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Making Space For

 Zone 00

Amelia Lake takes a journey from the 
outer zones of practical permaculture 

to the controversial inner zone

We shall not cease from exploration
And the end of all our exploring
Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time

T. S. Eliot

I recently heard two eminent leaders in sustainability and 
spirituality speak and was struck by the congruence of 
their messages: this is for the long haul. Academic Paul 

Murray, who has led sustainability based training for many 
years, stated that living a sustainable life is a lifetime’s work. 
A week later a Buddhist monk stated that achieving spiritual 
enlightenment would take at least one lifetime. Now that 
wasn’t very well received by me, two lifetimes to achieve 
sustainability and spiritual oneness! What about my career 
and my vegetable patch?

I realised I had spent years 
making practical improvements 
to my permaculture and 
sustainability credentials: 
renewable energy supplier, 
vegetable patch, second hand 
clothes, cycling, water saving 
to name just some. I had very 
rarely allowed my spiritual and 
personal values or beliefs to be 
challenged however. It was so much easier to build a new 
raised bed than to contemplate the need to nurture the 
inner zone 00. This is something echoed in wider society.

Countless wind turbines have sprung up around my 
native Cornwall over the last few years. Wind turbines are 
the original symbol of earth care, so by those measures 
Cornwall must be doing really well. They have however 
come to exemplify the contradictory paths society walks. 
These familiar wind turbines create clean energy but 

also profit which is often spent on items which undo the 
environmental good achieved by the turbine. Buddhist 
teachings state that it is the intent behind an action that 
denotes its value; if we intend to be compassionate even the 
smallest gesture has high value. If we make that same gesture 
without good intent then the act itself is not compassionate. 
Many of society’s ‘green’ achievements are somewhat shallow 
and often enacted without direction or heartfelt intent.

With a little delving we find that many influential and 
great thinkers have been nudging us in a spiritual 

direction for a long time. 
For Solzhenitsyn, spiritual 
progress was the measure 
of progress and the path 
to sustainability. Maynard 
Keynes, the father of the 
economics that many of us 
feel is the centre of our 
unsustainability, thought 
we would have tired of 

economic growth by now and be putting all our efforts into 
spiritual growth. Buddha knew that happiness could not be 
found externally in iPads, cars or even flower beds or a tidy 
wood pile, but must be sought internally. Perhaps now is 
the time for a shift towards personal and spiritual growth 
as the true mechanism for sustainable change? Albert Einstein 
acknowledged that a problem cannot be solved with the same 
thinking which caused it. This is where we permaculturists 
come in as we are at the forefront of values driven 
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Zone 00

innovative change. We often find ourselves on the margins 
and we know how valuable margins are. So let’s push ourselves 
that little bit further.

What does permaculture teach us in all this? Where was 
the guidance for work in zone 00? Most of the permaculture 
and sustainability literature focuses attention on practical 
changes. Perhaps this is why I held these to be the answer 
for so long – just a few more changes, more wind turbines, 
more market gardens, natural buildings – and we’ll get there. 
It felt as if permaculture couldn’t shed any light on the need 
for deeper connection with the issues. Then I revisited the 
work of David Holmgren.

In his book Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond 
Sustainability, David Holmgren,1 co-originator of perma-
culture, writes of the need to look beyond the simplistic 
perceptions of sustainability. The permaculture ‘flower’2 
recognises the role of culture and spirituality in creating a 
sustainable whole. The more recent addition of zone 00 by 
some permaculturists reflects the central role our values play 
in shaping all the other zones. The cleaning products in our 
kitchen, our vegetable gardens, the way we travel to work 
are all influenced by us, zone 00. I had worked long and hard 
tending zones 0 to 4, trying to force practical solutions to daily 
sustainable dilemmas. Little did I know that a small amount of 
attention to zone 00 would have helped the whole process.

Since spending some effort nurturing my spirituality, 
seeking happiness within, practising compassion, I have 
found that living a sustainable life is easier. A strong values-
based, spiritual grounding acts as a guiding and driving 
force allowing decisions to be made easier and practical 

actions to be consistent and heart-warming. My insight is one 
small example of a growing number of voices urging us to 
reconsider our stance on sustainability to include a strong 
values-driven or spiritual foundation.

Recently a report from the WWF stated that if significant 
change is to occur it must be drawn from our deepest values. 
Eminent scientists, members of the Club of Rome who 
famously wrote The Limits to Growth in 1972, updated 
it 30 years on3 with the conclusion that love, most of all, 
is required to steer this ship from disaster. Just as without 
a deeper guide my practical actions were stumbling, incomplete 
and often contradictory, without embracing the spiritual, 
emotional and values-based sustainability, our efforts are 
stumbling in the dark.

I came to the conclusion that it was no coincidence that 
the academic and the monk both stated that achieving a 
sustainable life and spiritual oneness takes at least a lifetime. 
The two are inseparable, they will not be achieved without 
the other. This is going to be a long journey, but what a 
journey, and what better path to travel

1 Permaculture: Principles and Pathways Beyond 
Sustainability; David Holmgren; Permanent Publications.

2 http://permacultureprinciples.com/flower.php

3 The Limits to Growth: The 30-year Update; Donella H. 
Meadows, Jorgen Randers, Dennis L. Meadows; Earthscan.

Both books are available from: www.green-shopping.co.uk


