphorisms and guides” that Mollison had written about in his most 

comprehensive manual on permaculture, Permaculture: A Designer’s Manual (Mollison, 1997; 

Mollison & Jeeves, 2014: Bane, 2012, p. 13).  

Permaculture Ethics 

       Foundational to permaculture are three ethics: “care for the earth,” “care for people,” and 

“set limits to consumption and reproduction, and redistribute surplus” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 1). 

Many have simplified the third ethic to simply “Fair Share.” The Earth Care ethic encompasses 

the notion of caring for all lifeforms that inhabit the Earth as well as natural systems and 

landscapes. It means “looking after home, place, country or territory, as understood by the 

indigenous cultures and, more recently, through the idea of bioregionalism” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 

5). It asks respect for all life, including the parts we find useful and those parts with simply 

intrinsic value. It asks for acknowledgment that humans are a part of the planet and not the 

owners of the planet (Macnamara, 2012).  

       The ethic of People Care asks the question, are we caring for ourselves and other people, and 

are we meeting those needs in a sustainable way? This ethic is a reminder that permaculture is 

ultimately about people. Permaculture is about creating a “permanent” agriculture or culture, 

which is, after all, a human interest. This ethic is about meeting our human needs in a 

regenerative and sustainable manner, starting with personal needs, and moving outward 

(Holmgren, 2002, 2017). The ethic of Fair Share promotes equality, justice, and abundance, for 



51 
 

present and future generations, or “some for all, forever” (Macnamara, 2012, p. 5). The third 

ethic can be hard to understand, let alone adopt wholeheartedly, because of the perceived 

dichotomy of limits and surplus. “However, when we rethink the term living within limits as 

living in balance with the natural world and sharing in the abundance of nature, the two ideas 

live hand in hand” (Macnamara, 2012, p. 6). Fair Share is applicable on many levels, from the 

personal to communal, and covers important yet often culturally difficult things to discuss, like 

appropriate consumption, reproduction, and redistribution of surplus. When approached with “an 

abundance attitude, rather than a scarcity mentality” these topics become much more 

approachable (Macnamara, 2012, p. 6). The permaculture design course through Earth Activist 

Training refers to this ethic as “care for the future.” This wording has not been adopted by the 

permaculture community at large, but it resonates with me. It brings the essence of the original 

third ethic into a “seven generations” way of thinking of the Iroquois people, giving this ethic a 

more accessible and comprehensive feel.  

Permaculture Principles 

       Permaculture principles are guidelines for designing, and they are conceptual tools to help in 

the “ethical adaptation to ecological realities” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 10). They are tools for the 

permaculture design process and are also helpful in the “art of living” (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014). 

The principles hold simple, yet profound messages designed to stimulate creative and ecological 

thinking. The following twelve permaculture principles draw mainly from Holmgren’s re-

worked set of principles, which has currently been adopted by the global permaculture 

community (2002, 2017).  

1. Observation and Interaction  
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       Observation brings some understanding of what is needed, of where we are, what effect 

changes are having, and how everyone is feeling (Macnamara, 2012). It increases the potential 

for utilizing the three permaculture ethical principles with the design process and with life in 

general (Holmgren, 2002, 2017). Effective observation in permaculture is commonly referred to 

as protracted and thoughtful observation (Dunnigan and Dolman, 2019). This principle helps 

remind us that when interactions, or simply actions, are based first on good observation, they will 

give rise to “out of the box thinking” and “made to-fit-solutions” (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014 p. 17).      

       There is no one-solution-fits-all in permaculture practice. Remaining observant and feeding 

our natural sense of wonder and respect for the unknown brings about important opportunities to 

weave working ecosystems into permaculture design (Hill, 2005). For some, there is a 

romanticized vision of the ultimate permaculture food system, which can be found in some of 

Mollison’s early publications–a lush garden that appears to not need human management at its 

mature stage, with a truly lazy gardener leisurely relaxing in a hammock, eating fruits and nuts 

(Toensmeier and Bates, 2013; Mollison & Jeeves, 2014). Yet, permaculture systems require 

human input and interaction throughout their succession, and the human role should be to “hold 

the rudder and help steer nature in a direction of delightful abundance and elegant complexity” 

(Toensmeier and Bates, 2013, p. 181). 

 2. Catch and store energy  

       Energy cycling, both in an ecological sense on the landscape, in a personal and social sense, 

is imperative in permaculture design. Thinking in terms of source, savings, and investment with 

building natural, personal, and social capital is another way to understand this principle (Stead & 

Stead, 2014; Holmgren, 2017). Identifying the sources, sinks, and storage elements for energy 
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cycling patterns is the first step towards understanding how to catch and store energy over the 

long and short term.  

       Designing and working with systems that collect resources during peak abundance for use in 

times of need is important. An example of this principle in practice is making solar dried apple 

slices with the last hot sunny days before winter. An example of cycling stored spent energy is 

composting scrap food and weeds. On a personal level, practicing meditation can also be a way 

to cycle spent energy and bring clarity and renewal in a personal way (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014). 

Building up and maintaining systems of energy, of natural and spiritual capital, is the foundation 

for genuine sustainability (Stead & Stead, 2014).  

3. Obtain a yield  

       Organisms in any environment survive by obtaining a yield (Holmgren, 2002). Yields are 

only limited by human imagination and information (Mollison & Jeeves, 2014; Macnamara, 

2012). Experienced permaculture practitioners, teachers, and authors, Toensmeier and Bates 

(2013) explain together that in their experience this powerful statement is true, and they add 

“Our experience reinforces this idea and refutes the notion of scarcity” (Toensmeier & Bates, 

2013, p. 22). Yields come in many forms, a nutritious and delicious meal, or an abundant garden 

harvest: “Job satisfaction, play, fun, friendship, growth and learning can all be valued as yields 

as well as more tangible ones such as money, time saved and materials gain” (Macnamara, 2012, 

p. 21).  

4. Apply self-regulation and accept feedback  

       The ramifications of the global economy can be out of sight, making it difficult to accept 

feedback and modify or regulate technique and behaviour. Scale is an important thing to consider 

when designing permaculture systems; the larger the system, the more complex the feedback and 
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regulation elements become (Macnamara, 2012). This principle has to do with regulating growth, 

behavior, and interaction through accepting feedback regarding short-term and long-term actions. 

It is about managing relationships, about making modifications to what is not enhancing or 

supporting in the functioning of a permaculture system (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014). For example, 

there are many points of adjustment in the permaculture garden, such as harvest timing, animal 

rotation patterns, and managing fertility cycles. There are also points of adjustment for social and 

personal systems, such as learning to give good feedback and to hear it without feeling criticized, 

to utilizing honesty and clarity, and giving and receiving appreciation (Macnamara, 2012).  

5. Use and value renewable resources and services  

       Using and valuing renewable resources and services is all about working with living 

ecological systems and not against them. This principle helps inform solutions like utilizing the 

living biological service from a tree to provide shade, as opposed to cutting down a tree to make 

lumber, to then build a shade structure. Expanding awareness of the services that are provided 

through natural systems, as well as the “goods we are accustomed to talking about” is an 

important first step for this principle (Bane, 2012, p. 33). In addition, biological intelligence is 

the natural resource library, and it is important to preserve and protect this informative resource 

(Dunnigan & Dolman, 2019). As humans, we are renewable resources ourselves and we can 

choose to put our energy to good use as well (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014). Utilizing living biological 

systems is always preferable to using renewable resources and alternative technologies, although 

these do have a place in many permaculture designs. For instance, “a solar panel, wind turbine or 

green building offers diminishing yields over time, whereas a nut tree’s output actually increases, 

for at least the first century or two of its lifetime” (Falk, 2013, p. 16).  

6. Produce less waste  
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       Waste is an unused by-product, an energetic leak, or inefficiency, something that cannot be 

digested by a system, and is an outcome of a poor design. A good permaculture design will 

return its yields on site or within the bioregion (Dunnigan, Dolman, 2019). Matching the yields 

and surpluses of each element with the needs of another element creates a well-organized and 

waste-free system. The most common permaculture example of this principle is with the instance 

of having a problem with too many slugs in a garden, which can instead be viewed as an 

opportunity to carefully integrate ducks, through using proper timing with slug lifecycles and 

garden stages, to not create more problems (Bane, 2012). Overall, this principle pulls together 

ideas of frugality and careful maintenance, concerns about pollution and toxins, and the idea that 

waste can be a resource and an opportunity (Holmgren, 2002, 2017).  

7. Designing from patterns and evolving to details  

       Designing from patterns to evolving to details creates an opportunity to step back and look at 

the big picture, or the reality of a situation. “An object seen in isolation from the whole is not the 

real thing” (Fukuoka, 1978: 26). The first step to this principle is building pattern literacy. Living 

biological systems are composed of a small number of interlocking patterns that manifest in 

infinite forms and repeat at levels from the tiniest atomic level all the way up to watersheds and 

even galaxies (Macnamara, 2012). Asking what the natural pattern is for a particular function or 

problem can be helpful in designing a good permaculture system (Fukuoka, 1978: 16). For 

instance, the pattern of veins on a leaf is an example of an effective transport pattern, where 

nutrients from the tree flow outward and sugar from photosynthesis flow inward. This type of 

pattern can be helpful to consider when planning out the space of a garden, with people moving 

around harvesting out crops and bringing in compost.  

8. Integration versus segregation  
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       The principle of integrate rather than segregate includes three other original permaculture 

principles that were combined when Holmgren simplified them in his 2002 book. The first 

contributing principle is each element performs many functions, and the second is each important 

function is supported by many elements, often summarized together as stacking functions. The 

third contributing principle is the idea of relative location, which is used as a way to plan the 

position of elements to benefit the overall functioning of the permaculture system or landscape 

(Law, 2013). For instance, when designing a shade area for an outdoor space, planting a fruiting 

tree that will provide not only shade, but also fruit and wood from pruning for barbequed meals. 

In addition to the important functions of shade, food and wood should also be available from 

other sources as a backup. The relative location of this gathering space would need to be placed 

so that it benefits the overall functioning of all the elements involved, including a good place for 

people and the tree (Law, 2013). Overall, this principle touches on the core of permaculture with 

its emphasis on relationship. Permaculture designs must work with integrated systems that 

“harmonize with the natural and cultural process at work” (Bane, 2012, p. 35).  

9. Use small and slow solutions  

       It is evident all around us that “small is beautiful” and “slow is sane” (Holmgren, 2002, p. 

200). This principle encourages working at the local-human scale, in an intimate and familiar 

way that promotes steady progress with low risk. Working in this way brings important 

opportunities to understand how to build permaculture systems that enhance our quality of life 

(Bane , 2012). For instance, deciding to plant an orchard requires a lot of effort and resources, 

and utilizing this principle can bring about solutions like planting a few trees a year using a 

shovel and compost, while the alternative could include heavy equipment and trucking in 
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amendments. Planting slowly can provide opportunities for observing over time and will help 

improve modifications to the plan and design as it unfolds.  

10. Use and value diversity  

       Diversity comes in many forms. On an ecological level, diversity can be found in the 

biodiversity of different species, genetic diversity of one species, and the successional diversity 

of an ecosystem over time. On the human and social level, diversity is reflected in culture, 

aesthetics, and spirituality, personal life changes and stages, and inter-personal relationships and 

group dynamics (Stead & Stead, 2014). Learning to value diversity in all these forms and work 

with it is an essential part of permaculture design and lifestyle. Overall, ecological diversity has 

been shown to reduce vulnerability and maintain stability, and it is one of the major factors in 

how well a system evolves and adapts to change (Birnbaum & Fox, 2014) For instance in a 

monocrop system there is an increased risk with pests and diseases, and in a polyculture system 

there is more resiliency (Holmgren, 2002, p. 203). As sustainable systems mature, they become 

more diverse over time. It is important to note that it is the number of functional connections 

between species, rather than the number of species, which makes for stability (Birnbaum & Fox, 

2014).  

11. Use edges and value the marginal  

       Using edges and valuing the marginal is an invitation to increase diversity, create 

opportunities, and to keep an open mind. Edges are places where one distinct area meets another, 

creating a boundary between them that can appear gradual, as its own ecotone like an estuary, or 

as a more abrupt line like the edge of a lake. These areas are known for their increased diversity, 

activity and productivity. On a personal level, when we are at the edge of our comfort zone we 

tend to learn the most (Macnamara, 2012). Maintaining awareness of edges and margins at all 
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scales, in all systems, is important. The largest physical edge we encounter daily is that of the 

soil, where the land meets the air, which is arguably the most important edge when it comes to 

all terrestrial life (Holmgren, 2017).  

12. Creatively use and respond to change  

       The idea behind this principle has to do with responding to change and constraints in a way 

that is opportunistic and solution oriented. Two common sayings in permaculture are: “the 

problem is the solution” and “focus on turning constraints into opportunities” (Holmgren, 2017, 

p. 22). Good permaculture design will utilize changes deliberately and cooperatively and respond 

and adapt to changes beyond our sphere of influence (Holmgren, 2017). This principle is also 

about the life-long journey of guiding the systems we create, repair, and expand, through a 

process of refinement over time (Bane, 2012). Creating resiliency in a system is about durability 

and flexibility. A functioning and durable permaculture system is dependent on “flexibility and 

change,” and is more like the dynamic stability of riding a bike, rather than the solid stability of a 

concrete slab (Holmgren, 2002, p. 239-242). “We cannot know what forces may next disrupt the 

landscapes and communities we inhabit, but if we have done our work, we will have the reserves 

of energy, capacity, and insight to respond appropriately when those changes come” (Bane, 

2012, p. 40).  

       The three ethics and twelve principles work together to help design insightful permaculture 

systems that can be applied on any scale of the human spectrum and incorporated into any place 

and culture, guiding a creative and observant process that is ethical and solution-oriented. 

Though we see destruction everywhere, it is not inevitable. People can have a role in creating 

solutions that are mutually beneficial. Permaculture, as a part of the massive sustainability 

movement, can help us break through the “spell of apathy” (Macy & Johnstone, 2012) many 
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have acquired from living in the midst of destruction, and face the issues of our time, while 

creating spaces we love to live in. Permaculture invites people to be a solution, and not a 

problem, in the world (Macnamara, 2012). The site stories and thematic analysis of this thesis 

capture how people can use permaculture design to establish a relationship with the natural world 

around them, and how people can have a role as a contributor and a healer of disrupted 

ecological and social systems. They offer an example of how permaculture design can contribute 

to local community, education, and business. These stories are not utopic; they are a realistic 

view into what a developing permaculture system looks like around the home setting. 

Synthesis of the Thematic portion of the Literature Review  

       The literature review revealed that much research has been done from a qualitative 

perspective on the cultural, spiritual, and psychological concepts in rural agricultural and 

permaculture related areas. This review indicated that quantitative research has been completed 

in the fields of permaculture practices, eco-farming and spirituality. My study, alternatively, was 

qualitative in nature in its examination of how a rural agricultural site, specifically a cooperative 

eco-farm situated in the North Thompson Okanagan valley, experience culture, work-life balance 

and spirituality.     

       One survey-based study used a Tranquillity Rating Prediction Tool (TRAPT) to measure the 

tranquility that a person experiences within an open green space (Watts, Miah, & Pheasant, 

2013). Findings showed that the feeling of relaxation was closely related to perceived tranquility 

felt by participants of the study (Watts, Miah, & Pheasant, 2013). This relates to this study 

because it establishes that within green spaces, which rural agricultural sites are, feelings of 

tranquility or peacefulness are commonplace.  
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       It also reveals that both areas, cultural and spiritual experiences or permaculture design and 

practices, are two popular areas of study. The studies mentioned throughout the literature review 

also revealed that no research currently exists that looks at the industrial and organizational 

psychological concept of workplace spirituality in conjunction with the practice of permaculture. 

This is where the gap in the literature exists and that is where future research is needed. This 

dissertation also helps to close this gap and encourages further studies in the field that link 

permaculture design, eco-farming, spirituality, and psychological studies, specifically dealing 

with the concept of experiencing spirituality, in a rural agricultural setting.  

       The last article reviewed states clear findings of the connection between nature and 

spirituality (Von Glahn, 2016). Looking more closely at this study on religion, spirituality, and 

gardening helps to directly build the foundation that this research rested upon. This study shows 

a direct connection between nature and spirituality. Knowing that a rural eco-farm can be a part 

of nature and questioning how people that choose to farm in a cooperative setting experience 

their own spirituality is the next step in understanding this connection (Caraway, 2018). The 

need for understanding how people who choose permaculture practices in their agricultural 

experience and feelings of spirituality is present. Finding out why and how people experience 

these feelings of spirituality can be gathered and shared to give an explanation of the further 

health and well-being benefits that are offered by working together in a cooperative setting like 

Woodsong or in a variety of settings that improve connection to agricultural practices and work-

life balance. These findings can encourage more growth and development of opportunities in 

rural agricultural sectors.  

       After synthesizing the findings from this literature review, the bottom line is that this 

research will further the field of industrial and organizational psychology, specifically workplace 



61 
 

spirituality, and also the field of study within the urban agricultural setting. Blending these two 

concepts of the experience of workplace spirituality and permaculture my study lays the 

groundwork so that other scholar-practitioners may provide more comprehensive analysis in the 

field from either the qualitative, quantitative, or mixed method form.   
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods 
 

 

 In explaining the methodology and methods, I first return to the central research 

questions: How do people describe their spiritual experiences with integrating permaculture 

design in their lives? What spiritual and cultural perspectives do they have to offer to the 

permaculture movement through their experiences? 

       Together, self-determination theory and case study mini-ethnographic qualitative inquiry (as 

a methodology) are used because self-determination theory relies heavily on the lived 

experiences of the individual (autonomy, competence, and the ability to relate). These feelings of 

lived experiences directly impact a person's quality of life (Ryan, 2013). Further, self-

determination theory uses both intrinsic and extrinsic motivators. These motivators give value, 

meaning, and depth to the understanding of the experience of the individual. In other words, it 

describes how members of rural permaculture and agricultural work-life setting experience 

spirituality.   

Methodology 

       This study broadly explored how Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative attempts to become 

spiritually and culturally responsive as a permaculture entity. More specifically, I sought to 

understand how the owners, friends, and members of the cooperative utilize permaculture 

practices as they pursue becoming culturally and spiritually responsive. To conduct this research, 

I have already established a relationship with the owner and creator of the Woodsong 

cooperative.  

       A qualitative research approach allowed for emphasis to be placed on the ways in which the 

Woodsong Eco-farm cooperative leaders and members envisioned permaculture practices 

through spiritual, cultural, and ecologically sustainable ways and understood it as part of their 
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agricultural practice. Through qualitative methods, I anticipated being able to unearth and 

interpret Woodsong leaders and members’ experiences regarding permaculture practices within 

the complexities of a sociocultural and spiritually focused system in the coming months. There 

are vital aspects of a qualitative strategy that were necessary for this study. Creswell (2009) lists 

five essential features of qualitative research: (a) developing an understanding of the natural 

setting or context, (b) being an active participant in gathering data, (c) gathering multiple sources 

of data, (d) practicing an inductive approach, and (e) allowing for flexibility in the research 

design.  

Double Dutch Methodology, Reframing the Role as a Participant Observer 

       Initially, I set out to complete this dissertation study as a case study and did not see a role as 

a direct participant in the work of Woodsong evolving. Although previously connected to the 

owner casually through spiritual and mental health care connections in Kamloops and through 

participating with a spiritual care team at Thompson Rivers University, I am an outsider. There 

are expectations of members and friends of Woodsong who have not yet had to implement the 

education and training expectations for membership in Woodsong, such as a Permaculture 

Design course or Non-Violent communications course. 

       Originally, I had not expected to play a role in participating as a cooperative member. In 

approaching the owner, members, and friends of Woodsong about this study and taking tours of 

Woodsong, it was unavoidable not to be recognized. Attending introductory courses on 

permaculture development and planning for the cooperative, some within the Woodsong 

community were beginning to ask me as the researcher to become a member.  Greetings of  
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expressions of familiarity or members asking, "Are you going to be joining us to grow things on? 

the farm?" were common. I gave explanations that a research project at Woodsong was in the 

planning phase, and then heads nod in acknowledgement.   

        After several meetings with the owner at Woodsong, a deeper dive into the structure of  

the cooperative and permaculture practices based on spiritual and cultural concepts occurred 

because "they are doing the culturally and spiritually responsive work." (Winter, 2020). Some of 

the members were asked if they would agree to be participants in this study. Learning more 

about the work-life balance would prove interesting, particularly from the perspective of new 

members planting crops for the first time and harvesting their first season of fruits, vegetables, 

and berries at the farm. The progress of the spiritual and culturally responsive work at the farm 

was of particular interest. 

       Before realizing it, the methodological approach had been tweaked. It was not a conscious 

decision, and there was no foresight to plan any participant observation in this project. However, 

it was a role change that forced a re-think of positionality, the role in the work at Woodsong, 

reciprocity, and the future researcher role in this experiment. 

       Even though no consideration was given to participant observation in the original inception 

of this study, Green's (2014) Double Dutch Methodology (DDM), provides a framework for  

reflecting on and analyzing potential participation with Woodsong as part of the dissertation 

research.  There are three major components to DDM: "exploring researcher positionality, 

establishing theoretical standpoints, and developing an ability to engage in a contextually 

stylized and improvisational method of participant observation" (p. 158).  

       Double Dutch Methodology emphasizes the tensions of being a participant who must jump 

in and out of a particular context while playing various roles. Although it is not intentional to 
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become a participating group member at Woodsong, curiosity has led to the possibility of taking 

on more roles and responsibility throughout the research process participation. Although there is 

hesitation to participate, this situation has led to questioning positionality as a researcher. 

 It is essential to understand it was a choice to enter the context as a participant-observer. 

Green (2014) aptly characterized the process through her metaphor of Double Dutch in the 

following way. As a participant-observer, the researcher is 'jumping' into the phenomenon of 

something existing, an ongoing slice of reality. The Double Dutch game is that reality box, a 

research phenomenon that a researcher may decide to become involved and not just stand outside 

the action. The researcher becomes "part of the action and has to decide when and how to jump 

into what, at times, is a frenzy of activity" (Green, 2014, p. 157).   

       The phenomenon of this study is the Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative, and it is not merely 

attending meetings, walkabouts through the fields, harvesting of vegetables and observing the 

process. As the researcher, there comes the point where a decision needs to take place to either 

become a participant or remain on the sidelines, never jumping into the work.  

 Stake (2005) states, "Observations work the researcher toward a greater understanding of  

the case" (p. 60). To gain a complete picture of the case, the researcher conducted observations 

on-site at Woodsong with participants who will be part of the study. I developed an observation 

protocol using elements from culturally and spiritually responsive literature to determine the 

aspects of the observation. If this approach was limiting, a switch to taking highly descriptive 

field notes occurred (Merriam, 2002). In this case, interactions were recorded at Woodsong, with 

the focus ranging from a narrow angle specifically between members and a wider angle 

observing the entire space. Observations guided the generation of questions for a second 

interview. It was planned for each observation to last a minimum of 60 to 90 minutes. 
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Mini-Ethnographic Case Study   

      A qualitative case study is a way to share such stories, mixing interviews and observations to 

create a narrative description of the sites and participants while highlighting prominent themes. I 

have utilized a constructivist paradigm, a case study methodology, qualitative data collection 

with interviews and direct observation, a thematic data analysis, and a thematic reporting 

structure combined with a narrative story format. The philosophical paradigm of constructivism 

supports this kind of study and information because it emphasizes the social construction of 

reality, allowing an understanding of the participants’ views and actions (Baxter and Jack, 2008, 

p. 545).  

 A case study offers a way to study locations and people in a holistic way while preserving 

subtleties and details of individual stories, retaining personal and authentic voice, exploring 

process, outcomes and reflections, all within the specific context of each setting and situation 

(Baxter and Jack, 2008). Case study methodology addresses “how” and “why” type questions 

and works well with a variety of data sources and allows for the “exploration and insight of 

individual stories, relationships and communities” (Baxter and Jack, 2008, p. 545). The 

connections I have with the permaculture community, of which I consider myself to be a part, 

have provided ample access to participants and sites. Sharing their knowledge and experiences to 

spread practical knowledge for a sustainable future is important in the permaculture community. 

The participants all seemed to enjoy our time together and no one experienced difficulties or 

adverse effects.  

       A case study explores an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

(the case) in-depth and within its real-world context when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context may not be apparent or evident (Yin, 2018).  Merriam (1998) presents case studies as 
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ideal for educational inquiries: “A case study design is employed to understand the situation and 

meaning for those involved. The interest is in the process rather than outcomes, context rather 

than a specific variable, discovery rather than confirmation.  Insights gleaned from case studies 

can directly influence policy, practice, and future research” (p. 19).  

       This study aligns well with Merriam's description because, as I sought to understand better 

how members of Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative understand and engage in permaculture 

practices that are also constructed on spiritually and culturally responsive practices. The 

phenomenon is Woodsong’s approach to incorporate and engage in spiritually and culturally 

responsive permaculture practices. The case study is bound by intentionally focusing on a single 

case of one Eco-farm cooperative. Although many Woodsong participants live in other 

communities across B.C. and come to Woodsong to participate but not live, they remain part of 

one entity that encompasses a group with shared culture, objectives, and goals (Goldring & Sims, 

2005). 

