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Overview

▪ Introduction to Invisible Structures

▪ Permaculture Ethics, Principles, and Domains 

▪ Social Arrangements 

▪ Legal 

▪ Financial 

▪ Example: PPCC’s Sustainability Garden 

▪ Workshop



Introduction to Invisible Structures



What are invisible structures?

▪ Definition
▪ Invisible systems that support or degrade the process of designing institutions 

and cultures that are in harmony with nature and work toward the common 
good of society.

▪ Process
▪ Deconstructing and reconstructing systems 

▪ Strategy
▪ Determine what the system was supposed to deliver 
▪ Design a better system 
▪ People should support the better system making the old system obsolete 

(Taken and adapted from Bill Mollison) 

http://oly-wa.us/herbnwisdom/PDF/InvisibleStructures.pdf


Examples of Visible and Invisible Structures

Visible

▪ Water Systems

▪ Food Systems

▪ Built Environment 

▪ Ecology

Invisible

▪ Ethics

▪ Social

▪ Legal 

▪ Financial



Levels of Invisible Structures

Level One 

▪ Standardized 

▪ Smooth-functioning 

▪ At least three mutual benefits 



Levels of Invisible Structures

Level Two

▪ Beliefs 
▪ Spiritual 
▪ Worldviews
▪ Closed vs Open 

▪ Ethics and Values 
▪ Conservation 
▪ Community
▪ Less fortunate  

▪ Behaviors
▪ Predispositions
▪ Nurture
▪ Unexamined Assumptions 



Permaculture Ethics, Principles, 
and Domains 









Social Arrangements  



Who Owns the Project?

▪ Who do you need to get permission from?

▪ Who is going to be on the design team?

▪ Who is going to maintain the design?

▪ Who is going to be influenced by the design?



How are decisions made?

▪ Consensus 

▪ Formal Hierarchy

▪ Informal Hierarchy 

▪ Committee

▪ Voting 

▪ Challenges to effective 
decision making
▪ Not enough information 
▪ Too much information 

▪ See the tree through the 
forest 

▪ Too many people
▪ Vested interests
▪ No emotional attachment

Source: Skills You Need

https://www.skillsyouneed.com/ips/decision-making.html


Legal  



Who has the rules?

▪ Global

▪ Federal

▪ State 

▪ County

▪ City 

▪ Institutional 

▪ Stakeholders 

ØHow do they align or 
contradict each other?

ØHow do they impact 
your project?

ØHow can they be 
improved?



What are the rules?

▪ Non-profit

▪ Business

▪ Buildings 

▪ Cities and Counties

▪ State

▪ Federal

▪ International

▪ Why are they in place?

▪ How do they influence 
your project?



Financial 



What are the costs of your project?

ØWhat are the short and long-
term costs?

ØAssign a value to the 
intangible benefits.  

ØWhat is the Return on 
Investment (ROI)?

▪ Labor

▪ Materials 

▪ Maintenance

▪ Improvements

▪ Expansion 



What funding mechanisms are available?

▪ Donations
▪ Money
▪ In-kind

▪ Grants
▪ Federal
▪ State
▪ County
▪ Foundation

▪ Private 
▪ Homeowner
▪ Investors

▪ Revolving Fund

ØHow much is available?

ØWhat are the terms?

ØWhat are the trade-offs?



Example: PPCC’s Sustainability 
Garden



Interview Stakeholders

▪ Ethics and Principles 
▪ Earth Care
▪ People Care
▪ Fair Share 

▪ Social Arrangement
▪ Who owns the project?
▪ How are decisions made?

▪ Legal 
▪ Who has the rules?
▪ What are the rules?



Organize and Teach Design Teams



Incorporate and Improve Designs



Implement Designs 

▪ Financial 
▪ Who owns the project?
▪ How are decisions made?



Final Design

▪ Future Expansion



Team Activity 



Team Activity 

▪ Permaculture Ethics, Principles, and Domains 

▪ Social Arrangements 

▪ Legal 

▪ Financial 

Quickly brainstorm how these invisible structures relate to your 
designs.



Questions?


