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Modern agricultural production is being intensified worldwide and is often based on 

monoculture cultivation and the use of chemical pesticides. In Guatemala, the access to land 

suitable for farming is limited and many people struggle with land acquisition, malnutrition 

and discrimination. This is the situation for indigenous Mayans in the region of Lake 

Atitlán, where this qualitative study took place. An alternative approach is permaculture, 

where the focus is on regenerative living, self-sufficiency and reducing resource 

consumption. The concept is based on traditional knowledge that has been developed and 

practiced over time by indigenous people. The aim of the study is to examine how 

permaculture is practiced by different actors in the area, which includes both foreigners and 

indigenous Mayans. The research questions focus on how practicing permaculture can lead 

to ecological and social development in the area as well as what different challenges are 

encountered. The methods used in this field study was participant observation in the area 

and semi-structured interviews with ten respondents, both foreigners and indigenous 

people, who practice permaculture or similar methods. The result has shown that the 

respondents have experienced an increased access to food that provides a varied and healthy 

diet, as well as abundant and thriving ecosystems in their surrounding environment. Many 

of the indigenous respondents have chosen the practice in order to have enough food for a 

living and reduce their dependence on income and economic structures. In general, 

foreigners chose this way of life due to its simplicity and their longing to get away from a 

modern, hectic lifestyle. The respondents have experienced different challenges from 

current structures, but they are all positive about spreading the knowledge and practice. 

Keywords: Lake Atitlán, Guatemala, permaculture, agroecology, organic farming, holistic, 

indigenous, Mayan, foreigners 
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1. Introduction 

The country of Guatemala, which lies in the tropical zone of Central America, comprises 

mountainous regions that limits the arable land and possibilities for farming and agriculture. 

(Food & Agriculture Organization, 2018). Modern agriculture in Guatemala is primarily based 

on cultivation of monocultures, in which large amounts of agricultural chemicals such as 

synthetic fertilizers and pesticides are used (Shriar, 2000; Krebs & Bach, 2018). Many small-

scale farmers and Mayan communities have been using synthetic fertilizers and pesticides since 

it was introduced and established in the late 1950’s. The reasons are the increase of harvest and 

self-sufficiency, more productive ways of farming and possibilities to farm in the hills where 

it previously was difficult. The significant increase in harvest has reduced famine among 

Mayan communities, which was a dominating issue before. The costs for synthetic fertilizer 

and pesticides has however increased with time, which have put a lot of farmers in a dependent 

position towards agencies and companies selling and promoting it (Carey Jr, 2009).  

 

The concept and practice of permaculture is described as an alternative and radical approach 

to modern agriculture and food production. This approach has arisen outside of the traditional 

regime, containing its own base of knowledge and resources with focus on sustainable and 

regenerative living (Damian, 2018). At the heart of permaculture lies sustainable development 

with its roots in ecological science, based on the assumption of the need to progressively reduce 

energy and resource consumption (Holmgren, 2013). The practice of permaculture is based on 

traditional and local knowledge systems that has been developed over time by indigenous 

people (Holmgren, 2013; Hegarty, 2015).  

 

This study focuses on the region of Lake Atitlán in south-west Guatemala, due to its extent of 

indigenous communities, small-scale farming and biologically diverse environment. The area 

consists of 15 municipalities, where approximately 380,400 inhabitants live and 95% of them 

are indigenous Mayans. One of the main important economic drivers and occupations in the 

region is agriculture, with crops such as coffee, corn and sugarcane being produced (Ferráns et 

al., 2017). Due to our interest in the country and the subject of permaculture, a field study has 

been conducted in different communities around Lake Atitlán in order to study ways of living 

and farming that goes in line with its principles and values. The aspects of community, 

indigenous culture and the impact of external factors in the region are also relevant and given 

attention. 
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1.1. Aim and research questions  

The aim of this thesis is to study how permaculture is practiced by individuals, communities 

and organizations in the region of Lake Atitlán in Guatemala. This study examines how the use 

of permaculture methods can contribute to social and ecological development for people, 

communities and ecosystems in this area. Studying these different actors and their methods, 

the interest lies in examining what challenges and benefits that can arise when practicing 

permaculture.  

  

• How can the use of permaculture methods contribute to social and ecological 

development for different actors in the region of Lake Atitlán?  

• What social and environmental challenges are encountered with practicing 

permaculture in this region?  

 
1.2. Connection to MFS and the Sustainable Development Goals 

This study was conducted in line with Minor Field Studies (MFS) from Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA). This is a scholarship program which offers an 

opportunity to students to collect data in a developing country with focus on issues connected 

to global development, in order to deepen the knowledge within the field of study from an 

international perspective (Jönköping University, 2019). When conducting a Minor Field Study, 

it is of importance to consider how the study is connected to the country's development, in line 

with different Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). There are several SDGs that are 

appropriate to have in mind and focus on, but in the coming section we chose to highlight goal 

number two and twelve, due to their relevance for this study.   

1.2.1. SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

Goal number two of the SDGs highlights the issue of poor food security, which is caused by 

resource degradation. It leads to hunger and malnutrition in vulnerable areas, where especially 

children suffer from it and are not growing properly (Sustainable Development Goals, n.d). In 

rural areas of Guatemala, people suffer from malnutrition and inadequate sanitation, which is 

causing diseases and infant mortality (Griffith et al., 2019). The goal emphasizes the need for 

a change of food and agricultural systems to more sustainable practices that can provide 

nutritious food at the same time as the environment is being maintained (Sustainable 

Development Goals, n.d). Within permaculture and similar practices, focus lies on increasing 

self-reliance and support community values, which can improve food security and access to 

nutritious food in places where the methods are being used, such as in hard hit poor and rural 

areas (Holmgren, 2013; Sustainable Development United Nations, 2017). Since our study takes 

place in rural indigenous areas characterized by poverty, the issue of food security is 

highlighted. It is also examined what the conditions are for organic and regenerative farming 

to provide a tool that can improve living conditions for people in the area as well as reduce 

overuse of natural resources. The farms and projects in focus of the study practice organic 
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farming and mainly grow a variety of nutritious crops, which can enhance a more 

complementing, varying and healthy diet for people in the area.  

1.2.2. SDG 12: Responsible consumption and production 

SDG number twelve is about responsible production and consumption, underlining the 

importance of reducing pollution and exploitation of resources, as well as increasing energy 

efficiency (Sustainable Development Goals, n.d). The focus is on doing more and better with 

less and can be made through switching to sustainable food production 

systems.  Environmental impacts from food production and food waste can be reduced through 

dietary habits and choices within households (Sustainable Development Goals, n.d). In 

Guatemala, agriculture stands for about two-fifths of workforce employment and small-scale 

farms are the main producers of the Milpa system and provide for the national consumption. 

The population growth has however made it hard for the small-scale production to keep up, 

and efficient use of soil needed for increased production is hindered due to unequal distribution 

of land and insufficient funding of small farms (Griffith et al., 2019). Some core components 

of permaculture and related concepts are using methods that facilitates reuse, recycling, waste 

reduction and use of natural materials (Holmgren, 2013). Another common focus of these 

sustainable concepts is supporting natural production within ecosystems, regenerative methods 

and minimize the external input (Krebs & Bach, 2018). This study can increase the awareness 

and knowledge about switching to permaculture or other related types of farming and living, 

from conventional or insufficient farming performed on limited and poor land. Since the study 

includes different aspects of permaculture farming, such as proven benefits, eventual 

challenges and ways of thinking and planning, the spread of the study can lead to that small-

scale farmers as well as authorities evaluate possibilities with a transition.  

 

The use and development of permaculture both nationally as well as specifically in the Lake 

Atitlán area, is already seen as an implement with possibilities for preservation of the 

indigenous culture and the environment (Hegarty, 2015). Stressing these possibilities and 

conditions in this study, as well as the perspectives of different actors, can increase interest for 

the practices among actors globally and for people in settings similar to the ones in focus. 

Through highlighting permaculture, similar practices and indigenous cultures, the interlinked 

connection can be put into light and show how traditional and indigenous practices can be 

combined with modern types of farming and living, without cultural values being lost.  

  

2. Background and theoretical connection   

In this section, essential information about the context and area of study is presented, in order 

to produce an explanatory background which facilitates the understanding of the presented 

results. Concepts that were significant in this field study are also explained and reconnected to 

later in the following sections, since it creates clarification throughout the study. The theoretical 

parts accounts for explanations of relevant terms, such as permaculture as a concept and its 

connection to similar practices. Earlier research is presented in order to produce a picture of 
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the scientific position about the topic and connect its relevance to this study, which is further 

clarified in the discussion section.  

 

2.1. Definition of concepts and terms  

Foreigner 

Foreigner is a person who originally is from another country (Utlänning, n.d.). Here, it refers 

to respondents in the field study who reside in or repeatedly travel to the region of Lake Atitlán 

in order to establish a living there, therefore focus is not on tourists who makes short visits in 

the area.  

 

Indigenous Mayans 

In this study, indigenous Mayans refers to the majority of people who live around Lake Atitlán, 

since many of them consider themselves to be indigenous. Originally, Indigenous Mayans, also 

referred to as Mesoamerican Indians, occupied territory in southern Mexico, Belize and 

Guatemala where they established their own agriculture system. Contemporary Mayans often 

live in communities that are organized around central villages, they practice agriculture and 

especially women wear traditional dresses (Lewis, 2019).  

 

Mayan cosmovision  

Within the Mayan cosmovision, which is the native religion for many Mayans, focus lies on 

seeing humans as a part of nature instead of separating oneself from it. Mayan cosmovision 

focuses on developing a way of life that is in balance with nature, in order to enhance the 

physical, spiritual and physiological well-being of humans (Hegarty, 2015). 

 

Livelihood  

Livelihood is a prominent and significant term throughout this field study. Here, the term refers 

to the assets that are accessible, such as human, physical, financial and natural capital (Fröcklin 

et al., 2014). The meaning of livelihood to people and what resources that are available to them, 

differs depending on the specific social and health context in which the livelihood is built 

(Hanass-Hancock, Misselhorn, Carpenter & Myezwa, 2016).  

 

Monoculture  

In order to give a better understanding of permaculture and similar practices, the concept 

monoculture is described, since it differs from permaculture in practice and methods. When 

conventional farming is mentioned, it also refers to and include monoculture farming. 

Practicing monoculture means focusing the production to one single crop, where some common 

examples are coffee, cocoa and cotton. When different pests live on the actual crop and 

propagates, the need for chemical pesticides increases (Granström & Häggström, n.d.).  
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2.2. Historical and cultural context 

Guatemala is one of the homelands for the Mayans and the connection to this ancient and 

indigenous people is strong in the country. Approximately 60% of the country's population still 

identify as indigenous Mayans (Hegarty, 2015). Despite being one of the homelands for 

Mayans, indigenous people were dislodged to the highlands during the Spanish colonization, 

which took place between the 16th and the 19th century (Griffith et al., 2019). Because of this, 

these areas are characterized by lively indigenous culture where many people are small-scale 

farmers. Since the country gained independence in 1821, it has been common for communally 

held indigenous land to be expropriated and transformed into private tenures. This also 

compelled indigenous groups to other, less fertile, lands (Hegarty, 2015). Because of 

geographic limitations, Mayans had issues with low yields and droughts, which made many of 

them migrate to the Pacific Coast for seasonal work at large-scale coffee plantations. The 

conditions for the workers were exploitative and unjust, but since they were dependent on the 

cash economy many of them continued to work under these conditions. Their desperation for 

food and income enhanced the introduction and influence of synthetic fertilizers and was 

increasingly used even by Mayan communities (Carey Jr, 2009).  

 

Until now, the cultural heritage and ancestral knowledge systems of indigenous Mayans have 

been compromised and sacrificed due to pressure from societies. Thus, many indigenous 

people in Guatemala lack understanding and knowledge about ancestral methods and are 

instead using modern farming techniques. One important and well-known aspect within Mayan 

culture is however the Milpa system, which is a system that involves planting corn, beans and 

squash together due to their symbiotic relationship. The system is described to have been used 

by Mayans in the region for thousands of years as a technique that enhances the growth of the 

crops when they are planted closely to each other (Hegarty, 2015). The cultivation of the Milpa 

system is based on Mayan indigenous knowledge, rituals and beliefs which connects nature 

and culture with each other in order to get a good harvest and ensure reproduction of the 

important species (LeGarff, 2017.).  

