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Gardens with lots of plants often appear in-
timidating to beginning gardeners.  “How do you 
keep up with all the work they ask?” Actually 
however, the amount of work in a landscape is 
much less the result of complexity, than it is the 
result of design-- or lack of it.  

A large lawn has relatively little plant diver-
sity, but nevertheless requires hours of lawn mow-
ing several times a month. Even homeowners, 
who hire someone to do this, need to work to pay 
for the service.  By contrast, a similar lot popu-
lated by fruit trees and other bird and butterfly 
attracting features can require much less physical 
labor, money and fossil fuel. But this is only true 
if the landscape is designed with energy efficiency 
in mind. 

This general topic is a core part of permacul-
ture design. You can get a better idea of how this 
works by taking the Sustainable Living Through 
Permaculture classes taught in January, March, 
and September every year (see 
www.urbanharvest.org). One core part of permac-
ulture is to study the way nature organizes plants 
in a forest or prairie, and then try to design these 
ideas into our landscapes, our homes, communi-
ties, and our organizations.  

Gardeners are familiar with the idea of “com-
panion planting” where one type of plant benefits 
another. For example, cilantro goes to flower in 
March, attracts beneficial non-stinging wasps, and 
these parasitize caterpillars that otherwise would 
bother the tomatoes. 

 In nature, “a guild” is any group of plant, 
animal, and insect species that use the same re-
sources and work well together. But if one ob-
serves closely, we can see that all pairs of ele-
ments in nature or in a landscape or even a com-
munity can have a positive effect (+), a negative 
effect (-), or a neutral effect (o) on each other. So 
any two elements can be mutually beneficial (++), 
mutually antagonistic (--), mutually inconsequen-
tial (oo), or have some less symmetric relation-
ship.  

For example, a sun-loving plant like orange 
butterfly weed does poorly in the shade of a mag-
nolia because it doesn’t get enough light. By con-
trast, the magnolia probably gets no benefit or 
harm from the relationship. So it is a nega-
tive/neutral relationship (-o). In nature, it is easy 
to find examples of (--), (-o) as well as (+o), but 
there most relationships are mutually beneficial. 

To get the most out of your garden design 
(and also your household, neighborhood, and or-
ganization), permaculturists think you should try 
to maximize the number of ++ and +o relation-
ships, and minimize the rest. And you should do 
this not just among the plants and animals, but 
also in the relationships between them and built 
structures (like your house) and between you and 
even your community. The more you can do this, 
the better your plants, your house and its inhabi-
tants will do, and the less your work and costs will 
be. 

To see how this happens, consider a con-
structed guild I have in my garden. The design 
benefits our family, our friends, some citrus trees, 
bees, birds, and a number of tropical fruits. Flow-
ers like shrimp plant, antique roses, and salvias 
attract bees over many months and the bees are 
plentiful to pollinate the citrus, pears and other 
fruit every March.  

The flowers and fruit also make the garden 
enjoyable for the people. The grapefruit trees also 
provide habitat for many birds, and they eat in-
sects and seeds, and deposit their high quality ma-
nure, thus benefiting the plants including the 
grapefruit. 

The grapefruit too provides shade on the west 
wall of our house, thus reducing energy costs, 
adding a privacy screen to the street, and even 
blocking hurricane force winds in summer and 
cold north winds in the winter. Our house in turn, 
provides a windbreak from those north winds that 
benefits the grapefruit as well as guavas and lem-
ons.  

Careful guild design makes your efforts 
beneficial! 

 