       Ethnography is derived from anthropology and is particularly helpful when attempting to 

understand an organization's behaviour by learning about the beliefs and attitudes on a macro 

level within a group (Fusch, Fusch, & Ness, 2017). A mini-ethnography or a focused 

ethnography is employed to concentrate on a narrow area of inquiry (Fusch et al., 2017; White,  

2009). For example, mini ethnographies occur during shorter periods than more traditional 

ethnographies (Alfonso, Nickelson, & Cohen, 2012; White, 2009). The decision to merge two 

designs "uses data collection methods from both designs yet bounds the research in time and  

space” (Fusch et al., 2017, p. 926). Through previous work in spiritual care and mental health  

care in Kamloops, I came to understand some individuals' beliefs within the cooperative as well 

as the overall changing phenomena as the Woodsong Cooperative membership attempts to put 
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spiritually and culturally responsive initiatives in place within the overall permaculture initiative. 

The previous relationships I formed lent themselves to ethnographic methods as they navigate 

multiple research data collection methods, such as interviews and direct observation, which may 

later shift to participant observation.   

        With the qualitative research that guided the design of his study, and more precisely a mini-

ethnographic case study approach, a case study offers a way to study locations and people in a 

holistic way while preserving subtleties and details of individual stories, retaining personal and 

authentic voice, exploring process, outcomes, and reflections, all within the specific context of 

each setting and situation (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Utilizing a case study as a methodology 

answers “how” and “why” type questions and works well with a variety of data sources and 

allows for the exploration and insight of individual stories, relationships, and communities 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008). The connections I have with the Woodsong community provided ample 

access to participants. Sharing their knowledge and experiences to spread practical knowledge 

for a sustainable future is essential in the permaculture community. 

       In conducting a qualitative case study, I explored how Woodsong Eco-Farm is attempting to 

impart permaculture practices that are spiritually and culturally responsive to the landscapes in 

the South Thompson watershed rural Kamloops. The qualitative research methodology permitted 

an inductive approach and allowed for the focus on specific situations and people, such as 

described by Maxwell (2013).  

Data Collection Site: Woodsong Eco-Farm 

               Woodsong is a 165-acre property located in the South Thompson watershed of Monte 

Creek, a 35-45 minute drive from Kamloops, BC. Woodsong was conceptualized in 2015 and 

created in 2019. It was purchased by the owner who participated in this project. Currently there 
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are seven current members at Woodsong. It is a place for those who desire to participate in a 

spiritually and culturally regenerating movement.  One vision is looking beyond the destructive 

trajectory society is headed in, and the members and friends of Woodsong have decided to take 

an active part in protecting the earth by living the change. 

 Cea Winter purchased the land and is the ‘owner’ and creator of the cooperative. As it is 

new this year, there is a period of time that is anticipated to ‘buy-in’ to the cooperative concept. 

Members have been accepted by application, then choose an option to pay to lease land or to pay 

to be part of a housing option WELL into the future.  There is a buy-in option for the building of 

housing.  

       Members and friends are invited to become part of this community, fully alive and aware, at 

this pivotal point of global crises, including a pandemic. "We need to be making real concrete 

shifts away from the status quo of unsustainable development, environmental degradation and 

social isolation, towards a sustainable way of living" (Woodsong, 2020).  As a community the 

goal is to enjoy a life by sustaining climate and personal, spiritual, cultural, global health and 

sustainability. 

       The co-operative is structured to benefit members and provide organizational structure, 

access to affordable housing and land, a community food forest and eventually recreational 

amenities will include ponds pools, pergola, sauna, clay oven, trails, and a sweat lodge.  It will 

provide infrastructure for production, and include bulk buying power for seeds, plants, tools and 

equipment, and labour, with shared costs for marketing (Woodsong, 2020). 

       To provide sustainable financing and to offset member expenses, Woodsong plans to operate 

as a guest ranch with bed and breakfast options. Eventually, a rustic ranch will provide guest 

lodging for members to offer to nurture health spa's that are earth-based, artisan and agricultural 
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goods, workshops, wilderness camps, retreats educational experiences and profound spiritual 

practices (Woodsong, 2020). 

                   Woodsong's purpose is to become a place where people can experience the pristine natural 

beauty of the Monte Creek watershed in rural Kamloops. There are niche eco-products such as 

grain, fruit, nut, berry and vegetable crops, animals, gardens, artisanry, trails and nature 

sanctuary. Woodsong also endeavours to become a demonstration of earth-friendly systems 

designed in a practical way. It will be a place to learn about permaculture, food production, 

sustainable energy systems, natural buildings, and for those members who may choose 

intentional living culture.  The hope is the community will be a sharing experience, for music, 

art, painting, writing, spiritual and seasonal celebrations, mindful movement such as Yoga, as 

well as enjoy Woodsong produce, wellness, spiritual and artisan and offerings.  

 The physical space at Woodsong supports members' experiences of spirituality. 

“Spirituality is of life” (Caitlin, 2006, p. 37). The surroundings created on rural eco-farms are 

green spaces, which are highly preferred and valued by the participants (Ulrich, 1986). As a 

general trend, researchers continually demonstrate that green spaces integrated within an hour’s 

drive can benefit both urban and rural communities (Lambin, 2012).   

       Gardening, one of the primary activities at Woodsong, fosters an awareness of natural cycles 

of life (Caitlin, 2006; Haller & Kramer, 2006).  By situating a spiritual community within a 

permaculture space, encouraging the development of meaningful relationships among 

community members and engaging community members in a variety of eco-farming activities, 

Woodsong is a space conducive to individual community members’ spiritual development.     

         Woodsong’s approach to agriculture is as a small-scale endeavour, eschewing the use of 

"industrial" methods like constant reliance on fossil-fuel driven machinery and synthetic 
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chemical inputs. Conventional agriculture utilizes unsustainable practices that contribute to 

environmental problems, including excessive use of fossil fuels, pollution, and loss of diversity 

(Gore, 1992; Heinberg, 2005; Singer & Mason, 2006). Members of Woodsong expressed 

attitudes that echoed those of authors and activists concerned with ecological sustainability 

called for a thorough examination and revolution of farming practices to address the pervasive 

problems of environmental degradation associated with mainstream agriculture.   

Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative served as the site for this case study.  

 Choosing Woodsong as the site for this case study was deliberate because of its strategic  

goal to become more spiritually and culturally responsive to permaculture practices within an  

eco-farming cooperative.  The first participant for the study was the owner. As the leader of  

Woodsong, it was necessary to include the person who has been and continues to be instrumental 

in creating the cooperative's vision and strategic goals.  I interviewed her to gain a better 

understanding of Woodsong goals and the plan set in place to achieve them. Also, the owner 

serves as the gatekeeper, or the individual who approves membership in the cooperative and any 

research that may occur and allows access to the setting and possible participants (Creswell, 

2009). The next step was to secure members or principals to participate in the study. One 

criterion for selecting principals was that they have been friends or members of the Woodsong  

Cooperative over the previous six months. 

Sample 

    Woodsong is comprised of approximately 25 members. One crucial way qualitative methods 

differ from quantitative methods is through purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002).  

Purposive sampling refers to the deliberate selection of particular people or settings to gain 

information relevant to the research questions or goals of the study (Maxwell, 2013). 
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Members and friends of Woodsong were invited to participate in this research. Participants 

meeting the criteria for inclusion were informed about the opportunity to participate through 

direct personal interaction or by ZOOM © and were given a Research Participant Information 

Letter.  Interested candidates were provided with a Consent Form so each participant could make 

an informed decision to participate.      

 I defined the boundaries of this study to reflect rural permaculture in the Interior of 

British Columbia Shuswap/North Thompson bioregion. Permaculture can be intuitive, and many 

people utilize it with or without training. I chose to limit participants to those specifically 

practicing permaculture at the Woodsong Eco-farming site who have completed at least one 

Permaculture Design Course. This encompasses many levels of expertise, from the novice 

hobbyist to the expert teacher. The permaculture design certificate course is considered the 

baseline of knowledge in the permaculture field. A specific set of criteria for the course is 

defined by the Permaculture Institute. This is an important criterion because I am interested in 

the possibility for feedback specifically relevant to the permaculture community.  

 Currently six of the participants plan to eventually live on-site and have had a leading 

role in the design and implementation phases and are at least one year into the permaculture 

process and development of Woodsong. The minimum one year time criteria was chosen so that 

the interviews would convey the depth and perspective needed to fully answer the questions 

proposed. Otherwise, there was diversity among the other elements of Woodsong, especially 

regarding the cooperative aspect that results in a variety of choices for land size, location, type, 

potential business, and educational developments.  

     The decision to have twelve participants and one site was entirely based on my personal 

ability to travel and manage the collected data during a pandemic. Cases are chosen on a 
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pragmatic and theoretical basis (O’Leary 2004). Connections to the participants were made 

primarily through the owner and creator of Woodsong Cooperative Eco-farm, a colleague from 

my spiritual care practice in Kamloops, B.C. I attended Woodsong workshops as a participant 

with the intention of utilizing the gathering for its beneficial networking opportunities. The site 

at Woodsong and participants were selected based on their participation as a visitor, friend, or 

member of Woodsong and based on their individual availability.  

              The study was limited to adults (age 18 or older). Five friends of Woodsong and seven  

members of Woodsong agreed to be interviewed.  I did not have direct access to the entire 

membership in my role as researcher. Friends and interested individuals find Woodsong through 

the eco-farm’s website and follow up email correspondence with the owner. Prospective 

members and friends submit materials such as an application form, personal statements and 

accomplishments to describe why they are interested in Woodsong, have conversational 

interviews with the owner and other members. They are then selected by those who are already 

members or friends with the owner in a variety of roles.   

         I defined the boundaries of this case to reflect permaculture, spiritual, and cultural practices 

at Woodsong Eco-farm in rural Kamloops, BC. Permaculture can be intuitive, and many people 

utilize it with or without training. I chose to limit participants to those specifically participating 

as members or friends of Woodsong Eco-Farm Cooperative. Most participants had completed a 

Permaculture Design Course and a Non-violent communications course. This encompassed a 

broad range of expertise, from the novice permaculture hobbyist to the certified teacher.  

       In addition, participants are involved in the design and implementation of the structures and 

fields and are at least three years into the permaculture process. This amount of time  
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was chosen so that the interviews would convey the depth and perspective needed to fully 

answer the interview questions.  

       I anticipated interviewing eight to ten participants at Woodsong based on my ability to visit 

the site during a global pandemic, availability of members and friends and my ability to manage 

the collected data and was successful in interviewing twelve participants. The site and 

participants were not randomly selected; the participants all expressed interest in this research.  I 

would describe the sample as diverse in terms of class, ethnicity, and spirituality. 

Data Collection 

Interviews and Site Walks  

       Interviews took place at Woodsong eco-farm cooperative. The research results are a 

collection of narratives and a presentation of themes. The narrative stories are not utopic; the 

results are realistic views of what a developing permaculture system looks like in a rural 

cooperative setting. The research looked into important concepts of permaculture theory and 

design in the context of spiritual and cultural practices, and attempted to offer an inspiring set of 

stories and advice relevant to the permaculture movement at large, to the Kamloops and Monte 

Creek, South Thompson region of B.C., and to those working towards a more sustainable way of 

life. I sought answers to questions and stories on how the participants describe their experience 

with integrating permaculture design around their spiritual and cultural practices, and what 

perspectives do they have to offer to the permaculture movement locally and at large? (Please 

see Appendix A: Participant Questions). 

  ZOOM© offers researchers a novel interview method to collect qualitative data (Deakin 

& Wakefield, 2013).  A digital recorder was used to record all the participants interviewed who 

sign a consent form for such. The digital recorder has a built-in microphone that promotes high-
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quality audio and suppressed unwanted noise. Using a digital recorder supports the ability to 

preserve and transcribe the interviews verbatim for the data analysis process and will involve 

taking handwritten notes and transcribing the recordings into textual data.  

       I made special arrangements to meet the participants at Woodsong Eco-Farm or by ZOOM© 

for an audio-recorded interview and virtual tour, or on-site, an in-person tour, where photos were 

be taken, and notes written down with observations. The interviews lasted thirty to ninety 

minutes, and the site tours, either virtually or in-person, lasted approximately thirty minutes to an 

hour.  

 Observations and interview data were gathered in various outdoor spaces but not inside 

any structures due to the current global pandemic requiring social distancing measures.  In order 

to permit a flexible approach during this time, each participant decided where they were most 

comfortable being interviewed, in open spaces outdoors or on ZOOM ©.    

 Following the visits, notes were jotted down of initial thoughts and reactions. For each 

interview, I attempted to develop a flow of conversation that was comfortable and natural to the 

participant. The interviews unfolded easily and effortlessly, beginning with a series of questions 

and answers. The same points of information were sought out regardless of how the interview 

unfolded.  All questions were always be answered fully, depending on how relevant the question 

may be to the participant.   

        Interviews function as a vehicle to understand others' experiences and how people make 

sense of their experiences (Maxwell, 2013; Seidman, 2006). As an entity, Woodsong is 

comprised of various participants functioning within different areas of influence but working 

toward the same goal. I used semi-structured interviews; guided questions/issues to be explored, 

and I was flexible based on participants' responses (Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). The 
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interviews served as the main path to explore their perceptions of permaculture initiatives and 

how participants understood the organizational practices regarding permaculture within a 

spiritual and cultural framework.  

Thematic Data Analysis 

     A thematic data analysis was used to determine embedded and emergent themes. Themes 

have been created using responses from many interview questions, as well as elements, 

experiences, relationships, and phenomena that appeared in multiple interviews (Manen, 1990). 

Site observations and photographs have been drawn on to support these themes. They provide 

the foundation for the research findings and may offer insights to relevant best practices in the 

field (Morley et al., 2011). This kind of research and data analysis is not a bias-free process. 

Diligence toward remaining observant of my own bias has been important, although it has 

certainly influenced my research and analysis. I have worked to create as much transparency as 

possible to counter this effect. The data analysis process began with data condensation, where I 

coded the full text of the interviews with different categories. I then created a data display of the 

condensed information with organized codes in tables. I used this format to further refine the 

codes and discover themes (Macnamara, 2012). Finally, conclusions were drawn from the 

refined themes, verified and referred back to the original interviews to check meaning in context, 

and referring to permaculture design principles, cultural and spiritual practices (Manen, 1990).  

Instrumentation  

       Instrumentation is the measurement device in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln,  

2005). According to Patton (2015), the researcher is the only instrument in qualitative research,  

which makes the researcher the ideal instrument for collecting and analyzing the data (Denzin &  
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Lincoln, 2005). The most common sources of data collection researchers use in qualitative 

research are interviews, observations, and reviews of documents (Marshall & Rossman, 2016).     

Document Analysis 

       To conduct an in-depth case study, documents were gathered to create a full picture.  

Documents serve to fill gaps of information and generate questions, and they can also create new 

directions for research (Glesne, 2011; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003). The documents reviewed 

included the Woodsong strategic plan, permaculture development materials, mission statements, 

newspaper articles, photographs, and teaching materials. Document analysis can fill significant 

gaps, but Yin (2018) warns that the researcher must not readily accept the documents as accurate 

or unbiased. For example, agendas may record a plan, but it is necessary to determine how the 

agenda is carried out. The objective is to collect documents that may help to generate a full 

picture of Woodsongs’ activities and achievements related to eco-farming, permaculture 

initiatives, and these will serve as a guide during interviews and observations. 

          Documents were collected and coded; in some cases, this occurred before interviews 

began. All documents and interview data were uploaded into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis 

software, to assist in coding data and to sort by code to understand emerging themes. Initial 

codes, or etic codes, were developed and guided by the literature and by the interviews and 

observation protocols to engage in structural coding (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2009).    

       First, a coding was developed based on the tenets of Woodsong Eco-farm. A few examples 

include codes for community involvement, family communication, engagement, and 

sociopolitical consciousness. Codes were created to capture organizational learning; for example, 

for personal goals, community goals, building goals, engagement in goals, understand how goals 

are expressed versus how goals are enacted (Argyris & Schön, 1978). 
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 Using cross-comparison and thematic analysis revealed commonalities that participants 

experience as reasons why or how they experience spirituality at Woodsong. This portion of the 

study laid the groundwork for taking a closer look at what generates work-life satisfaction in 

members of the Woodsong cooperative settings. Through this study, there was an expectation 

that a greater understanding would be gained about the cultural phenomena of creating satisfied 

and productive work-life balance. At the very least, the study revealed the makeup and 

components that lead to a spiritually fruitful work-life balance. Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-

determination theory demonstrates that when people can make personal choices in the work-life, 

there is an increase in interest of duties, the work feels empowering, and there is an increase in 

autonomy (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Latham, 2012; Ryan, 2013). When there is a higher purpose in a 

person’s life, it is typically a motivating factor towards satisfaction.  

Ethical Considerations 

 Issues of Trustworthiness  

       Guba and Lincoln (1998) propose that researchers consider four criteria to ensure 

trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility, dependability, transferability, and  

conformability. According to Holloway and Galvin (2016), researchers must establish the four 

aspects of trustworthiness to ensure research is robust, vibrant, comprehensive, and well-

developed. 

       Qualitative researchers attempt to be accurate in the data collection procedures to establish 

trust in the results. Qualitative researchers are responsible for ensuring accuracy and for making 

sure the results are credible, dependable, and transferable to a similar setting. Ensuring 

credibility involves researching and using the most suitable method (Holloway & Galvin, 2016). 

Failing to use the most appropriate research method weakens the credibility of studies and the 
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reliability of the data collected (Connelly, 2016). Confirming the trustworthiness of the findings, 

or the degree to which they are dependable and confirmable, involves different methods 

Researchers can achieve credibility and trustworthiness by sharing believable narrations of 

experiences (Holloway & Galvin, 2016).  

Informed Consent  

       Informed consent is a voluntary agreement to participate in a research study. The signed  

agreement form is an indication that the participant understands the study and the risk associated 

with the study. Informed consent is essential before participants begin the interview process in a  

study. A research ethics application was filed with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics 

Board and the consent form was reviewed with each participant. Any questions were answered 

before obtaining the participant's signature and beginning the interview.  

       Participants were advised that their participation was voluntary, that all personally 

identifiable information such as their name was to remain confidential, and that the study would 

not include any offers of compensation or other benefits. Participants were aware of their right to 

choose to participate in the study, with the understanding that they could end their participation 

for any reason without consequences. I explained the participants' right to privacy and the right 

to protect their information before requesting their agreement to participate. acting with sincerity 

and striving to be consistent throughout the study. Researchers establish trust and follow a 

research code of ethics by explaining the benefits and risks of the study. The researcher must be 

honest and open in communications and reporting data, results, methods, and procedures. 

Researchers who demonstrate transparency and establish trust and honesty build trust between 

themselves and the participants (Houghton, Casey, & Smyth, 2017).  

Confidentiality  
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         Confidentiality was maintained by conducting the interviews at Woodsong Eco-Farm when  

safe and via ZOOM© outside the farm setting. No names are used from the interviews, and if 

names were stated, they were not transcribed. According to Hagens et al., (2009), participant 

transcript review is a technique for improving the rigour of interview-based qualitative research.  

       Participants were thanked for their time and participation. Once the interviews were  

recorded, transcribed, and checked by the participants, all identifying information connecting the  

participant to their data was destroyed. Only the informed consent forms were retained for  

documentation purposes.   

Credibility and Transferability 

Credibility  

       Lincoln and Guba (1985) contend that ensuring credibility is an essential factor in 

establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research. Holloway and Galvin (2016) posited 

credibility is the preferred term for validity in qualitative research. Moustakas (1994)  

suggested triangulating data to achieve credibility, which involves using interviews, open-ended 

questions, and the literature. The first strategy for ensuring credibility in this study involved 

selecting participants who could honestly answer the interview questions. The second  

strategy was to allow the participants the necessary time to narrate their stories and the third was 

to include member checking. Establishing credibility in this study involved building trust and 

assuring the participants that the personally identifiable information will remain confidential. I 

assured them that only I as the researcher would have access to the raw data they shared. The 

participants’ valuable ideas and comments do of course appear in this dissertation, but comments 

can be directly attributable to any one individual. Further in the Findings chapter, Chapter four, 

participants are referred toby a letter, for example, Participant A, Participant B, etc. 
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Transferability  

       In qualitative research, transferability refers to the degree to which a researcher can transfer 

a study's findings to similar situations (Creswell, 2013). Researchers can achieve transferability 

by using thick descriptions when reporting results (Guba & Lincoln, 1998). Thick  

description is a way of achieving a type of external validity. By describing a phenomenon in  

sufficient detail, a researcher can begin to evaluate the extent to which the conclusions drawn are 

transferable to other times, settings, situations, and people.  

Dependability  

         Dependability refers to the fact that a study could yield the same results should another 

researcher choose to replicate it (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). Dependability is vital to  

trustworthiness because it establishes the researcher’s findings as consistent and repeatable.  

Creating an audit trail of relevant topics of interest during the data collection process and  

providing a rational explanation of categorized themes may increase dependability.  

A researcher who applies data collection methods can help to ensure dependability in research. 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1998), a researcher should follow the same steps as  

another researcher and use the same approach to receive similar results. 

         Researchers using purposeful sampling methods strive to achieve saturation through a  

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under study by continuing to interview until  

they acquire no new substantive information (Miles et al., 2014). To increase the dependability 

of this study, the research involved interviewing 12 members or friends of Woodsong 

Permaculture Eco-cooperative to reach data saturation.  

        Researchers can improve dependability through triangulation to ensure they compensate for  

the weak points of one data collection approach by using alternate data gathering methods.  
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I checked and rechecked the transcripts, to also ensured dependability. I also provided the 

participants with the opportunity to review the interview transcripts for accuracy.  

Confirmability  

       Confirmability in qualitative research is comparable to objectivity in quantitative approaches 

(Miles et al., 2014). Qualitative researchers cannot remove themselves to the extent quantitative 

researchers can; therefore, qualitative researchers should make every effort to achieve 

confirmability (Holloway & Galvin, 2016). I sought to achieve confirmability in this study by 

recognizing personal biases (Miles et al., 2014). To minimize confirmation bias, I continually re-

evaluated impressions of respondents and challenged pre-existing assumptions. Confirmability of 

the procedures for checking and rechecking the data was documented to ensure the findings are 

grounded in the data.  Objectivity was exhibited by striving to avoid bias in the design, data 

analysis, data interpretation, peer review, personnel decisions, and other research aspects where 

objectivity is an expectation or requirement.    
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 

 

       I would like to share these results with the utmost gratitude and respect for the twelve 

participants and their families. The interviews and on-site visits, amid the complications of the 

COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, still provided opportunities for participants to share their 

experiences with me. Participants were enthusiastic in detailing their efforts with permaculture in 

their lives and they have enriched my perspective greatly and inspired and informed me in my 

own permaculture efforts in my life. My hope here is to first introduce each participant and tell 

their stories based on the interviews and site tours, then follow with the results of the thematic 

analysis to offer enriched feedback and wisdom.  

     There are two main sections in this chapter. The first utilizes a story form narrative that 

introduces each participant involved with Woodsong. The second is a presentation of the 

thematic analysis. The site photographs and interviews are a condensed version of each 

interview, specifically focusing on relevant information and details that help paint a picture of 

the participant and their perspective of involvement at Woodsong. I have done minor edits to the 

original interview text so that each story follows a similar pattern while maintaining the voice 

from each participant.  

Interview Questions and Responses Clustered 

To present the findings of the stories and interviews I provide a summary of the story and 

questions in a clustered format.  Rather than putting interviews responses into themes first in this 

section I have attempted to leave the story format in place from beginning to end so the reader 

gets a sense of responses from all participants as they answer the research questions and their 

story unfolds. It is important to note that I left out any tangential, completely off topic comments 
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made by participants, so I had an editing role. Instead in this section of the chapter the intent has 

been to keep the flow of the total story. 

Before I present the findings (the stories) in this format I provide the seven sets of questions 

below to remind the reader. 

Intended Purpose Questions 

 

     What is your story about becoming involved in permaculture? People enter into the 

permaculture world from many different places or positions. Knowing this provide information 

about the perspective of the participant and their permaculture design experiences.  

What is the story behind starting this permaculture project at Woodsong? This question was 

aimed at gathering information about the reasons why permaculture has been implemented. 

Woodsong Questions  

Tell me the story about implementing the design. This was aimed at gathering information about 

how the design process unfolded. It could include some chronological information.  

During your learning process about permaculture design and practices, what stands out as 

particularly difficult and rewarding? If the successes and challenges do not stand out in the story 

above, this question was then followed-up.  

Effects on the Landscape Questions 

What was the site like before the design? This provided information necessary to understand how 

the permaculture design enhanced and changed the site at Woodsong.  

Have you noticed any improvements with ecosystem functions? Key species presence or 

absence? Soil and water quality changes? This will provide some information towards 

understanding the broad ecological effects and success of the design.  

Site Design Reflection Questions 
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 Looking back, is there anything you would now do very differently? This question was aimed at 

gathering critique and advice. What is missing that if it were there would really make a 

difference? This question was aimed at gathering some information about future vision, and 

about the process of reprioritization during the implementation process. If you were to give a 

single piece of advice to others just starting out with their own permaculture project, what would 

you say? This question was geared towards information that will be especially pertinent to 

people actively creating permaculture themselves.  

Permaculture Lifestyle Questions 

How has working through a design process and working to create on the site at Woodsong Eco-

Farm changed or enriched your life and your family’s life? This question dove a little deeper into 

the aspects of social permaculture. How has this project supported or built connections in your 

community? Good permaculture design will help support a healthy community. This question 

gathered information about this for each site. Has spending long periods of time at Woodsong 

brought any expected or unexpected business opportunities? This question gathered information 

about business plans that were designed in and others that were realized after the fact. Has 

designing and being on site at Woodsong changed your outlook, or plans for the future? Many 

people talk about how permaculture helps to break through the overwhelming sense of apathy 

and build up a personal sense of empowerment and skills for action and change. This question 

was geared towards understanding this part of the participant’s personal permaculture story.  