 

2.3. Study area of Lake Atitlán 

The region of Lake Atitlán is located in the western highlands of Guatemala with a spectacular 

volcanic landscape and a living indigenous culture. The lake was formed in a steep-sided 

caldera when there was a huge volcanic eruption 84,000 years ago and the water renewal time 

is calculated to be 130 years. It is believed that the first indigenous communities settled in the 

region around 3,500 years ago. The indigenous Mayan people make up 95% of the population 

in the area, while 73% live below the poverty line and 24% in extreme poverty (Rejmánková 

et al., 2018; Skinner, n.d.). Three volcanoes, Tolimán, Atitlán and San Pedro, surround the lake 

which has an altitude of 1,562 meters above sea level. The hydrological system in the lake is 

closed and lacks water outflow to other external bodies of water, which makes it an endorheic 

basin. There are only water outputs underground, while inputs of water mainly are from 

precipitation, runoff and river charges (Ferráns et al., 2018). The basin land area has the highest 
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covering of forest in the country and reaches up to 34%, and despite an increasing population, 

the areas of forests have not decreased significantly (Skinner, n.d.). The land used for 

agriculture in the lake basin covers 33% and many traditional farmers have changed to use 

synthetic fertilizers and pesticides due to national and international demand. The use of 

chemicals and water diversion for irrigation have affected the wildlife of rivers and creeks, 

practically eliminated them. Another problem is the litter in urban settlements and the 

environment, which has become the most visible pollutant due to the lack of waste management 

systems in the region since industrial and processed foods were introduced to the indigenous 

people in the 1980’s. (Skinner, n.d.).  

 

Two of the other main economic drivers in the region, except agriculture, is tourism and the 

service sector, including restaurants, hotels, handicraft stores, and transportation companies 

(Ferráns et al., 2018). The region of Lake Atitlán faces several challenges that affect the 

environment, human health and economic activities. More than 80% of the population live in 

urban areas without sufficient facilities to treat their wastewater, which is discharged into 

rivers, directly into the lake and infiltrated in open grounds. There is a lack of sustainable 

programs for wastewater management which affect the operation and maintenance of 

wastewater treatment plants. Because of this, many of these systems start to malfunction over 

time and are abandoned (Ferráns et al., 2018). The largest source of fecal bacteria pollution to 

the lake comes from the two main rivers in the basin (Skinner, n.d.). In addition, the water 

quality in the lake is threatened by deforestation, erosion, demographic pressure and the lack 

of environmental awareness, policies, strategies and actions (Ferráns et al., 2018). Over 11,000 

shore-town households rely on the lake as a source for daily consumption and more than 19,000 

households rely on springs and creeks in the basin. Due to the use of the lake water for domestic 

purposes, the sewage pollution of the lake becomes a critical problem for the public health 

hazard and tourism in the area (Skinner, n.d.). When wastewater goes untreated in the lake it 

leads to nutrient inputs, which contributes to over fertilization. Wastewater effluents can have 

severe effects on human health by transmitting waterborne diseases and parasites. It also affects 

the ecology of the lake by consuming the available oxygen, which makes it difficult for plants 

and organisms to function in the ecosystem (Ferráns et al., 2018).  

 

Another significant aspect that is taken into consideration is the presence of foreigners in the 

region that are not only there as tourists, but also buy properties and plots of land. Another 

visible aspect when staying and observing in the area, is that the majority of people who start 

permaculture farms around the lake, are foreigners. A study from Lake Atitlán by Skinner 

(n.d.), shows that many wealthy and non-indigenous people see the area around the lake as a 

recreational resource, which has led to building of hotels and vacation homes for them. These 

properties are usually located on the shores, where the owners in many cases are secluded from 

the surrounding nature and indigenous society. Since the Mayans around the lake see the basin 

and surrounding nature as an important resource base for their survival, their connection to the 

lake becomes problematic (Skinner, n.d.).  
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2.4. Concepts related to sustainable farming  

There are different concepts that are prominent and characterized by sustainable ways of 

farming and living, such as permaculture, agroecology and regenerative agriculture. All these 

concepts can offer ways to handle and address environmental challenges, such as climate 

change, soil degradation, food shortages and unsustainable agriculture (Rhodes, 2012). All 

natural ecosystems are closed systems, meaning that the need within the ecosystem is met 

internally, and is also the case for regenerative agriculture and permaculture (Rhodes, 2012; 

Morrow, 2006). Regenerative agriculture aims to minimize external inputs of energy through 

recycling these key agricultural components as far as possible. This can be put in contrast to 

conventional farming, which are mainly open systems that rely on large external inputs. These 

inputs are needed in order to maintain production on poor soils and to compensate for all the 

material that is wasted in the production process (Rhodes, 2012). The main difference between 

permaculture and regenerative agriculture is that permaculture focuses on following an initial 

design system that also takes the human role into consideration, whereas regenerative 

agriculture has a more pragmatic character that mainly includes adapting existing methods of 

farming (Morrow, 2006; Rhodes, 2012).  

  

Agroecology is described to be a discipline that focuses on ecological principles and the process 

of creating sustainable agricultural systems, as well as including practical agricultural 

techniques for peasant farmers. The practical systems also comply with social and economic 

sustainability, which makes formation of social movements common with the goal of working 

for balanced food systems in all the three sustainability pillars (Krebs & Bach, 2018). 

Permaculture has in the three past decades been growing in parallel with agroecology, and the 

two have overlapping main focuses. They share the interconnectedness of ecology and 

agricultural production, as well as creation of social movements of mainly farmers (Ferguson 

& Lovell, 2013). A similarity for regenerative agriculture, permaculture and agroecology is 

support for natural production within ecosystems through low external input practices as well 

as regeneration and regulatory methods (Krebs & Bach, 2018). 

 

2.5. Permaculture 

The term permaculture was developed by the two Australians Bill Mollison and David 

Holmgren in the 1970’s and is a combination of the two words “permanent” and “agriculture” 

(Krebs & Bach, 2018). Permaculture is seen as drawing together a diversity of ideas, skills and 

ways of living in need for further development and rediscovery. This is done in order to enable 

the empowerment of us humans in providing for our needs, at the same time as we make sure 

the natural capital for future generations is increasing (Holmgren, 2013). Holmgren’s (2013) 

definition of the practice is “Consciously designed landscapes which mimic the patterns and 

relationships found in nature, while yielding an abundance of food, fibre and energy of 

provision of local needs”. Holmgren (2013) describes that a classic permaculture strategy 

involves self-maintaining and regulating systems, that is the use of tough, semi-wild and self-

reproducing crop varieties and livestock breeds. Renewable services one gain from plants, 
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animals, living soil and water are used in a non-consuming way to minimize consumptive 

demands on resources, emphasizing the harmonious interaction between humans and nature. 

One example of this is the use of livestock to prepare the ground for planting and the use of 

human waste as a source of fertility, making it possible to avoid using technology such as 

tractors, as well as fertilizers and pesticides. Observation of common patterns in nature and 

society are made in order to use a pattern from one context to design in another (Holmgren, 

2013). The techniques commonly used and promoted in permaculture, were not derived within 

the concept, but adopted from practices inspired by traditional agroecological systems 

(Ferguson & Lovell, 2013).  

2.5.1. Permaculture principles 

David Holmgren introduced and developed the most commonly used set of principles, which 

function as statements that can be used as a checklist when considering options for design and 

evolution (Krebs & Bach, 2018). The methods that express these principles vary widely 

depending on location and situation. However, principles that are applicable to personal, 

economic, social and political levels are often seen as universal. The idea behind the principles 

is that they can be derived from studying both the natural world and pre-industrial societies, 

making them applicable to the development of sustainable use of resources and land 

(Holmgren, 2013). 

2.5.2. Permaculture ethics & design principles 

Permaculture principles are divided into three ethics and twelve design principles. The ethics 

can be seen as common to all cultures, which have connected people to land and nature 

throughout history and are as important today to ensure cultural and biological survival. 

Permaculture ethics are covered by three broad statements: “care for the earth, care for people 

and fair share” (Holmgren, 2013, p. 7). They act as mechanisms for enlightened self-interest, a 

more inclusive view of who and what constitutes “us” and a long-term understanding of good 

and bad outcomes (Holmgren, 2013). 
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Figure 1, Permaculture principles, The Resiliency Institute, 2013 

 

The design principles are thinking tools that help identify and develop design solutions. They 

lie within the modern science of ecology and arise through a way of perceiving the world as 

systems thinking and design thinking. The first six principles use the bottom-up perspective of 

elements, organisms and individuals, where the idea is a harmonious relationship between 

people and nature (Holmgren, 2013). These principles involve thoughtful interaction with 

nature to gain knowledge about it, observe at least a year before doing anything permanent and 

catching flows of energy through, for example, creating water catchment systems that slows 

down the water flow. Other methods involve using one’s own resources efficiently to produce 

your own food and accept feedback from the surrounding in order to reduce the amount of hard 

and repetitive management work. The fifth and sixth principles includes valuing renewable 

resources, such as using compost toilet where the waste is reused as fertilizer on the land and 

producing no waste. However, already existing waste is seen as resources and opportunities, 

which is the very essence of living lightly on the earth (Holmgren, 2013; Permaculture Design 

Course, personal communication, April 2019). 

 

The last six principles emphasize the top-down perspective of the patterns and relationships 

that arise through self-organised and co-developed systems. Within these principles, focus lies 

on designing from patterns to detail in order to place the involved elements, such as a house, 

animal housing and a vegetable garden, into a workable system. Integrating communities of 

plants, animals and people with each other can create beneficial relationships, and using slow 

solutions with energy efficient and practical systems are also significant methods used. Other 
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important strategies include valuing diversity, using edges through for example planting living 

fences of fruit trees along the property borders, and creatively use and respond to change. This 

refers to ecological succession, which involves increasing diversity and improved stability in 

ecosystems over time and enables natural living systems to push back external disturbances. 

(Holmgren, 2013; Permaculture Design Course, personal communication, April 2019).  

 

2.6. Previous research about permaculture and agroecology   

A study from Western Guatemala by Calderón et al., (2018) shows that the adoption of 

agroecology provides grounds for more resilient livelihoods among smallholder farmers. This 

practice can lead to local organization and downward accountability, improvements in the food 

system, increase social dynamics as well as the economic structures of the farmers and 

communities. Traditional values of collective action among indigenous groups in Guatemala 

offers coexistence between ecological integrity and natural resource management, which goes 

together with agroecological practices. Agroecological practices generate enough income to 

live off the land throughout the year and their wisdom of traditional practices have shown to 

be less polluting and more socially desirable ways to produce food. They also view agroecology 

as a platform to preserve life and as a common ground for social action in their struggle to 

defend their land. However, farmers who want to adapt agroecological practices face 

challenges such as limited public infrastructure, the lack of supportive policies, and external 

threats posed by profit-inspired economic agents (Calderón et al., 2018).  

 

Farmers in Guatemala and other Latin American countries have for decades been raising their 

voices through the “farmer to farmer” movement, Campesino a campesino (CaC). The 

movement is described as a version of skills exchange among farmers in Guatemala and shows 

how knowledge sharing is deeply rooted in the region (Calderón et al., 2018, Holt-Gimenez, 

2006) The Campesino a Campesino movement is also mentioned in a study from El Salvador, 

where it is explained how permaculture is important for farmers. The study highlights the 

importance of environmental sustainability for the future and how permaculture can create a 

platform for young people and women in El Salvador, so they can go from being put aside in 

agroecological projects to develop as leaders. Permaculture has, additionally, provided 

communities with guidelines for addressing structural issues, such as inequalities. It also 

increases people’s connection to the nature, which has increased the respondents’ engagement 

for healthy living and production of healthy food and is described as one of the main reasons 

for them to practice permaculture (Millner, 2017).  

 

Gimenez (2000) describes in his study the effects caused in the highlands of Guatemala after 

hurricane Mitch hit several Central American countries in 1998. The extent of the destruction 

in the area was considered to depend on if sustainable farming method was used or not. Non-

sustainable agriculture was considered to make the region extra vulnerable to erosion. The use 

of sustainable agricultural practices was developed slowly by small-scale farmers for many 

years through their engagement in the Campesino a Campesino movement in the region. They 

had also used techniques for water and soil, such as creating natural barriers and terraces with 
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the use of rocks, plants, trees and grass. The use of these different techniques hindered 

extensive soil loss in especially slopes and hills, increased good quality topsoil and improved 

the agroecological resistance on the farms. Management strategies were also developed and 

implemented in order to reduce the use of synthetic pesticides and chemicals. The higher 

amount of productivity as well as the crop diversification on the sustainable farms led to a 

smaller economic loss than for the conventional farms, where the environmental degradation 

was greater. The sustainable practices that spread worked as collective “farmer to farmer” 

strategies that led to development and changes in the region, and the benefits of this type of 

farming were more visible and clearer after seeing the hurricane’s impact (Gimenez, 2000).  

 

3. Method  

This study was carried out in the region of Lake Atitlán in Guatemala, where we were stationed 

in the town Tzununa for in total nine weeks from March to May 2019. An MFS scholarship 

was received in order to conduct the study, and Guatemala was chosen as the country of focus 

due to previous travels to the country and awareness about permaculture in the chosen region. 

Semi-structured interviews and participant observation were the methods chosen and used 

when collecting the material.  

