
1. Start with Observation 
and Mapping
You can't design an effective 

permaculture retrofit without first 

understanding your property's flow. Use 

professional softscape services to sketch 

out your lot and mark existing features like 

trees, garden beds, structures, and slopes. 

This map becomes the foundation for 

designing zones and choosing 

appropriate plants or systems later.

2. Harvest Rainwater 
Instead of Letting It Run Off
A key principle of permaculture is 

capturing and storing resources, 

especially water. Instead of letting 

rainwater flow down your driveway or into 

a storm drain, redirect it to nourish your 

landscape. To slow and absorb runoff, you 

might install a rain barrel system at your 

downspouts or build a swale, which is a 

shallow ditch along the contour of 


your yard.

3. Build Healthy Soil With 
Sheet Mulching and 
Compost
You don't need to rip your lawn or dig 

deep to improve soil health. Start by 

layering organic materials directly onto 

existing grass or depleted beds using 

sheet mulching. This involves laying down 

cardboard or newspaper, followed by 

alternating layers of compost, grass 

clippings, straw, and leaves. Over time, 

this breaks down into rich, living soil 

without tilling.

4. Plant in Zones for 
Efficiency and Yield
In permaculture, your landscape is 

divided into zones based on how often 

you use or access different areas. Even in 

a small yard, you can apply zoning by 

placing your most frequently used plants 

near your kitchen door and low-

maintenance elements further away.

5. Swap Traditional Lawn 
for Edible or Low-Water 
Alternatives
Traditional turfgrass is a high-

maintenance, low-reward feature in many 

landscapes. Permaculture encourages 

you to rethink this space. Instead of 

mowing weekly and pouring on water and 

chemicals, consider replacing sections of 

your lawn with: native groundcovers that 

require minimal upkeep, edible 

landscapes like clover mixed with herbs, 

and meadow-style plantings that 


support pollinators.

6. Design Polycultures 
Instead of Monocultures
Most conventional gardens are organized 

in rows of a single type of plant, a 

monoculture that is prone to pests and 

diseases. Permaculture embraces 

polyculture, where plants are mixed 

together to support and protect one 

another. Even flower beds can benefit.

7. Add Vertical Elements to 
Maximize Space
Retrofitting a small or already-developed 

landscape requires creative use of space. 

That's where vertical design comes in. 

Consider installing trellises for vining 

crops like peas, cucumbers, or beans. 

Espalier fruit trees along fences or walls to 

produce food without taking up much 

room. Use wall planters or stackable 

garden towers for herbs and leafy greens.

8. Incorporate Wildlife 
Habitats into Your Layout
Sustainability doesn't stop with your own 

needs. A permaculture landscape 

supports birds, bees, butterflies, and 

beneficial insects. This creates a healthier 

ecosystem overall and naturally reduces 

pest pressures. You can install birdhouses, 

bee hotels, or bat boxes in 


appropriate locations.

9. Use Renewable, Natural, 
and Reclaimed Materials
Hardscape elements like paths, patios, 

and retaining walls can still be part of a 

permaculture design if they're 

sustainable. Use permeable pavers to 

reduce runoff and allow groundwater 

recharge. Choose locally sourced stone, 

FSC-certified wood, or reclaimed brick 

and lumber for building materials.

10. Design for the Long 
Term, Not Just the Season
Permaculture encourages you to think in 

decades, not just planting seasons. Lay 

out garden beds and irrigation systems 

that require less work each year. Allow 

your soil to improve, your mulch to 

compost in place, and your plant guilds to 

grow stronger over time.
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