Maintaining A Permaculture Site Questions 

What have you learned about maintaining what you have created? So much of the education 

around permaculture is about designing and building sites, and less about what happens 
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afterward. This question was aimed at gathering information about this important part of working 

with permaculture.  

Closing Questions 

Is there anything participants wanted to add.  

Participant Responses to Questions 

 The participants’ responses are organized by what made the most sense in terms of flow 

of the total story so the reader could get a more complete understanding. To facilitate this 

understanding, interviewees provided photos which enriched their interview. Accordingly, the 

photos are part of the interview process and are attached to each participant. For ease of 

understanding I have added the participant coding with each figure and included the specific 

research questions they addressed each time. 

 

Figure 1: Nest of Loving Kindness – Participant A 
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Participant A (Questions addressed: Intended Purpose: Story behind; Permaculture Lifestyle; 

Site Design) 

  I had been watching the owner and the spear-header of Woodsong over several years, 

listening to her about her vision for an eco-cooperative, with great interest. Her vision appealed 

to me because it made sense to me, since the way of life in our culture seems less and less 

sustainable for near and distant future life on our finite planet, in many regards. I listened, I 

watched and eventually I went to visit the land. I fell in love with the place, the vision and the 

people. And so, I decided to join.  

     Permaculture is a design for wholistic living both on the land and among people living and 

working on the land. It involves listening, paying attention and responding to the land and to 

each other, in a manner which creates greater resilience on all the levels that sustain life and 

inter-relations (Figure 1). It is a system and mode of operating that supports the vision of 

Woodsong ~ one of creating a sustainable and nourishing lifestyle for all the living beings and 

the land of the place.  



88 
 

Figure 2: The Homestead at Woodsong – Participant J 

 
      

Participant J (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture site; effects of Landscape; Site 

Design Reflection; Intended Purpose; Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 Farming is hard work, feeling the using extra resources during the setting up stages of the 

abodes and infrastructure, altering the landscape to create the infrastructure (Figure 2), and 

burning fossil fuels to get to and from the source of supplies and town, even as resourceful as we 

try to be are challenging. Likewise, the process of tuning into ourselves and the land is very 

rewarding. 

 My introduction to permaculture began with a degree in Sustainable Agriculture and 

Environment at the University of British Columbia. We didn't spend a lot of time talking about 
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permaculture but it was something that came up a little. I had the opportunity to study with my 

(future) husband and (future land partners) friends at the Heavenly Roots Farm on Salt Spring 

Island as Young Agrarians, when we were there for a summer on an internship. We were really 

engaged in applying the values of permaculture there. I took a four-week design course in 

Portland, Oregon too and I had a transformative experience. It was magical. The people there 

were wonderful, and the curriculum too. There was a very clearly defined message of hope. You 

know, we live in this toxic world, and we live in this world where everything is breaking down 

and permaculture holds hope for changing that … It helps you look at that as an opportunity to 

make something beautiful. I was really, really, inspired. I came home and was ready to walk the 

walk and talk the talk and do everything to the letter of true sustainability.  

 I like to tell this story about how we got involved in this property called Woodsong. I 

used to work at the community centre in Barnhartvale, way down the road from here, and one 

day I took a bike ride and I rode down the forestry service road, followed the Hydro lines and 

found this flat space here. There’s a little spot where you can just barely see it from the road. I 

thought, “There's a giant flat back there that looks like an amazing piece of land!” There was an 

old ‘for sale’ sign on the fence. So we approached the realtor, who told us the seller lived outside 

the country and wasn't really interested in selling anymore as they wanted to sell 500 acres, not 

break it up into smaller parcels. We persisted and joined together as a group to approach the 

realtor with a proposal. We were actively working on finding property and this acreage was 

almost perfect.  

 We were able to have conversations with the realtor and the owner, we basically courted 

the seller. It's amazing and crazy that it worked out. We bought the property as a cooperative and 

negotiate hard and were successfully able to have the seller subdivide it because the parcels had 
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previously been one large acreage. The whole property was now divided into five or six parcels, 

and we are now able to divide them further into one, two, or ten acre parcels that will work for 

cooperative members. We've owned it since 2019 and started building a longhouse right away 

along with some outbuildings. It was an empty piece of land when we bought it, with a few fence 

lines, a two-season forestry road, road, old barns and wild strawberries. We spent time exploring 

and getting a sense of the space, what the resources were, what the limiting factors might be. The 

main thing we wanted to do was pick a location to live in the future and hired an architect to start 

the design process. Most of the property has excellent solar exposure, so we weren't limited in 

that regard, which was really different than our place at Paul Lake. There is a freedom in that. 

 Where the longhouse is now and where the living space will be built in the future. 

Woodsong is a very diverse landscape yet there are a few flat places, so there won’t be too many 

limitations with slopes or drainage. In a way, the sparse limitations have made it harder to decide 

on the exact site design. Now that we have more structures here, there’s relative placement 

concerns, figuring out how something new will work with what we already have going on. The 

wide openness is both a benefit and a challenge, and quite a wonder and blessing. We are 

focusing on observing the landscape for the next few years, so as we watch things with changing 

seasons, that will really challenge everything, especially the pace at which things happened. It is 

changing my ability to be involved, to devote a lot of thought or energy.  

 My partner is becoming the primary worker during certain parts of the year. In that first 

year and a half we built the yurt together, the shed, and the bath house. We also got the solar 

power and the water system going. Then we had time to think about what was next. We started 

planning and designing the houses with the architect, we studied a lot about how to do that. We 
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fast tracked the longhouse and for what its worth, sort-of moved in the spring after my partner 

moved here from Calgary. 

       I grew up near here in Kamloops. I was seeing more and more houses, people moving here 

from all parts of the country, especially from Alberta. I began seeing the open space become 

cluttered, and houses began lining the river. That defined my attitude about the world. I really 

wanted to save the natural world for its own ends, not our ends. And because I loved animals, I 

ended up spending a lot of time riding horses at a ranch along Tranquille Road. I was becoming 

more tuned in with the wildlife and plants along the river and in the fields. Farmers’ fields 

abounded with hay for the cows and livestock nearby. That led me to gardening, which led me 

back to the land and homesteader kind of ideas. I never got to do that, so I started by becoming a 

member of the community gardens in Kamloops and in my own yard.  

 Eventually, when finishing my teaching degree in Victoria, BC, I became a Master 

Gardener at the Pacific Horticulture college in Victoria and I took the permaculture design 

course at Pacific Rim college in Victoria and my field experiences were around Vancouver 

Island. That was really fantastic, to have great instructors to give me the global picture. All of a 

sudden I could see that it wasn't just my garden I was working to improve, that permaculture was 

about more than landscaping techniques, it was a design system and I could apply it to any area 

of my life.  

 That’s a lot for a three-month course. I came home from Victoria and had to sit on that 

for three years. I came home and started teaching and I stopped gardening as much because I was 

in my first couple of years of teaching and felt overwhelmed. I looked at my garden and felt it 

was too much. In 2017 I was more confident and began to understand what measures to take to 

make my own garden a regenerative cell in my community. It all fell into place, and then I heard 
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about Woodsong so what you're seeing here at Woodsong is the progression of my journey. This 

was 600 acres of land divided up, and there was just acres of weedy grasses and a plants. There 

are many trees here, the big firs, cedars, and sweet laurels that are here. I am planning on 

choosing one or two acres in the cooperative plan at Woodsong, that’s all I can afford right now, 

and I started this year with one double dug vegetable bed that curved around the side of the main 

garden where we grew chard and beets and vegetables this year. Prior to permaculture, I had an 

interest in medicinal herbs. I started putting in a few of those this summer.  

 After the permaculture course, I was able to understand all the forces at play that are 

reflected in what I am doing here at Woodsong. The two acres I hope to carve out has a nice 

slope, and fortunately this small hill has a lot of ground water, so this space I am choosing is the 

beneficiary of that natural watering. I'm taking steps to increase the sponge-like quality of the 

soil, and that is to paying off with decreased requirements for outside water. I'm collecting 

rainwater, more than I thought I would get. There are these large evergreen trees which 

constantly provide wood, and I planted a fair amount of other fruit trees this year too. 

 

Participant A (Questions addressed: Effects of Landscape Before/After) 

 It was an old ranch that had been out of use for decades, with pioneer buildings on the 

home-site, ranch lands and wilderness. I cannot say I have noticed any changes per se, although 

the garden space is producing beautiful vegetables with the addition of manure and nutrients to 

the soil.  
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Figure 3: Team Building for Humanity – Participant C 

 
 
Participant C (Question addressed: Site design reflection Intended Purpose – Story Behind; 

Maintaining a Permaculture site) 

 Many of the plans are still in the creation phases, as we live on the land, assess our own 

resources and develop/alter the plans based on what we notice, have available as resources and 

people, and evolve into our place there.  At this stage, for the people, we are working and 

planning around sustainable housing, and prioritizing time with what needs to happen to 

ensconce ourselves there with good home-y infrastructure from which to move forth. 

I believe a great deal depends on the motivation, communication, and interaction among 

the people as they get to know each other, themselves and the environment. Learning to 

communicate well, listening, expressing, and respecting at all levels of interaction (people, 

animals, land) is foundational.  
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It feels right to me to go forward in a way that works to sustain and nurture life and 

people, recognize the interdependence of all, and create a way of life that will inspire future 

participants and generations.  

Working together and supporting one another is deeply connecting, while recognizing 

and living with the knowledge of our interdependence is very satisfying, personally, spiritually 

and even intellectually (Figure 3). I have been aware for a very long time that it is time to live 

the truth of the wholistic reality of our existence, and Woodsong is offering the opportunity to 

live that. (Good permaculture design will help support a healthy community.  

I believe it will. Because we are still at the formative stages, much remains on the horizon 

to be seen, but producing food and nourishment for a whole human being while caring for the 

land systems is an idea that is emerging more and more in the larger society, so I think the 

opportunities are quite vast.  

Very much so. It is giving me a vision for a future that I am passionate about and have 

been for many years. It’s a dream coming true. Maintaining A Spiritually and Culturally Focused 

Permaculture Site at Woodsong. 

I am learning that well-created in the early stages will be less trouble to maintain, and 

that the cultural creation process will be smoother when the physical details of sustaining people, 

in terms of good housing, sustainable food systems, and healthy communication skills are 

properly in place. Closing Is there anything you would like to add? I am very excited and 

grateful that this is happening in my community!  
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Figure 4: Field of Dreams at Woodsong – Participant B 

 
      
Participant B (Questions addressed: Effects of Landscape; Intended Purpose (story behind), 

Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 I find it hard, looking back through the photos of the past year, to choose just one image 

or line of thought to describe my experience with creating Woodsong. So much has happened. 

Sounds cliché, but so much heart, vision, sweat, blood and mostly unshed tears gave gone into 

bringing Woodsong into reality this far. I would say that this is one of the longest marathons I've 

ever run and true to a marathon, incredibly pleasurable, exhausting, challenging and exhilarating, 

on all levels.    
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 Despite long hours working at Woodsong, whether negotiating, planting, building, 

pruning, I would almost fall into a haze, a daze, and maybe partially because of this, I would 

become acutely aware of the sound of a new bird calling across the meadow, the sway and glint 

of sun shining through silhouetted poplar leaves, the incredible natural world winding and 

breezing around me in exquisite, amplified beauty. Existing in a singular way for a raw and open 

moment, laying its imprint on me in a light yet indelible way.  

       The single biggest piece of advice I can offer is to really rely on the design process, 

especially with the initial assessment and design. To really think it through as far into the future 

as possible, considering how every large project is made of small projects. The more you 

contemplate and think through and make decisions about things before you get there, the far 

more efficient it is. For example, with the larger living spaces we made a pretty general design, 

we worked a little bit with an architect, but we ran out of money.  

 We had a basic drawing, and we just went with it ourselves. There were thousands of 

decisions that needed to be made, and in the flow of working we have had to have decision-

making meetings. That’s been tough because of COVID-19 restrictions. The more time you can 

invest up front, in thoughtful and protracted observation, thinking and decision making, the far 

easier the implementation is because the plan is clear. At the same time, my partner would likely 

add that you also want to be adaptive, things change, priorities and your perception of reality 

changes, and that's true too. In any event, the permaculture value test really served as the 

foundation for us in our life and what we've wanted to do with the landscape here at Woodsong. 

It offers a way of thinking about things, about how we do them and is a way to navigate through 

all the various choices to try and make one that really honors your own personal situation, your 

own limitations, and the situation and limitations of the site.  
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 Hopefully avoiding egregious class-one design errors. It is also helpful to imagine where 

you want to be in five years. To postulate that question... and create a whole scenario, a really 

detailed picture. Then, start working your way backwards. Sometimes it is difficult when you get 

close to present time, when you figure out what the next step is. As much as possible, really trust 

in the design process. 

 We were living in Nelson and wanting to find an ecovillage to live in ourselves, a 

community to raise our kids in eventually. When I was pregnant with my first daughter, we took 

a year-long permaculture design course with Starhawk and Kevin Buyer, spaced out over a 

number of weekends. While we started researching our book, Sustainable Revolution: 

Permaculture in Ecovillages, Urban Farms, and Communities Worldwide, finding our first 

examples of ecovillages in different parts of the world, we were also meeting with friends who 

were interested in living in community.  

 After my second daughter was born, we visited Israel and France and saw some examples 

of ecovillages there that were using permaculture, some explicitly and some didn't call it 

permaculture. Around that time, we bought a share in a communal piece of land in Mexico. We 

spent six months there while it was forming, and we were thinking about moving there full time, 

but realized some of the challenges on that site, and the country, but we got some hands on 

experience there. We spent a year there, and then came back and really tried to focus on finding a 

place in Naramata and instead found ourselves in Kamloops and at Woodsong. For a little while 

we thought the whole project was not going to happen, because our friend and his family, who 

were involved in providing initial funding, are originally from China and their money was tied 

up. They weren't sure if they were going to have the money to put into a cooperative. After 

waiting for a while, they ended up finding this place too and they decided to just buy in to the 
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cooperative and the concept of Woodsong and become part of this permaculture cooperative, and 

plan on living here full time in a few years and participant in the cohousing concept.  

 We came to Kamloops as renters and are now in this process becoming full members of 

the Woodsong cooperative, so going from being governed by one owner to a group of at least six 

people using holacracy. Which, instead of making decisions by consensus, holacracy gives 

individuals more responsibility and helps them to be able to take control of different parts 

without having to talk through every item. We all take the Sociocracy course which is happened 

in February to April, 2021. 

       A lot of other sites around here are shady, too many trees, and this site has an unusual 

amount of sun (Figure 4), but the TNRD zoning and what is allowed under the current code in 

rural Kamloops is really limiting. We are thinking about trying to change the codes and the 

zoning to allow for low impact housing to have a special kind of zoning certification. This is a 

165-acre space and we would like to add the property next door in an attempt to try to add more 

options and a larger open, sloping field, because what’s legally allowed here is a farm and a barn 

not a cooperative style home. 
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Figure 5: The Spirit Lives within Us in the Shadows of the Future – Participant B 

 

Participant B (Question addressed: Site Design reflection) 

 I feel grateful to be a part of such an incredibly ambitious needed, and all levels 

challenging vision with the courageous individuals who have stepped forward to grow and 

manifest Woodsong in its fullness: may we love ourselves and each other well, as we bumble 

clumsily towards re-union.  
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Figure 6: The Past Becoming the Future: Building Lives Together – Participant I 

 
      

Participant I (Question addressed: Permaculture Lifestyle; Maintaining a Permaculture site; 

Intended Purpose (story behind) 

 I live in a rural community in the Columbia-Shuswap Region of BC. The lifestyle is 

comfortable, and the neighbors are friendly and sociable. We gather occasionally, and 

legitimately care about each other’s wellbeing. While I love these people, and value these 

friendships, there’s a depth of connection I desire (at this stage of my life) that is lacking here. 

For me, the attractions of communities such as Woodsong are many.        

     There is opportunity to gather with like-minded people who are looking to explore ways of 

living that are much more sustainable, and outside of the standard conventions that many of us 
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have grown accustomed to.  A place where caring for each other, is considered of paramount 

value. A place where opportunities exist for each to practice and develop the skills to co-exist 

more harmoniously (i.e., through Non-Violent Communication). A place where inter-

generationally, ALL are valued and one’s “elder-hood” provides an opportunity for renewed 

purpose and contribution. A place where it’s possible to re-learn skills that allow us to be more 

resourceful and less wasteful and gets us closer to the land (i.e.. gardening, preserving, farming, 

alternative power). 

       Farming is hard work, feeling the using extra resources during the setting up stages of the 

abodes and infrastructure, altering the landscape to create the infrastructure, and burning fossil 

fuels to get to and from the source of supplies and town, even as resourceful as we try to be, are 

challenging. Likewise, the process of tuning into ourselves and the land is very rewarding.  
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Figure 7: Dance then! Forever We are Free! – Participant I 

 
 

Participant I (Question addressed: Permaculture Lifestyle;  Site Design; Effects of Landscape) 

 Most importantly, there are opportunities to have highly vulnerable, transparent, fully 

human relationships. Deep, caring, nurturing and soul nourishing relationships. 

 The first year that we were here, we were clearing the fields and putting up fence lines, 

digging the first acres of vegetable gardens and getting the longhouse built. We spent a few 

months doing that, then we put up the yurt. I learned a lot about the process of building a yurt. In 

addition, we had a camper van next to the yurt, the combination of those two made for an OK 

living situation for us while the longhouse was being worked on. We’ve moved back into the 
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house now, but we are hoping to make the back house into two units (whether legal or not), one 

for us, and one for another family. 

Figure 8: Beginning Again and Again – Participant K 

 
 

Participant K (Question addressed: Permaculture Lifestyle; Intended Purpose (story behind) 

  I see Woodsong as an opportunity to live in a way that more closely resembles natural 

human behavior than can be seen in modern society. I mean this in the sense that it can be a 

group who can become very close through shared vision, creation, and struggle, with less input 

from the outside world.( I'd love to elaborate more, but there are some ideas I have a hard time 

putting on paper.) 

     I've had a vision of living self sufficiently in nature for several years, which has shifted and 



104 
 

evolved with time, from being very solitary at first, to now wanting to build a community, who 

can in turn create a bountiful, beautiful landscape.  

      Within its place in the natural world, the community recognizes its position and pays 

attention to the prompts that the natural environment offers to solve problems; the people seek 

and acknowledge the many levels of rewards that are given naturally by living in this way of 

listening to and observing nature; we reduce our consumption and exploitation of the land by 

acknowledging all the abundance and rewards that are available; by using all the resources that 

are offered and available, as we pay attention the seasons, patterns of nature (of which the people 

are a part) rather than creating waste; we work slowly and respond to the changes, and adjust our 

activities to compensate in positive direction of nourishing and sustaining a positive direction. 

We connect with nature in our interactions with it, such as in meditation in the wilder spaces to 

nourish our own spirits and connect with nature in deeper ways.  
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Figure 9: And So It Goes: Back to the Future – Participant E 

 
 

Participant E (Questions addressed: Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 I deeply value community and the natural world.  I am usually happiest when those two 

values combine; being in a community of genuine people surrounded by nature’s 

awesomeness!  I spent 18 years tree planting (yup… 18 years) and strangely loved every one of 

those years. Some of my most profound life moments came during those years when life was 

stripped to its essentials, whether it was standing in howling winds on a hilltop with lightning 

striking and thunder booming or sitting around a fire at night exhausted laughing until my 

stomach hurt.  It’s been about 15 years since I left that lifestyle to follow another passion – 
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counselling.  I plan to bridge my love for nature with my love for witnessing people heal and 

connect and thrive. 

Figure 10: Visions to Come – Participant E 

 
 

Participant E (Questions addressed: Site Design – reflection – Maintaining a Permaculture site; 

permaculture lifestyle; effects of Landscape) 

 I think our best role in permaculture is always to be an observer, be in an observation 

state. Ultimately, I tell people when I do design work, I'm not really working for you, I'm 

working for the site, and I'm not going to tell you anything that doesn’t resonate with what the 

site wants to become. Permaculture systems need culture woven into them. Something I've 

learned through counselling and ceremony is a term called body-follows-vision, where we create 
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a crystalline picture of where we're going and then work backwards. So we ask, “What does this 

farm look like in fifty years? I may not be alive, what does it look like then?” Then ask, “Is what 

I'm doing right now consistent with what it's going to take?” It's like you're building a tunnel 

back from that vision fifty years from now, where new breeds of poultry are uniquely adapted to 

roost in trees, but also seasonally lay eggs where we can forage for them, and maybe they have 

feathers that are valuable ceremonially that we can get a really high value to trade for some other 

thing ... with seasonal migratory patterns for milk animals that also correlate with rites of 

passage. Like making the journey to the ocean with mules and pack goats, to get seaweed, 

shellfish, and salt. It might take two weeks to get to the ocean, but you have to be old enough to 

pass the test … and salt, so valuable that we can trade for other things people are making, like 

felt boots, that are as good as the Swedish used to make. That's such a cool picture. Create the 

vision, then build a pathway back. 

       There is a lot of purple velvet grass, another invasive species that as a gardener, I can’t 

stand. It’s really difficult to manage, with crown clumps that are really hard to remove, and it 

really limits my gardening success. But it is holding the soil together. We have been 

experimenting with some soil treatments, disking and amending. Eventually I would like to have 

that function performed by animals. A hot tub would make a big difference for us if we had one. 

(Laughing). There is already a trench, a hole and a water line. It may sound ‘tongue in cheek,’ 

but I'm serious, self-care is so important. I'm really looking forward to having more of a 

permanent landscape…at least we finished the outdoor bath-tub.  

 One thing that I continuously find in this process is that working through the 

development phase there's a lot of temporary steps along the way, and they are far more 

inconvenient and inefficient than the final solution. We have these really wonderful efficient 
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solutions for problems all over the property, but we don't really get to take advantage of those 

efficiencies until things are finished and we have hardly started. For me that inefficiency really 

drives me crazy, really rankles me. I think getting to the place where we can really focus on the 

magic of permaculture, the real magic of what we think of with permaculture, the development 

of a permaculture landscape, I can't wait for that. I am interested in having a large greenhouse to 

grow plants and herbs that don’t tolerate the wind, and for garden starts and propagating 

perennials. But the hot tub is just going to make us feel happy about doing all the rest of it. 

Figure 11:  Goats in the Pasture – Participant H 
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Figure 12: WindHarp Spaces and Beautiful Places – Participant H 

 
 

Participant H (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture Site; Permaculture Lifestyle; 

Site Design; Effects of Landscape) 

 Back in the summer of 2020 my partner and I decided to take some time and visit 

Woodsong eco cooperative as part of our project of finding a tribe we could align with that 

shared our values of coming back into harmony with each other and the land. The few weeks we 

spent with the owner and her tribe were nothing short of glorious.  The land spoke to me in a 

way few other wild environments have. The vision and daily enactment of the owner and other 

members of Woodsong had for the land and its people's aligned very deeply with me.  The 

interplay of tending the land, the animals, our emotional and spiritual well-being seemed in 

perfect harmony.  I felt like instant family with the wonderful folks in this community.  The 
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owner’s vision for Woodsong is a model the world needs to pay attention to and support to come 

to fruition if we are to make the necessary evolution that's being called for on the planet today. 

Figure 13: Winter Harvest – Participant G 

 

 Participant G (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture Site; Site Design (reflection); 

Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 I discovered permaculture through reading, and I took the Earth Activist Training on a 

trip to Oregon. That was about five years ago. I loved it because I had already been doing self-

study in all the areas that permaculture covers, and permaculture just thinks the way that I do. I 

am a systems thinker by nature, so I like to think of the whole, and how the parts interrelate. 

Something like stacking functions has always been something that I obsessed with. My goal is to 

be able to share knowledge and get people excited. I am mostly concerned with basics, like soil 

health, rain-water retention, and producing and sharing food. The real basic things, to help 

people do that in whatever their challenges are. I'm really open to all kinds of directions that 

might take. I moved to Nanaimo first after living on Gabriola Island for six years. Though it was 

a beautiful place to live, I discovered that a full 12 acres was too much to maintain on my own. I 
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was relieved to have a chance to be part of something that connects and offers a smaller piece of 

land. Working with this 2-acre plot, and as part of the Woodsong cooperative, it is much more 

reasonable. Though it is smaller, there is a lot happening. When I started out the longhouse 

structure wasn’t built yet, a large shed was created out of the hold homestead building, and my 

spot has five mature trees, some spruce, a ponderosa pine, and I planted a new apple tree. So far, 

I have just been living in my camper on the site but I’m going to buy a yurt to make into another 

living space. 

     I was interested in rural permaculture to see what could be done on a small piece of land, but 

still close enough to Kamloops for my work. I thought I could grow more food here, and it turns 

out it is too shady, so I have pivoted to mushrooms. I have had some success with smaller fruits. 

So I initially got involved with the community garden a couple blocks away, and that's where I 

grow veggies. I have found and planted a great diversity of useful and edible shade-loving 

understory plants here instead.  