 

3.1. Semi-structured interviews  

The main method that was used for this study was qualitative, semi-structured interviews. This 

method was chosen due to the flexibility of the interview process when using semi-structured 

interviews, which allows the respondents to formulate their answers in their own preferred way 

and share their experiences. The method includes an interview guide which is a list of themes 

that has been formulated to direct what questions to ask (Bryman, 2011). The main questions 

in the interview guide concerned personal background, personal impact and benefits from 

practicing permaculture or agroecology, challenges noticed in the personal life and community, 

as well as observed changes in the environment over time from using the practices. 

Ethnographic studies, which partly has inspired the way of conducting the study, includes 

engaging in the area of focus in a study in order to observe different elements in the current 

social system. Through this method, connections within systems and processes can be 

discovered. This can, however, also be enabled through the use of semi-structured interviews. 

Qualitative researchers aim to capture the understanding and process of social life in both of 

the methods, which made both of them suitable for this study (Bryman, 2011). Semi-structured 

interviews were used in order to answer both research questions, and the questions chosen for 

the interview guide were focused on the social and ecological development experienced by the 

respondents, as well as challenges they encounter. There was however flexibility in using 

questions that were not included in the interview guide from the beginning, as long as those 

questions were useful in the process of answering the research questions. Depending on the 

respondent's answer, some follow-up questions were asked in order to get a deeper insight and 

explanation of the person's viewpoint and experiences. Having this flexibility gives an 
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opportunity for the respondents to bring up themes that are of importance to them (Bryman, 

2011). The roles were decided and divided before every interview and during the interviews, 

questions were asked by one of us, while the other one was recording and now and then asked 

a follow up question.  

 

In total, ten formal interviews were conducted with people living or staying in the area around 

Lake Atitlán, more specifically the towns San Marcos, Tzununa, San Pedro, Solola and San 

Lucas Toliman. Eight of the respondents were men and two of them women, and the age range 

was 24-48 years old. Three of the respondents were foreigners, of which two had been residing 

in the area for several years and the third respondent travels to the area and his property 

recurrently. The other seven respondents were born and raised in Guatemala and they all 

identified as indigenous Mayans since they follow certain Mayan traditions, which they also 

grew up with. The interviews were conducted at different occasions during the third to eighth 

week of the field study. Around 30-60 minutes was set of for every interview in order to have 

enough time for both formulated and spontaneous questions. The time and place for the 

interviews was usually decided in advance and took place in different settings, such as at 

respondents’ farms, their houses, at markets and at a café. During some interviews there was a 

time constraint, due to the respondents´ busy schedules, or that the surrounding environment 

was distracting. Still, focus was usually brought back easily when the question was repeated, 

or the respondent managed the distractions and then returned to the interview.  

 

Due to limitations in proficiency of Spanish, translation was needed during some of the 

interviews. In four of the interviews, an interpreter was needed the whole time, due to language 

barriers and to make sure that no information was missed. This concerned the two interviews 

in the permaculture community Quixaya, one interview with a woman in Solola and one 

interview in Tzununa. In the rest of the six interviews, the respondents could speak English 

well, and in one interview at the Mesoamerican Permaculture Institute (IMAP), an interpreter 

was present in order to provide translation assistance when needed. The respondents that had a 

local language as their mother tongue spoke Spanish or English well, so no interviews were 

conducted in a local language. Two different interpreters were hired, one from Mexico and one 

from Guatemala, who contact was established with through visits at permaculture farms in the 

area. The interpreters assisted during two interviews each and since both of them are resident 

nearby Tzununa, there were no difficulties in scheduling the first meeting and the interviews. 

However, obstacles were sometimes encountered when trying to schedule a time and date that 

was suitable for all parts involved, as well as organizing transportation to the different towns. 

Even though the interpreters were inexperienced interpreters, they were knowledgeable in the 

subject and well informed beforehand about the questions and purpose of the study.  

 

3.2. Ethnographic research and participant observation  

This study has been inspired by ethnographic research due to its suitability when working in 

the field. Ethnographic field work involves many different methods and sources for data 

collection where participant observation is one of the main methods used (Bryman, 2011). The 
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aim of this study was to examine how permaculture is practiced by individuals, communities 

and organizations in the region of Lake Atitlán, which was made possible through ethnographic 

field work and participant observation. While engaging in a social environment for nine weeks, 

the focus has been on observing behaviours and listening to what is being said between 

individuals, as well as told to us fieldworkers. Ethnographic field work and participant 

observations have helped to answer the research questions on how permaculture can contribute 

to social and ecological development, as well as what challenges there are with practicing 

permaculture in the region. Additional information was collected through interviews and 

written sources, which were then analysed and discussed. While interviews are primarily based 

on verbal behaviour, an advantage of participant observation is that traits from the respondents’ 

social lives can be revealed through observing their behaviour, and not only hearing their 

narratives (Bryman, 2011). 

 

Bryman (2011) states that one of the most important and difficult steps in ethnographic research 

is to gain access to a social environment that is relevant to the formulated research questions. 

The choice to participate in a Permaculture Design Course (PDC) was made in order to gain 

access to a social environment, where it would be possible to establish contact with people 

practicing permaculture in the region. The PDC lasted for two weeks, from 6th of April to 20th 

of April, and was taught by the permaculture organization Atitlan Organics. The method of 

participant observation accounted for the specific forms of observations that was made during 

lectures, activities and field trips. The tendency to introduce a certain degree of comparability 

when asking people about their experiences and observing different environments made this 

method flexible (Bryman, 2011). The course contained theoretical design methodologies as 

well as practical hands-on experiences, which enabled us to make connections to previous 

knowledge of permaculture when practicing different farming methods. Observing and 

practicing various permaculture methods contributed with relevant data that helped to answer 

the research question of ecological development, since we noted different benefits for the 

ecosystems.  

 

The participants observed during this field study were always aware of our role as ethnographic 

researchers, since we had the roles of “participants-as-observers”. The choice of observing in 

an open manner was made mainly due to practical and ethical considerations, since it otherwise 

could violate the participants private life. We were aware that our presence as open observers 

increased the risk of participants being able to adapt their behaviour and opinions. However, 

the benefits of being recognized as open observers included that it was easy to write field notes 

about the surroundings and initiate conversations in any direction we preferred. Our extended 

stay enabled us to perceive things in the same way as the participants did, which is one of the 

greatest advantages with the method of participant observation (Bryman, 2011). We applied 

the studied perspective and Bryman (2011) states that it is an important strategy for qualitative 

research because it aims to find the meaning of the participants’ social reality. Seeing the world 

through the participants’ eyes, we could state things about the groups that were being studied. 

However, ethnographic researchers hold a risk of over-identifying with the people being 

studied and start feeling a strong link with their image of the world. This is problematic since 
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the ethnographic researchers lose their roles as researchers and the research purpose, which 

affect the scientific approach when collecting and analysing data (Bryman, 2011). Bryman 

(2011) states that it is not inevitable to become a part of what one is studying, which made this 

important to have in mind when conducting our research.   

 

Staying in the same village for nine weeks to observe, participate in the activities of the PDC 

and make field trips to farms and communities made it easy to connect different elements to 

each other. It developed contact with different people and a deeper understanding of the 

region’s context, which provided useful data that helped answer the research questions. During 

activities and field trips, observations were made systematically by taking field notes and 

documenting personal reflections. These field notes were summaries of different events that 

had been noticed and listened to during observations and constituted the main data source from 

this method. Thoughts, interpretations and impressions were written down when something 

interesting happened and it was to our advantage that we already had our research questions 

formulated as it helped us know what to focus our observations on. We were at the same time 

open to other factors, so that the flexibility of this method would not be affected. It was taken 

into consideration that limitations in the observations could be caused by different factors.  One 

problematic issue with taking field notes is that the participants can become aware of the 

researchers taking notes which can make them troubled over the situation. Knowing that they 

are observed can make people behave less naturally, which is a weakness with participatory 

observation (Bryman, 2011). 

 

Bryman (2011) states that the final ethnographic research should be designed as a definitive 

description of the social environment that the researchers have been engaged in, which made 

us include environmental descriptions in this study as well. Ethnographic texts are intended to 

convince the reader of the reality and credibility of the researchers' observations, which in this 

study involves presenting facts, interpretations, observations and reflections. Descriptive 

details of places, behaviour patterns and situations have been used to give the reader a picture 

of the place where the results emerged. The interpretations made of the participants´ behaviour 

and social world is, however, still made by the researchers, which makes it important to set 

aside preconceived notions. Another weakness when applying the method of participant 

observation, is that events cannot be reconstructed and interpreted the same way by other 

researchers (Bryman, 2011). 

 

3.3. Data collection and processing  

The material, which was collected through using the different methods, was processed through 

using qualitative data analysis. Guidelines that were followed when going through the material, 

was for example what theme that could signify the information, what the information represent 

and what kind of answer the information can imply to a question about a theme (Bryman, 2011). 

Recordings from the interviews and some of the observations were saved on recording 

programs in our phones, from where the recordings were listened to and transcribed into written 

text. It is however not a trouble-free process to transfer spoken words into written text. 
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Transcribing can take more time than expected, therefore it was taken into consideration that 

enough time would be set of in order to accomplish transcribing all the material within the time 

frame. Another difficulty can be that the environment where the interview took place is noisy 

and affects how clearly one can hear what is said when listening to the recording (Bryman, 

2011). This was the case during several of the interviews in the study, since some interviews 

were conducted nearby a river, on a market or by animal housing areas. However, a short test 

recording was always made in the new environment in order to ensure that the voices could be 

heard clearly. During the process of transcribing, some noise was heard, but it was still 

manageable to hear what was said. The transcriptions were later gone through and analysed by 

the researchers together, through reading the transcriptions and discussing the content. In 

accordance with the guidelines for analysing qualitative data, four themes were chosen from 

different suggested examples. Parts of the data material was marked according to what theme 

it was most related to, although some of the material could be relevant for more than one theme. 

In those cases, the information was put in contrast to the rest of the material used for that certain 

theme and valued if it was more suitable for another theme.  

3.3.1. Generation of themes and subthemes  

The collected material was connected to and put in contrast to earlier presented information 

about permaculture, the region of study as well as the cultural and historical context. The four 

themes that were chosen were livelihoods, community empowerment, ecological development, 

and limitations and challenges. These four themes were chosen since they cover different 

aspects of the research questions and includes the material needed to answer them. We also 

agreed on that these were four were interesting and relevant themes and goes in line with our 

interpretations and observations during the field study.  

 

The theme livelihoods were chosen since the respondents recurrently mentioned the conditions 

which are created for them to have a source of income, enough food to feed themselves and 

their families, and the resources needed to live a healthy life. The subthemes that arose from 

the wide theme livelihoods, was improved health, working conditions and financial situation. 

These subthemes were considered relevant since they cover material which helped answering 

the research question about how permaculture can lead to social development. The theme 

livelihoods were also chosen due to its connection to previous research by Calderón et al. 

(2018) and Gimenez (2000), regarding how practicing agroecology can enable creation of more 

resilient livelihoods for smallholder farmers. Millner (2017) presents how striving for a 

healthier way of life can be a reason for practicing permaculture, which goes in line with what 

the respondents of this study express. The theme of community empowerment includes 

activities, efforts and engagement that the respondents contribute to in their communities in 

order to make general improvements, strengthening the collective bonds, help each other and 

create important relationships. This theme can also be connected to previous studies where it 

is presented how agroecology farmers value sharing and spreading knowledge. Here, the 

subthemes self-sufficiency and knowledge sharing were chosen, since those were topics that 

seemed significant for many of the respondents. These subthemes also gave depth and a more 

extensive answer to the research question about social development in the area.  
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The section that presents ecological development includes the improvements that has been 

noticed by the respondents in the surrounding ecosystems, how energy flows are used as well 

as what permaculture methods are being practiced. From the study conducted by Gimenez 

(2000), it is shown how ecological resistance can be improved through the use of sustainable 

farming, which is similar to what the respondents mention in this study. Therefore, the 

subthemes methods when practicing permaculture and improvements in the area, were chosen. 

The material presented in the theme as a whole, enables an answer to the research question 

about how permaculture can contribute to ecological development. Limitations and challenges 

refer to different obstacles and factors that limits the possibility for practicing permaculture or 

similar methods in the region, which includes ecological, social, political, historical and 

structural factors, internal as well as external. Furthermore, the subthemes collective action-

taking, social structures and attitudes, and access to resources were formulated in order to 

answer the second research question about what social and environmental challenges that are 

encountered in the region.  

 

3.4. The roles of the researchers  

It is important for the researchers to listen carefully and be observant during the interviews to 

what is said and not said as well as to what is expressed in non-verbal communication. These 

guidelines were followed during the interviews in order to ask relevant follow up-, specifying- 

and interpretive questions. It can however be difficult to maintain a balance of being active in 

the interview but at the same time not too insistent with questions (Bryman, 2011). Still, there 

were times when it was necessary to ask questions more directly when the respondents answer 

became long without space for us to ask more, or when the focus of the interview was 

decreasing or shifting. This is something that is worth to have in mind since the respondents 

for the interviews and observations were both foreigners and indigenous Mayans. This factor 

made it important to maintain focus on the study and not let our own interpretation dominate 

the questions depending on the origin and background of the respondents.  

