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Interacting with nature  
 

    Nature is a bank of natural capital which includes:  
 

•   healthy soil required to grow plants  
•   clean air to breath  
•   clean water needed for many purposes 
•   plants and creatures we share the planet with  
•   rocks and minerals 
•  a climate suitable for our survival 
•   sunlight , our ultimate energy source 
•   our health is part of this natural capital 

 

Most current human management systems are  
depleting this bank of natural capital that  

our very existence depends upon.  

 
UN Food & Agriculture Organization’s 2014 warning       

“Only 60 years of farming left if soil 
degradation continues” 

 

How far are we humans  
willing to go? 



https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/08/17/un-environment-programme-_n_684562.html 

https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/world/87066936/fresh-nz-air-selling-cheap-in-china-at-44-a-bottle 

Fresh New Zealand air selling in China  
130 full breaths for only $44  



 
How do I define Co-creating with Nature? 
 
1)  Interact in a way that sustains the current  
      natural capital into the future. 
 
2)  Interact in a way that rebuilds or regenerates  
      the natural capital going forward in time. 
 
 

   Second option is preferable otherwise we  
  will be sustaining a badly depleted account. 
 
 



Peter Donovan   Grassfed Exchange  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OQrQBvHH0eM 

Need a Holistic Approach 

Used with permission:  Peter Donovan  https://soilcarboncoalition.org/ 

“If you want to make small changes, change 
how you do things. But if you want to make 
big changes, you need to change how you see 
things.                                                   Don Campbell 

Tremendous energy spent trying to isolate and 
solve individual problems with limited success 

because many are strongly interconnected. 
Leading to unintended consequences 

HolisticAlternateFutures.pptx


Brief history of Holistic Management 

     Holistic Management is a new framework for  
decision making that integrates environmental, 
social  and economic factors. 
 
     It was developed by Allan Savory, a wildlife  
biologist in his native Southern Rhodesia  
(now Zimbabwe), who set out to understand  
desertification in the 1960’s.  
 
     The larger framework of Holistic Management  
emerged from his work in wildlife management, 
holistic planned grazing in both Africa and the USA, 
his experience in the Rhodesian military and as a 
member of the Rhodesian Parliament.  

Holistic Management: A Commonsense Revolution to Restore Our Environment   
by Allan Savory with Jody Butterfield,  (Island Press: 2016) 



Ignore details 
for now  



Identify the “Whole” to be managed which 
in our case is a community garden.  

 
 

 (Step 1) 

Holistic Management   



Identify the “Whole” to be managed which 
in this example is a community agricultural 

commons.  
 
The “Whole” includes: 
 

1) board member, who will draft the 
holistic context, 

 

2)  current land owner, 
 

3)   groups that can veto our decisions, 
 

4)   the resources that are to be managed 
       land, environment, money, and people. 
 

 (Step 1) 

Holistic Management   



If the “Whole” is being managed for a specific 
purpose, start with a statement of purpose 

 
“The Agricultural Commons is a welcoming 
community hub for learning that addresses 
the climate emergency and social justice 
issues by building food resilience. It includes a 
demonstration farm that supports nature’s 
biologically diverse systems to regenerate the 
land and grow nutrient-dense, healthy food.” 

 (Step 2) 

Holistic Management   



In the past our goals were made within  
a context that was too narrow 

given 
the complexity of the situation. 

This leads to unintended consequences 
 

 (Step 2) 

Holistic Management   



Need to create a broader context  
for management actions 

 

 The context guides day-to-day 
management decisions 

 

 

 (Step 2) 

Holistic Management   



 

Holistic context includes: 
 

1) Quality of life: expression of how people 
      want to live their life within the “Whole” 
 

2) Future resource base: environment and 
      behaviors that will sustain that quality of 
      life for their successors 
                  (a) people  (b) environment 
 
 

In brief:  aspirational goals of how we want 
our lives to be in the “Whole” we manage, 
and the environment and behaviors that will  
sustain that quality of life for future 
generations. 

 (Step 2) 

Holistic Management   



Holistic Management   

Holistic Management pays explicit  
attention to ecosystem processes 

whether it is a company, farm 
or community  

 
These four processes serve as a  

foundation  on which the  
Holistic context rests. 