 Our vision is to share the place we love to live, and have people curious about what we 

are doing, to show how you can live more sustainably and regeneratively and offer something 

that is an educational and community setting. Right now, I am working on building up the 

cycles, food production, waste cycles, building the fertility, keying with the water cycle, and 

finding plant varieties that are going to be able to live in this interesting intersection of what 

seems like a Mediterranean/semi-desert environment. 
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Figure 14: A Group of People Working the Field – Participant K 

 

 Participant K (Themes addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture site; Intended Purpose; effects 

of Landscape) 

 The homestead buildings were built here a long time ago… on the west side there are 

trees that protect the fields from the valley winds. I think it’s brilliant, the person who planted it 

there, because the wind is cold even in the late spring and early fall. It is planted on the 

southwest corner so that it creates a distinct microclimate in the front acreage where we plan to 

build the main house. When I came to the property it was just grass in upper fields, and I planted 

all kinds of perennials, it has been a process to discover which families of plants do well under 

the conditions here. Some people say nothing will grow there, but some things will grow, and do 

really well. I just had to find which plants those were. On the north side, there are some mature 

spruce trees, and on the south line, there is ponderosa pine and an old apple tree. So there was 

already that homestead structure in place, and then I filled in, layered down from that basically. I 
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have been testing plants to see what does well with heavy clay, and dry shade, and where can 

you push those limits, because I'm not a high maintenance gardener and I would not recommend 

that to the average person. I want to see what grows easily. 

   I put in a rain garden on the west side and that has been one of the more successful parts of the 

landscape. I think because there was a framework here already, the plan was fairly simple to 

figure out. In other areas where I have worked with more of a blank slate… it’s a lot more 

challenging to figure out where to put those permanent elements. I had fewer variables, so it was 

pretty clear what needed to happen where. I don't know what to say about the planning. In my 

mind I had a lot of elements that I wanted to put into place, like chickens, fruiting plants, and 

using rainwater. I was looking for where that fit in this landscape. I could only work on a piece at 

a time. I think I had the whole vision but I never drew it out. It was in my head and I knew what I 

wanted where. I started with the bulbs in the front under the black walnut tree. I could see that it 

would be a good match for the bulb plants. There are over a thousand bulbs in there now. In the 

backyard I brought in a foot of goat hay. There was a lot of fertility in that first year, now it's 

tamer. We're getting more into the woody phase. There is this succession of annual to woody 

plants. It's a natural pattern. I am looking back on that and realizing that should be what I expect. 

 

Participant G (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture Site; Site Design; Intended 

Purpose; Effects of Landscape) 

 I also did the rain garden in stages… I had a couple intensive sessions moving the earth 

by hand. Once, with the boys, we got out the shovels and dug the ditches, and once we had a 

work party. We are planning a Woodsong weekly work party in the spring and early to introduce 

people to permaculture design and eco-farming practices. If you have a project in mind, people 
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will come and help out with it, and you serve everyone dinner from the produce we have planted. 

It is a wonderful thing. So, I will take part in that, and learn about other people's experiences 

with gardening and agriculture. We plan to sponsor some tours to Woodsong, and this year was 

our first and once here people seem to get the concept. Several times we got to visit other 

people's farms. Seeing what others did… I borrowed a little bit here and there. So that helped to 

shape how we decided to do some of the initial projects. It was over time that I did the rain 

garden over by the goat barn, and still, it is not complete. I feel like I want to work more on 

where the water goes after it leaves the rain garden. I feel like this whole property will be a rain 

garden now. The purpose of the rain garden it to slow the storm water and sink it… It is 

functioning really well because there is very little puddling, but there are a few storm events 

during the year where the lower areas do fill up… But there isn't any more flooding in the potato 

field. There is a really high-water table and a heavy clay soil in some spots here along the creek. 

I have noticed a huge difference in the soil quality. In the spring when it was wet still, I was able 

to take a soil sample out from under some of the trees along the creek, where I have planted a lot 

of other plants, and the leaves have been dropping there this year. Previous to that I don't think 

the leaves were ever allowed to compost on the land. There's so much life in the soil, it is 

amazing! I picked up this little sample, and I saw so much life, moving all around. The texture 

was that amazing perfect crumbliness, and the color was black. I was very excited because what 

was there before was clay that you could mold yourself a pot with. The clay was so dense and so 

lacking in organic matter, but now the top layer with the rotting material falling and breaking 

down, it has an effect on the whole horizon of soil. I'm sure it's helping to keep the water in 

place, keeping it from sheeting off. I was noticing that the fertility, especially in the back yard, 

has actually dropped a bit since I stopped bringing in materials. I do make compost and it tends 
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to not be enough to cover more than one small area, and that becomes a place to put the squash 

plants, or something that is a hungrier plant. I think it’s stabilized at a point where it's not having 

very dramatic effects but there's steady plant growth. 

     This is a completely dry garden. I only water the plants in pots that I'm growing some food in, 

and new plants I only spot water. If I just put in a new shrub, then I water it maybe four or five 

times during the summer, and other than that I don't water. It is so green and lush, even without 

that added water. I think that this young apple tree will eventually attracted birds, which is 

incredible. There are flocks of birds that come by the thousands, and they drop a lot of poop 

which is very high in phosphorous. I will have all this leaf litter falling from the shrubs and 

perennials dying back, there are little birds that come during winter-time that scratch around and 

looking for worms. It will be fun to watch the fruit trees grow and an abundance of birds making 

this home. We can some day sit here looking out the window to watch the little critters. 

       Overall, we are hoping to end up with five to six units that could house up to 12 to 15 adults 

and 5 to 10 kids. That's our goal, and it's definitely been sobering. It seems like a simple dream, 

but in the TNRD, it's not that easy to get permission for that. There's a lot of regulations around 

the creeks here. They were made for a good reason, they made this a beautifully preserved valley 

between Vernon and Kamloops, with little development here. But there needs to be more 

affordable housing out here, and there needs to be some housing development.  

 My dream is that we can find a way to have a special recognition for low impact housing 

and a co-operative that fits that criteria. We are still questioning if we should be under the radar, 

or if we are going to get permitted. The first year we are putting in the septic, clearing out the 

fields from the weeds, and planting a big cover crop, a medic mix, which is good for putting 

nitrogen in the soil and helping it to be more fertile for when we start planting trees. There's not a 



116 
 

fence around the whole property and there are so many deer and bear that everything I have tried 

to grow, the deer come to eat it. Like everything, you have to have steps in place before you can 

do the next thing. Again, it's been sobering. Before we have our big food forest we have to finish 

the gate and the fence. Right now, the main thing for us is trying to get to the place where we can 

decide and agree on plans. 
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Figure 15: The Ground Moved: A Spiritual Moment – Participant L 

 
 
 Participant L (Questions addressed: Intended Purpose; Effects of Landscape (before and after) 

 We had a barred owl that rested here at dusk and the whole neighborhood got to come 

and see the barred owl close up. There was a bee swarm that landed in the pine tree. This is all in 

the big trees, and that could have happened even without what I've done, except for the little 
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birds in the understory. But I feel like it is worth noting because I feel like it is worth planting 

trees that get big, and maybe even more so in the city… Because you have a spot for all that. 

 I haven't lost very many of the fruits. I would have thought that more birds would have 

come eating blueberries, but it hasn't been the case. The flowers that I let go to seed are very 

popular. I have some mullein out there that just showed up and I let it grow because I love it. The 

birds come and perch on that and pick out the seeds. Usually there's a lot of life here. I have 

squirrels, which are a bit difficult because they come to the apple tree and they taste every one, 

knock it off and they end up on the ground. They don't come back and finish them. But I get to 

cut a piece off, give it to the bunny. I'm thinking about inventing some fruit tree cages for city 

folk like me. One thing I do is layering to propagate. I take arching branches from a variety of 

plants and bend them down with a brick or a rock. I can come back in a year and dig it up and 

have another plant. I try to do that when the plants are putting out a lot of shoots. I think I will be 

harvesting more for compost, like this willow could be as tall as twenty feet, but I have been 

cutting it back to make it push out. There's a deer that comes through and browses in the front 

and has been keeping down the shrub dogwoods. I think that one of the biggest issues is certain 

perennial weeds. In an annual garden where you are disturbing the soil a lot you get a lot of 

annual weeds, and on a site where you are creating a perennial food forest type garden, it's the 

perennial weeds that tend to get really bad. I have a lot of morning glory here that I'm battling. 

Goats don't like to eat it, and bunnies don't like to eat it, so I don't know if I want to eat it either.  

I pull up the morning glory tops, I don't bother digging the roots unless I have mulched 

over them and then the roots tend to come right to the surface, and that is a way to get some of 

them. I think the hardest part was waiting for my vision to take shape, because it took quite a 

long time. I just tried it and was willing to wait. For the first couple years it wasn't much to look 
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at. It was just… a bunch of sticks. I spent a lot of time bringing in sheet mulch materials. I 

brought in cardboard and goat hay and lots of leaves. I tracked down arborist chips. That kept me 

busy. It took close to three years. The sticks got a little bit fuller, but it wasn't the until the third 

year that they looked like shrubs. The third year was like “wow!” other people could see what I 

was trying to create. Until then, we may have seemed a little bit odd.   

 I think that I'm becoming more known as a person who has experience in this field, as 

someone who has knowledge of how to do things, and I'd like to host more educational events in 

the future. I would also like to find a way to share ownership and responsibilities on a piece of 

land. The rental works great for sharing expenses, and makes it easier for me to be here, but I 

would like to have a community that's more involved with sharing the whole process of design 

and implementation and living together. One neighbour does beekeeping and they grow a lot 

vegetables and there's a property nearby with twelve different fruit and nut trees. I would like to 

have more of a concerted effort, something that is more deliberate from the outset, and that is 

really hard to create with people who have different ideas about what they want to do with their 

land. People still have an individualized mindset of what they are doing, even if they are doing 

neat things. Also, I would like to have more animals and a cooperative caring system with other 

people. That's a great way to share that kind of responsibility. 

       Do it when you're young! Well, I think having the mix as with anything it's good to have a 

mix, with some older types who have been thinking about it for a while, and some young strong 

types, and some positive energy. Ultimately, we have everything we need. Right? We can work 

with the plants, figure out the fertility, it's all out there for us to learn. To me, the challenge is to 

really create the community, a vibrant live growing community at Woodsong where we can 

embrace each other in our differences and work through the conflicts. This culture has pushed 
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this whole individualistic trend and most of us don't really have the interpersonal skills or the 

drive to really work with our neighbours in a beneficial, real way. To me that is the key, whether 

it's in permaculture or any other positive movement. So, what I want to learn now is facilitation 

in groups, and working in community settings, where pain and turmoil come up, and learn how 

to be able to handle those things. 

 

Figure 16: Clouds and Open Spaces: Participant F 

 
 

Participant F (Questions addressed: Permaculture Lifestyle; Maintaining a Permaculture Site; 

Intended Purpose) 

 My introduction to permaculture has a lot to do with getting to know people who were 

involved in permaculture, and realizing what a perfect place I had here, in this old 175 acre 

homestead - one of the early homesteads in the area. I am getting to know quite a few people, 

who were involved in permaculture, and then went to a few workshops, design workshops, and 

then started a permaculture community garden guild with a friend. A permaculture guild is a 

group of people that meet and work together on permaculture related projects in their area. In 

relation to integrated planting strategies, a guild can also be a group of plants that work well 
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together, that create a synergistic relationship.  Wanting to implement permaculture here was the 

beginning. I picked it up and continued with it, and now I have a passive solar home, a solar grid 

intertie, a number of dwellings, garden areas, and a food forest. We started with a small native 

plant nursery and a big green house in Barriere, BC, and we've gone on from there.  

Figure 17: Diversity – Participant E 
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Participant E (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture Site; Site Design; Intended 

Purpose; Effects of Landscape)  

       I had been over to Vancouver Island many times, to a large homestead there, brought home 

plants from their nursery, and studied permaculture there. I also took the Permaculture Activist 

Training in Portland, Oregon, and did design plans for this place, and looked at solutions to the 

problems that are inherent in dealing with a diverse property in rural Kamloops which has 

something to do with overwhelming blackberries, reed canary grass. These invasive species 

issues needed to be addressed pretty drastically. It makes it much harder to have animals now 

with all the fences removed. We had the opportunity to leave them in, in order to separate the 

conservation reserve project. I wish we left up some fencing for the animals. 

 We got to design agriculture that doesn't involve tractors. In the interim we've got all this 

stuff, and still need a ‘real’ truck not an old beater, but do we really want to build up that kind of 

system with all kinds of junk lying around? I just built an arbor where I was wanting to drive a 

tractor through, and now I just made it so I can't do that with the truck for now.  Someone once 

said something like ‘unless you change direction you're going you wind up where you're going’. 

Which is another way of saying, if you want to be going over there to a whole systems 

permaculture system, and right now you’re growing pot and living a bourgeois lifestyle that's 

consuming way more resources, well…you see where that’s going.  In the rural reaches of 

Kamloops like Barriere and Clearwater and the North Okanagan, marijuana cultivation is still a 

huge black-market industry and you can get than your fair share, the two are incompatible. Even 

though you may think, “well I'm using the money from this to establish that.”  
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Figure 18:  Shovels and Ditches Participant C 

 

Participant C (Questions addressed: Intended Purpose; Maintaining a Permaculture Site; 

Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 We have started with this old barn and an 830 square-foot cabin cottage house that was 

original to the property. It had been added on to about six or seven times. Because it was already 

originally a farm here, that part wasn't so hard. When I was introduced to Jeremy Baker I already 

had sheep. I dabbled with chickens and turkeys. We built cob ovens and did a variety of things. 

A lot of things just fell in line, more organically than sitting down and doing a design process. 

The design process was amorphous. Although we do have a design, a lot of it is after the fact. 
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Figure 19: Future Solar Panel Location in Old Homestead Barn – Participant F 

 
 

Participant F (Questions addressed: Effects of Landscape) 

 We decided to move forward with different things as time went on… We made the pond, 

we made a really nice studio on the south side of a garage-shop, the community building. It holds 

our permaculture and our natural history library, interns have stayed there, and a variety of other 

people have stayed there over the years. 

     When the recycled house project came along in 2003, we took what had been our sheep field 

and our orchard and turned that into the site for the new house. Our focus changed from being 

more related to plants and the food forest - which we had been planting since the late 90s to 

being more oriented toward infrastructure. I always had a really wonderful annual garden here 
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but now I’ve gone to more permanent perennial plantings, we've got hardy kiwis, fruit trees of all 

types, and every kind of berry that you could think of. 

Figure 20:  Winter Kayaking– Participant H 

 

Participant H (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture site; Effects of Landscape) 
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 I think practicing permaculture here has made me more connected with the land and with 

the entire Fraser Valley, the communities, the land’s capabilities. It's made me realize how 

permaculture helps to root a person into their home place. I'm the kind of person who loves to 

travel and loves to go places, but I also want to be here. I feel lucky that I, along with other 

people who have contributed over time, have made this a place of beauty, of enjoyment, and 

plenty. Right now, I need people. People who want to put their hands on the land and help reap 

the benefits of the harvest, which are positive, energetic, and wanting to be part of a thriving 

permaculture and conservation site. People who honour the land and the place and are willing to 

work hard to keep things going, and to reap the benefits as well. 
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Figure 21: Food Forest – Participant D 

 

Participant D (Questions addressed: Permaculture lifestyle; Maintaining a Permaculture Site; 

Effects of Landscape) 

 I went to school at UBC and I started working on organic farms back in 2009. I got to 

meet and learn from a lot of luminaries who had been involved in the early sustainable 

agriculture movement. That was my first exposure to permaculture. The foundational principles 

of biodynamics have a lot in common with good closed-loop whole-systems permaculture 

farming. Biodynamic agriculture is a type of holistic agriculture which incorporates esoteric 

concepts with ecological integration. Community-supported-agriculture (CSA), a model that is 
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based on members purchasing a farm share, or a predetermined amount of food at the beginning 

of the growing season, to help the farmer with upfront costs and offers a direct way for 

consumers to receive fresh, often organic, food from a local farm. I've lived in Kamloops for 

eight years. I was leasing land in an intentional community before becoming involved with 

Woodsong, and I wasn't able to implement everything I wanted to do. Once we moved to Paul 

Lake, just outside Kamloops, we got into sheep, goats, ducks, chickens, and honeybees. To me 

the animal element is really important, I might even go as far as to say you’re not doing 

permaculture agriculture unless you have animals. You have to have the fertility cycle, even if its 

wild birds and frogs and deer or something, you have to include some animal elements.  

       There isn’t any grid power here, so we've really been working on diversifying our energy 

consumption with wood, solar photovoltaics, solar hot water heating, and we have a little Pelton 

wheel for micro-hydro. Micro-hydro is a small-scale method of producing hydrologic electricity 

in small water ways with fast running steep water, through utilizing a Pelton wheel and 

alternator. Silvopasture is a method of integrating grazing animals and forestry management. 

Agroforestry is a method of farming that integrates agriculture crops and trees, and often tree 

crops for materials, fiber, and food. 

       We now have 10 acres that we irrigate and twenty acres in total. Of that, we have two acres 

of annual vegetables that we do predominately for seed production at this point, some of it's just 

for homestead food, about two acres of perennials and fruit trees with about 100 new fruit trees, 

and lots of berries and vines, and 50 acres of pasture, ready to develop as silvopasture, and 

agroforestry. In addition, we have 100-acre fields we will lease to cooperative members of 

Woodsong. Most of that will be for farm use and as a cooperative we will sell at a few farmer’s 

markets every week. That’s our pressure relief valve for surplus on the farm - seeds, fruit, herbs, 
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honey, tinctures, mushrooms - whatever we get. That will be part of our public outreach and 

education too. I call it my office hours in town. I'm at Woodsong to give gardening advice, that's 

how you grow customers, you’re the face, you're the person they can count on. That's more and 

more the direction we are going to go with our seed production and eventually a seed company: 

we will have less varieties to start with, with more emphasis on what we grow.  

Figure 22: Run Chickens Run! – Participant K 

 

Participant K (Themes addressed: Permaculture Design; Maintaining a Permaculture site; 

Intended purpose) 
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 We started out thinking of doing restaurant produce and selling at a couple farmers 

markets a week in Kamloops and Chase and possibly Vernon. We are hoping to work with a few 

other Woodsong members and develop a seed company.  Seed production is new, and we are 

going to start by working on a wholesale contract for more local organic seed companies. Now 

we are thinking about how to get our produce to others who need it…we had so much produce 

left over this year, so we are wondering about buying a refrigerated produce truck to deliver food 

to about 200 families throughout the South and North Thompson region including senior centres, 

maybe a health care workers conglomerate, and at the Ukulele festival…my friend organizes that 

every year in Kamloops and it’s a perfect opportunity for this, and we could also become part of 

the Kamloops Winery and organic food Trail tours and give out food cards, like food stamps. 

That's been a pretty successful model for others, and overall, last year was successful doing 

produce and now this year we will be able to bring in some apples and wild strawberries.  

       I am looking for a model I like, that could create economic opportunities, train people in the 

systems, and then get out of the way. Like I said we want to get into the seed business, but I see 

the writing on the wall with bigger multinational players getting involved in the organic seed 

movement, so to preserve the values and the scale of farming that we want to do, adding the seed 

company concept makes sense but with a reality perspective built into the closer-to-home 

concept. It will also diversify the jobs necessary on the farm. It's not just agriculture; there is 

computer work, marketing, people management, and of course the Thompson valley’s harsh 

winter work with managing any order fulfillment for some of our products we are hoping to 

develop, build and grow.  

 Also, with my two adult boys that are twenty and twenty-two, it opens up opportunities 

for them to plug into their own family business instead of just being in the field and doing all the 
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hard labour every day. Instead of gearing towards growing wholesale seed for farmers at a lower 

price per kilo, we can think about catering to gardeners. This will be our second season doing 

that business, and I'm seeing how it will allow us to tell the story of what we're doing here. So in 

the very new and hand-made catalogue for this year, I'm going to have a multi-functional hedge 

package, with prune plum, apple, cherry, and wild berry seeds. I’m trying to move towards a 

perennial-based model, where animals are harvesting their own food. We could go out and 

harvest apples and then process them as I've done that before. Animals love apples and eat them 

raw. Our two interns are going to stay on next year and begin to develop a permaculture nursery 

propagation system. They both have some experience with grafting and cuttings. Likewise, I will 

need to find somebody who's really fired up about the permaculture systems. We have goats, but 

we are just learning to do that kind of job with the goats, like daily walks in the woods. We do 

have electric fencing, but the goats are naughty. If you come back here in ten or twenty years it 

will mostly be perennials, some animals, and grass-based systems. The annual vegetables part 

will be more about variety development, some seed production, and variety trials, and that 

produce will be for people here on the land and those who come to visit for workshops. Also, we 

are moving more toward making information a yield of the system.   With our fruit trees we need 

to begin saving these from seed, and then selecting for good traits, so that we are not always 

grafting and doing cuttings, because then you're holding it in the same space, and as we all know 

the environment is changing.  

       I feel like a lot of the best decisions I have made for Woodsong and for the cooperative 

approach are not ones that I set out to make. They just emerged from within. I never set out to 

have a specific company or approach. The idea of a seed company came from one of our group 

discussions. There is a little local seed company here in Kamloops run by a fellow who is aging 
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and wants to sell his small business, and there is no one willing to take it on. We might be well-

situated to do it, take it on. A small cooperative seed company idea is cool, but it's not really my 

cup of tea, for example running an online catalogue-based small business that involves a lot of 

computer work. So, I'm trying to get it up to a scale where I can hire people to run it for a good 

wage and pass it on eventually. I think all along in any system, we all want to be like that. God 

forbid any of us wind up doing the same thing our whole life. I really feel that the future of 

permaculture here, has to do with integrating with the native forests. So, I am participating this 

165-acre experiment and I have a few plots where I’m doing heavy thinning and burning. I am 

building a pond in each spot, using seed balls, and integrating sheep and goats, and we one day 

maybe turkeys seasonally.  
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Figure 23: Building Trees – Life Cycle in the Forest – Participant E 
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       Participant E (Questions addressed: Site Design – reflection – Maintaining a Permaculture 

site; permaculture lifestyle; effects of Landscape) 

The lower areas at Woodsong along the creek is like a wetland, and there have always been 

problems with flooding in the Barnhartvale region in this part of the valley. The creek here had 

lost its wonderful spring and sockeye salmon population because of things that happened upriver, 

like cutting of trees, and things that had happened down river, like dredging. One year after the 

large flood, I found a little salmon trying to spawn right over the alluvial fan on the next 

property, and I realized that the salmon didn’t have anywhere to go. It was all blackberries and 

reed canary grass. So, we are now deciding to restore the lower 25 acres, to give back a healthy 

stream, and grow native plants instead of having reed canary grass and blackberries for thirty 

acres all the way back to the river, and to provide a buffer for wildlife. That is going to be a big 

turning point… and the first stream to restore the creek for salmon habitat. We planted over 

5,000 plants of twenty-two different species, and now there's a variety of other species coming in 

too. One of my really good friends, who is a naturalist here in the South Thompson Valley, says 

that this is one of the best areas for migrating neotropical birds, because of the variety of types of 

trees. Whenever there are repeated floods, the water has been soaked up and spread out 

throughout the entire CREP project which runs all the way back to the river, so the lower part of 

the property has really improved, with both the flooding and the ground water retention capacity. 

So, in addition to being a permaculture site this, is also a conservation property. 
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Figure 24:  Seeds and Seedlings in the Greenhouse – Participant L 

 

Participant L (Questions addressed: Site Design (reflection); Maintaining a Permaculture Site) 

 I was living in Grand Forks for about a year in 2015 and I was involved with the local 

gardening group around the time when I read the book, ‘The Future is Abundant’. It was in 

Grand Forks that I first saw the word permaculture and learned about it. A few years later I 

attended an international permaculture conference at Evergreen College, in Olympia, 

Washington.  I went and met Masanobu Fukuoka and Wes Jackson. Since then, I have done 
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farming, landscaping, carbon farming, and water catchment. A bunch of different things. I 

worked with medicinal herbs for the last five years. It wasn't until 2019 that I finally got to do a 

permaculture design course, in Bolinas with Penny Livingston at the Regenerative Living 

Institute. We decided to stay in Ashland at the time because my daughter was still going to 

school, so I felt like we needed to stay in Oregon for a few more months before coming back to 

BC. After that, we went back to Grand Forks and then moved to Kamloops after another flood 

destroyed our small house.  

 We were able to move into a mobile home park in Kamloops near the airport, and we 

owned the trailer, but we didn't own the land. Then we started to look for a house, but everything 

started to get too expensive. So we looked around the farming area in Barnhartvale, and one day 

saw a sign for Woodsong. There hasn’t been any farming here for twenty - years at least, but 

there are homes and cattle ranches, and all have acreages and the homes are built with fenced 

yards that are well sized and there is access up here to good water. As far as the permaculture 

design goes, I have done a lot of very intensive watching and monitoring and working things out 

in my head. I still haven't written it all down. We've implemented a bunch of things. Tom Ward’s 

PDC class did a design as a part of their class project, which was good. He is one of the teachers 

I met in Oregon and I believe he's part of the Siskiyou Permaculture Group. I learned about the 

carbon farming aspect from a few instructors in his course. Now that we are involved with 

Woodsong we are optimistic that we will have a permanent home and get out of the trailer park. 

It will take time. We have done a lot the first year at Woodsong, but then life comes along with 

COVID-19. Our parents are also getting older too, and so all of a sudden that's what we're 

focusing on now that we are in the middle of a pandemic. 
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Figure 25: Winter Sky – Participant H 

 

Participant H (Questions addressed: Intended Purpose; Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 I just quit my job of ten years working at a natural health clinic in Logan Lake. I am 

committed to making this work. So it's a very open time right now. We’re not sure what's going 

to happen. We have a detached garage in the back of our place in Logan Lake and we're working 

on converting that into a living space so we can start seedlings there, and to afford to buy into 

Woodsong we will have to rent out this house and also rent out the lower space, so we don't have 

to work until we're ninety to pay off the mortgage. 