 

Regarding participant observation, our role was to mainly be participants during the activities, 

field trips and lectures in the PDC, but at the same time make observations and take notes. We 

engaged in common interactions with both other participants in the course as well as people 

we met during field trips, where all of them were informed about our roles as researchers.  

 

The interpreters were interested in translating and understanding what the respondents were 

saying. However, there were situations when we wanted to understand a long and elaborated 

answer, but the interpreter was only translating it into short sentences or single words. This 

made it difficult to get the whole picture right away and additional or repeating questions had 

to be asked in order to understand. Even though we prepared for the interview with the 

interpreter through discussing the process and ways of translating, additional arrangements and 

suggestions could have been made beforehand so that the interpreter understood the value of 

not missing out on information. This is generally common for interpreters, that they might filter 
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out things they see as less important, although that information is what the researchers are 

looking for and find extra interesting. Another limitation can be that ideas and concepts, 

expressed in Spanish by the respondents, are difficult to translate into English, without it losing 

meaning (Bujra, n.d.).  

 

In line with interpretative phenomenological analysis, we were concerned with trying to 

understand the respondent’s life experiences and how they created meaning in the world they 

live in, while at the same time putting our preconceptions aside when making interpretations. 

In order to understand the respondent’s world, we tried to see things from their perspective, 

and we were always open minded when receiving the information (Bryman, 2011). It was in 

our awareness that our own perceptions and world views could influence how we interpret our 

surrounding environment and the respondents. We were during observations and interviews 

conscious about that our background and origins could affect how we interpreted and analysed 

what was being said. When visiting different farms and indigenous communities, it was 

prominent that men and women had different roles and responsibilities, as well as different 

needs, desires and interests. It was important for us to always show respect to the respondents’ 

different values, while showing interest by listening to their experiences in an unprejudiced 

way and asking questions if there was anything we did not understand.  

 

3.5. Ethical guidelines  

As students and researchers from a Swedish University and receivers of a scholarship from 

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), certain ethical guidelines 

are recommended to follow when conducting a field study abroad. It is for example important 

to show respect towards the culture and situation of the people you meet and work with, as well 

as not tolerate discrimination (Utrikesdepartementet, 2012). More general ethical principles are 

good to have in mind as well as what role ethical considerations have in research within social 

science. This is important since the researchers are better suited for making well-grounded 

decisions about how to continue in a study when they are aware of the ethical aspects. It is also 

of extra importance for students that are conducting research to have these principles as 

guidance (Bryman, 2011).  

 

The main basic ethical principles when conducting research concern voluntariness, integrity, 

confidentiality and anonymity for other people involved in the study (Bryman, 2011). To 

ensure this, the first step in the contact with potential respondents, was to inform them about 

the purpose of the study as well as what type of questions that would be asked. They were 

asked for participation with the option to decline, and to also change their mind between the 

time of first contact and the actual interview. With a few people, interviews were scheduled, 

but then cancelled from the respondent’s side, due to lack of time. They were also able to decide 

for how long they would be willing to participate, what time that would be most convenient for 

them as well as choice of place to have the interview. The respondents were informed that their 

real names would not be used in the study and that all the information, which was shared, would 

only be used in the written research paper and not in any other context. This was applied not 
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only to the contact with potential respondents but was also mentioned to the facilitators of the 

PDC in the start of the course. In this study, facilitator accounts for the teachers in the PDC, 

since they were entitled that during the course. One of the respondents did ask for more than 

the first information about the study that was provided, due to how the study would be used in 

the future. This enabled a good contact after the respondent felt more comfortable in 

participating after having seen our written aim and questions as well as the interview guide. 

The respondents were also always asked for permission to be recorded during the interview, 

which never was expressed as a problem.  

 

3.6. Selection process  

The respondents were chosen through using the snowball sampling method, meaning that 

contact was established with a few people relevant for our study. Later on, they were helpful 

in the process of getting in contact with other people they know that are engaged in the type of 

practices actual for the study (Bryman, 2011). This was a suitable method in the selection 

process since it is a qualitative study that is not aiming towards the possibility of generalizing 

the results or being representable for the whole population. This targeted sampling is useful 

since it is a strategy that enables finding a significant connection and conformity between the 

questions of the study and the respondents. It can however be problematic since a statistic 

representativeness is not enabled and that the respondents were only available through already 

established contacts in the area (Bryman, 2011).  

 

Through participating in a PDC course, contact was established with the four facilitators of the 

course. The division was three men and one woman, who helped with answering questions and 

facilitated the process of establishing contact with other people practicing permaculture in the 

area. All the facilitators were foreigners, originating from countries such as Ireland and USA, 

and they have their own farms in the area. All the facilitators have hired locals to work on their 

farms, where they work either permanently or for certain projects. One of the farm’s owner 

delegated the main responsibility for the farm to one of his workers several years ago, who we 

got to interview one afternoon at the farm.  

 

During the PDC, a field trip was made to a large permaculture community in the region, which 

is called Quixaya and is run by local indigenous families. The visit enabled us to establish 

contact with several people living there. After the course, a second visit to Quixaya was 

organized and two interviews were conducted with people living in the community. The 

respondents were chosen by one of the main responsible men at the community, with the only 

wish being that one of them would be a woman. This was a wish from our side in order to get 

a variety of respondents and perspectives, since we encountered that men were the main 

responsible of and active in some of the farms we visited. Through observations, it was clear 

that men and women usually have different tasks and responsibilities at the farms, therefore it 

was of interest to get the view of other parts and functions of the community’s farm.  
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There was already established contact with a couple of people living in some of the towns 

surrounding Lake Atitlán, from previous travels in the region. One of the contacts is active in 

an agroecology non-governmental organization (NGO) and took us to a gathering and market 

in the town Solola. His organization met there with other organizations active in organic 

farming and agroecology in the region, in order to exchange ideas and seeds. The contact 

helped through asking around for potential respondents, which led to two interviews at the 

event. We were able to make one shorter interview with one woman and one longer interview 

with one man, who also showed us and explained about crops that his organization had brought 

to the event. We got the chance to interview the contact as well at another occasion when he 

invited us to his house. Getting help from our contact and get this opportunity was beneficial 

for the study, since the aim is to hear different perspectives, with an extra interest in the 

experience of indigenous people.  

 

The aim was to mainly have locals and indigenous Mayans as respondents, but also conduct a 

few interviews with foreigners who had lived in the area for both shorter and longer periods of 

time. One of the men, who is from USA, was already our contact person in the area and was 

very helpful in regularly answering general questions as well as participating in an interview, 

which took place at the farm where he is a part-owner. Another american man was a contact 

we established through the help of one of the participants of the PDC, and he was available for 

an interview at his own café in San Marcos. We interviewed an Israeli man, who we got to 

know when visiting a permaculture farm in Tzununa. He was friends with two of our facilitators 

and was eager to show us his land at the same time as an interview was conducted.  

 

Table 1.  

Background information about the respondents  

 

Name Age Gender Origin Interview or 

observation  

Background information 

Mark 48 Male Foreigner - 

USA 

Interview Has lived in the area and practiced 

permaculture for 28 years, owns a 

restaurant  

Victor 31 Male Foreigner - 

USA 

Interview  Has lived in the area for 2 years 

practicing permaculture and also 

teaches natural building  

Marcela 35 Female Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview Born and raised in the Quixaya 

community, has a husband and 4 

children 

Carlos 48 Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview  Lives in Quixaya, is one of the 

founders of IMAP and also teaches 

permaculture 
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Miguel 
 

Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview Works at Paul’s farm since 10 years, 

has a wife and 2 children 

Paul 34 Male Foreigner - 

USA 

Observation Has lived in the area for 10 years, 

owns a permaculture farm, runs a hotel 

and teaches permaculture through 

PDC’s. Has a wife and a child 

Anthony 37 Male Foreigner - 

Ireland  

Observation Has lived in the area for 2 years, owns 

a farm where he also runs a café 

Daniel 30 Male Foreigner - 

USA  

Observation Has lived in the area for 4 years, owns 

the farm and café together with 

Anthony 

Diego 48 Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview Works at IMAP since 19 years and is 

one of the founders of the organization.  

Rodrigo 24 Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview Active in an agroecology NGO since 3 

years, works as a teacher in a Spanish 

school and has got a wife and a child 

Luis 27 Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Interview Has got an agroecology farm together 

with his parents and siblings, where he 

also grew up  

Omer 27 Male Foreigner - 

Israel 

Interview  Travels recurrently to the area since he 

owns a plot of land 

Sarah 28 Female Foreigner - 

USA 

Observation Has lived in the area for 4 years and 

teaches permaculture through PDC’s 

Mario 
 

Male Indigenous 

Mayan 

Observation Born and raised in the Quixaya 

community and provide permaculture 

tours 

Comment. The table is showing an overview of the background information on the ten respondents in 

interviews as well as participants in our observations. The table presents their fictive name, age, years 

of practicing permaculture or agroecology, family status and if they have any other sources of income. 

 

4. Results  

The following section will cover the results from the field study, according to the four chosen 

themes with associated subthemes. We have chosen to start with the theme “Livelihoods”, since 

it covers fundamental needs and desires, and how they are being met through using 

permaculture or agroecology. The respondents placed importance on these needs and desires, 

which includes basic factors such as food, income and job opportunities. The second theme 

presented is “Community empowerment”, due to the great importance of communal feeling, 
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sharing and development within collective societies. It is highlighted how the respondents 

experience that communal support and gathering can help people become self-sufficient.  Since 

this provides an answer to how social development is enabled, this theme function as an 

elaboration to the theme livelihoods. The third theme covered is “Ecological development”, 

which includes the practical techniques used by the respondents on their farms and its impact 

on the surrounding environment. This theme follows “Livelihood” and “Community 

empowerment”, since the ecological aspect covers the natural resources that have been 

improved and can be used for people's livelihood. The fourth theme is presented last since it 

highlights problematic issues and criticisms of the three first topics as well as some additional 

aspects, which are not mentioned before. We chose to present different limitations and 

challenges separately and as a final section, since there are generally more positive experiences 

expressed by the respondents, which is covered in the three first themes.  

 

4.1. Livelihoods  

All the respondents have different backgrounds since they are either foreigners from USA, 

Ireland and Israel, or they are indigenous Mayans from Guatemala. Therefore, the purpose with 

farming practices, conditions for livelihoods and strategies for doing this differs between them. 

This theme provides an answer to how the respondents experience the social development 

through practicing permaculture or agroecology, including the possibilities created to ensure 

their livelihoods. The first subtheme describes the respondents´ view of producing their own 

food, what benefits and impacts it brings, both personally for the individuals and people in the 

surrounding. The second subtheme presents different approaches and position the respondents 

have regarding income and work.  

4.1.1. Increased own food production and healthy living  

Many of the respondents expressed that the conditions for developing their own food 

production have improved since starting to practice permaculture or agroecology. Mark, who 

originally is from USA but has been living in the region for 28 years, owns land where he 

grows enough to feed himself and to sell extra on the local markets. He grows a few crops, 

such as yuca, herbs, avocado and firewood that he uses personally but also sell. A perspective 

that is commonly expressed by many of the indigenous Mayans, is that this way of farming and 

living that permaculture or agroecology provide, is mainly chosen since it can give enough 

healthy food for a living. This is expressed by Marcela and Carlos, who lives in the 

permaculture community Quixaya. They are grateful since there is enough food for everyone 

to harvest and consume, which enables the community to survive. That gratitude and 

experience is shared by one of the indigenous men, Miguel, who is the manager at Paul´s farm. 

Miguel says that there is always enough food for the workers at the farm to bring home to their 

families, and that when you are hungry there is always something to eat. From our view, that 

can be seen as a choice taken to cater for the main basic needs in the long term, a move that 

seems vital both for personal and communal survival, and growth. 
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Diego, who is one of the founders of IMAP, values working against monoculture systems based 

on the use of chemical fertilizers, which is possible through practicing permaculture and aim 

towards self-sufficiency, changing consumption patterns and develop a sustainable production 

system. After Diego had been a rebel during the civil war in Guatemala, which lasted 1954-

1996 (Griffith et al., 2019), he encountered permaculture increasingly. He explains that Bill 

Mollison, who was one of his teachers and co-founder of the term permaculture, described that 

growing your own food would function as a revolutionary act. Therefore, Diego became more 

interested in permaculture, since it functioned as a way for him to use his rebellious side to 

something less focused on struggling for power. This differs to what some of the other 

respondents´ perspectives, since it gives an ideological aspect and reason for choosing 

permaculture. From our interpretation, it can function as a political statement and discontent 

and that he wants to take action in response to current food production systems. Going against 

these systems through practicing permaculture is how we interpret that Diego’s act can be seen 

as revolutionary. Diego thinks that if people try to live of their farms, they could grow enough 

food to feed their families, but he expresses that lot of people are not doing that in the area. 