 
 

 (Step 3) 



 
We once viewed the ecosystem as  

a source of raw materials 
 

New view: ecosystem is the  
foundation on which  all  human  

endeavors, all economies,  
and all life is built 

 
 
 

 (Step 3) 

Holistic Management   



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 
One way to promote healthy ecosystem  

processes is with an ecological approach  
to farming called regenerative  
agriculture that enables landscapes to  
renew themselves. 
 
  
 
 

Holistic Management   

 (Step 3) 



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 

1) Water cycle 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

New insights: -  (a) active soil biology sequesters  
  carbon & builds soil structure which infiltrates, 
  stores, & purifies water. Healthy plant cover is  
  essential for providing the root exudates of  
  sugars to attract and power the soil microbes that  
  build soil structure. 

Credit NASA   https://pmm.nasa.gov/education/water-cycle 

Holistic Management   

 (Step 3) 



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 

1) Water cycle 

 Dr. David Johnson’s   “The Beam Approach”   https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=79qpP0m7SaY&t=6s 

Holistic Management   

 (Step 3) 



NATURE, 02/2014, Volume 506, Issue 7489 
 

 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 

1) Water cycle 
 New insights: -  (b) in addition to transpiring  
    water and cooling the environment, trees  
    and some plants release chemical  
    compounds and microbes, which float into  
    the air in large quantities and seed clouds. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

             Nature 2014 ,506, p.476-9.  doi: 10.1038/nature13032 
              brent.xner.net/pdf/NewScient_clouds_April2016.pdf 

      

 (Step 3) 

Holistic Management   



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 
 

2) Mineral cycle:  
 

   Nature’s bartering system: plants supply soil  
   microbes carbon energy compounds (sugars)  
   generated from photosynthesis.  
      In return the microbes provide the plants with all  
   the other elements  they require by: 
    - recycling dead plant and animal matter,  
    - mining* the rocks, sand, silt and clay, 
    - and fixing nitrogen from the atmosphere. 
 

   Microbes also build carbon rich humus in the soil. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

* ‘The World’s Largest Mining Operation Is Run by Fungi’  
    Jennifer Frazer, Scientific American Nov. 5, 2015  
 
 

Holistic Management   

 (Step 3) 



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 
 

2) Mineral cycle:  
 

     In land used for animal grazing, managing the  
 grazing for adequate plant recovery is essential to  
 achieve healthy plant cover.  
 
 
 

     As mobile biodigesters and biofertilizers, herbivores  
play a key role in mineral  recycling and greatly reduce  
the need for fire and cut the natural fire fuel load. 
 

 
 

 (Step 3) 

Holistic Management   



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 

1) Water cycle: active soil biology sequesters  

        carbon & builds soil structure which infiltrates, 
        stores, & purifies water. Transpiration of water 
        by plants cools the environment  -> clouds & rain 
 

2) Mineral cycle: requires biologically active soil. 

      Bartering system: plants supply soil microbes  
      carbon compounds (sugars) in return for all the  
      other element plants require which the microbes 
      mine from the rocks, sand, silt and clay. 
 

3) Community dynamics: complex community of  
      plants, animals & microorganisms functioning  
      as a whole.  

High ecosystem biodiversity with more mixtures 
of desirable plant species leads to increased 

stability and production. 
 

Used with permission: Allan Savory with Jody Butterfield, Holistic Management:  
A Commonsense Revolution to Restore Our Environment (Island Press: 2016). 

Holistic Management   

 (Step 3) 



 

 Four fundamental Ecosystem Processes 
 
 

4) Energy flow: sunlight and photosynthesis  
                              power all life and the economy  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

          We need to maximize photosynthesis.  
 
 

Holistic Management   

Used with permission:  Peter Donovan  https://soilcarboncoalition.org/ 

 (Step 3) 



The 4 tools for managing ecosystem  
processes  are shown inside the  

square brackets 
 

Geological Time 

 (Step 4) 

Living organisms Human 
Creativity 

Holistic Management   

GeologicalLast600Myrs.pptx


 

Outside the brackets are human creativity, 
money & labour that are required  

to make use of these tools 
 

Geological Time 

 (Step 4) 

Living organisms Human 
Creativity 

Holistic Management   

GeologicalLast600Myrs.pptx


 

Conventional management has employed  
the first 3 tools. We now recognize 
living organisms as a powerful tool. 

 

Savory has specifically highlighted 
the importance of herbivores. 