       There is a balance between making money to pay the mortgage or whatever and having the 

time to actually do the work needed at a new eco-farm, and the time to actually make those 
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community ties. So now it feels like we've got this time to do it and hopefully we'll be able to do 

some of it, and we have started. But you know, COVID-19 came along. We just have to go day 

by day and see what needs to be done, and hold this vision, and keep prioritizing that vision, one 

step at a time. But there are plenty of times when I think, we should just have a condo with a 

couple tomato plants on the patio. Physically we can't do the kind of gardening and work that we 

could do twenty years ago. There are times when what we're trying to do here feels really 

overwhelming, like oh dang, we should have started this forty years ago. 

Figure 26: Reality of a Living Space in 2021 – Participant C 

 

Participant C (Question addressed: Site Design) 
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 We are figuring out a way to make the cooperative living space more affordable for those 

of us who want to live here, so it will likely be smaller than first hoped. It’s great and I enjoy 

planning it, but it is also really challenging and will take longer than I thought. The plan for the 

living space is about 6,000 square feet, and will have shared lounge, kitchen, office space and 

then guest suites. I often feel like if we had sat with that design longer, we might have decided it 

was too big, and I think that if it had been smaller maybe it would be more finished by now. 

When we were designing the spaces I wanted to sit with the plans for a while before diving in. 

But my partner was raring to go. We ran it by a lot of Woodsong friends and members, and we 

thought, “We like it, let's just go.” Without that attitude we may not have ever built the 

longhouse. I'm more cautious about the larger space. I like to sit with ideas and marinate them, 

see what comes. Taking action is harder for me.  

 The funny thing about the design that I realize now, is there’s a lot of pass-through space, 

a significant portion of it is hallway. I think there may have been a creative way to rearrange the 

spaces so we have less freeway space in the house. The living space is big and therefore is 

expensive to build, especially since we are so rural, and that expense translates into it taking a 

longer time. We are running out of money and have to stop now until the late spring, 2021, and 

it's been months since we really worked on the housing plans.  

 Sometimes I start to wonder if we are ever going to finish this project, and it’s a lot of 

psychological strain. I think managing life and reality and considering financial and emotional 

resources with a site assessment is part of a good design. For instance, enduring discomfort 

living with an outdoor kitchen area, longhouse with combined space, outdoor bath space and 

struggling with money because it has all been spent on a building project is difficult. I think a lot 

of us in our ideology and our excitement about diving into these permaculture projects we think, 
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“whatever, we'll do it! It'll be great!” and there is something to be said for that enthusiasm, but 

it's difficult to live with a construction zone and unfinished things for a long time. 

 

Participant D (Questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture site; Intended Purpose) 

 We knew it was windy here, you could see the evidence of that on the landscape, but we 

had no idea just how windy until we were living here fulltime in tents last summer. You know 

there's a lot of investment in the idea of thoughtful and protracted observation in permaculture, 

so we decided to set up a temporary structure, a yurt, and picked a spot that we thought might be 

a little protected from the wind. But we learned there's no place that's protected from the wind. 

From the very beginning we've been managing the wind. We planted a windbreak with little fir 

trees and fruit trees while we observe the landscape for options. That is our single biggest sector 

issue that we need to manage. I think there's a limit to how far we can get with that though. 

  A large portion of this land was covered in wild weeds and grasses when it was bought. 

The site that the house will eventually be sitting on was an impenetrable forest of sage brush. We 

have done a lot of removal with hand machetes and now we’re to the stage where the bulk of the 

weeds and undergrowth of the forest has been removed and we are managing the regrowth. The 

site was previously managed as ranch land, bull cows mostly.  

 We arranged with the neighbour who owns the cattle ranch, and he removed the grazing 

animals when we moved here and started to build the longhouse and where there was only 

grasses there has been a tremendous influx of wild strawberries in the absence of the grazing, 

and places on the slope and down by the creek are a lot less trampled. The cows still break 

through the fences so we ‘electrified’ some areas as the cows created muddy ponds along the 

creeks. We definitely hold as a value to keep the livestock out of the creek. Since moving into 
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the longhouse for the summer and fall, we have been slowly finishing it and some outbuildings 

and working on other projects.  

 We fenced in the vegetable gardens and upgraded the irrigation and water infrastructure. 

Now it makes a lot more sense for our site and we have a longer-term plan. We are starting to 

look at a grazing plan and water system design to deliver water from central tanks to our gardens 

and orchards. We are still dealing with the solar power and other infrastructure development. The 

solar panels are on the side of the barn, and we don’t have money to add more solar panels. 

Hopefully within the next few years we will get to start some beautification projects and put into 

practice more systematic food production with perennials. We're moving more into really trickin’ 

out this place. It's been amazing how long it really takes. I had no idea. 

Participant K (questions addressed: Maintaining a Permaculture Site; Site Design (reflection); 

Effects of Landscape) 

  The sagebrush is the single biggest vegetation management issue that we face, and it's 

going to be ongoing, something we have to have a strategy about for the rest of our lives here, 

and it is the single biggest change since we've had the property. We are really trying to 

understand how we can manage the broom effectively. We've tried burning and there's 

limitations to that with the laws. We recently met with the TNDR and we've been developing a 

land management plan to try to access funding to build a pond for agricultural water.  

 We've been hesitant to deal with goats because of the fencing requirements, but they 

would eat the grasses we are trying to control. Wildlife is dangerous to livestock out here and the 

goats need to be safely housed. We did some tree planting along the creek with local community 

watershed approval, and there's been some weed removal efforts by members of Woodsong that 

has mitigated some issues.  
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 The creek historically was an old growth forest and was logged decades ago, there's 

stumps everywhere as you can see. We are encouraging it to return to a perennial canopy 

because currently it's all 40-year-old pine, fir and cedar which are starting to die in the 

succession pattern… we're hoping to keep that going in the right direction and have trees in place 

to perform that function. We have that small area intensively grazed with the neighbour’s cows, 

so that will end once the cows are kept on his land. We are not able to maintain the fertility of a 

working pasture without animals so maybe Llamas some day. Our long-range plan is to have all 

the pasture areas grazed but we have to invest in the fencing infrastructure and the water 

infrastructure. It's amazing just how much money and time it actually takes to make those 

investments. 
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Figure 27: A Prayer for All – Participant F 

 
 

Participant F (Question F: Intended Purpose) 

 From the rustic beauty of the 100-year-old homestead that spoke to me of a timeless 

reverence for the Land to the heartfelt community of people committed to the hing and inspiring. 

It was such a joy for me to learn about and contribute to cultivating food, permaculture practices,  

homesteading skills and building community. 
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 So even before I knew it, or what I was doing at Woodsong, I started a food forest 

beginning with apple trees. I grew up in more rural environments where I had access to lots of 

outdoor space, so, when I got here, I knew I wanted to plant fruit trees. I planted a MacIntosh 

over there, and there's a beautiful golden apple. I brought the trees that felt really familiar to me, 

and they've done well. I have a canopy layer… I'm really establishing a small meadow here at 

Woodsong. 

Figure 28: Goats and Things: Participant A 

 

Participant A (Questions addressed:  Intended Purpose; Permaculture Lifestyle) 

 I think above all my favourite times were coming together at the end of a full day to share 

a meal, gratitude, laughter and touch a shared reverence for this beautiful place.  A place built on 

an inspired and essential vision for sustainable community living.   
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     My partner is pretty conventional, so it was going to be a conventional transition if that makes 

sense. We will eventually sell our house so we have the money to live at Woodsong. There is no 

money for any of that right now, we can’t do both. We will be able to commute when the 

weather is good and the road is passable. Once we decide on the housing with the architect and 

what our space will look like, then we can decide to sell our home. I feel like the old barns and 

homesteads should be like a museum. That's real wood that old barn and it's a gorgeous building. 

In a way, I feel like it honours the wood, it honours the life span of those trees. I feel it deeply. I 

grew up on Vancouver Island surrounded by forests, they are right here in the forest side of 

Woodsong.  
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Figure 29: What is Next: The Sky is Blue, The Grass is Green – Participant A 

 
 

 Participant A (Questions addressed: Site Design; Maintaining a Permaculture site) 

 It was really helpful for me to understand that under all the grasses and weeds, there is 

still all the natural activity going on underneath, that nature is here. That was a major shift for 

me. Part of my job here is to invite nature back into the untouched environment, to demonstrate 

that we can create beautiful, verdant, abundant, and regenerative natural spots all around us in an 
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unused rural environment, and that's actually to the betterment of all. I first had to come to an 

understanding of what this particular piece of property was calling for. What it needs and how I 

can best support that. When I can support what this place is calling for, the place in turn supports 

me. I really had to stop looking at this 165-acre lot and start looking outside of the box and see 

the trees, and the position of this land in the larger environment, and I had to just really let that 

sink in. This has been a rather slow process to get to this place in my life. I took the principle 

“use slow and small solutions” to heart. I feel a deep understanding of the forces at play across 

this vast and diverse property, and through time on the property, the property’s history, and what 

is possible on it now, all those things cannot be overlooked. I surrendered to my desire for a 

perennial polyculture, a system of perennials that allows me to come out here, and not so much 

harvest a lot of any one thing, but to graze.  

 For me this is becoming a very personal place. As time goes on, I consider my two-acre 

plot of space here at Woodsong as a large healing garden and the entire 165 acreage as a healing 

valley. I get out here and I get my hands in the dirt. Most of these plants have tremendous 

medicinal properties, and the trees are my allies. It's a place where you feel good when you're 

here. I think a real turn around for me was when my love of medicinal herbs led me to grow 

Balsamroot, in particular Okanagan arrow-leaved sunflowers. If you want to harvest it without a 

backhoe, plant it in straw bale. When it's ready to harvest, it’s a root so you dig it up and apart, 

and there it is. That's what I did and it worked out beautifully.  

 It will take up to 5 years to really get a crop going but I got excited about the quality of 

the first harvest and used what was left over for mulch in the bigger plot then later I started to 

realize that all the wood this farm generates can be used in hügelkultur. So I've started to lay out 

hugel-mounds somewhat on contour, going down the slope away from the goat barn, to capture 
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all the water that's coming through the fields. Right now, the thing that I'm most excited about is 

using the straw bales we get from the neighbouring farmer, planting on and in between them. I 

use the bales as design elements to help me understand where the contour is, to help me visualize 

the design, and live for a season with those changes rather than trying to decide which permanent 

change to make all at once. I use them in groupings with little worm towers in between the bales 

to deliver nitrogen into the bale. I'm using my greywater from the sink, with appropriate 

chemical-free dishwashing soap.  

 On my leaf crops that’s all I’m using to water. I put the greywater on the bale and the 

bale acts like a giant sponge, the worms go in and out.  Just as a reminder if you didn’t know, 

Hugelkultur, hugel-mounds, hugel-beds, refer to a method coined by Austrian permaculturist 

Sepp Holzer, in which pieces of wood, large and small are incorporated into a raised bed design 

that can be many feet high. The method is known for its soil building benefits and water 

retention capacity.  When I broke last season’s three-bale system, I got two wheelbarrow loads 

full of worm casings. It's so rich, and it gets added back on top, on top of the trays or on top of 

the plantings. The more permanent plantings in the hugel-beds need a lot of nitrogen. 

     About two years ago when I really started exploring this, I made a decision that unless it was 

a plant I actively do not want in my yard, I wasn't going put it in the green bin and send it away. 

Now, all of that stuff goes in the hugels. It is a slow and small thing, I slowly pile on material as 

I weed and prune, and place it around the little bucket-placeholder in the middle to keep room for 

another worm tower. In another hugel I have ceramic flues for worm towers, they are big enough 

for significant amounts of kitchen waste. This one that I put in the last month already has 

motherwort, comfrey, lemon balm, and Korean mint growing in it.  
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Figure 30: Yurt in the Making – Participant A 

 
 

 Participant A (Questions addressed: Site Design; Intended Purpose) 

 I've never installed or bought drip irrigation. I don't have to buy more and use more 

plastic in this yard. So I'm using ollas in some of these beds. This is new as of last year, and it 

has turned out to be a very satisfying way to come out and interact with the garden. I'm not 

digging so much anymore, and I'm not doing much weeding. I come out and I harvest, and I do a 

ritual of looking in all the ollas and refilling them. I'm thinking of the places where I put the 

water in the ollas as tiny temples. It's my every other day devotion to water. Whether it's coming 

from rain barrels, from water that I've caught out of the house, or water that's coming from the 

Mokelumne River. You bless the water, you bless the plant, you bless the whole place. 
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Figure 31: Meditation Space by the Brook – Participant H 

 
 

Participant H (Questions addressed: Effects of Landscape; Intended Purpose) 

 There's a lot of things that people would term as weeds here, it is blossoming all the time, 

and we have a lot of pollinators and birds. I have paid particular attention to the plants that 

arrived here on their own without any active participation. I understand that those plants bring 

important messages. The self-heal plants was here when I arrived at Woodsong, and it took me a 



151 
 

while to notice it and realize what a powerful generous acreage it is. I'm amazed that it's here, it's 

really not warm enough, but it made it all the winter, and it's just gorgeous. I feel like I probably 

have a lot to learn from it. I’m doing whatever I can to actually be a humble member of this 

community. I'm out here caretaking and listening and doing my best to create a system that 

benefits us all. I've come to aspire to having enough garden activity on this rural lot so that I can 

trade. Lettuces do really well, tomatoes don't, and I'd like to know somebody who's doing 

tomatoes. It's pretty freeing to think that I'm never going to grow all my own food. It’s about 

making those community connections, so we can grow enough of what everybody needs. I don't 

have to grow a whole palette of what I want to eat all year. That's exciting to me. I'm also very 

interested in the community medicine model. My neighbors already come to me when they know 

when they need comfrey. I want a neighborhood where people decide they only want one lane, 

and they want food forests in the commons. I want to have an outdoor bathhouse, a composting 

toilet, and some animals also. The nitrogen, that's where animals really come into place. I have 

admittedly started using urine as a nitrogen source, which works very well, and I am in fact an 

animal, but some other animals would be nice. I have thought of rat terriers because we have a 

rat problem. The whole area around Barnhartvale does. If you are going to invite wild nature 

back into the mix there's lots of parts of nature that we've worked really hard to exile. How do 

we deal with those parts that make us uncomfortable, or we feel are health threats? How do we 

deal with them without getting back on the train of reductionism?  

       That’s a big change! I think that it's easy when you hear about big changes like that to think 

“oh, it just happened all at once.” The fact of the matter is I've been thinking about this for years 

and when it happens it will be great, but it takes enough people to be involved. Permaculture 

made me realize that I'm not interested in doing anything by myself anymore. I really want to 
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work it out in collaboration with other people. Woodsong is perfect for this idea…a cooperative 

based Eco-farm. 

Thematic Organization of the Findings 

     The twelve interviews provided a substantial amount of text to review for themes. The 

previous section focused on clustering of the individual perspective of each person and story in 

response to the questions. This section organizes the findings into categories. This section is a 

presentation of themes derived from the interviews. There are eighteen themes as well as four 

additional emergent themes not explicitly asked about.  

Themes  

There are eighteen themes emerging from the analysis of the questions as follows. 

 Theme 1: Entry Points into Permaculture 

 Most of the results from this question were included in the Woodsong story. However, it 

is important to note that all but one participant received their permaculture education locally in 

Kamloops or in Victoria, British Columbia. One participant travelled outside of Canada to 

Portland, Oregon, take the permaculture design course.  

 Theme 2: Maintenance Correlating  

 I have observed through my own permaculture education experience that there is a heavy 

focus on the beginning of the permaculture process, with designing and building up sites, and 

less focus on what happens afterward. Because of this, I decided to ask the participants about 

maintenance of Woodsong overall and for their specific acre or two acres from the cooperative. 

Two main insights emerged relating to this topic, one about momentum and time management, 

and the other about dedication and joy in work. Participant C spoke about how maintenance is 

important and can be difficult to keep up with but working at it with short and frequent attention 
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helps to stay on track. “Life is happening. You rarely have full time to devote to these kinds of 

projects. I think the ‘little bit all the time’ method is really the way to go” (Participant C).  

 When viewed as a chore, maintenance may seem like a burden. Participant D spoke about 

how viewing maintenance as an act of connection and love can bring rejuvenation and then 

become something to look forward to. “I maintain this because I love it, not because it's a duty, 

because I'm drawn here for physical, and emotional, and spiritual regeneration. If you're not 

somebody who wants to be out in the garden, you should focus on some other area of 

permaculture. Sometimes food forests are sold as not requiring any work once you get them 

installed. That just doesn't make any sense to me because how are you going to be part of the 

web if you're not actively working, if you're not in it, you know?... My knowledge increases, my 

enjoyment increases, my satisfaction and my health increases, the more time I spend out here” 

(Participant D). 

  Theme 3: Challenges of Permaculture in Practice 

 There were many difficulties and rewards mentioned throughout the interviews. The 

rewards blend mostly into the responses about how permaculture has enriched lives, families, 

and communities. The difficulties and challenges mentioned here relate to Woodsong-specific 

issues, personal, spiritual, and emotional challenges, challenges working together with family 

and community, challenges transitioning to permaculture systems, and challenges around 

compromising ideals. Everyone I interviewed had their own set of challenges, yet they have all 

remained dedicated to their permaculture practice.   

Theme 4: Site Challenges  

     Woodsong possesses a unique set of challenges; some find this is a good way to spark 

creativity by persevering with them as an opportunity instead of a limitation, a mark of 
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uniqueness and beauty. The most common challenge across the interviews was with managing 

invasive species. Some found long-term solutions, and others continue to struggle with it. 

Overall, it seems Japanese knotweed, oxeye daisy, yellow flag iris, hoary alyssum, leafy spurge, 

sulphur cinquefoil, orange hawkweed, Dalmatian toadflax hoary cress, common tansy, knapweed 

and blackberries are the top offenders. It seems that those who have been most successful with 

getting the problem species under control have changed the overall habitat, so it no longer suits 

the particular invasive species. Not all site challenges stemmed from the landscape. Zoning and 

challenges with permits from the Thompson Nicola Regional District (TNRD) surfaced in nearly 

all the interviews. The decision to make the cooperative legal, to ensure code is met or if 

something is not to code, or some combination of the two, is something everyone has had to 

make decisions about. In many areas, the codes are changing to become more inclusive of 

permaculture techniques such as greywater, rainwater, humanure, and alternative building and 

land usage.  

       In Participant G’s interview she stressed the importance of participating in local governance 

to help make these changes happen. Personal/spiritual/personal and emotional challenges 

surfaced in many interviews. They include challenges with family life: caring for elder parents or 

family members, caring for young children, family planning, special needs family members with 

disabilities, and single parenting. Emotional challenges included health, aging, and having 

negative feelings or doubts about a change in lifestyle.  

 These are all common adult challenges, and certainly not specific to those practicing 

permaculture and eco-farming at Woodsong. Everyone has found a way to incorporate 

permaculture into their daily world and life, and they did not require a perfect set of 

circumstances to make it happen. It is certainly not easy to bring forward a permaculture vision 
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that incorporates cultural and spiritual practices, but it is doable and even enjoyable. “It's a 

circuitous path. We have to go day by day and see what needs to be done. And hold this vision 

and keep prioritizing that vision one step at a time. There are plenty of times when I think, we 

should just have a condo with a couple tomato plants on the patio. We just can't do the kind of 

gardening and work that we could do fifteen or twenty years ago. There are times it feels really 

overwhelming, what we're trying to do here, like, “Oh dang we should have started this forty 

years ago” (Participant A). 

  Theme 5: Family and Shifting  

      Most participants interviewed were parents, although this was not a part of the criteria for 

selecting participants. Their children varied from just a few years old to grown adults. Raising 

children presented specific challenges and opportunities for everyone. There is a connection with 

remaining flexible and how children change and influence priorities. Perceptions change as we 

become parents and many participants found themselves more connected with their community 

at home and at Woodsong through their children.  

 The following three quotes from Participant J, D, and H convey some of these ideas. “For 

me I look at the ways I sacrifice some of my ideals, like I used to make all these baskets and 

hand hides and did more traditional arts stuff. That was before we had children, and now I’m 

spending time with school experiences, after school activities like baseball and soccer games and 

being part of the larger social community in my current home. At work I deal with conference 

calls, and meetings and doing activist work, because I see it is not just about me and my family, 

it's about all of us” (Participant H). “It's not just about us… and obviously I want to be happy and 

healthy and see my children be happy and healthy and I'm doing all that I can do to work towards 

that in the face of sometimes what seems to be insurmountable obstacles. But I find that… the 
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regular practice of not just gardening but managing an acre of growing vegetables and also the 

regular practice of ritual in my life, Yoga practice and walking which keeps me moving towards 

hope” (Participant D). “I think life changes you, your perspective changes over time. It's a really 

an interesting aspect that I feel like I did not know about when I was younger. I really thought 

the priorities I had when I was 20 were going to carry through, but I'm 50 now and they are just 

different” (Participant J)  

 Theme 6: Working Together – Collaboration and Cooperative  

     The challenges of working together as a cooperative group, families, spouses, and children 

came through in the interviews in various ways. Participant H had attended the Permaculture 

Design Course out of the country. “During the permaculture design course at the Occidental Arts 

and Ecology Center that I attended in 2017, I remember Brock Dolman emphasizing that the 

only real limiting factor with permaculture, the only thing really holding permaculture back, is 

our ability to work together.” 

 Some of the difficulties expressed in the interviews are related directly with practicing 

permaculture within the context of an eco-farm, such as feelings of disrespect from not being 

taken seriously, and the isolating effects of choosing to live a radically different way of life. 

While other difficulties mentioned are more broadly, like compromising on location in a rural 

area away from schools and daycare, leaving behind a partner and land and having to start over 

again, or beginning the design process with a visionary partner and splitting up while carrying on 

the vision for the site.  

       The permaculture movement is cutting edge, and those dedicated to it are in many ways seen 

as radical. These permaculturists and eco-farmers that I have interviewed all expressed a belief 

that they have placed themselves at the edge of society, which is not always a comfortable place 
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to be. The following quotes from Participant D and Participant K express some of these ideas. 

“There's an element of, oh god, mom’s really crazy and her friends are all really crazy too… I 

think for women especially that it is difficult. I have been shut down a lot in the past for being 

called an idealist. But, at this point in my life, it’s sort of a, “So what? Ha! You got a better idea? 

Let's work for something that's valuable and worth saving” (Participant B). “Their families’ 

attitude is that farming and gardening is way too much work. It’s not as fun for them as it is for 

me. It's not the brown yard with the sticks in it, so it feels better. Its barren land filled with weeds 

and old tress and looks messy. Maybe we've seemed a little bit odd and have stood out” 

(Participant C).  

 Theme 7: Transition Challenges  

 

     Permaculture design requires a lot of energy and infrastructure upfront and is particularly 

challenging in a remote location with a long bumpy and often muddy gravel road. Then, once the 

systems are in place, they are more efficient than conventional systems and less difficult to 

manage. Yet, the infrastructure, including the social infrastructure, takes time and resources, and 

it happens in most instances before the “fun stuff,” like planting a food forest and edible 

landscaping. Many were surprised by just how long it has taken or is still taking to get through 

this stage.  

 In these two quotes, Participant E explains her frustration about dealing with 

inefficiencies while transitioning into permaculture systems “When you're working through the 

development (phase) there's a lot of temporary steps along the way, but each one of those 

temporary steps is far more inconvenient and inefficient than the final solution. We have these 

really wonderful efficient solutions for problems all over the property, but we don't get to take 

advantage of those efficiencies until things are finished” (Participant E). “I think a lot of us in 
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our ideology and our excitement about diving into these permaculture projects, (our attitude is) 

“Whatever we'll do it! It'll be great!” And I think there's something to be said for that 

(enthusiasm), and yet, you know, it's difficult to live with a construction zone and unfinished 

things for a long time.” (Participant H). Staying observant and patient and believing in the 

ultimate vision while remaining flexible have been important for everyone (Participant H).  

       Participant A’s permaculture vision ultimately includes the intersection of her housing and 

permaculture practice and she is just beginning of the process. “I think that it's easy when you 

hear about big changes like that to think oh, it just happened all at once. The fact of the matter is 

I've been thinking about this for twenty years and when it happens it will be great” (Participant 

A). 

 Theme 8: Compromising Ideals  

    Participant I expressed a sense of optimism yet being overwhelmed at the reality of work-life 

balance. Permaculture is idealistic and at times can be different from everyday realities. Getting 

started can be overwhelming, as with any large project, and adapting the ideals of permaculture 

to the necessary compromises that reality insists on is something that all the interviews have 

expressed in some way. Even though Woodsong is new and just beginning as a cooperative and 

eco-farm, the site is clearly not perfect, and everyone had visions for the future with very long 

to-do lists. Permaculture design can appear to offer perfectly sustainable options from a textbook 

perspective, but it is hard to be perfectly sustainable in reality. The interviewees expressed how it 

is important to at least try to show a better way forward. The following quote from Participant I 

sums up this point perfectly. “You know, we're certainly not perfect and we’re not totally 

sustainable, but we’re paving a path for people. That part of it inspires me” (Participant I).   

Theme 9: Influence on Personal Life, Family Life and Community 
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Permaculture does not happen in a vacuum, and its influences stretch deep into social 

structures. Even with all the serious challenges mentioned previously, everyone was energized 

and happy to share their thoughts on this question. There was an overall expression of joy and 

fulfillment on the personal, spiritual, family and community level.  

 Theme 10: Personal Influence  

     The following three quotes about how permaculture has influenced personal life expresses the 

kind of gratitude, joy, spiritual awakening and fulfillment shared throughout most of the 

interviews. “I think it's great for me… to be able to live and practice what I am passionate about. 

