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Chris Evans

42 Llandeilo Road

Brynaman
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SA18 1BG

July 22nd 2008

Statement of Support for planning application ref: APP/B3220/C/O8/2063851

Dear Inspector

I have been involved in Permaculture design and education since 1988, from them primarily involved in project planning and implementation of grass roots Permaculture Projects in remote, rural areas of Nepal as well as teaching and design work in UK, U.S.A., India and Mexico. I have taught on 47 full permaculture design courses and 26 introductory and specific skills courses, including teacher training.

Having just completed facilitation of a 2-day course in Forest Gardening at Karuna’s land this letter is to voice complete support for the efforts of the landowners in their applications to obtain permission for living on the site in Picklescott near Church Stretton, and to recommend to the planning committee that they approve the application in order for the planned developments to go ahead.

From my time at Karuna it became obvious that such developments as are planned are in great need in the UK and in this area in particular because of the great lack of initiatives that prove how land can be used in a low-impact and sustainable manner, and in a way that benefits both the local ecology, culture and economy in both short and long term. Greater than this, the objectives that the landowners have are clearly aimed at providing demonstrations of their style of land management that can benefit far beyond just the local area in terms of their aims to create educational facilities on the site. This will enable them to demonstrate and educate in a great range of sustainable living skills and objectives, such as woodland management, wildlife conservation, horticulture, energy efficient building, water conservation and management, etc. 

It is not unusual for both authorities and local inhabitants to feel threatened by the type of ethos and development that Karuna carries: labels abound of “hippies” and ”travellers”, and they carry out activities that “detract from the character of the land” and “spoil the view” etc.  While this may have happened in the past it is neither fair nor realistic to tar such pioneers with the same brush. What Karuna has brought to the area is a unique chance to learn about a living style of land stewardship that is a model to others. This is centred around the concept of Forest Gardening, a form of agro-forestry that has ramifications far beyond the integration of tree and ground crops as the name suggests. The term was coined by agro-forestry pioneer Mr Robert Hart, who lived just a few miles from Karuna at Rushbury near Church Stretton where he developed over many years what was the first and most famous demonstration of a working forest garden in the UK.

Edible forest gardening is the art and science of putting plants together in woodland-like patterns that forge mutually beneficial relationships, creating a garden ecosystem that is more than the sum of its parts. You can grow fruits, nuts, vegetables, herbs, mushrooms, other useful plants, and animals in a way that mimics natural ecosystems. The aim is to create a low input, high output system that benefits people and the environment, providing a great range of products. A forest garden is designed and established according to site and the needs of the client

“Obviously, few of us are in a position to restore the forests….. But tens of millions of us have gardens, or access to open spaces such as industrial wastelands, where trees can be planted. And if full advantage can be taken of the potentialities that are available even in heavily built areas, even ‘city forests’ can arise…” (Robert A.deJ.Hart)

At the end of June I facilitated a Forest Gardening course at Karuna which lasted 2 days. There were 14 participants who camped on the site throughout the course. They came from a great variety of occupations and backgrounds, illustrating the wide application of the subject and its popularity. Aims of taking the course ranged from establishing a forest garden in their own back yard to integrating it into the site and educational program of the Centre for Appropriate Technology in Machynlleth. Participants came from what can be described as the “sphere of influence” of Karuna, from Liverpool, Birmingham, Wolverhampton as well as more local locations in Shropshire and Powys. This also indicates how far people are prepared to travel to learn about such issues.

On researching I find that there is a great shortage of sites demonstrating and educating in this type of low-impact land use in Shropshire, despite it being the birthplace of forest gardening, and the work that Karuna is doing is especially appropriate to fill this gap. Situated in an agricultural area yet close to large urban centres, it offers a unique opportunity to be able to educate huge numbers of people – whether landowners, allotment stewards, school children or back-gardeners not just in forest gardening but the great array of disciplines that are linked to it, from soil and water management to wildlife habitat creation, small livestock management (ducks/chickens/bees), off-season vegetable and herb production (in polytunnels), horticulture, passive solar building design and other forms of appropriate technology. 

The need for systems, as described above, to be established, maintained and protected (you will have heard of the various incidents of theft and vandalism on the site when the landowners were living off-site) necessitates the owners and stewards of Karuna to be living on site. Increasing this need are the activities of demonstration and education that take the initiative beyond low-impact living and self-employment for the landowners to hundreds if not thousands of local and non-local people looking to become inspired and skilled-up from their visits to Karuna.

It is therefore imperative that this initiative be given the recognition and acceptance for the value that it is offering the environment, local community and local economy, and that the landowners be allowed to live on their land.

Yours sincerely

Chris Evans

Permaculture designer and trainer
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