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Using Permaculture to Integrate 

California Native Plants into your 

Habitat Garden 



What is permaculture?  

Based on nature, so native communities 
are integral. 

Different from organic: Regenerative rather 
than sustainable. 

Chemical-free. 

Focuses on appropriate soil building. 

Polyculture. 

 



 
Permaculture design 
defines zones of use. 
Zone 5 is always a 
native area, and is 
integral to the design. 
 
If every property had 
a zone 5, there would 
be wildlife corridors. 
(Isolated habitats are 
devastating to 
wildlife.) 
 
Native plants are also 
used throughout a 
system for Integrated 
Pest Management 
and other benefits. 



Continuing  is integral to the process. 

Stay on trails and observe what is along side. In  Southern California, in our elfin forest, you 
have to learn to look for the small things. 

Learn patterns, methods, and hands-off solutions from nature – everything’s connected and it’s 
amazing to continually discover and understand each new connection and what it reveals about 

your practice. 

 



HABITAT: SURVIVAL AND REPRODUCTION 





…in all but the worse 
desert systems there live 
tiny plants, and the 
microbes that feed 
them. 

From treescapes with interconnected root systems as in traditional 
forests, to lichens, mosses, slime molds, dormant perennials and the 
delicate crust found in chaparral... 



Plants 
Communicate 
through 
Volatile 
Organic 
Compounds 
(VOCs). 
 
They signal 
alarm through 
scent. 
 
Sages are 
community 
plants and 
when 
damaged, their 
scent helps 
protect the 
plants around 
them. 

 

Help! Look out! 
Get ‘em! 



Communication through 
color and magnetic charge 
 
 
 

Honeybees are livestock: 
Managed bees can spread 
diseases, compete with 
wild bees for food, invade 
new habitats and upset the 
balance of plant species. 
Plant for native bees, wasps 
and flies instead. 

Eschscholzia californica 
Images by Bjorn Rorslett 



Permaculture techniques for a native garden: 
Los Jilgueros Preserve Habitat Garden 

Define what type of biome you have, and what kind of native plants 
should be there. Will you be planting a Zone 5 or integrating into a 
mixed planting that may need specific water requirements? 



Removal of non-natives: 

By hand 
Light sheet mulching 
One time use chemicals? Is the damage worth it? 
 



Earthworks first. 

 Harvest the rainwater through swales dug 
on contour, rain catchment basins, terracing 
and rain gardens. 
One inch of rain on one acre in one hour is 
27,154 gallons.  
Earthworks protect streambeds from silting 
in. 
 



Water channeled from 
pathways into rain 
catchment basin, swale 
and huglebed. Butterfly 
Garden at Los Jilgueros 
Preserve. Involved: 
Fallbrook Land 
Conservancy 
Alden Hough - Sky 
Mountain Permaculture 
Mike Gonzalez- 
Butterfly Alliance 
Jonathan Snapp-Cook - 
Fisheries and Wildlife, 
and others. 
 



Which direction does area face? 
How does water flow on the property? Does it come in from elsewhere?  

Is the area at the top or bottom of a slope? 
Best place for a wildlife corridor: is there existing habitat? Is it native or 

just wild plants? 
 

Site analysis: 
 

What soil type? 
 

Many natives 
need fast 
draining soil, 
such as 
decomposed 
granite. 



A site evaluation 



Plan your ‘guild’ 
A plant guild is the way nature arranges 
plants so that they help each other grow 
rather than compete for resources.  
 



Planting: 
● Make sure the plant is well rooted, but not so root bound that 

roots cannot be loosened. 
● Dig hole the right size for the plant. 
● Water the hole in well prior to planting, and after. 
● Do not add soil mix or fertilizer. 
Some plants that come from riparian or wooded areas, when planted 

outside of their established habitat, succeed with hugelkultur. 
 



A wildlife habitat cannot be selective to be effective. 
Use gopher cages, rabbit/deer cages, around your plants. 
 



Water by hand overhead, or with micro sprayers, for the first year. Drip 
systems usually kill most native plants within the first few years. Water 
plants when needed afterwards, but it all depends upon the plant and 
the biome it comes from. You can water penstemon every few weeks, 
but you will kill fremontodendron if you do that. 



Permaculture is based on nature’s proven patterns.  
 

Native plants are integral to a permaculture system . 
 

Polyculture native systems benefit the earth from the soil microbes,   
to the weather, and all creatures up to humans. 

 
Much of permaculture is analyzing and encouraging the 

 small things: 
 microbes, native insects, seeds, spores, microclimates, etc. 

 
The key to all of this is to allow plant communities to  

establish without chemicals: 
 pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers, or any other -icide. 

 

 

 

 



Thank you! 
From Finch Frolic Garden Permaculture 

www.vegetariat.com 
Finch Frolic Facebook 

Resources: 
Dr. Suzanne Simard, 
University of British 
Colombia 
The Hidden Life of Trees by 
Peter Wohllenben 
Dr. Monica Gagliano, Exeter 
University 
Moosa Creek 
Las Pilitas 
CalScape 
www.vegetariat.com 

http://www.vegetariat.com/