Instead, many farmers focus on produce for example coffee in a productive way, thus they 

often use efficient chemicals on their monoculture farms. Diego describes how they, in IMAP, 

contribute to improved livelihood in the communities through different projects, such as home 

garden projects, where people learn how to work with a small plots of land, The latest project 

is developing a business that offers nutritional supplements to the health system, based on 

native foods, and Diego explains the idea:  

 

The idea is how can we make nutritional supplements that can be culturally appropriate, 

that can be grown locally. That is the whole idea, how we can change that situation 

where we are depending on foreign nutrients, when we have them here. We have even 

better nutrients, we are working with amaranth for example and chia, which are two 

superfoods, super nutrients. 

 

From observations, our view is that Diego refers to seeds and plants that he and others see as 

“ancestral”, originally from the area and which has been grown by their ancestors. Nutritional 

supplements that they aim to be “culturally appropriate” means seeds that have a role and 

importance within the Mayan farming and knowledge system. It seems important that people 

in the communities adopt them to be valuable within their culture and living. 

 

Another commonly raised perspective among the indigenous Mayans, is that both permaculture 

and agroecology contain a combination of modern techniques and “traditionally” practiced 

methods based on Mayan values. Carlos, who lives in the permaculture community Quixaya, 

describes their system as very productive, but that it would not be possible if they did not 

combine “ancestral” knowledge with new and scientific knowledge. He also shares his thoughts 

about people sometimes saying that there is no money, no food, when there is actually an 

abundance of plants in nature, which people are not consuming. Carlos explains it as nature 

being a “bank of seeds” that can create a really well-made plate for us. 
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The final plate is the results from if we practice conventional farming or permaculture. 

The reason is that us as humans are made out of food, we are what we eat, if I start to 

change myself and people through food, then the person who gets good nutrients will 

have a working body. Too bad in Guatemala, corn and beans is most common and that's 

all it is. There’s no development, but to change and fortify this we have fish, plants, 

herbs etc, so we get a more balanced plate, so that's how we do the development.  

 

According to Carlos’ own explanation and our understanding, the “final plate” refers to the 

outcome of nutrition and variety in daily consumed food, which also influences the person's 

health and conditions. From what he expresses and what we observed in the area, the variety 

of what type of food people consume is not that great. The focus on and importance of 

producing healthy food is the same for Valentina from Solola, who is active in an agroecology 

organization. One of the goals in her organization is to improve their personal health, which 

they do through growing and eating organic vegetables. She says that it saves them money 

using agroecology practices, since less money is needed for investments and for buying 

agrochemicals, which is what usually makes it more expensive for conventional farmers.  

 

It is from our interpretation mainly the indigenous respondents that emphasizes the increased 

access to and consumption of healthy food, which can depend on what access they have had to 

more nutritious food before. It might always have been easily accessible to the foreigners but 

limited for indigenous people in areas such as Lake Atitlán, where the focus lies on a more 

basic diet including beans, rice, corn and eggs. The conditions for being able to choose healthier 

food or even growing it by yourself can be read as different for them depending on background, 

culture and access.  

 

Luis, a young, indigenous man, says that he and his family define their practice as agroecology, 

but that there are different concepts such as permaculture, which are based on the same 

principles. For him, it is the Mayan “cosmo system” that is of focus. He explains that one of 

the ways they work their land is through planting the “milpa system”, since this system can 

increase the access to healthy food. Luis also talks about the systems’ value for indigenous 

Mayans, as himself. One example is the way corn seeds are carefully chosen depending on the 

genetic code and how nutrient the soil was where it grew. Luis says that, except being provided 

with enough food for the family, they also plant flowers that they can use as medicine. When 

asked what benefits he sees for him personally and the community from using this type of 

practice, he says:  

 

For me it's a way of life, not only doing stuff. This is the only way we know as well. I 

see some neighbours that use chemicals like fertilizers, they have to wear special 

clothing etc. we don't have to do that, so I feel very safe at my home, I can eat if I’m 

hungry, there’s no harm. There's just more food.  

 

According to our interpretation, this is a traditional way of life for Luis, since his family and 

relatives also used the same system of growing crops and planning out the land. It seems to be 
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a traditional lifestyle that has continued for generations without losing its purpose and 

importance for their culture.  

4.1.2. Financial conditions  

This subtheme covers what the respondents expressed about increased job opportunities and 

what their views are towards income and overall access to money. Many of the respondents 

express that their focus is rarely on money. However, this differs in the situation for some of 

the indigenous respondents, who use the practices in order to provide enough food and income 

to maintain the livelihood for them and their families. Several of the respondents also mentions 

that the creation of permaculture farms in the area can increase job opportunities especially for 

local indigenous people.  

 

Miguel is the manager at Paul´s permaculture farm, who moved to Tzununa from USA around 

ten years ago and bought land. Miguel is positive about foreigners moving to the area and 

buying properties, since they need workers and usually hire local people. Furthermore, he is 

grateful for have met Paul, for the job he has on the farm and everything he has learned there:  

 

Locals like that there is work because that gives them enough money to support them 

and so they also can maintain their own land. For me it gave me a job and income and 

at the same time I get to learn and study permaculture. We receive money and studies 

and I have money and ideas. I get inspired to what I can grow at home, I get ideas and 

also a lot of friends. 

 

What Miguel expresses here is something that we observed among some other locals and from 

some foreigners’ point of view. From our understanding it means that job opportunities 

increase and that the foreigners are able to pay the workers more than most local employers. 

However, there is an aspect that can be put in contrast to Miguel´s positive perspective. This 

includes that some locals, who are not working at the farms, has shown discontent towards the 

foreigners by for example breaking in and causing damage at the farms. This is something that 

both indigenous Mayans and foreigners in the area know about. Our assumption is that great 

opportunities are usually created for the few locals that are employed by the foreigners, but that 

it can create a gap among locals in the area that originally might have had similar conditions. 

The shown discontent towards some foreigners does, however, seem to also depend on how 

well the mutual respect and integration is established.  

 

Paul himself, as the owner of the farm where Miguel works, expresses during one of our 

observations, that he is positive about his participation in the area, since it makes the four 

workers and their families grateful for the livelihood they are given. Paul means that the goal 

of farmers should be not only feeding yourself but also everything else living around you, both 

nature and people. This is also expressed by Anthony and Daniel, who both are foreigners and 

have a farm together close to Paul’s. Anthony says that they try to give their workers as good 

working conditions as possible, paying them better salaries than they had before, and giving 

them vacation. Regarding better working conditions, that is a view mainly presented from the 
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foreigners’ perspective and not confirmed by all the workers at the two farms. Some of the 

workers at the both farms seem, from our observations, proud over their work and way of 

farming, and they are given a lot of responsibility and flexibility from the foreign owner.  

 

Another common view among the respondents is the benefits about permaculture and 

agroecological practice, meaning that it leads to a good life overall. This is confirmed by Mark, 

who says that his goal is to be self-reliant and have a sustainable homestead, because he likes 

the idea of freeing yourself from the need to make money. He means that it is possible to grow 

enough to feed yourself and then make money the way you choose at times when you want or 

need it. This view is shared by Victor, another american, who cherishes the life he has now, 

being able to provide for his necessities and that it would be hard for him to go back to his past 

way of life. Having the insight and knowledge about this way of living makes him wonder why 

people that have both a backyard and enough knowledge to plant their own seeds are not doing 

it. However, he understands that people might have enough land, but leave it empty since they 

mainly struggle to have enough income to pay for food. After observing in the area, it is 

prominent that the foreigners have chosen this way of life to get away from the focus on money, 

hectic lifestyles and the often-experienced disconnection to nature. It is, from our view, 

important that they have awareness of the context and other situations for people in their 

surroundings. The view of becoming self-reliant is also expressed by Diego, who says this is 

the idea behind IMAP. He and the others in the organization generate enough income to live 

on, which is enabled through their educational services, consulting, and selling products. The 

income covers the needs for the organization as well as themselves, but Diego says that they 

are “lazy” businesspeople and have not taken out enough income yet. Diego's view of money 

not being the main focus when practicing permaculture is shared with some of the other 

indigenous Mayans, as well as most of the foreigners. 

 

This differs however, to what Marcela experiences with growing up and living in Quixaya. She 

says that practicing permaculture in the community does not generate money that gives them 

more than the continuation of food production. According to her, the money generated by the 

community is redistributed to all the families. Marcela express that she never had the 

opportunity to move somewhere else in order to study, due to the lack of money, therefore she 

tries to do more by herself now. She wants to be a hairdresser and have a studio but would need 

more money for equipment in order to do that. With our insight and information, we interpret 

that the difference between her and some of the other indigenous respondents, is that she grew 

up in the permaculture farm. Some of the others, such as Carlos, Diego, Rodrigo, have all 

experienced having a job and earning money that need to be distributed to cover important 

costs and needs. Additionally, it seems like hey might have had enough money to invest in 

education, travels and hobbies, which was not the case for Marcela.  

 

Although Marcela´s view expresses criticism towards not being able to earn enough money, 

the majority of the respondents mean that having an income or a large amount of money is not 

of great importance, since they have their needs met regarding food and other necessities. What 

is generally expressed among the foreigners is that they are usually not dependent on the 
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farming to sustain their livelihood, but they try to grow enough or more than necessary to live 

on, since it is a good way of living and farm. The extensive theme of livelihoods has provided 

an answer to how practicing permaculture and agroecology can lead to social development for 

the different actors. This includes different aspects of development regarding income, work, 

food production and healthy living. Some demonstration of ecological development is also 

presented through the respondents´ descriptions of how production of healthy and abundant 

food is enabled.  

 

4.2. Community empowerment  

This section presents the social aspect in terms of community development and answers the 

first research question on how the use of permaculture methods can contribute to social 

development. It includes benefits from practicing permaculture and agroecology and the 

various ways the respondents contribute to their community. Two subthemes emerged from 

this theme, which presents the importance of self-sufficiency and knowledge sharing among 

the respondents.  

4.2.1 Self-sufficiency  

One common expression that can be found in the interviews is that many of the indigenous 

respondents have a goal for their communities to become self-sufficient through practicing 

permaculture or agroecology. Being self-sufficient means that their basic needs, such as food, 

water and protection, can be met and that they can be economically independent. Valentina, an 

indigenous Mayan woman working in a female-run agroecological NGO, says that they became 

self-sustainable after the civil war when they began growing their own organic vegetables. 

Today she is involved in various projects where they are working with defending their land and 

women’s rights. She works with a group of women in the community where they, among other 

things, distribute working tasks equally between women and men. She explains that the biggest 

change can be seen within local people, as children have more energy and people are healthier 

and can work more. We interpret that it is of importance to address structural inequalities for 

long term improvements in societies, but also that more urgent issues such as malnutrition and 

physical well-being are dealt with. This in turn generates visible improvements that are 

essential for their daily lives and their struggle to stay self-sufficient, as well as fighting for 

their rights. 

 

Carlos, a Mayan farmer from Quixaya, describes that “the idea is for every family in Quixaya 

to have their own little farm so that they could be self-sufficient within the community”. When 

we visited his community, we were introduced to a permaculture paradise in the jungle of San 

Lucas Tolimán. Walking up the hill, we could see tropical trees and flowers growing 

abundantly and a river flowing through a green and lush area with many different plots of land 

for farming. Through observations, we learned that every family has a parcel in each of the 

ecosystems and that it is their own responsibility to maintain it. Marcela, a Mayan woman 

living in the community, says that “it's really nice and there's no envy or hate between us. We 

like to get better as a community, as a unity, to become better and work together, thrive”. When 
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we walked around in the area, we saw families and children enjoying themselves and the 

connectedness she was talking about was prominent. In the interview with Carlos, he says:  

 

We haven’t had any support, neither form the government nor any country, but we have 

good friends who visit us and give us a hand with the shovel and sometimes make small 

donations, and that for us is very good. Because we are conscious to recognize that 

when a lot of money is donated, it destroys a culture. When there's no money, the people 

developed their own way of thinking and appreciate what they have. And that is self-

sufficient.  

Even if the community is struggling with support from the government and donations, Carlos 

believes that money would not be beneficial for his community. Instead, he values when good 

friends visit them and “gives them a hand with the shovel”, which is a term used to describe 

the execution of a project. A reasonable interpretation is that he wants his community to provide 

for their own needs without relying entirely on external assistance, such as money, which he 

believes has a negative impact on people and communities. It can be understood that he feels 

that community spirit and focus is the most important aspect together with livelihood, which is 

more prioritized than money and connects back to to the previous section “Livelihoods”. This 

can be put in contrast to the view of Rodrigo who works in an agroecology NGO and struggles 

with bureaucracy. He says that when work is directed towards community development, one 

has to pay taxes as well since it is beneficial for the community in the long term. We understand 

that he thinks this is good in the long term since it functions as a contribution to their common 

society. In an interview with Diego from IMAP, he also speaks of self-sufficiency and says: 

“That is kind of like the biggest achievement we have had, that we have empowered people 

and they become self-sufficient”. He explains that IMAP empowers communities through 

various projects and programs and that their second program is about food sovereignty where 

they promote food production and develops products. Both Carlos and Diego see self-

sufficiency as an essential part of human well-being and a goal worth pursuing for the 

community. 