To feel connected to the land and embracing my spirituality. I feel very privileged to be part of 

this piece of land at Woodsong and to be able to develop it as permaculture site and as an 

educational tool” (Participant L).  “I've always loved the rural farmlands and feeling of open 

space. Look at all the birds everywhere right now! They’re just loving all the berries and wild 

strawberries, the robins, and everybody is here enjoying this. They're all here having a beautiful 

summer-time. It has enriched my life, brought new cultural experiences and I feel I've always 

wanted a place in the country to live that's close enough to things that you need, but has its own 

privacy, and has its own food. It's definitely enriched my life” (Participant J). “I'm experiencing 

in this beautiful place, I live each day in this amazing location and each day look out at the acre 

of land that we have just designed and built and planted the first crops… that's really rewarding 

and fulfilling.”  and “There’s just this feeling of fulfillment” (Participant A).         

Theme 11: Family 

  On a family level, the interviews described a mix of feelings from the participants; some 

of this was mentioned earlier in the Challenges Section. The difficulties expressed related to 

younger kids not wanting to participate and partners not always having the same or equal 
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enthusiasm and dedication. Creating the space and time for family to participate was important to 

most participants in some way. Participant L expressed enjoying having a place to observe and 

enjoy their surrounding with her family. “Having a comfortable place out in nature with the 

plants (for my family) and enjoying just being part of the place.” (Participant A). Participant H 

expressed how important it is for him to have his daughter see permaculture recognized in the 

outer world, so they know her Dad was not living on a radical island. He brought his daughter to 

Woodsong to see the raw landscape, where they participated in an educational talk about 

permaculture, linked with a hands-on skill building workshop. “I brought my 14-year-old 

daughter to Woodsong and not only to have fun, but to recognize that the work we do here is 

being recognized and valued in this other world” (Participant H).  

       From having an abundance of nutritious food, to learning the art and science of nature 

observation, permaculture has offered these families a way to learn the work and rewards of 

stewardship. Participant B captures the holistic benefits of permaculture with her adult sons in 

this extended quote: “Once we extend it into our kids, the lifestyle is really amazing actually. My 

sons are both really interested in more than just gardening, but truly farming, and they know 

about where food comes from, they are into tracking, they’re into birds. That’s all been part of 

my permaculture education… and I've continued that study, and it’s filled my heart, and I've 

shared that with my sons. So now I go out on walks with them, and they’re like: 

Oh look, there's a track, and oh look, there's a...” and “ I just love that they're taking what 

began when they were growing up with that to now, where one of them is training to be a 

chef using our sustainable produce. They will have that for their whole entire lives. We 

can't ever undo that. They are going to bring this life of connection to the earth, 

connection with other inhabitants of the planet, with whomever they interact with, and 
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that just makes me happy…”  and “One of the permaculture ideas is about abundance, 

and really promoting abundance, they are growing up with this experience of abundance 

at times, the ebb and flow of abundance, natural abundance. So like now we have lots of 

wild strawberries, blueberries, or now we will have apple season, and we can have as 

many apples as we want.  Wow we're so lucky that we have this abundance and were 

going to keep working on producing that ourselves! It's wonderful for families young and 

old (Participant B). 

  Theme 12: Community  

     The ways in which these fledging permaculturists and eco-farmers have incorporated 

community building into their lives and at Woodsong are many. The following are some of the 

examples that emerged about the importance of creating community gathering spaces, learning 

spaces, potlucks, ceremony, cultural, spiritual and family support. “I think one other thing that 

permaculture made me realize is I'm not interested in doing anything by myself anymore. I really 

want to work it out in collaboration with other people.” (Participant F). “(Building community 

has) definitely helped with not feeling isolated. I am living alone at the moment… currently I 

don’t have another person or family to organize and as a cooperative Woodsong has given me a 

sense of community and that's been really helpful. Also having people to organize social 

gatherings and share spiritual practices (with)” (Participant D). “Now… my friends are working 

full time and managing children and daycare stuff, or going through other things, like my 

neighbour is eighty, we live close, and she's taking care of her husband. I helped her. You need 

garden starts? Or, if you can't deal with your garden, like she has for years, you can just be a part 

of our space at Woodsong once in a while or I can bring things so she can enjoy our produce. 

She's taking care of her ailing husband but wants to have a sense of belonging.” (Participant H). 
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“I think while we are in the planning and designing stages (the communal house), we are 

thinking of it more on the personal level, for our big gatherings and groups of friends… It's 

going to become a community asset, and the space, the outdoor space can be that too” 

(Participant J).  

 Theme 13: Education and Community Link  

     The strong link between education and community was shared by everyone I interviewed. In 

their own way, respondents provide permaculture education to help build their lives and in their 

own community, and though often not explicitly labeled as permaculture, it is in some way 

intentional and present. Permaculture education has appeared in many forms for these 

participants. Here are some of the ways they have provided educational opportunities in their 

communities across BC: participating in local community gardens, offering workshops, hosting 

interns and teaching how to build cob stoves, teaching permaculture courses, offering courses on 

non-violent communication skills, offering and managing educational resources, providing 

spiritual direction and sharing skills and experiences with family and coworkers. Participant C 

shared how helpful it is to have the community space for education now that there is a longhouse 

structure onsite at Woodsong that she calls the “Classroom Under the Valley Clouds.”  

 Theme 14: Permaculture in Business  

     Responded expressed ways for permaculture to influence and build up business and income. 

Some of the business was planned and sought after, and some of it simply developed out of an 

opportunity. Regardless of which way it happened, everyone was thinking about some version of 

what Participant K said… “we have to rethink the way wealth circulates throughout the system.” 

(Participant K) The most common business opportunities across all the interviews were teaching, 

community supported agriculture, plant sales, Yoga classes, spiritual direction and counselling, 
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and medicinal herb sales. Other business opportunities mentioned for the future include massage 

therapy, yarn making, authorship, book store, and a seed company. In addition, everyone had 

ideas on how to further integrate business plans on site in the future. These ideas included 

starting new working groups of people who are interested in developing permaculture-inspired 

small businesses, plant propagation, value-added items (like instead of just selling berries, also 

sell jam), and expanded rentals and retreats. Two ideas that surfaced about permaculture in 

business have to do with the importance of promoting permaculture in business in general, and 

how making the cooperative business model of Woodsong transparent and accessible. “We have 

to be able to move permaculture ethics and principles into the world of business and into the 

alternative economies.” (Participant G).  

 Theme 15: Changing Life Plans and Future Outlook  

     Respondents explored perspective on how living and working with permaculture might be 

influencing future plans and also bring in a broader perspective on life, meaning and purpose. 

The responses offer a positive and uplifting perspective on how permaculture has brought a 

feeling of hope, how it has offered a way to participate that feels positive and productive, how it 

contributes to becoming more connected with their community, and how it encourages everyone 

to stay observant and remain open to understanding what is going on around them.  

 Theme 16: Person of a Place 

  Some of the interviewees express the link between observing and participating on a site 

like Woodsong and becoming a person of place. The following two quotes from Participant D 

and I express this in their words. “It's made me much more hopeful… because I have felt myself 

a part of a community that is bigger than humans, and that's a very comforting feeling” 
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(Participant D). “Being involved with permaculture actually helps to root a person into their 

community place.” (Participant I).  

 Theme 17: Community and Hope 

     Respondents had different examples of how permaculture has made them realize the 

importance of community and the importance of building and getting involved in local 

communities. The following quote from Participant F expresses how important community is in 

daily life. “There's much more the sense for me (that) through permaculture that what really 

sustains us is community. When I look at what the last bit of my life is going to look like, it's all 

that, community… I have more of a sense of, it's actually going to be okay. I don't have to have a 

quarter of a million dollars stashed away to see me through my old age, there is this knitting 

together of fabric that gets us through” (Participant F).   

 Theme 18: Participation and Positive Influence  

     Larger social systems like governments are often heavily criticized in the permaculture 

community, yet many here have found that practicing permaculture has opened a way to 

participate in the larger social system, while promoting permaculture values on a larger scale. “I 

used to be more anarchist, and like ‘eff you’ to the bigger system. And now I just created this 

idea to create a seed company. If I can make this work I can take this up to the next level, I can 

[create] more jobs. It’s credibility for me. It’s credibility for the movement, and [promotes] the 

values and ideals that I want to see politically” (Participant H).  

Emerging Themes 

     The previous section reflects on themes having to do directly with questions asked in the 

interviews. This section is a summary of four themes that emerged through the analysis process: 
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the definition and purpose of permaculture, and three themes related to permaculture principles 

on observing, integrating and working with change.  

Emerging Theme 1: Definition and Purpose  

       It is refreshing to hear words that are a little different than the “textbook” descriptions of 

permaculture and eco-farming, words that clearly emphasize important points of permaculture 

from those utilizing it. In the following quote, Participant A describes permaculture as a 

decision-making method: 

The permaculture value test really served as the foundation for me in my life and what 

I've wanted to do with a bigger landscape. It offers a way of thinking about things, and 

how we do them, it is a way to navigate through all the various choices you can make to 

try and make one that really honours your own personal situation and your own 

limitations, but also the situation and limitations of the Woodsong site. You know, 

hopefully avoiding egregious class-one design errors.” (Participant A).   

Participant J touches on the expansion of the definition of permaculture from permanent 

agriculture to permanent culture, and how this relates to his work towards creating seasonal 

community events to foster a connection between the Woodsong community and the land. “I 

think that people like to call it permaculture and leave out the culture part of it. I totally 

understand why that was an original idea, especially coming out of the reactionary-ness of being 

in the 70s. Ultimately, I think that a really important part of becoming a person of place is having 

seasonal land-based festivals, ceremonies, events. Some of them, or a lot of them!” (Participant 

J).  

 Emerging Theme 2: Principles of Permaculture  
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     The permaculture principles each have a specific message, and yet they are all related and 

overlap. These three principles stand out as prominent themes throughout the interviews: 

‘observe and interact,’ ‘integrate rather than segregate,’ and ‘creatively use and respond to 

change.’ Observe Observation “increases our awareness of ourselves, others and surroundings 

and stimulates our natural curiosity” (MacNamara, 2012, p. 19).  

 Throughout the interviews there are examples from everyone on all these levels. Overall, 

everyone has emphasized how important it is to begin with observation and remain committed 

and open to new observations. “I think our best role in permaculture is always to be an observer, 

be in an observation state” (Participant I). Being able to observe the important information 

needed to determine what a particular site is capable of supporting has been an important step for 

everyone. Woodsong may not be able to support all the ideas one has in mind, such as 

Participant J not being able to grow as many varieties of vegetables as she had hoped and instead 

realizing that there was an opportunity to start something different, which could grow in the 

climate and a few acres that had better sunlight that would offer a better location for sun-loving 

plants. “You can get into this trap of thinking that all the techniques that you've learned are what 

it's all about, when it's really about understanding what the property is calling for and then using 

the appropriate technique. I’m doing whatever I can to actually be a humble member of this 

community. I'm out here caretaking and listening and doing my best to create a system that 

benefits us all” (Participant J.).  

 Emerging Theme 3: Integrate versus Segregate  
 
     The permaculture principle ‘Integrate Rather Than Segregate’ is about observing and utilizing 

beneficial relationships, recognizing connections, maximizing functionality and efficiency, and 

utilizing systems thinking. For participant F, living in a world that predominately does not use 
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systems theory is frustrating, and she finds relief when working with permaculture. 

“Permaculture… thinks the way that I do. I am a systems thinker by nature, so I like to think of 

the whole and how the parts interrelate. Something like stacking functions has always been 

something that I obsessed with.” (Participant F).  

     Utilizing animals is one common way to link together systems design work. Woodsong was 

just beginning to bring in chickens and goats, creating roles for animals. The future plan will 

include domestic and wild animals, such as chickens, ducks, wild birds, rabbits, sheep, goats, 

turkeys and maybe even llamas. Participant L emphasized how important animals are with 

integrating systems on his site. Participant K had taken extra time and care to bring in the 

chickens because they wanted to have a good system set up for them, to really be able to 

integrate the chickens on site and especially provide for most of their food and sell eggs at the 

Farmers Market in Kamloops.  

 Emerging Theme 4: Changing Futures 

 
     From a permaculture perspective, preparing for and working through climate change is an 

opportunity to utilize the guiding principle about creatively using and responding to change. In 

their own way, each interview presents some perspective and thought on this idea. The following 

three quotes from participant B, K and L, express their vision of how permaculture can help 

adapt to an uncertain future. “I think that going forward there's no telling what's going to happen. 

So the only agency I have is to believe in my own beautiful vision and work towards it. And in 

that regard I find the ethics and principals to be fantastic tools for that.” (Participant K). “At this 

time, if we are going to pull ourselves out of this situation without cataclysmic collapse, we need 

something on the level of the permaculture task force, but it needs to be a way more feminine 

approach of being of service rather than “we're here to save the day” kind of thing. That is what 
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permaculture is teaching us -turn liability into assets.” (Participant B). “We live in this toxic 

world. We live in this world where everything is breaking down, and permaculture holds hope 

for changing that and looking at that as an opportunity to make something connected, spiritual 

and beautiful.” (Participant L). 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

 

     This chapter further integrates the findings with the theory and conceptual framework and 

with the literature in order to find a meaningful analytic response to my overarching research 

question -- How do people describe their experience with integrating permaculture design in 

their lives, and what spiritual and cultural perspectives do they have to offer to the permaculture 

movement through their experiences at Woodsong Cooperative Eco-Farm and globally?  

Some Unexpected Results 

     During the research, two surprises became evident in the data collection phase. The first 

surprise was that half of the interviewees anticipated practicing some form of animal farming 

such as raising goats, chickens, and lamas in conjunction with their plant-based agricultural 

projects. This was notable to me because the literature reviewed described how plant-based and 

animal agriculture were viewed as two separate practices. They both have separate governing 

factors within the field of agriculture. Many of my research participants voiced that even though 

animal husbandry is a separate practice from plant-based agriculture, they felt that animals still 

had an important role on the land and in the gardens. Some of these participants expressed that 

the animal side of agriculture could be important for various reasons, including food production.  

     The second surprise was the two negative commonalities voiced in understanding the 

participants' blended perspective of the journey towards spirituality at Woodsong. I assumed that 

all common themes in the search for spirituality within Woodsong would be positive. I was 

surprised when the participants collectively voiced that barriers to the Woodsong cooperative's 

success included a direct loss of connection with family and friends. It would be interesting to 

have further research completed on barriers and loss of connection or connectedness at 

Woodsong. I would be interested in understanding from a quantitative approach how often this 
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happens, and which factors can address and mitigate the family and connection barriers from 

recurring.       

Theoretical Applications 

 

Permaculture Theory 

      

 Permaculture theory is often simple yet profound, and the messages from the 12 

interviews are a part of this model. Stories have the power to preserve and disseminate wisdom 

thus affecting change (Rosenberg, 2016). These interviews have been informative and inspiring 

to work with, from the simple realization of how important local access to permaculture 

education is, to understanding the complex and diverse challenges associated with moving 

through the process of design and implementing each step. Many of the insights are not unique to 

permaculture, and remain sage advice for many areas of life, such as maintaining momentum and 

dedication while infusing joy, peace and connection into work. Other insights show how 

permaculture principles are useful tools and are especially important throughout a design 

process, like the three emergent themes on staying committed to observation, integrating with 

systems thinking and beneficial relationships, and creatively responding to change while working 

towards greater resiliency through spiritual connections.  

      Everyone I interviewed has had their own set of challenges, yet they have all remained 

dedicated to their pursuits at Woodsong and permaculture practice and their efforts are enriching 

their families and their communities. I hope their motivation and dedication remains as 

contagious as I found it to be, along with the expressions of a deep sense of spirituality, personal 

connection, joy, and fulfillment. These inspirational stories contain many and varied uplifting 

messages on how incorporating permaculture into their lives has brought a reconnection to their 
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spirituality and a sense of hope during stressful times and participating in a positive and 

productive way towards a common goal. 

Lived Experiences 

     My research study yielded the specific presented results because it was personalized to 

generate themes based on the twelve study participants' lived experiences and feelings. The 

themes were not predetermined but were all articulated by each of the study participants. They 

were then analyzed and compared to all the other study participants. The results of these data 

created an impressive web of continued feelings, experiences, and thoughts that were interwoven 

among all study participants. Even though not all study participants expressed feeling or 

experiencing a specific theme does not mean they do not experience it. The data were collected 

using an open-ended interview protocol, which means that when looking at the constant 

comparison of a study subject, what was derived was specifically articulated by that particular 

study subject.  

    As there were no predetermined categories, themes, or feelings presented, I did not deduct that 

some did not feel these feelings. It is possible that all study participants felt all themes; however, 

how the questions and study were designed did not prompt each study subject to discuss a 

predetermined theme. All themes were discovered or revealed after all the interviews had been 

completed. As a follow-up to the study, to gain more specifics, it would be interesting to go back 

to the same study participants and ask specific interview questions as to each of the identified 

themes and if they feel connected in some capacity to the permaculture setting developing at 

Woodsong. This would be a different technique and methodology, but it would gather further 

and valuable results. For the wider community and to add to the literature on this discipline, this 
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study on workplace spirituality within the urban agricultural setting sets precedence within this 

field because no other research exists on these combined concepts.  

Priority Themes 

     The twelve interviews provided a substantial amount of text to review for themes. The 

previous section focused on clustering the individual perspective of each person and their story 

in response to the questions, in order to represent their voices. 

Here I present three overarching  priority themes derived from threads in the interviews. These 

twenty-six threads are a subset of three major themes: I) Permaculture, II) Spirituality, and  

III) Connectedness.  

I) Permaculture 

In classifying the first major theme Permaculture reveals 5 threads: 

 Thread 1: Entry Points into Permaculture 

 Most of the results from this question were included in the Woodsong story. However, it 

is important to note that all but one participant received their permaculture education locally in 

Kamloops or in Victoria, British Columbia. One participant travelled outside of Canada to 

Portland, Oregon, take the permaculture design course.  

 Thread 2: Maintenance Correlating  

 I have observed through my own permaculture education experience that there is a heavy 

focus on the beginning of the permaculture process, with designing and building up sites, and 

less focus on what happens afterward. Because of this, I decided to ask the participants about 

maintenance of Woodsong overall and for their specific acre or two acres from the cooperative. 

Two main insights emerged relating to this topic, one about momentum and time management, 
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and the other about dedication and joy in work. Participant C spoke about how maintenance is 

important and can be difficult to keep up with but working at it with short and frequent attention 

helps to stay on track. “Life is happening. You rarely have full time to devote to these kinds of 

projects. I think the ‘little bit all the time’ method is really the way to go” (Participant C).  

 When viewed as a chore, maintenance may seem like a burden. Participant D spoke about 

how viewing maintenance as an act of connection and love can bring rejuvenation and then 

become something to look forward to. “I maintain this because I love it, not because it's a duty, 

because I'm drawn here for physical, and emotional, and spiritual regeneration. If you're not 

somebody who wants to be out in the garden, you should focus on some other area of 

permaculture. Sometimes food forests are sold as not requiring any work once you get them 

installed. That just doesn't make any sense to me because how are you going to be part of the 

web if you're not actively working, if you're not in it, you know?... My knowledge increases, my 

enjoyment increases, my satisfaction and my health increases, the more time I spend out here” 

(Participant D). 

  Thread 3: Challenges of Permaculture in Practice 

 There were many difficulties and rewards mentioned throughout the interviews. The 

rewards blend mostly into the responses about how permaculture has enriched lives, families, 

and communities. The difficulties and challenges mentioned here relate to Woodsong-specific 

issues, personal, spiritual, and emotional challenges, challenges working together with family 

and community, challenges transitioning to permaculture systems, and challenges around 

compromising ideals. Everyone I interviewed had their own set of challenges, yet they have all 

remained dedicated to their permaculture practice.   

Thread 4: Site Challenges  
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     Woodsong possesses a unique set of challenges; some find this is a good way to spark 

creativity by persevering with them as an opportunity instead of a limitation, a mark of 

uniqueness and beauty. The most common challenge across the interviews was with managing 

invasive species. Some found long-term solutions, and others continue to struggle with it. 

Overall, it seems Japanese knotweed, oxeye daisy, yellow flag iris, hoary alyssum, leafy spurge, 

sulphur cinquefoil, orange hawkweed, Dalmatian toadflax hoary cress, common tansy, knapweed 

and blackberries are the top offenders. It seems that those who have been most successful with 

getting the problem species under control have changed the overall habitat, so it no longer suits 

the particular invasive species. Not all site challenges stemmed from the landscape. Zoning and 

challenges with permits from the Thompson Nicola Regional District (TNRD) surfaced in nearly 

all the interviews. The decision to make the cooperative legal, to ensure code is met or if 

something is not to code, or some combination of the two, is something everyone has had to 

make decisions about. In many areas, the codes are changing to become more inclusive of 

permaculture techniques such as greywater, rainwater, humanure, and alternative building and 

land usage.  

       In Participant G’s interview she stressed the importance of participating in local governance 

to help make these changes happen. Personal/spiritual/personal and emotional challenges 

surfaced in many interviews. They include challenges with family life: caring for elder parents or 

family members, caring for young children, family planning, special needs family members with 

disabilities, and single parenting. Emotional challenges included health, aging, and having 

negative feelings or doubts about a change in lifestyle.  

 These are all common adult challenges, and certainly not specific to those practicing 

permaculture and eco-farming at Woodsong. Everyone has found a way to incorporate 
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permaculture into their daily world and life, and they did not require a perfect set of 

circumstances to make it happen. It is certainly not easy to bring forward a permaculture vision 

that incorporates cultural and spiritual practices, but it is doable and even enjoyable. “It's a 

circuitous path. We have to go day by day and see what needs to be done. And hold this vision 

and keep prioritizing that vision one step at a time. There are plenty of times when I think, we 

should just have a condo with a couple tomato plants on the patio. We just can't do the kind of 

gardening and work that we could do fifteen or twenty years ago. There are times it feels really 

overwhelming, what we're trying to do here, like, “Oh dang we should have started this forty 

years ago” (Participant A). 

Thread 5: Permaculture in Business  

     Responded expressed  ways for permaculture to influence and build up business and income. 

Some of the business was planned and sought after, and some of it simply developed out of an 

opportunity. Regardless of which way it happened, everyone was thinking about some version of 

what Participant K said… “we have to rethink the way wealth circulates throughout the system.” 

(Participant K) The most common business opportunities across all the interviews were teaching, 

community supported agriculture, plant sales, Yoga classes, spiritual direction and counselling, 

and medicinal herb sales. Other business opportunities mentioned for the future include massage 

therapy, yarn making, authorship, book store, and a seed company. In addition, everyone had 

ideas on how to further integrate business plans on site in the future. These ideas included 

starting new working groups of people who are interested in developing permaculture-inspired 

small businesses, plant propagation, value-added items (like instead of just selling berries, also 

sell jam), and expanded rentals and retreats. Two ideas that surfaced about permaculture in 

business have to do with the importance of promoting permaculture in business in general, and 
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how making the cooperative business model of Woodsong transparent and accessible. “We have 

to be able to move permaculture ethics and principles into the world of business and into the 

alternative economies.” (Participant G).  

II) Spirituality 

 The second major theme, Spirituality reveals a snapshot of the participants’ lived 

experiences at Woodsong. Previous literature has not reflected on how workplace spirituality 

relates to job satisfaction. The findings have revealed a relationship between spiritual calling, job 

duties' meaningfulness, and general employment status (Kader Ali & Tang, 2016; Neubert & 

Halbesleben, 2015). The findings have never been examined within the workplace of the urban 

agricultural setting. This study shows signs of elevated feelings of satisfaction within the 

workplace when specific feelings are experienced like connectedness, peace, love, belonging, 

and harmony. Previous literature additionally states that urban agricultural practices contribute 

and focus human capabilities within the workplace to a more civil, humanistic, and balanced 

society (Carr et al., 2013).  

     Literature reviewed in Chapter Two showed that spirituality was not investigated as it relates 

to the rural permaculture and agriculture setting. The research findings have shown a relationship 

between spiritual calling, meaningfulness, connectedness, and work-life balance (Neubert & 

Halbesleben, 2015). This is where the gap lies. The results of my research filled the void  

elucidating the following themes: spiritual calling, meaningfulness, connectedness, and work-life 

balance. In this section, there are seven threads that emerged from the data.  

Thread 1:  Spiritual calling 

 The participants shared feelings, stories, and lived experiences that were rich in 

information about how they directly experienced spiritual calling at Woodsong. The participants 
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expressed that they unanimously and positively felt that Woodsong is a place for self-reflection 

and a call to return to their spirituality.  

Thread 2: Meaningfulness 

 By situating spirituality within a green space at Woodsong, it encouraged the 

development of meaningfulness in relationships among Woodsong members and friends and 

engaged community members in permaculture practices and eco-farming activities. Woodsong 

created a space conducive to individual community members’ spiritual development and 

meaningfulness in their experiences. 

 Thread Three: Work-Life Balance 

 Woodsong participants offered the concept of professional development and small 

business potential. Participants felt that the cooperative aspect of Woodsong created a positive 

work-life balance for participants and encouraged daily spiritual and mental health practices 

 Thread Four: Spirituality and Life Satisfaction 

      Self-determination theory supports many of the findings in this study. Specifically, 

those who were interviewed in this study were able to say that their life satisfaction was directly 

attributable to self-determination. To this end self-determination usually occurred after the 

individual was settled in the community and felt their contribution was meaningful. As time 

progressed the individual gained more insight to understanding the motivations or links between 

spirituality and life satisfaction. They were able to identify moments of how this occurred in 

rural permaculture, eco-farm settings, and relatedness themes quality of life are impacted. For 

example, Participant D stated “My knowledge increases, my enjoyment increases, my 

satisfaction and my health increases, the more time I spend out here”.  
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Another related concept to self-determination is intrinsic motivation. Participant C in 

particular clearly linked intrinsic motivation to self-determination stating “I believe a great deal 

depends on the motivation, communication, and interaction among the people as they get to 

know each other, themselves and the environment. Learning to communicate well, listening, 

expressing, and respecting at all levels of interaction (people, animals, land) is foundational”.  