Geological Time 

 (Step 4) 

Living organisms 

Holistic Management   

Human 
Creativity 

GeologicalLast600Myrs.pptx


Create plans or analyze proposals  
involving different objectives,  
tactics, strategies and policies.  

 

 (Step 5) 

Holistic Management   



 

The actions proposed address immediate 
needs and desires. But the holistic context 

reminds us not to lose sight of what is  
meaningful in the short and long term. 

 

 (Step 5) 

Holistic Management   



 

What actions to take & what tools to use are 
based on the best science, past experience,  
expert advice, research, permaculture, etc. 

 (Step 5) 

Holistic Management   



Carry out a useful series of context checks  
to filter out proposed actions  

that might not be environmentally,  
socially,  and economically sound, 

both short- and long-term. 
 

e.g., Does it address the root cause or weakest 
link in the situation? Is it sustainable? 

 (Step 6) 

Holistic Management   



 (Context checks) 

Cause and effect :  
  - does this action address the root cause of the problem? 
  

Weak link:   (strength of a chain is that of its weakest link)  
  - Social: could this action, due to prevailing attitudes or   

       beliefs, create a weak link between us and those whose  
       support we need? 

   -Biological:  does this action address the weakest link in  

        the life cycle of this organism? 

   -Financial: does this action strengthen the weakest link in 

        the chain of production? 
  

Marginal reaction: (getting the biggest bang for your buck) 
   which action provides the greatest return for each    
   additional unit of time or money invested?  
  

Gross profit analysis: (most money for least additional cost) 
   which enterprise  contributes the most to covering the 
   overheads of the business? 
  

Energy/money source and use:  is the energy and money to 
   be used in this  action derived from the  most  
   appropriate source in terms of our holistic context? 
  

Sustainability:  (generating lasting wealth) 
   if we take this  action, will it lead toward or away from  
   the future resource base described in our holistic context? 
  

Gut feel:  (finalizing your decision)  
   -how do we feel about this action now? Will it lead to  the 
    quality  of life we desire?  
   -will it adversely effect the lives of others? 



Guidelines, procedures, and practices relevant  
to regenerative agriculture involving livestock. 

 

To be replaced by others relevant to the  
particular arena to be managed.  

 (Steps 7 & 8) 

Holistic Management   



Holistic Management  by Allan Savory with Jody Butterfield   

A feature copied from battlefield planning 
 
  
 

 (Step 9) 



 
 

Once a plan is made, we need to monitor from the  
outset as unforeseen circumstances always lie ahead.  

 

 (Step 9) 

Holistic Management   



 
 

  
  
 

You monitor, on the assumption your plan is wrong,  
for the earliest possible warning so you can replan  

before significant damage is done. 
 

 (Step 9) 

Holistic Management   



A feature copied from battlefield planning 
 

Once a plan is made, we need to monitor from the  
outset as unforeseen circumstances always lie ahead.  

 

You monitor, on the assumption your plan is wrong,  
for the earliest possible warning so you can replan  

before significant damage is done. 
 

In Holistic Management  

plan = plan-monitor-control-replan 
 

 (Step 9) 

Holistic Management   



Holistic Management  by Allan Savory with Jody Butterfield   

A feature copied from battlefield planning 
 

Once a plan is made, we need to monitor from the  
outset as unforeseen circumstances always lie ahead.  

 

You monitor, on the assumption your plan is wrong,  
for the earliest possible warning so you can replan  

before significant damage is done. 
 

In Holistic Management  

plan = plan-monitor-control-replan 
 

This feature acknowledges there can never be one  
management plan that applies everywhere and  
for all the time. There are too many variables. 

 (Step 9) 



1) “Whole” to be managed = agricultural commons  

2) Holistic Context = shared quality of life vision  
                                     & future resource base 

3) The 4 ecosystem processes =  

Water cycle 
Mineral cycle 
Community dynamics 
Energy flow 

4) Ecosystem management tools=  

Technology 
Fire 
Rest 
Living organisms 

5) Actions and decision making 

6) Context checks 

7) Management guidelines 

8) Procedures and processes 

9) 

Specific to the area 
under management 

Holistic Management Summary   



1) The holistic management framework  provides a 
     way for dealing with environmental, social and  
     economic complexity, through  
         -the definition of the “Whole” under management, 
         - the holistic context, 
         - specific inclusion of ecosystem processes,  
         - context checks,  
         - feedback loops. 
 