4.2.2. Knowledge sharing 

What is generally expressed among the respondents is the importance of education and 

knowledge sharing to people and communities. During a visit to IMAP we learned through 

observations that they teach permaculture based on indigenous knowledge, which they refer to 

as Mayan cosmovision. They highlight the interrelationship between permaculture and 

indigenous knowledge and explains that Mayan cosmovision is about observing nature and 

learning from it, since they believe that nature is designed perfectly. Our understanding is that 

they draw deep historical links between permaculture and “traditional” knowledge for the 

benefits of both people and nature, and that people should live in symbiosis with nature instead 

of exploiting and damaging it. In an interview with Diego, he shares how they founded IMAP 

and what aspect of the community that would be reinforced: 

 

I had a series of talks, like a round table, with mainly people who have had an education 

and the idea was to talk about how can we contribute to the community and where, and 
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what is the main aspect of the community that should be reinforced. From those talks, 

the conclusion was that it was agriculture, that agriculture was the heart of the culture 

here and that it was very threatening to see all the small farmers adapting new practices, 

adapting the plantations way and forgetting their seeds and knowledge, it was very 

obvious (...). Looking for alternatives is how I ended up with permaculture.  

 

We interpret this as a reaction against conventional farming practices and capitalism, which is 

perceived to be a threat to indigenous culture. Permaculture, on the other hand, allow people 

to preserve their traditions and values while working in agriculture, which was exactly what 

Diego had been looking for. When IMAP started looking for alternative ways, Diego says that 

they encountered an umbrella organization for permaculture in Latin America called 

Permacultura America Latina (PAL), which is how they became involved with permaculture. 

It made sense for them to adapt the permaculture practice since it allowed them to reconstruct 

“traditional” knowledge with agriculture. PAL sponsored IMAP with two PDC’s that enabled 

them to certify people all over Guatemala, which is how they started with education. IMAP 

has, as previously mentioned, several projects and programs where one is about education. 

Through this program, they provide tours, workshops, certified courses and internships. We 

participated in one of their guided tours during our PDC, where we learned about the Mayan 

cosmovision calendar that aligns agriculture with traditional knowledge. IMAP is close to the 

lakeshore outside the Mayan town San Lucas Tolimán and we visited their seed bank, 

ecological constructions and organic vegetable gardens with native plants. When they got that 

piece of land, they hired the elderly in the community and Diego explains the reason being “not 

for labour but for their knowledge. Including my grandfather worked with that. The idea was 

to learn also from them”. Luis, an agroecological Mayan farmer, went to an agroecological 

peasant school called Escuela Campesina de Agroecología and is like Diego positive about 

learning from the elderly. He says that “we gather traditional knowledge of old people and try 

to replicate it and try to do it in our everyday life”. In an interview with Carlos, he says that 

they educate people and hold workshops in Quixaya about the Mayan cosmovision. He 

describes this as “community permaculture”, which is based on the ethics of permaculture since 

the focus is on caring for the community and sharing what they have. His expectation of the 

future is to spread his knowledge through books and to develop a curriculum where he can 

share more knowledge and hold PDC’s. Among the indigenous farmers we interviewed, it is 

generally expressed that they appreciate learning from the elderly in their communities. Our 

interpretation is that it is of importance for many of the indigenous Mayan farmers to value and 

protect traditional knowledge as it connects the community and is a way to build relationships. 

Educating future generations becomes important when trying to keep traditions and the culture 

alive. 

 

The approach of sharing knowledge and learning from others is also appreciated by the 

foreigner Omer. He never thought that he would buy land in Guatemala, but after getting to 

know some locals and building relationships with them, he decided to start working with a 

indigenous Mayan man that today is as close to him as family. He felt that he wanted to preserve 

the nature so that people could enjoy the river, the fruit trees and tree houses, which he plans 

to build. The first thing he did when he bought his land was to meditate and think about what 
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his priorities would be. There is not much going on yet, but one can already see a difference on 

the land, and he hopes that it will set a tone in the community that it is possible with a different 

approach than conventional agriculture. He loves to learn from the locals and teaching them 

things they do not know and says he does not see them as his workers, but as good friends 

whom he appreciates spending time with. Although there is no need for some working tasks, 

he still gives some locals work since he wants to do it for their families. He thinks it is important 

with consciousness and if people begin to say to local producers that they will buy their 

products if they use organic fertilizers it can create change and awareness in the community. 

Permaculture, he says, is more than just farming, it is a way of thinking about life and going 

around the capitalist mindset that makes us believe we own everything, which connects back 

to Diego’s interview. Viewing permaculture as opposed to capitalism is also shared by Carlos 

who says: 

 

We in Quixaya have two important things we see: economic value and the value of 

nature. When we get into the world of economics, we don’t appear, we’re not 

noticeable. But when we enter the world of natural resources, we are millionaires (…). 

We work in the permaculture way that allows us to develop our energies as humans 

and see and connect the natural energies with the surroundings. That allows us to live 

and do life. Because now life is limited. We live from what we’re told and learned, but 

not from what we are. That’s our community system - to activate this, to share, to create 

connections between communities. Everybody has their own cultures - we need to live 

each other’s culture. The idea is to open the cosmic space and to see that we are the 

earth and that we are brothers, we need to understand that we are on one planet. Cause 

if we’re not taking care of it, we’ll die.  

 

Both Omer and Carlos point out that the world of economics disconnects humans from the 

natural world, and they explain their connection to permaculture as very spiritual. When Carlos 

talks about opening the cosmo space, he refers back to the Mayan cosmovision which is based 

on mother Earth, balance and harmony between humans and nature. He says we all need to 

realize that we are all connected to each other and mother Earth that supports us with life. 

According to Carlos spiritual belief, the Earth has real limitations and if we continue to exploit 

its resources, we will eventually destroy it and die. We also interpret this as though people have 

different cultures; we can still respect and learn from each other. The respondents generally 

tend to value close relationships, nature, solidarity and connectedness more than profit, 

competition and wealth.  

 

Permaculture and agroecology are often perceived very positively by both indigenous and 

foreign farmers. The respondents generally think that the practices are easy and that everyone 

can do it if they want to. It is also widely appreciated when “traditional” knowledge is brought 

together with scientific knowledge, which allows people to be more productive and understand 

life better. We interpret this as a way of looking forward to gaining new perspectives about the 

relationship between humans and nature. It allows people to understand others and interact with 

each other which ultimately will expand their knowledge and induce the development of shared 

meanings. We also interpret this as a way of binding people and societies together for 
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community building. Luis, an indigenous agroecological farmer, says that almost every 

neighbour in his community practices agroecology, which he believes is a good way of living. 

He experiences that more people are becoming aware about the environment, which is a good 

chance for the movement to expand. Whenever someone in the community changes to 

conventional farming practices, he talks to them about the benefits with agroecology and 

emphasizes that the only thing one needs is their own hands. He is positive and says that if 

people want to practice agroecology, they can do it. According to him, people still have the 

principles of agroecology in their mindset. This view is also shared by Carlos who says:  

 

Personally, I have liked it because I am really happy to be in the forest and share 

everything with animals, insects, plants, cause our cities are very contaminated so I 

only like to visit sometimes. But I understand that people don’t always have the 

opportunity to choose, that’s why permaculture is so good because it can be applicable 

to wherever you are. There’s no limit. You don’t have to be a farmer; everybody has 

the possibility to do permaculture. We want to make a model of community for the 

world. What’s aloha? It's a universal word meaning friendship and love - Aloha. I want 

to make a project Aloha in Guatemala, so that the country is not a closed country to the 

world. I want it to be open with love and justice.  

 

Carlos is saying that permaculture is applicable to anything and not only agriculture, i.e. 

lifestyle, and that he wants to share his model of community so that more people can experience 

their connection to each other and nature. From our understanding, permaculture is accepted 

and widely recognized by communities based on “traditional” foundations, religious rituals and 

beliefs due to the spiritual component that permaculture provides. 

 

Victor, a foreigner, has been involved in designing and implementing several projects in 

Guatemala. He says that living in line with permaculture is better than the alternative because 

it provides quality to interactions within the community, personal relationships, family and the 

environment. He is positive about permaculture being taught through farming, as people more 

easily can understand natural cycles and can connect it to the real world. Calling it permaculture 

is a good way to summarize things and in one word include the idea of imitating natural systems 

for the benefit of people, ecology and community. He states that permaculture is a holistic 

thinking and design model that can be applied to anything. In his business he tries to focus on 

collaboration instead of looking for what can improve just his goal. In this way, he hopes to 

empower people, to make them feel that they have ownership of the project and that it is their 

efforts put into it, resulting in something that comes back right to them. He appreciates doing 

things that bring value to his life and his community and sees himself as part of a larger system 

where he has to do actions that are beneficial to all those elements that he relies upon. He 

continues and says:  

 

Eventually you see all the connections. When you can see that, you can interact with 

the environment in a beneficial way for everyone. When we stop seeing disconnections, 

we see that we are dependent on an organism that’s not only us. We can nurture the 

whole, the macro, the micro.  
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We interpret what Victor is saying as being in line with Carlos view that we are all connected 

to each other and we need to take care of the things around us. It is from our understanding that 

macro to him means societal structures, community, culture and Earth, whereas the micro refers 

to an individual level such as health, physical well-being and relationships. The whole in turn 

refers to spirituality. Finding a balance between these two levels can lead to a holistic lifestyle 

and a connectedness to the surrounding environment. This shows, together with previously 

mentioned worldviews, the focus on spirituality and philosophy within permaculture and 

agroecology. Victor explains that he sees a great responsibility with being a consultant in 

projects and that he makes sure to train and educate the people who will maintain the projects 

when he is no longer there. Although it is not beneficial for him financially, he sometimes stays 

for a longer period in order to provide support during challenges, because he thinks it is more 

important with good results than money. He wants to feel that he has contributed with 

something that is greater than his presence, which also made him arrange a meeting with natural 

builders all around Guatemala where he connected friends who could work together. From our 

understanding, Victor sees himself as a key part of the projects he has been involved with and 

not wanting to be needed in the projects he has managed. We understand this as a process where 

he works to remove himself from the projects in the long term.    

 

4.3. Ecological development  

This section introduces the ecological aspect of this study and answers the first research 

question on how the use of permaculture methods can contribute to ecological development. It 

presents what different techniques the respondents are using to work their land, what different 

crops they work with and what changes they have seen in the nature from practicing 

permaculture or agroecology. Among both indigenous and foreign farmers, it is generally 

expressed that they mimic the ecosystems and that they work with nature instead of against it. 

Two subthemes emerged from this theme, which presents what different methods the 

respondents use when practicing permaculture and what improvements they have seen in the 

area from practicing it. 

4.3.1. Methods when practicing permaculture  

A common expression that can be found in the interviews is the importance of soil, which is 

considered to be the key to everything that grows. It is often said that once one has good soil 

in the garden and learn how to maintain it, everything else comes naturally. Mark, who has 

lived in the region of Lake Atitlán for 28 years, shares that from his experience, one must start 

out with good soil in order to enhance a yield. When he first moved to the region, he began 

with intensive organic gardening on his land instead of using chemicals, and planted the 

traditional Mayan Milpa system, which includes corn, squash and beans. After returning to the 

land a few years later, he did not see any sign of improvements which made him move to the 

concept of organic no-till farming, which means not disturbing the soil with machinery and 

intensive digging. He has since then seen a slow and steady improvement on his land. Most of 

the farming techniques he uses are based on permaculture principles, but he sees himself a bit 

weak on zoning, borders and edges, and says it would take him years to turn that around. His 
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strengths lie in the no-till farming and efficiency, since he takes dead soil and makes it healthier, 

even if it takes a long time. He also works hard with water techniques by catching rainwater on 

the roof and trying drip irrigation, directing the water to the ridge top towards the low land, 

which can feed his land down low throughout the year. There is plenty of water in the area and 

he explains that the most effective way is to store it in the ground. He sees himself producing 

for a diet of yuca, pigeon pea and chia in two to three years and a no-till farm with a sustainable 

cornfield in five years. He is sure that if it works it will spread and other people will start doing 

it as well. Another farmer that shares Mark’s view of the importance with soil, is the indigenous 

agroecological farmer Luis. He tells us that the most important thing for him is the soil. Within 

the Milpa system, they focus on what nourishes the soil by adding leaves and stems in the soil 

from other vegetables in the garden. Adding these green and dry material improves the soil 

texture, which is beneficial when catching water since it works as a sponge and can store more 

water in the ground. Similar to what Mark says, Luis expresses that storing water in the ground 

is an effective way to catch water. For more water catchment, Luis says that they plant bushes 

and fruit trees together with the Milpa system, as their roots go deeper that vegetables and 

stores more water. Whenever there is a drought or dry season, everything stays green and alive 

which is one of the main benefits with their way of using the Milpa system. He continues and 

says that they do not face any challenges with their production cycle and activity. 