 Thread Five: Challenges  

Part of self-determination includes an ability to overcome challenges. These 

personal/spiritual/personal, and emotional challenges surfaced in many interviews. They include 

family life challenges: caring for elder parents or family members, caring for young children, 

family planning, special needs family members with disabilities, and single parenting. Emotional 

challenges included health, ageing, and having negative feelings or doubts about a lifestyle 

change. These are all common adult challenges and certainly not specific to those practicing 

permaculture and eco-farming at Woodsong. How does being at Woodsong help face these 

challenges? Importance of community was stressed to help with work life balance for example. 

Thread Six: Ecopsychology and Spirituality 

       As Dungan (2015) points out, there is an unspoken link between nature and psychology. 

Correspondingly, I found through this qualitative case study design, that human lives have 

evolved into a manmade reality and existence on many levels. Humans now live in the age of a 

synthetic world. They have become so creative, intelligent, and innovative that science has built 

technology that is far beyond comprehension to many. Civilization continues to challenge and 

push the boundaries of what is humanly possible. This has also created, for some, as identified at 

Woodsong there is a desire and necessity to go back to basics. Going back to basics is the 

movement towards reconnecting with nature or mother earth and spirituality. This notion 



179 
 

supports the research that has studied the exact phenomena of the link between nature and 

psychology (Dungan, 2015).  

       Some of this research has pointed out that there is a direct connection between 

environmental education and mental health. To this end, these researchers have coined the term 

‘ecopsychology’. The definition of ecopsychology is the study of the relationship between 

humans and nature (Dungan, 2015). The idea of ecopsychology is valuable to this discussion 

because it shows that future research and investment needs to occur.   

     The second study, Mincyte & Dobernig (2016), took a more in-depth look at the principles 

behind small agricultural practices that make it successful and rethinking of small-scale local 

farming as a strategy for connecting people to food more locally This article touched upon 

intriguing topics, some being relevant to this study, which included the way people defined how 

they felt about community building and small-scale farming. Some of the forty people involved 

in the sample were feelings towards meaningful work, liberating environment, engagement with 

nature, alienated labour, area for self-expression, self-improvement, empowerment, enriching, 

and reconnection to the authentic self.  

     One of the most powerful findings that came out of Mincyte and Dobernig’s (2016) study that 

echoes the Woodsong study was that people who work in small community agricultural settings 

experience a deep and meaningful connection through their work to their authentic self, their 

environment, and nature (Mincyte & Dobernig, 2016). As spirituality can be defined as a deep 

feeling of connectedness, this study's description is the epitome of the experience of spirituality 

expressed in the Woodsong interviews. For example, participant B stated: “Permaculture in my 

estimation is about finding the people that you resonate spiritually so that you can amplify each 

other's signatures.”  
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     The third article by Zasada (2011) was relevant to the cooperative aspect of Woodsong and 

the members and friends of Woodsong who aspire to live, work, and create small businesses as 

part of their cooperative experiences. Some of the most important themes that have occurred 

have been those that initiate the idea of social responsibility regardless of the decision to start a 

small business or not. Some of the noted benefits from starting community-based rural or urban 

farms are the development of green-friendly processes, environmental protection, practicing 

ethical small business practices, minimizing adverse environmental outcomes, ensuring the 

integrity of natural environments, promoting the healthiness of environments, and general eco-

friendly practice and design (Schubert et al., 2010; Zasada, 2011). Furthermore, it is noted that 

there are also other personal benefits to self, well-being, and health through working in urban 

agricultural settings. There are numerous benefits from permaculture practices such as access to 

healthy foods, participating in healthy practices, altruistic teaching of others, community 

participation and development, environmental benefits (Carr et al., 2013).  

     The fourth study, by Stolhandske and Evans (2017) is another impactful analysis for my 

research was an ethnographic study on urban farming within a growing urban city. As there is 

not much current research in spirituality within the permaculture or agricultural setting, there was 

little to compare in the field with my research. However, Stolhandeske and Evans’ (2017) study 

can be very generically compared to my study. Stolhandeske and Evans’ study examined 

practice, existing opportunities, and barriers to urban food production in Vancouver and in many 

ways it was almost like my study. Their study results showed that as food production is moving 

to more plant-based methods, urban agricultural practice is growing exponentially. Through this 

growth, observations are being made as to the beneficial outcomes derived from these practices. 

Some of these practices have also been substantiated through this current workplace spirituality 
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research in urban agricultural settings. Commonalities of increased well-being, health, 

connection to the community, and increased social equity have been evident in both studies 

(Stolhandske & Evans, 2017). 

     Stolhandske and Evans (2017) also introduced the term agricultural renaissance and described 

this present moment as a time for a small-scale agricultural renaissance. They discussed why 

people are moving towards a plant-based food system and closer to more self-sustainable 

homesteading practices. The results of their study stated that increased benefits of elevated job 

satisfaction, improved health, better wellness, and overall having a more substantial positive 

impact on the community and the planet derive from permaculture practice (Stolhandske & 

Evans, 2017).  

     The 2017 study by Stolhandske & Evans introduced many reasons why and how people 

experience workplace spirituality within the urban agricultural setting. A study to find three to 

five existing themes around one concept or research problem would be typical. The research 

yielded a high result in commonalities that were felt. Some of the most prominent common 

feelings among the sample were that the garden provided a place for people to feel 

connectedness, peacefulness, harmony, belonging, and love. Each of these feelings is strong and 

positive. To experience many of these feelings in a group setting would be unusual. These are 

feelings that are typically felt in personal and intimate places. Finding a type of role or career 

setting that harbours and nurtures these feelings could promote an individual's well-being. This 

idea of small-scale agriculture and permaculture as a place that promotes satisfaction and well-

being, as presented in the study completed in Vancouver, is also supported through this research 

(Stolhandske & Evans, 2017).  
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     People who work in small-scale agricultural settings are participating in uplifting and 

rewarding roles that promote their well-being and the betterment of their community. The 

interview prompts I designed for my research study were designed to give a forum for open-

ended discussion. To find so many similarities among the twelve interviewees was surprising. 

The commonality was reflected in the themes identified. If I tailored the questions more to 

specific feelings and how those feelings could be defined, perhaps the research would be even 

more concrete in terms of similarities between the study participants. Because with open-ended 

questions, many themes were identified, possibly with a more intensely formatted interview 

structure, more themes could be identified. In using the methodology of a mini-ethnographic 

case study, I was able to identify the similarities. Without the practice of constant comparison, 

only the strongest of the themes and feelings expressed would have been recognized. The 

practice of thematic analysis was the best approach for this research because it took the 

interviewees' authentic feelings and words and found similarities that existed among all the study 

participants.   

     At the end of my research study, the commonalities were significant, creating a web of 

connected feelings, themes, and accounts among all study participants. Feelings like 

peacefulness, reflection, family, connectedness, the natural world, loss of spirituality, and 

barriers towards spirituality were felt and articulated by all study participants. All participants in 

the study expressed a meaningful experience with personal reflection and spirituality within their 

experiences at Woodsong. Furthermore, great details were given in the interviews about what 

these themes feel like, and detailed examples were given to define these terms. Some of the 

feelings and expressions were hard to quantify. Even identifying and defining what spirituality is 

and what it feels like was difficult in the context of this research. There were commonalities in 
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feelings that were also difficult to define, such as the feeling of magic is present in the fields and 

wooded areas of Woodsong. The feeling of chi and energy are also challenging to define and 

quantify. If further research was done in this area, it could be revealing, especially if measures 

were taken to quantify these themes or recurring articulated feelings.  

Thread 7: Nature and Nurture as Catalysts to Connectedness and Spirituality  

     Four studies proved to be the most helpful when piecing together the strategy and research 

methods used to answer the research question. The first article (Napawan, 2015) revealed how 

small farms that are communally managed give opportunities back to the community through 

integration, connection, and holistic practices that can occur in a natural setting. The article looks 

more in-depth at five communal gardens that strive to operate through dual means of balancing 

food production and offering a communal public space for people to develop connectedness 

(Napawan, 2015).  

     Napawan’s (2015) study also noted that these small agricultural sites and their practices have 

standard components that aid in creating a sense of community or connectedness. The 

connectedness back to the people and environment includes integration, wholeness with the  

community, providing opportunities for diversity, encouraging substantial social living, the 

inclusion of all people, and openness to all forms of the natural world (Napawan, 2015). Some of 

these gardens are also affiliated with spiritual practices. One garden operates on a church site, 

where community members work and feed the homeless with their harvests. Another site offers 

programming to encourage spiritual awakening within the environment of the garden. This 

garden offers health and wellness programming, including fitness and yoga. They also offer 

educational workshops that help to encourage people to lead healthier lifestyles. Napawan’s 
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(2015) qualitative study was completed using a small sample from a supportive liberal 

community that identified the exact training topics needed for staff to launch a successful garden.  

Thus, there was overlap between spirituality and connectedness in the data presented. 

III) Connectedness  

  The final major theme, connectedness, can be described as a feeling of belonging. 

The feeling of belonging can be manifested in a variety of ways by the participants at Woodsong.  

In connectedness, there were six threads.  

  Thread 1: Family and Shifting  

      Most participants interviewed were parents, although this was not a part of the criteria for 

selecting participants. Their children varied from just a few years old to grown adults. Raising 

children presented specific challenges and opportunities for everyone. There is a connection with 

remaining flexible and how children change and influence priorities. Perceptions change as we 

become parents and many participants found themselves more connected with their community  

at home and at Woodsong through their children.  

 The following three quotes from Participant J, D, and H convey some of these ideas. “For 

me I look at the ways I sacrifice some of my ideals, like I used to make all these baskets and 

hand hides and did more traditional arts stuff. That was before we had children, and now I’m 

spending time with school experiences, after school activities like baseball and soccer games and 

being part of the larger social community in my current home. At work I deal with conference 

calls, and meetings and doing activist work, because I see it is not just about me and my family, 

it's about all of us” (Participant H). “It's not just about us… and obviously I want to be happy and 

healthy and see my children be happy and healthy and I'm doing all that I can do to work towards 

that in the face of sometimes what seems to be insurmountable obstacles. But I find that… the 
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regular practice of not just gardening but managing an acre of growing vegetables and also the 

regular practice of ritual in my life, Yoga practice and walking which keeps me moving towards 

hope” (Participant D). “I think life changes you, your perspective changes over time. It's a really 

an interesting aspect that I feel like I did not know about when I was younger. I really thought 

the priorities I had when I was 20 were going to carry through, but I'm 50 now and they are just 

different” (Participant J)  

 Thread 2: Working Together – Collaboration and Cooperative  

     The challenges of working together as a cooperative group, families, spouses, and children 

came through in the interviews in various ways. Participant H had attended the Permaculture 

Design Course out of the country. “During the permaculture design course at the Occidental Arts 

and Ecology Center that I attended in 2017, I remember Brock Dolman emphasizing that the 

only real limiting factor with permaculture, the only thing really holding permaculture back, is 

our ability to work together.” 

 Some of the difficulties expressed in the interviews are related directly with practicing 

permaculture within the context of an eco-farm, such as feelings of disrespect from not being 

taken seriously, and the isolating effects of choosing to live a radically different way of life. 

While other difficulties mentioned are more broadly, like compromising on location in a rural 

area away from schools and daycare, leaving behind a partner and land and having to start over 

again, or beginning the design process with a visionary partner and splitting up while carrying on 

the vision for the site.  

       The permaculture movement is cutting edge, and those dedicated to it are in many ways seen 

as radical. These permaculturists and eco-farmers that I have interviewed all expressed a belief 

that they have placed themselves at the edge of society, which is not always a comfortable place 
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to be. The following quotes from Participant D and Participant K express some of these ideas. 

“There's an element of, oh god, mom’s really crazy and her friends are all really crazy too… I 

think for women especially that it is difficult. I have been shut down a lot in the past for being 

called an idealist. But, at this point in my life, it’s sort of a, “So what? Ha! You got a better idea? 

Let's work for something that's valuable and worth saving” (Participant B). “Their families’ 

attitude is that farming and gardening is way too much work. It’s not as fun for them as it is for 

me. It's not the brown yard with the sticks in it, so it feels better. Its barren land filled with weeds 

and old tress and looks messy. Maybe we've seemed a little bit odd and have stood out” 

(Participant C).  

 Thread 3: Transition Challenges  

 

     Permaculture design requires a lot of energy and infrastructure upfront and is particularly 

challenging in a remote location with a long bumpy and often muddy gravel road. Then, once the 

systems are in place, they are more efficient than conventional systems and less difficult to 

manage. Yet, the infrastructure, including the social infrastructure, takes time and resources, and 

it happens in most instances before the “fun stuff,” like planting a food forest and edible 

landscaping. Many were surprised by just how long it has taken or is still taking to get through 

this stage.  

 In these two quotes, Participant E explains her frustration about dealing with 

inefficiencies while transitioning into permaculture systems “When you're working through the 

development (phase) there's a lot of temporary steps along the way, but each one of those 

temporary steps is far more inconvenient and inefficient than the final solution. We have these 

really wonderful efficient solutions for problems all over the property, but we don't get to take 

advantage of those efficiencies until things are finished” (Participant E). “I think a lot of us in 
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our ideology and our excitement about diving into these permaculture projects, (our attitude is) 

“Whatever we'll do it! It'll be great!” And I think there's something to be said for that 

(enthusiasm), and yet, you know, it's difficult to live with a construction zone and unfinished 

things for a long time.” (Participant H). Staying observant and patient and believing in the 

ultimate vision while remaining flexible have been important for everyone (Participant H).  

       Participant A’s permaculture vision ultimately includes the intersection of her housing and 

permaculture practice and she is just beginning of the process. “I think that it's easy when you 

hear about big changes like that to think oh, it just happened all at once. The fact of the matter is 

I've been thinking about this for twenty years and when it happens it will be great” (Participant 

A). 

 Thread 4: Compromising Ideals  

    Participant I expressed a sense of optimism yet being overwhelmed at the reality of work-life 

balance. Permaculture is idealistic and at times can be different from everyday realities. Getting 

started can be overwhelming, as with any large project, and adapting the ideals of permaculture 

to the necessary compromises that reality insists on is something that all the interviews have 

expressed in some way. Even though Woodsong is new and just beginning as a cooperative and 

eco-farm, the site is clearly not perfect, and everyone had visions for the future with very long 

to-do lists. Permaculture design can appear to offer perfectly sustainable options from a textbook 

perspective, but it is hard to be perfectly sustainable in reality. The interviewees expressed how it 

is important to at least try to show a better way forward. The following quote from Participant I 

sums up this point perfectly. “You know, we're certainly not perfect and we’re not totally 

sustainable, but we’re paving a path for people. That part of it inspires me” (Participant I).   

Thread 5: Influence on Personal Life, Family Life and Community 
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Permaculture does not happen in a vacuum, and its influences stretch deep into social 

structures. Even with all the serious challenges mentioned previously, everyone was energized 

and happy to share their thoughts on this question. There was an overall expression of joy and 

fulfillment on the personal, spiritual, family and community level.  

 Thread 6: Personal Influence  

     The following three quotes about how permaculture has influenced personal life expresses the 

kind of gratitude, joy, spiritual awakening and fulfillment shared throughout most of the 

interviews. “I think it's great for me… to be able to live and practice what I am passionate about. 

To feel connected to the land and embracing my spirituality. I feel very privileged to be part of 

this piece of land at Woodsong and to be able to develop it as permaculture site and as an 

educational tool” (Participant L).  “I've always loved the rural farmlands and feeling of open 

space. Look at all the birds everywhere right now! They’re just loving all the berries and wild 

strawberries, the robins, and everybody is here enjoying this. They're all here having a beautiful 

summer-time. It has enriched my life, brought new cultural experiences and I feel I've always 

wanted a place in the country to live that's close enough to things that you need, but has its own 

privacy, and has its own food. It's definitely enriched my life” (Participant J). “I'm experiencing 

in this beautiful place, I live each day in this amazing location and each day look out at the acre 

of land that we have just designed and built and planted the first crops… that's really rewarding 

and fulfilling.”  and “There’s just this feeling of fulfillment” (Participant A).         

Thread 7: Family 

  On a family level, the interviews described a mix of feelings from the participants; some 

of this was mentioned earlier in the Challenges Section. The difficulties expressed related to 

younger kids not wanting to participate and partners not always having the same or equal 
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enthusiasm and dedication. Creating the space and time for family to participate was important to 

most participants in some way. Participant L expressed enjoying having a place to observe and 

enjoy their surrounding with her family. “Having a comfortable place out in nature with the 

plants (for my family) and enjoying just being part of the place.” (Participant A). Participant H 

expressed how important it is for him to have his daughter see permaculture recognized in the 

outer world, so they know her Dad was not living on a radical island. He brought his daughter to 

Woodsong to see the raw landscape, where they participated in an educational talk about 

permaculture, linked with a hands-on skill building workshop. “I brought my 14-year-old 

daughter to Woodsong and not only to have fun, but to recognize that the work we do here is 

being recognized and valued in this other world” (Participant H).  

       From having an abundance of nutritious food, to learning the art and science of nature 

observation, permaculture has offered these families a way to learn the work and rewards of 

stewardship. Participant B captures the holistic benefits of permaculture with her adult sons in 

this extended quote: “Once we extend it into our kids, the lifestyle is really amazing actually. My 

sons are both really interested in more than just gardening, but truly farming, and they know 

about where food comes from, they are into tracking, they’re into birds. That’s all been part of 

my permaculture education… and I've continued that study, and it’s filled my heart, and I've 

shared that with my sons. So now I go out on walks with them, and they’re like: 

Oh look, there's a track, and oh look, there's a...” and “ I just love that they're taking what 

began when they were growing up with that to now, where one of them is training to be a 

chef using our sustainable produce. They will have that for their whole entire lives. We 

can't ever undo that. They are going to bring this life of connection to the earth, 

connection with other inhabitants of the planet, with whomever they interact with, and 
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that just makes me happy…”  and “One of the permaculture ideas is about abundance, 

and really promoting abundance, they are growing up with this experience of abundance 

at times, the ebb and flow of abundance, natural abundance. So like now we have lots of 

wild strawberries, blueberries, or now we will have apple season, and we can have as 

many apples as we want.  Wow we're so lucky that we have this abundance and were 

going to keep working on producing that ourselves! It's wonderful for families young and 

old (Participant B). 

  Thread 8: Community  

     The ways in which these fledging permaculturists and eco-farmers have incorporated 

community building into their lives and at Woodsong are many. The following are some of the 

examples that emerged about the importance of creating community gathering spaces, learning 

spaces, potlucks, ceremony, cultural, spiritual and family support. “I think one other thing that 

permaculture made me realize is I'm not interested in doing anything by myself anymore. I really 

want to work it out in collaboration with other people.” (Participant F). “(Building community 

has) definitely helped with not feeling isolated. I am living alone at the moment… currently I 

don’t have another person or family to organize and as a cooperative Woodsong has given me a 

sense of community and that's been really helpful. Also having people to organize social 

gatherings and share spiritual practices (with)” (Participant D). “Now… my friends are working 

full time and managing children and daycare stuff, or going through other things, like my 

neighbour is eighty, we live close, and she's taking care of her husband. I helped her. You need 

garden starts? Or, if you can't deal with your garden, like she has for years, you can just be a part 

of our space at Woodsong once in a while or I can bring things so she can enjoy our produce. 

She's taking care of her ailing husband but wants to have a sense of belonging.” (Participant H). 
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“I think while we are in the planning and designing stages (the communal house), we are 

thinking of it more on the personal level, for our big gatherings and groups of friends… It's 

going to become a community asset, and the space, the outdoor space can be that too” 

(Participant J).  

 Thread 9: Education and Community Link  

     The strong link between education and community was shared by everyone I interviewed. In 

their own way, respondents provide permaculture education to help build their lives and in their 

own community, and though often not explicitly labeled as permaculture, it is in some way 

intentional and present. Permaculture education has appeared in many forms for these 

participants. Here are some of the ways they have provided educational opportunities in their 

communities across BC: participating in local community gardens, offering workshops, hosting 

interns and teaching how to build cob stoves, teaching permaculture courses, offering courses on 

non-violent communication skills, offering and managing educational resources, providing 

spiritual direction and sharing skills and experiences with family and coworkers. Participant C 

shared how helpful it is to have the community space for education now that there is a longhouse 

structure onsite at Woodsong that she calls the “Classroom Under the Valley Clouds.”  

   

 Thread 10: Changing Life Plans and Future Outlook  

     Respondents explored perspective on how living and working with permaculture might be 

influencing future plans and also bring in a broader perspective on life, meaning and purpose. 

The responses offer a positive and uplifting perspective on how permaculture has brought a 

feeling of hope, how it has offered a way to participate that feels positive and productive, how it 
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contributes to becoming more connected with their community, and how it encourages everyone 

to stay observant and remain open to understanding what is going on around them.  

 Thread 11: Person of a Place 

  Some of the interviewees express the link between observing and participating on a site 

like Woodsong and becoming a person of place. The following two quotes from Participant D 

and I express this in their words. “It's made me much more hopeful… because I have felt myself 

a part of a community that is bigger than humans, and that's a very comforting feeling” 

(Participant D). “Being involved with permaculture actually helps to root a person into their 

community place.” (Participant I).  

 Thread 12: Community and Hope 

     Respondents had different examples of how permaculture has made them realize the 

importance of community and the importance of building and getting involved in local 

communities. The following quote from Participant F expresses how important community is in 

daily life. “There's much more the sense for me (that) through permaculture that what really 

sustains us is community. When I look at what the last bit of my life is going to look like, it's all 

that, community… I have more of a sense of, it's actually going to be okay. I don't have to have a 

quarter of a million dollars stashed away to see me through my old age, there is this knitting 

together of fabric that gets us through” (Participant F).   

 Thread 13: Participation and Positive Influence  

     Larger social systems like governments are often heavily criticized in the permaculture 

community, yet many here have found that practicing permaculture has opened a way to 

participate in the larger social system, while promoting permaculture values on a larger scale. “I 

used to be more anarchist, and like ‘eff you’ to the bigger system. And now I just created this 
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idea to create a seed company. If I can make this work I can take this up to the next level, I can 

[create] more jobs. It’s credibility for me. It’s credibility for the movement, and [promotes] the 

values and ideals that I want to see politically” (Participant H).  

Thread 14: Integrate versus Segregate  
 
     The permaculture principle ‘Integrate Rather Than Segregate’ is about observing and utilizing 

beneficial relationships, recognizing connections, maximizing functionality and efficiency, and 

utilizing systems thinking. For participant F, living in a world that predominately does not use 

systems theory is frustrating, and she finds relief when working with permaculture. 

“Permaculture… thinks the way that I do. I am a systems thinker by nature, so I like to think of 

the whole and how the parts interrelate. Something like stacking functions has always been 

something that I obsessed with.” (Participant F).  

     Utilizing animals is one common way to link together systems design work. Woodsong was 

just beginning to bring in chickens and goats, creating roles for animals. The future plan will 

include domestic and wild animals, such as chickens, ducks, wild birds, rabbits, sheep, goats, 

turkeys and maybe even llamas. Participant L emphasized how important animals are with 

integrating systems on his site. Participant K had taken extra time and care to bring in the 

chickens because they wanted to have a good system set up for them, to really be able to 

integrate the chickens on site and especially provide for most of their food and sell eggs at the 

Farmers Market in Kamloops.  

Emerging Themes 

     There were three unclassified, non-explicit emerging themes derived directly from questions 

asked in the interviews. The three emerging themes are: 1) Definition and purpose of 

permaculture; 2) Permaculture principles on observing, and 3) Changing futures.  
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Emerging Theme 1: Definition and Purpose of Permaculture 

       It is refreshing to hear words that are a little different than the “textbook” descriptions of 

permaculture and eco-farming, words that clearly emphasize important points of permaculture 

from those utilizing it. In the following quote, Participant A describes permaculture as a 

decision-making method: 

The permaculture value test really served as the foundation for me in my life and what 

I've wanted to do with a bigger landscape. It offers a way of thinking about things, and 

how we do them, it is a way to navigate through all the various choices you can make to 

try and make one that really honours your own personal situation and your own 

limitations, but also the situation and limitations of the Woodsong site. You know, 

hopefully avoiding egregious class-one design errors.” (Participant A).   

Participant J touches on the expansion of the definition of permaculture from permanent 

agriculture to permanent culture, and how this relates to his work towards creating seasonal 

community events to foster a connection between the Woodsong community and the land. “I 

think that people like to call it permaculture and leave out the culture part of it. I totally 

understand why that was an original idea, especially coming out of the reactionary-ness of being 

in the 70s. Ultimately, I think that a really important part of becoming a person of place is having 

seasonal land-based festivals, ceremonies, events. Some of them, or a lot of them!” (Participant 

J).  

 Emerging Theme 2: Principles of Permaculture  
 
     The permaculture principles each have a specific message, and yet they are all related and 

overlap. These three principles stand out as prominent themes throughout the interviews: 

‘observe and interact,’ ‘integrate rather than segregate,’ and ‘creatively use and respond to 
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change.’ Observe Observation “increases our awareness of ourselves, others and surroundings 

and stimulates our natural curiosity” (MacNamara, 2012, p. 19).  