2) It specifically recognizes living organism as a powerful 
    new management tool. 
 
3) It emphasizes the need for proactive monitoring of 
     key environmental, social and economic factors, 
     since your plan is bound to fail at some point, 
     because there are so many variables. 
 
4) It is a generic framework that can be applied to a wide 
     range of endeavors. 

 

Conclusions 

Phil Gregory  “Co-creating with Nature, An Exploration of Holistic Management” June 2018 



Exercise: Holistic Context for an Agricultural Commons (p.1) 

Statement of Purpose 

First attempt 
To create a demonstration farm that uses natural biological 
systems that Nature evolved over hundreds of millions of 
years (Nature’s tech) to regenerates the natural capital of the 
land and grow nutrient dense healthy food. 
 
Next attempt 
“The Agricultural Commons is a welcoming community hub 
for learning that addresses the climate emergency and social 
justice issues by building food resilience. It includes a 
demonstration farm that supports nature’s biologically 
diverse systems to regenerate the land and grow nutrient-
dense, healthy food.” 



 Two parts (a) Quality of Life and  (b) Future Resource Base 
 

                            

               Quality of Life Statements (aspirational goals) 
 

 -The Commons is a positive part of nature’s biodiversity.  
 -The Commons has an abundance of nutrient dense healthy 
     food and soil that is full of life. 
  -The Commons has a reliable source of clean water and fresh 
      air. 
  -We have a succession plan for our farm. 
  -We have a collaborative environment in which we are caring, 
      honest and respectful.  
  -We have balanced lives with time for leisure and celebration. 
  -The farm is financially secure, with all necessary personnel and 
      physical structures. 
  -The Commons is an inviting place for volunteers and the larger 
      community to gather. 
  -The Commons is a thriving education centre. 
  -The Commons is a place that allows people to rediscover their 
     right relationship with the land.  
  -The farm is an integral part of a resilient food system in our 
      community. 
  -The Commons has good relationships with other growers, 
      producers, and food-related local businesses.  
  -The Commons has a non-hierarchical organizational structure. 
  -The Commons has the good will of the community. 

Exercise: Holistic Context for an Agricultural Commons  (p2) 



   Future Resource Base: on which our quality of life depends 
 

          Consists of two parts (1) People and (2) Land 
 
                                           (1)  People 
 

  -We honour the people who were stewards of the land before    
     us. 
  -We are diverse, compassionate, thoughtful, well-informed, 
     observant, creative, hardworking, honest, innovative, patient, 
     helpful, enjoyable to be with, adventurous, open and inviting 
     to new people & ideas.  
  -We are lifelong learners.  
  -We work together collaboratively, sharing leadership, labour, 
     and grunt work according to ability. 
  -We have members experienced in regenerating the land and 
     are dedicated to helping reverse the agricultural, biodiversity, 
     health, and climate crises. 
  -We have skilled researchers, teachers, seed savers, fundraisers, 
     craftspeople, and communicators. 
  -We have experience in ecological outcome verification and are 
     known for soil health testing and record keeping. 
  -We are fiscally responsible.  
  -We have collaborative relationships with participants in our 
     local and regional food system in support of food resilience. 
  -Our relationship with our neighbours is respectful and 
      mutually supportive. 
  -Community participants and visitors are welcome at the farm.  
 

Exercise: Holistic Context for an Agricultural Commons  (p3) 



    Future Resource Base: on which our quality of life depends 
 
                                            (2)  Land 
 

   -We honour the Indigenous heritage of the land. 
   -We acknowledge that the land is an integral part of the  
      biosphere. 
   -This land is rich in biological diversity, from plants to the 
      abundant birds, mammals, insects and microorganisms. 
   -The land has healthy ecosystem processes, including water 
      and mineral cycles, energy flow (maximizing photosynthesis), 
      and community dynamics (plants, animals and 
      microorganisms  functioning as a whole) 
   -The land area for cultivation has a measurably healthy soil 
      food web. 
   -The farm has a ready source of first class municipal compost. 
   -We have plenty of mixed forest land on our island for 
      hydration, cooling, wildlife habitat, and fire risk reduction. 
   -The watershed is defined and serves the land. We have 
      healthy water entering and leaving the land. 

 

Exercise: Holistic Context for an Agricultural Commons  (p4) 