 

Another expression that can be found in the interviews is the importance of water, which among 

both indigenous and foreign farmers is considered essential for farming and living. This can be 

put in contrast to what Mark and Luis says about soil being the most important thing to start 

with on one’s land. Marcela, a Mayan woman living in the permaculture community Quixaya, 

explains that the most important thing there is the water. The name “Quixaya” means “heart of 

water” in the local Mayan language of Kaqchikel. We understood why it was called that when 

we visited the lush river valley and saw the vast amount of water flowing through their land. 

Marcela says that “all the fruits and vegetables are dependent on and comes from use of water, 

so that’s why it’s so important. It’s not complicated, you need to comprehend. Teach people 

how to cultivate, how to preserve the water.” She is positive and believes that if people 

understand the importance of water for the ecosystems and know how to preserve it, anyone 

can use it as a resource. She continues and explains that because of the water, she can harvest 

fruits and vegetables that would not be possible if the land was dry. The crops she works with 

are various vegetables such as tomatoes, onions, chili and salads, and she breeds organic fish. 

During a field trip to Quixaya, we observed different plots of land and microclimates. Mario, 

a Mayan farmer who lives in the community, shows us around and explains how they produce 

organic food for their animals. He shares Marcela’s view that the most important element is 

the water. They have seven tanks with water where they produce lengma lengmos, which is a 

plant that is adaptable to any climate and consists of 32% protein. The plant reproduces itself 

every 24 hours because they put chicken manure in it, which means that they do not have to 

buy concentrates for their animals. Mario takes us through different microclimates and explains 

how they introduce new species: 

 

Creating microclimates is really interesting for the habitat for the animals because we 

are contributing to the reproduction of other species as well. If we are going to introduce 
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new species, we need to take care that we don’t alter the ecosystems too much. This is 

called water cater and it reproduces really quick. This could be invasive if we are not 

careful with it, so we always try to balance it. The great thing with this is that it is really 

amazing for making compost. You can get from a normal tank ten sacks of this stuff 

and it decomposes in three days, very fast.  

 

Our interpretations are that microclimates play an important role in plant regeneration, plant 

growth and wildlife habitats, and that it is important to take into account that the introduction 

of new species can disrupt the ecosystem. From our view, it shows how knowledgeable and 

aware they are at Quixaya regarding natural cycles, behaviours and risks. They have reached 

this understanding through trying different methods and failing, then adapting to it and trying 

another method. They learn from their mistakes and improve through this, which is a process 

expressed as important to some of the other respondents too. During our observations, we could 

see that they have a healthy, balanced and living ecosystem with various plants supporting each 

other. Mario explains that they do not have any problems with the fish getting sick because the 

water is constantly moving. The ponds are cleaned up every two months and the fish manure 

are reused as compost. The highest point on his land is where the water is distributed to 

everything else. He tells us how the water is constantly flowing from there, and says that “when 

I arrived, the volume of water was really small so I was thinking, what could I give to make 

more water?” The first thing he thought of was to get some native crabs and he put them in the 

spring. Two weeks later he found more water because the crabs had made their way to the 

original water source, which allowed him to have plenty of water flow. Today he is taking 

advantage of the water by distributing it and when he finds crabs, he brings them up to the 

spring, which he thinks is a good solution. During our observations, we also learned that they 

cultivate a lot of banana leaves in Quixaya, which they use to wrap all kinds of food in. When 

we visited different markets around Guatemala, we could see these wrapping leaves 

everywhere. They also cultivate a lot of malanga and taro root which grows really well there 

because of the water.  

 

Omer, a foreign farmer, sees the practice of permaculture on his land as a long-term investment 

for the earth. Although it is a learning experience for him at the moment, he believes investing 

in the earth is what is most worthwhile in the end. He has many ideas for his land and sees a 

lot of potential where he follows the principles of permaculture. The first thing he did was to 

observe and interact with the land and thinking of what his priorities should be without touching 

the land for one year. He wanted to try and make mistakes in order to learn what could work 

there and not. There is a river flowing through his land and he began with redirecting it as the 

soil became very loose from the water washing off. He made a catchment settlement with a 

stone wall and planted some caña, which has resulted in a very rich topsoil and the sides of the 

river are no longer destroyed. The idea was to slow down the energy flow from the water by 

slowing, spreading and sinking it. He tries to create a microclimate in that disturbed area and 

plants things that can grow fast and be harvested, such as palma de construccion and willow 

plant. To spread the water over the landscape, he will put the water at the highest point of his 

land and let it flow down lower. Malanga, yuca and sweet potatoes are already growing on his 

land and he will start growing bananas, bamboo, mango, citrus, peaches, plums and papaya 
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there as well. Instead of bringing in material, he aims to use the material from his land as much 

as possible where he will plant blackberries as a natural fence so that people can take the fruit 

but not enter as it is spikey. He also wants to introduce the Chinampa system and to have fish 

there to eat and to use their manure as a fertilizer as there is a lot of nitrogen in it. The Chinampa 

system is originally from the Aztecs and includes a system where plants are grown on floating 

island and fertilized with fish manure. Another example of an organic fertilizer that can be used 

is processed coffee, which he says that locals could start with as well. He sprays his plants with 

an organic growth hormone that he has made from the willow plant and expresses that it is 

good when each thing in the ecosystems can benefit something else.  

 

A common method that can be found through observations and interviews is the cultivation of 

the Milpa system among both indigenous and foreign farmers. As mentioned earlier, this is 

already being practiced by Mark and Luis. During a field trip to IMAP, we learned about the 

Mayan agricultural calendar and that every season represents different jobs that needs to be 

done in the Milpa system. The guide describes it as not being only an agricultural system, but 

as a “whole kind of ancestral system”. According to this spiritual belief, it is not only important 

as a source for food, but also for traditions. One of the indigenous Mayan farmers, Miguel, who 

works as a manager on a farm says however that they do not cultivate the Milpa system there 

because it gets affected and dies when the heavy rainy season starts. After having visited the 

farm, it is from our understanding that the rainy season affects them more since they are located 

in an unfavourable spot due to the risk of the erosion on the surrounding hills. Another common 

expression that can be found in the interviews is the creation of symbiotic relationships between 

humans, animals and plants. Miguel explains that they bought goats that could eat pastures and 

then they bought chickens that together produce a high-quality compost. He explains the 

symbiotic relationship as follows:  

 

The goats would sleep in the dirt, so then we used banana leaves and other dry stuff for 

the goats to lay on, dry and natural. Every morning we cover it, so the compost starts 

to layer, after 1-2 months there’s a high-quality compost, so it's a very strong smell, we 

shuffle it out. The chickens sleep on top and poop on there too, then move it around in 

the morning and look for worms. After a month with chickens there too, the compost 

has sifted and can be used on the soil. We can use it to plant trees, we mix the compost 

with soil and we can plant superior plants.  

 

It is from our interpretation and observations on farms evident that animals work harmoniously 

with the rest of the ecosystem when they are integrated. The use of animals increases the 

complexity of interactions in maintaining the farm, which is useful for permaculture systems 

since it is very productive. The beneficial relationship that they have to each other ensures a 

restorative impact on the land while producing valuable yields, such as eggs, milk and meat. 

However, it is from our understanding that the design of animal systems can be a complex 

process in which one must place great emphasis on learning about their needs and how they 

can function in the most beneficial way for each other. 
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4.3.2. Improvements in the area 

It is generally expressed among the respondents that practicing permaculture or agriculture 

contributes to ecological improvements in the area. In the Mayan permaculture community 

Quixaya, Marcela explains that there are more birds in the area than before and that the water 

is less contaminated and of better quality. Paul, a foreigner, shares the same experience and 

says that their land would be much worse off without their presence. When comparing how his 

land was before, he says that there have been dramatic changes in the area since they started 

planting different fruit trees, such as mulberry trees. The fruit from the trees attracts a lot of 

birds that never flew there before and there are more animals in general, such as lizards and 

snakes. Diego, a Mayan farmer, says that one of the biggest improvements he has seen in the 

nature has been from planting native seeds. It has resulted in a more lush and diversified forest, 

with many different species and plants. He says that it is not visible when looking at it from a 

distance, but that one has to get close to in order to see the improvements. Victor, one of the 

foreigners, tells us about the changes he has seen on the landscape during the 1,5 years he has 

been there:  

 

It's hard to see it sometimes when you're here daily, you think the progress is really 

slow. And then people come back for visit and notice all the changes. Having visitors 

is really good for perspective. This place has flourished so much thanks to all the people 

involved, all the collaborations, thanks to people coming and donating their time and 

effort to help getting this place flourish.  

 

We interpret that many of the ecological improvements at Victors farm have been due to people 

helping with various tasks and that it can take a while before seeing any difference. Carlos, a 

Mayan farmer from Quixaya, says that there has been a lot of ecological improvements in the 

community since they started practicing permaculture there. In the 1980s, the land was a private 

monoculture farm where a lot of chemicals were used, which led to the loss and destruction of 

many ecosystems. He says that the transition process away from monoculture to a more 

sustainable way of farming made it possible for them to create and protect nature reserves. He 

has a very spiritual connection to nature and says, “I don’t have to be in a church to change the 

world, I can be in the forest and do what God can do”. He refers to the fact that they brought 

back the ecology of the land in a sustainable and regenerative way. Today, the ecosystems are 

more diversified, and they have a better and more varied selection of crops and plants for food. 

He says there are more birds in the area that did not exist there before and that they have more 

plant species. During a field trip to Quixaya, we observed that Mario, a Mayan farmer, plants 

various fruit trees on his plot of land to create a forest zone. In the two linear kilometres there 

are eighteen varieties of bananas and eight different types of avocado trees. Rodrigo, a Mayan 

farmer, explains that when he began practicing agroecology two years ago, there was barely 

anything on the land. He says that it was difficult at first and that today there are a variety of 

plants and crops on that plot of land.  

 

This section has shown that practicing permaculture or agroecology can lead to many different 

improvements in the ecosystems. Through both conducting interviews and observing the farms 

we have visited, we could see green and living ecosystems with various plants and animals. 
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Diversity shows that when different plant species are combined, they can have a beneficial 

relationship to each other. This is something we observed on every farm we went to, as they 

grew better, produced higher yields, resisted diseases and had a more resilient system.  

 

4.4. Limitations and challenges 

During observations and interviews, one question and focus was the eventual challenges with 

practicing permaculture or agroecology, in order to get a full picture and understanding of the 

conditions. This section presents the limitations and challenges in the region of Lake Atitlán, 

but also in Guatemala including attitudes, beliefs as well as historical and structural factors that 

can function as hindrance. Through obtaining answers and narratives from the respondents 

about this topic, the research question regarding encountered challenges is being addressed and 

answered. The respondents express different limitations and challenges, but also what kind of 

strategies and measures they use in order to handle it, which shows aspects of social 

development for both individuals and communities.  

4.4.1. Social structures and attitudes  

A common subtheme among what most of the respondents share, both from the view of 

foreigners and native people, is that practicing permaculture or agroecology require a big 

investment in time and effort as well as a change in mentality. This refers to the different way 

of farming and living it includes in comparison to conventional ways, which many people in 

the area are used to. From our understanding, the mentality change is needed since 

permaculture and agroecology include other ways of valuing the natural environment and 

resources, as well as one's own role as human. The time and effort that is required refers to 

what it takes to observe the land in the beginning as well as planning and designing the space, 

being patient in the process and actively learning about conditions in the natural surroundings.  

 

One aspect that was presented early in the PDC by the facilitators Sarah and Paul, was that the 

permaculture is not a copy from “ancient” systems, but rather embraces it. They say, however, 

that it depends on the particular area, since Mayan “ancestral” design can be useful in the area 

of focus but not applicable in for example USA. Both Mayan “ancestral“ systems and 

permaculture do however include holistic design methodology, and Mayan cosmo practices are 

integrated with a modern thinking and context in the region of Lake Atitlán. From our view, it 

means that an adoption to the region is vital when shifting to permaculture, which is enabled 

through integrating key elements and methods originating from local Mayan systems. This 

seems important, since there is a general focus on flexibility, holistic thinking, contextual 

adaptation and comprehension within permaculture, in order to make use of what is present.  