 Throughout the interviews there are examples from everyone on all these levels. Overall, 

everyone has emphasized how important it is to begin with observation and remain committed 

and open to new observations. “I think our best role in permaculture is always to be an observer, 

be in an observation state” (Participant I). Being able to observe the important information 

needed to determine what a particular site is capable of supporting has been an important step for 

everyone. Woodsong may not be able to support all the ideas one has in mind, such as 

Participant J not being able to grow as many varieties of vegetables as she had hoped and instead 

realizing that there was an opportunity to start something different, which could grow in the 

climate and a few acres that had better sunlight that would offer a better location for sun-loving 

plants. “You can get into this trap of thinking that all the techniques that you've learned are what 

it's all about, when it's really about understanding what the property is calling for and then using 

the appropriate technique. I’m doing whatever I can to actually be a humble member of this 

community. I'm out here caretaking and listening and doing my best to create a system that 

benefits us all” (Participant J.).  

 Emerging Theme 3: Changing Futures 

 

     From a permaculture perspective, preparing for and working through climate change is an 

opportunity to utilize the guiding principle about creatively using and responding to change. In 

their own way, each interview presents some perspective and thought on this idea. The following 

three quotes from participant B, K and L, express their vision of how permaculture can help 

adapt to an uncertain future. “I think that going forward there's no telling what's going to happen. 

So the only agency I have is to believe in my own beautiful vision and work towards it. And in 
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that regard I find the ethics and principals to be fantastic tools for that.” (Participant K). “At this 

time, if we are going to pull ourselves out of this situation without cataclysmic collapse, we need 

something on the level of the permaculture task force, but it needs to be a way more feminine 

approach of being of service rather than “we're here to save the day” kind of thing. That is what 

permaculture is teaching us -turn liability into assets.” (Participant B). “We live in this toxic 

world. We live in this world where everything is breaking down, and permaculture holds hope 

for changing that and looking at that as an opportunity to make something connected, spiritual 

and beautiful.” (Participant L). 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 

     This research aimed to thickly describe and analyze a small, grassroots approach to an 

alternative form of permaculture practices found at Woodsong, a small permaculture eco-farm 

that responds to specific needs of a local community, while simultaneously serving as a spiritual 

community. When I started this research, I hoped to gain an increased understanding of how a 

cooperative approach in a rural setting motivates a person to work or reach a heightened sense of 

connectedness through cultural awareness and spirituality. During the interview process, 

motivational factors through connectedness and spirituality were revealed. Using self-

determination theory and the research data collected in this study, more insight was gained in 

understanding the motivations or links between work-life spirituality and life satisfaction in the 

Woodsong setting and how themes of relatedness to quality of life can be impacted.   

 I did find that the participant stories, with their corresponding interviews and themes, 

offer a picture of how permaculture design, spirituality and culture unfold in reality. The research 

confirms many important points of permaculture theory and design and has offered an inspiring 

set of stories and advice for those participating in permaculture from both spiritual and cultural 

perspectives. The research also sheds light on how permaculture design is useful in a rural 

setting, and how weaving permaculture into family life contributes to the transition to a 

sustainable way of life and culture.  

 The question “What do people have to share about their experience of working with 

permaculture at the Woodsong Cooperative Eco-farm?” could have been examined from many 

different approaches. My dissertation followed a case study methodology that focuses on the 

165-acre Woodsong Eco-farm site and interview participants, with results presented using a 

combination of a narrative story form and thematic analysis. The narratives preserve the sense of 
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connection and familiarity that the interviews all conveyed, and the thematic analysis presents a 

distillation of wisdom about permaculture and life from the interviews. Visiting this 

permaculture site and meeting permaculture practitioners in my larger bioregion has been a joy, 

and I have built connections with friends and colleagues that I hope will last for years to come. 

Sharing these real stories about the people I interviewed, who have incorporated permaculture 

practices in their lives in this very personal setting is one way to provide individual experience, 

insight, advice, and perspective on how practical and transformative permaculture can be.  

 By employing the word “spiritual” without prompting participants to favor a specific 

definition, participants were able to speak about spiritual beliefs and practices freely and they 

offered a diversity of responses, which included responses that were sometimes unique, as well 

as trends demonstrating strong themes of thought and action shared by participants. In the 

Discussion chapter, I compared data from interviews to reconstruct the concept of spirituality 

based on participants’ own descriptions and experiences, demonstrating that there are multiple 

possible meanings associated with this term in participants’ own usage. Examining the lived 

meanings of the term spirituality, I evaluated whether “spirituality” in the eyes of participants 

aligns with or diverges from the scholarly definition set forth by Sheldrake (2012). During 

interviews, participants were also asked to discuss if their work in a rural eco-farming 

community was related to their spiritual beliefs. Based on the order and flow of the interview 

questions and corresponding responses, participants at times unpacked their beliefs and practices. 

However, the narratives were often focused on connections and community experiences than a 

direct reference to spirituality.  

 The narratives about spirituality tended to follow an overall arc. First, participants 

conveyed their overall approach to Woodsong and tied the choice to come to the eco-farm with 
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spirituality. The participants would then name some of the spiritual beliefs central to their 

spiritual understanding and indicated if they engaged with spiritual practices. Next, they offered 

interpretations of why their work at Woodsong, which is both a rural eco- farm and future 

spiritual centre, overlapped with personally held spiritual beliefs or practices. The narratives 

participants offered approximated the same trajectory as the interview questions, but it is also 

important to note that answers to the questions were often closely related or overlapping. For 

example, sometimes a participant would indicate that nature was central to their spirituality when 

discussing spiritual beliefs; later in the interview, the same participant would be asked about 

their relationship to nature. As the interviewer, I acknowledged to the participants prior to the 

interview that sometimes the topics they were being asked to discuss were overlapping, so 

participants had permission to indicate when they felt an earlier response had already captured 

some of their thoughts and feelings about the present question.  

 As the results were being coded and analyzed, responses to research questions were 

initially divided into categories according to the question that was being asked. Although this 

way of distinguishing the content of interviewee responses was acknowledged, their responses 

were very frequently overlapping and interrelated.  

The Emergence of Social Justice  

At the outset of this project, I had anticipated attending to the issue of social justice. Initially, I 

had intended to focus on permaculture, eco-farming practices, social justice and spirituality. 

However, as I collected and analyzed data using the mini-ethnographic method, social justice, 

especially the issue of food justice, was a theme that emerged prominently because participants 

did not compartmentalize the issue of food justice. Instead, participants spoke about justice in 

ways that were closely related to their motivations for eco-farming and permaculture practices as 
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well as their spiritual beliefs and practices. As I analyzed data about participants’ farming and 

spirituality, I recognized that one of the major motivations for eco-farming was food justice. In 

hindsight, it appears obvious that participants highly valued issues of justice because this was an 

overarching goal of Woodsong.  

 In this setting, rural permaculture practices and eco-farming was a style of farming with 

the purpose of attempting to affect the issue of food justice. Participants looked to their cultural 

and spiritual traditions to find support for their interest in social justice. In keeping with a 

qualitative research approach, the topic of justice is included as part of the project. I delimit the 

discussion of social justice to the ways in which participants constructed food justice, and 

permaculture practices as interrelated and pertinent to the practice of rural eco-farming in their 

contemporary context. 

Connectedness 

Connectedness as the Foundation of Spirituality 

 When participants discussed the importance of serving others, their explanations were never 

simplistic; rather, the need to serve others often referenced a belief in profound interdependence. 

As a Jewish faith leader, helping others is like your right hand helping your left. The imagery of 

one hand helping another implies that, like each hand is actually part of the same body, distinct 

humans are actually also part of a collective. This metaphor could also be interpreted as a belief 

in nonduality: that the self does not actually exist apart from others. From an eco-philosophy 

perspective, Abram (2010) presents a logical argument for the profound connectedness between 

all things in the material world: “Every solid thing, whether a toothpick or a trumpet, a porcelain 

plate or a helicopter, is fashioned from materials once birthed by the earth” (p. 28).  
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Several participants expressed spiritual viewpoints suggesting a belief in some type of nonduality 

based on a systemic understanding of how all life is interconnected. Capra and Luisi (2014) 

claim that an awareness of profound connectedness inevitably manifests as a type of spirituality: 

“Ultimately, deep ecological awareness is spiritual or religious awareness. When the concept of 

the human spirit is understood as the mode of consciousness in which the individual feels a sense 

of belonging, of connectedness, to the cosmos as a whole it becomes clear that ecological 

awareness is spiritual in its deepest essence. (p. 7) This essence, the authors continue, results in a 

recognition of the self and the natural world as entirely unified: an experience of Oneness. Much 

like Capra and Luisi assert that understanding the self as entirely unified with the rest of 

existence, participants at Woodsong often explored this territory of ecological nonduality. 

Integrate Versus Segregate 

Whether a given participant spoke about nature as “other” or adopted a position closer to 

nonduality between humans and the natural world, all participants, at some point in their 

interviews, indicated a perception of themselves as having a deeply integrated relationship within 

nature. 

 Each participant expressed that refraining from using chemicals to grow food should be a 

universal goal in permaculture practices. Beyond using “organic” as a description of the 

minimum requirements for ethical and healthy eco-farming, interviewees named strategies like 

biodynamic and permaculture as even more valuable. The strategies participants named 

emphasize somewhat different approaches. For example, permaculture principles emphasize 

reliance on perennial rather than annual food crops to mimic permanent, naturally occurring 

ecosystems, whereas biodynamic agriculture was born of the work of a particular philosopher, 
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Rudolf Steiner, who emphasized the role of unseen spiritual forces that could harmonize with for 

growing healthy food (Storl, 2000).  

 Though these strategies are very distinct, all of the eco-farming methods most highly 

preferred by participants include one essential characteristic: permaculture, biodynamics, 

biointensive, and natural farming all rely on abstract conceptualization of Woodsong as a system, 

an integrated unit in which all processes work together. Further, each of these systems offers a 

role for the human, not as an omnipotent manipulator of the land, but as one of the beings 

interacting with the system, a way of feeling and experiencing the role as a permaculture 

practitioner as one of collaboration with, rather than domination over, nonhuman nature. 

Significance of the Research 

Therapeutic Applications  

     This project could also be relevant to the work of many therapists from a wide range of 

backgrounds, including ecopsychologists, family and child therapists, trauma therapists and 

environmental educators. I highlight one of ecopsychology’s major aims: to find ways for 

humans to become increasingly responsive to the needs of a planet facing ecological devastation 

(Buzzell & Chalquist, 2010). Rural eco-farms may be particularly fitting for addressing large-

scale issues. Ecopsychologists and environmental educators have already identified that the 

ability to form a cognitive abstraction of the entire globe is not immediately accessible to 

children, for example; concepts like climate change are mentally overwhelming because the 

scale of the globe is too large to experience directly (Macy & Johnstone, 2012; Sobel, 1996). 

Similarly, depending on an adult’s educational background, there is likely a spectrum of 

individuals' cognitive capacities for becoming involved with the work necessary to affect global 

social and environmental problems. In turn, faced with cognitive overwhelm, children and adults 
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alike may resort to dissociation, a subconscious turn away from the problem, often associated 

with trauma response (Sobel, 1996). The Woodsong participants in this study did not show 

noticeable signs of trauma response: they fluently spoke about social and environmental issues, 

typically in a way that was grounded and emotionally honest. I argue that Woodsong was 

particularly suitable for addressing these large-scale issues because, in some regards, the 

cooperative concept presented a small and therefore accessible model of ecological farming and 

social action. The eco-farm did not achieve a perfectly successful to-scale model in the time I 

spent there; Woodsong members and friends agreed about the best way to solve problems and 

were satisfied with the direction and the impact of the cooperative’s approaches to social and 

ecological change.  

     As a small rural eco-farm, Woodsong was small enough for new permaculture farmers to see 

how different aspects of farming worked in an ecological system; they could try out different 

permaculture practices and farming methods and see the results in a relatively short period 

because the physical space was compact. This small-scale approach to understanding farming as 

a system does not replace the diverse ecologies of large sustainable farms, but it does provide a 

suitable point of entry into the possibilities of sustainable eco-farming. As Woodsong is new and 

is grappling with the meaning of social justice, food from the farm served the local communities 

of Kamloops and Chase and for members most in need of food. In addition to doing some good 

for the local community, Woodsong participants were also able to have a venue for development 

of small businesses. Woodsong is a new eco-farm and may not have perfected its approach to 

ecological and social justice work, but it did offer an interactive, small-scale model where 

members and friends could both observe and interface with large-scale problems.  



204 
 

     Future eco-therapy and environmental education research could explore how rural farms 

might be particularly suitable for creating psychologically savvy spaces that can serve as 

workshops for creating a more sustainable and just world. Professionals in adjacent disciplines, 

especially therapeutic practices, along with environmental educators and small-scale rural 

farmers, can consider how their programs might support spirituality. Woodsong created a space 

that allowed members and friends to explore permaculture practices and eco-farming without 

feeling pressured to subscribe to particular spiritual beliefs and actions. Woodsong has created a 

space to expand spirituality, reformulating connectedness to the earth and to one another in ways 

relevant to their lives and congruent with their beliefs and values. This co-creative process was 

especially salient in developing what I have term "lived spirituality,", the process of recognizing 

or anointing one's present moment, task, or experience as sacred.  

     Lived spirituality is finding spiritual meaning in everyday activities, recognizing that ‘other’ 

is amidst the plants on a small rural permaculture farm. It is experiencing awe when 

contemplating how a spoonful of soil contains incomprehensible numbers of micro-organisms or 

connecting with how the work of growing a food plant and giving that food to another person 

directly translates into the literal matter that constitutes another human being. Potatoes and 

mushrooms become us. Under the right light, this simple ecological fact also reflects a profound 

truth about what it means to be human, Earth, and each other. If simple but profound truths like 

these can be encountered and lived at Woodsong eco-farm cooperative, humanity may be 

capable of solving the most pressing challenges, connecting amidst struggle and discovering our 

relationship with the divine, even on the most unlikely space in rural Kamloops. 

 The concept of lived spirituality may have therapeutic benefits, especially in therapy and 

therapeutic practices. Most specifically, ecotherapy and horticultural therapists can consider the 



205 
 

ways that lived spirituality may be supportive of healing goals for clients in therapeutic 

programming. Horticultural therapists like Caitlin (2006) have a felt sense that horticultural 

therapy has the potential to connect clients with spirituality. This project at Woodsong sheds 

further light on the phenomenon of working with the land and plants and how this creates a 

deeper spiritual connection. Spiritual connection may also leverage trauma and other therapies 

healing properties, as feeling a sense of deep meaning can be encouraging in times of stress and 

loss. Spiritual connection might be thought of as a goal itself. Therapists from a number of 

specialities can create treatment plans for individual clients, including spirituality goals like 

specific indicators of physical healing, cultivating social skills, or symptom reduction for clients 

struggling with mental health issues.  

A Small Piece of Permaculture Guidance (Practical Contributions) 

 

     While it may be unconventional, I would like to end here with some simple guidance 

compiled from the interviews. The list offers practical and applicable guidance for those just 

starting out with permaculture, for those continuing with a design and a vision, and for those 

simply working towards living more sustainably.  

●Take Time, Give Space and Offer Patience. Be patient. It can take a long time for the vision to 

take shape. Be patient. (Participant K)   

● Be kind to yourself. Observe. Find a support a permaculture network. “Start where you are and 

be kind to yourself. Really. You can only start where you are, and there's no point in beating 

yourself up if you're not in a place that you think you should be. You know and observe. And 

find other like-minded people. Permaculture is not about independent action. Permaculture in my 

estimation is about finding the people that you resonate with so that you can amplify each other's 

signatures.” (Participant B)  
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● Trust in the permaculture design process, visioning is important but also be adaptive. “Really 

rely on the design process… especially with the initial assessment and design… really think 

through as far into the future as possible…. the more you can really contemplate and think 

through and make decisions about things before you get there, the far more efficient it is. At the 

same time… you also want to be adaptive. Things change, priorities and your perception of 

reality changes and that's true too.” (Participant A)  

● Keep your momentum moving in the direction of the vision. “Create a crystalline picture of 

where we're going and then work backwards. What does this farm look like in 50 years? I may 

not be alive. What does it look like then?” Then ask yourself, “Is what I'm doing right now 

consistent with what it's going to take [to get there]? “You're building a tunnel, back from that 

vision 50 years from now.” (Participant I)  

● Consider different roles to fill, embrace diversity and build community. “Do it when you're 

young. I think having the mix… with some older types who have been thinking about it for a 

while and some young strong types, and some positive energy… To me, the challenge is to really 

create the community, vibrant, live, growing community where we can basically embrace each 

other in (our) differences and work through the conflicts.” (Participant L)  

● Use small and slow solutions. “To those just starting out, start small and build on things over 

time. Plant your seeds and plants, and spend time doing necessary maintenance early on so that 

things become what you envision.” (Participant B).  

 

Future Research 

 In the future I intend to share these stories with the permaculture community in 

Kamloops, especially with local permaculture groups, as well as to present this research at 
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permaculture educational opportunities. Additionally, any number of the themes identified 

through this research can make for interesting future research either for myself or others who are 

interested in permaculture and spirituality, as well as expanding on the idea of the permaculture 

site as a cultural, spiritual, and ecological kipuka. This dissertation will be made available in 

electronic form as well as a hard copy for Woodsong. 

       A future direction for spiritual therapy might be articulating and developing strategies for 

furthering clients' spiritual growth. To foster the development of spirituality, therapists would 

need to rely on qualitative and quantitative measurement tools to accurately describe clients' 

spirituality and identify ways that a particular client would benefit from spiritual support. 

Spiritual therapy research could determine which types of interventions are most beneficial for 

special populations. It may also help spiritual care therapists and others to work closely with 

spiritual leaders. These leaders could be but not exclusively clergy or community elders, 

especially when the population cultural backgrounds. Future research could identify which 

leaders are most appropriate for different community projects.      

Ecopsychology and Permaculture 

       Moving to the concept of ecopsychology and permaculture, Dungan (2015) points out, 

humans now live in the age of a synthetic world. This has also created, as I stated in the 

discussion an identified need to return to a more basic lifestyle. Going back to basics is the 

movement towards reconnecting with nature or mother earth and spirituality. This notion 

supports the research that has studied the exact phenomena of the link between nature and 

psychology (Dungan, 2015).  

       Some of this research has pointed out that there is a direct connection between environmental 

education and mental health. To this end, these researchers have coined the term 
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‘ecopsychology’. The idea of ecopsychology is valuable to this discussion because it shows that 

future research and investment is occurring in the field of permaculture and psychology, which 

lends nicely to support further research in the field for also industrial and organizational 

psychology. There has been little research completed with spirituality, spiritual care, and 

psychological concepts in relation to permaculture.  

       The findings from Napawan’s (2015) study showed that spiritual connectivity could be used 

as a training blueprint; however, there were some unique factors to this study that potentially 

allowed it to be so successful, which in turn could be a barrier in other more conservative or less 

resourceful areas. Some of the unique factors about this study were specific to the geographical 

area and community being enthusiastic and supportive of community gardening. The community 

supported the idea that growing gardens brought great attributes to the community. Attributes 

that the gardens could bring included food for people in need, addressing food equity issues, and 

connecting people and neighbourhoods. Some of the universal training topics in this study were 

sensitivity to existing space, site management, diversity training, ethics training, branding and 

marketing, and inclusion, all concepts reflected in the Woodsong interviews (Napawan, 2015). 

Investing in the Future 

       The concept of lived spirituality suggests an invitation to create and expand the times and 

spaces for spiritual practice, validating spiritual expression at new times or locations. While 

Woodsong is a physical space for spiritual practice, a place to meditate or practice yoga, 

spirituality was not solely viewed as being about a physical space only. There appears to be little 

research that looks directly at eco-farming and spirituality or permaculture and spirituality from 

the setting of the rural agricultural arena. This gap in the literature exists with understanding how 

people experience spirituality in their lived experiences at work and home in a plant-based rural 



209 
 

agricultural setting. Understanding the general perspective of people that experience spirituality 

in the rural agricultural setting will allow for future work to be completed in this field. This study 

lays the groundwork for future development and understanding in the field of spiritual care and 

permaculture. Perhaps the study will even further the field and push for interest towards the 

Green Movement and ecopsychology. 

       Facilitating lived spirituality would be especially applicable for individuals identified as 

spiritual but not religious because of lived spirituality's flexibility. For example, ecotherapy's 

focus on sensory experience would likely complement embodied practices like mindfulness 

meditation or the cycle of seasons. This includes both loss and new spiritual growth, which can 

be especially symbolic for working with grieving clients. In addition, growing food for others 

can facilitate an experience of connecting to other people and the natural world, especially in the 

case of rural farming.  

Limitations 

 This study reflects single moments in time at Woodsong and, even while the participants 

have an evolving depth of knowledge about permaculture and their interviews are informative 

and inspiring, returning to the site to visit with the participants again in the future, when COVID-

19 restrictions have eased would add greatly to this information. This kind of feedback and 

research is needed in the permaculture community as the field of permaculture becomes more 

mainstream, especially considering the current situation with limited academic research on 

permaculture.  

 A limitation common to all case studies is the degree to which the findings can apply to 

other settings. I recognize this limitation within this research as well. The more specific the 

application to farms of similar size and intent in terms of permaculture and spirituality, the more 
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applicable the findings may be. As noted in the Methodology Chapter, by describing a 

phenomenon in sufficient detail, a researcher can begin to evaluate the extent to which the 

conclusions drawn are transferable to other times, settings, situations, and people. 

 This dissertation is not exempt from the general limitations of the permaculture 

movement, which experiences complex interacting dimensions of gender and class. In addition, 

diversity is a known issue in the permaculture network, and reflects the general intermediate to 

high socioeconomic status of those who are able to participate in permaculture education and 

activities. There are limitations and problematic assumptions in permaculture literature and the 

movement in general, related to the “the hazards of insularity, exclusivity, particularity, and scale 

mismatch to which grassroots networks are prone” (Ferguson & Lovell, 2012, p. 39). This thesis 

is based on interviews with 12 participants. There is ethnic diversity among the participants, and 

all but two participants own shares in the cooperative but live elsewhere and will be involved as 

shareholders through the Woodsong cooperative. At least five participants plan to live and 

practice permaculture at Woodsong over the next five years. It is important to note that the 

results of this study are not generalizable or fully representative of the permaculture community.  
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Figure 32: Woodsong Winter – Beginning to End 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Opening/Permaculture at Woodsong Eco-Farm: Intended Purpose 

What is your story about becoming involved at Woodsong Eco-farm?  

(People enter into the permaculture world from many different places or angles. Knowing this  

will provide information about the perspective of the participant)  

What is the story behind starting this permaculture project?   

(This question is aimed at gathering information about the reasons why permaculture has been  

implemented at Woodsong).  

Tell me the story about permaculture practices that are spiritually and culturally based.  

(This is aimed at gathering information about how the process is unfolding. It could include 

some chronological information).  

 During your permaculture learning process, what stands out as particularly challenging and also 

rewarding?    

(If the successes and challenges do not stand out in the story above, this question will follow up).  

       Effects on the Landscape    

 What was the site like before Woodsong?  

(This will provide information necessary to understand how the permaculture practices and 

design has enhanced and changed the site).   

Have you noticed any improvements with ecosystem functions? Key species presence or  

absence? Soil and water quality changes?  

(This will provide some information towards understanding the broad ecological effects and  

success of the permaculture practices and design).   

        



225 
 

Site Design Reflection  

Looking forward, is there anything you would plan to do very differently from the initial plans  

for Woodsong?  

(This question is aimed at gathering critique and advice).   

 What is missing that if it were, there would make a difference?    

 (This question is aimed at gathering some information about future vision, and about the process  

of reprioritization during the implementation process).   

If you were to give a single piece of advice to others just starting with their Eco-farming  

site permaculture project, what would you say?  

(This question is geared towards information that will be especially pertinent to people actively 

creating permaculture themselves). 

        Permaculture Work-Life balance  

How has working through a permaculture design process and possible plan to live on the site  

changed or enriched your life and your family’s life?   

(This question will delve a little deeper into the aspects of cultural and social permaculture.   

How has this project supported or built connections in your community?)   

(Good permaculture design will help support a healthy community. This question will gather  

information about this for each site).   

Will participating or living on the permaculture site bring any expected or unexpected business  

opportunities?  

(This question will gather information about business plans that were designed in and others that  

were realized after the fact).   
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Does designing and potentially living on a permaculture site change your outlook or plans for the 

future?   

(Many people talk about how permaculture helps to break through the overwhelming sense of  

apathy and build up a personal sense of empowerment and skills for action and change. This  

question is geared towards understanding this part of the participant's permaculture  

story).   

Maintaining A Spiritually and Culturally Focused Permaculture Site at Woodsong 

What have you learned about maintaining what you have created and will be creating in the 

future?   

(So much of the education around permaculture is about designing and building sites, and less  

about what happens afterward. This question is aimed at gathering information about this  

vital part of working with permaculture).   

Closing 

Is there anything you would like to add?  

Researcher’s Perspective  

       I became more familiar with the permaculture design and implementation process, although 

challenging during a pandemic when in-person and online courses were cancelled. I worked hard 

to make good connections with the participants and to practice thoughtful listening and 

observation while working with them. Some of the people I interviewed were acquaintances and 

even friends. The permaculture community in this region is connected so well that this is nearly 

unavoidable. However, I reached out to find people with whom I was not previously acquainted. 

In addition, I had little direct experience with the eco-farming and permaculture community in 

Kamloops, and my hope was that the narratives were not filled with my own bias.  
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     The results of this study are not generalizable or fully representative of the permaculture 

community. This study does however, shed light on how permaculture practices are useful in 

both rural and personal settings, and how  contributes to the transition from urban to a rural more 

sustainable way of life and culture and describes a realistic picture of how permaculture practices 

unfold in a rural setting.  

 