 

A perspective common among most of the indigenous respondents, is that they see challenges 

in how information and consciousness is spread to people. This is due to biased and insufficient 

education, deeply rooted habits and external influence, which are counteracting agroecology 

and permaculture practices. This is especially prominent in the stories that Diego, Valentina, 

Luis and Rodrigo are sharing. Luis and Diego mention that agricultural programs in schools 



37 
 

and universities affect people through transforming their attitudes and repressing the 

“traditional” farming system that are commonly practiced. For him and the others in the NGO, 

it was difficult in the beginning, since many people in surrounding communities are used to 

working with conventional farming. Diego also mentions that permaculture is unpopular in 

Latin America, since a lot of people associate it with business and foreigners, which gives the 

permaculture movement “a bad reputation” according to him. The support that several of the 

indigenous respondents get through their organizations, as well as the determination and 

engagement the individuals possess, indicate that positive and encouraging attitudes are 

developed. This can enable the spread of another way of thinking, which is interpreted as 

necessary for many people in Guatemala, due to social structures that are discriminatory, one-

sided and judgemental. These inequalities are further described from the view of respondents 

who are indigenous Mayans.  

 

Rodrigo, who is active in an agroecology NGO in San Pedro, describes that some structural 

problems in Guatemala originate in changes made in the 1940-50’s, and are still a hindrance 

for agroecology practices to spread. He explains that the government of that time decided to 

focus the country's production on coffee, which was originally imported from Ethiopia. The 

coffee plants and chemical fertilizers was given to farmers, who started growing it and quickly 

saw successful results since the plants grew very big. The farmers became dependent on 

fertilizers but was gradually charged for it by the government. According to Rodrigo, it is still 

common to focus on coffee production and many people need chemicals in order to grow big 

plants that are highly requested on the market. Diego from IMAP also expresses that the 

communities in the region go in the direction towards coffee. A common expression among 

people is that “coffee is king”, so everything moves around it. When Rodrigo talks about the 

research they conducted about historical events and structures, he also adds:  

 

When we discovered this, we saw that there has been a lot of racism and discrimination. 

But for our NGOs and other organizations in Guatemala we are also fighting for our 

rights. We only have 15% of indigenous people represented among senators, but the 

indigenous people are 64% in Guatemala. The representation is unequal. This is one of 

the reasons why the NGOs are trying to create brands, we have to organize more and 

come together. We know that the Mayan knowledge says that when you are together 

you are stronger.  

 

Rodrigo refers to, due to his explanation and our understanding, that he and the others in the 

organization learned a lot about the import of coffee, the spread and use of chemical fertilizers 

as well as the impact of it. How we see it is that he connects different key events and factors 

with each other and realizes what the greatest needs and struggles are in the country. What he 

says can also be seen as an opposition act against the national political system and international 

influence from companies, which inspires him to gather with other agroecology farmers as 

drivers of change, with focus on supporting other farmers nationally. A reasonable 

interpretation is that this creates possibilities for social development among farmers and people 

in their surroundings, since Rodrigo and others are determined in working for change.  
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Luis expresses that one of the challenges for him and his family is selling their products at the 

local markets, since they encounter that people are not buying seeds that are small or produced 

on small scale family farms. Because of people's demand for bigger products, their family have 

to sell their products to lower prices. The reason is that using chemicals and producing bigger 

crops is interpreted by people as that the farmer is a wealthier and a more productive farmer. 

Valentina, Carlos and Marcela express similar challenges, saying that it is difficult to create 

consciousness among people about other ways of living and producing vegetables. Carlos says 

that the government does not prioritize their development, which is why the country is 

characterized by low education and high poverty. He expresses that the transition from 

monoculture farming was long and required new knowledge as well as a mentality change for 

people in Quixaya. According to what some of the respondents share about challenges when 

spreading awareness, it is shown how permaculture and agroecology can function as an 

ideological standpoint rather than mere practical techniques, since it includes a holistic and 

comprehensive way of thinking and living. From what several of them express, our view is that 

the lack of environmental awareness among some people can be connected to limited education 

and certain consisting mentalities that lack consequence thinking, which is comprised in current 

social structures.  

4.4.2. Access to resources  

Although attitudes and social structures play a significant role when people choose to practice 

permaculture or not, it becomes clear through observations and interviews that limited access 

to resources also function as hindrance for many people in the area. One problem that Diego 

describes, is land tenure and land acquisition, meaning that people either only have small plots 

of land or have to rent. He says that there is a lot of land, but that 80% of it around the lake is 

not owned by local people, and continues:  

 

By the foreigner’s demand, that kind of increases the demand, but it does not make it 

more accessible for local people to buy land here. There is no way that people can buy 

with the prices, now that the land has gone up. Sometimes land here sell same price as 

in New York city or in Sweden.  

 

He adds that the foreigners and local people are competing for land and properties. This is 

something that is expressed by several people in the area during our stay and observations, both 

by indigenous Mayans and foreigners. It was for us evident that local brokers aim to sell land 

to mainly foreigners, since they often are willing and able to pay more than local people.  It is 

common that retreat centres, yoga centres and hotels are built on land bought by foreigners in 

the area, since many foreigners aim to start projects or simply begin a calmer life. These centres 

are seldom aimed to include local people except for labour, but are instead, from our 

understanding, mainly focused on attracting other foreign tourists. From our perspective, this 

is a factor which can work as hindrance for social development in the area, regarding that 

foreigners sometimes segregate themselves from the surrounding community and that an 

inequality is created in terms of what resources are available to different people.  
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Furthermore, Diego and Rodrigo say that privatization of the lake shore is problematic, since 

the local communities loses the access to public domains. Diego criticizes the Dominican 

Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR), which has led to creation of 

laws supporting privatization of the shores and enables leasing of public domains. From 

Rodrigo’s view, the shores are owned by foreigners, which means that there are limited areas 

where local people can access the lake. Rodrigo explains that this differs to the situation in San 

Pedro, where landowners rent out their land instead of selling it, which applies to both local 

people and foreigners. However, this is something that has created a challenging situation for 

him and his NGO, since the land they have been renting for some years to practice agroecology 

on, was taken back by the landowner. Rodrigo says that this obstructs the spread of their 

products and practice. Diego expresses that one limitation is people who rent land but are not 

willing to make investments since they are not the owners. Investing in the land is important 

when practicing permaculture, since the aim is to create long-term development and permanent 

adjustments both on the property and in the surrounding.                         

 

Regarding access to land, both Diego and Mark explain that many people with land in the area 

struggle with lack of water sources. Mark says that a lot of local people’s land is located on the 

hillsides of the volcanos, or the land is depleted from conventional farming, which makes it 

harder for people to make the transition to permaculture. He sees the working progress to 

integrate permaculture practice as a challenge, since there are unequal conditions and many 

people struggle with dead soil, lack of water and a great need to feed their families. Both Mark 

and Omer believe that they and others have to start with presenting and showing how it can 

change.  

People need to see the value of this first. They don't see the value of a tree. They only 

see that you can sell it for 1000 Quetzales. That's another thing, how we look at the 

value of things. We don't see it because we need to put food on the table. I totally 

understand it. When you're in survival mode, even something that makes perfect sense 

doesn't make sense anymore. Spreading it needs to show how it's worth it and has value 

for the locals. 

 

Omer refers to that a lot of people are struggling with providing for their livelihood, which 

makes their focus directed towards how they can earn more money and not how the 

environment is treated in the area. From our understanding, he means that the value of elements 

in the natural surroundings and benefits with permaculture are important to share with the 

locals, so they can see how the practice enables them to provide for their livelihood.  

 

Victor admits that when he first arrived in the area, he had the view of locals using their land 

wrong, but later realized that people are trying their best with the lands since they do not have 

money saved. He adds that the “traditional” practices have been affected due to foreigners 

pushing indigenous people to interact with the global economy. He believes that the debt, 

dependency and poor landscape management in the country is due to colonization and 

exploitation of natural resources. Victor talks more about his own role as a foreigner and says 

that:  
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If you can understand kind of how a lot of the bad practices came about, you can 

understand that they didn’t start that way. And these people aren’t necessarily doing 

things poorly, they are just doing the right thing in a bad context. A very helpful 

question that I have learned to ask myself when going into any design project is what 

part of the problem that I am facing, am I responsible for? Like, what part of the 

problem am I?  

 

He refers to the way of farming that was established in the area when chemicals were 

introduced, and coffee became the main important crop. It can be interpreted as that the 

conventional way people farm, aiming for high productivity and increased income, is an 

understandable measure taken when trying to maintain a livelihood in a context that was not 

necessarily formed due to their own initiative. Due to the influence from foreign companies 

and actors in the area, we find it important and interesting that he raises the question of being 

aware of one's own role as a foreigner.  

 

Furthermore, Victor criticizes foreign NGOs around the lake that are only focusing on solutions 

and how they can contribute to the area. He does not believe this model to be effective, since 

the NGOs rarely establish a function that can continue without their own presence. Diego 

expresses that IMAP lack funding and he criticises large NGOs, meaning that they are not 

investing money in small projects, and that funding is difficult to receive. Marcela mentions 

that she knows about projects coming to the area to provide help, but never reaches them in 

Quixaya, even though they could need it. Several organizations in the area seems to focus on 

providing necessities and equipment, instead of contributing financially to smaller projects and 

organizations, such as Quixaya and IMAP. Accessing this kind of resources could be more 

beneficial in the long run for them and the surrounding communities.  

 

Many indigenous people in the area seem to value the way of farming, which for them is 

connected to “traditional” practices and have been used by their ancestors and relatives. That 

some local people use practices that involves using chemicals in order to be productive, is from 

our point of view not a matter of the level of connectedness to “traditional” practices and 

values, but rather a matter of surviving. This theme carried out an answer to the second research 

question about encountered challenges for the respondents when practicing permaculture or 

agroecology, regarding different aspects such as attitudes, resource access and structural social 

issues.       

5. Discussion  

After having spent nine weeks in the region of Lake Atitlán and conducting several interviews, 

as well as making observations, we have gained deeper knowledge and understanding of what 

permaculture can mean to people depending on background and context. During our field 

study, a great variety of views were brought to our attention and through connecting and 

analysing the gathered material, it enabled many interesting perspectives, experiences and 

motives to emerge. The following section discusses the themes that emerged in the data 
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material in relation to the previous research, the purpose, and the research questions of the 

study.  

 

5.1. Social and ecological development  

One common topic that was presented in the result themes touches the importance of well-

being and healthy living, which has been enabled for many of the respondents since they started 

living in line with permaculture or agroecology. This can be connected to one of the 

perspectives presented in previous research, which highlights that permaculture farmers in El 

Salvador increased their engagement for producing healthy food and living a healthy life 

(Millner, 2017). In that study, the conclusion was made that this engagement for healthy living 

increased after people started to practice permaculture and became more connected to nature. 

Our perception after this field study, is that health can also be seen as one of the driving reasons 

for starting to practice and spread permaculture, which seems important since the region of 

Lake Atitlán and Guatemala in large is characterized by poverty and malnourishment. Many of 

the respondents have been able to develop a healthier lifestyle through practicing permaculture 

or agroecology. This can be put in contrast to that many indigenous people in the area have 

awareness about the practices but are not trying to implement any of the two practices on their 

farms. It seems that this is often due to their concern about decrease in productivity and yields. 

Seeing these two contrasts evince that improved health and social development interrelate, and 

that increased access to healthy food is a prominent benefit when practicing permaculture or 

agroecology.  

 

Another key value that is expressed among the respondents and which goes in line with the 

health aspect, is the aim of becoming self-sufficient through practicing permaculture or 

agroecology. This topic shows how permaculture can contribute to social development through 

the increased possibility of becoming self-sufficient, which is something many of the 

respondents experienced after starting to practice permaculture. The importance of self-

sufficiency and providing for basic needs in social development, can be connected to the study 

by Calderón et al. (2018), where it is explained how practicing agroecology can lead to more 

resilient livelihoods for smallholder farmers. That study focuses on developed food systems 

and improvements in economic structures for farmers and communities, which connects to both 

social and ecological development. We interpret that the economic situation for farmers can 

stabilize when the basic need for food is met through their own cultivation, and therefore 

struggling to earn an income becomes less important. This is expressed mainly by the 

indigenous respondents, who value enough food and social well-being more than an income. 

This differs partly to the general focus of the foreigners, who values growing enough food for 

themselves, but still show an interest for having a business and income. Therefore, our 

perception is that the foreigners want to improve their social and economic standards and still 

have a free and abundant life through practicing their farming hobby.  

 

Gimenez (2000) highlights how sustainable farming, with methods similar to permaculture, 

can enhance and improve the agroecological resistance as well as creating a more stable and 
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enduring economy for farmers. This mainly evince the ecological development, due to that 

certain methods improves the qualities of soil and water and values diversity. This can be 

connected to the permaculture principles eight and ten, by Holmgren (2013), which concern 

integrating rather than segregating as well as using and valuing diversity. Many of the 

respondents, both foreigners and indigenous Mayans, includes this on their farms through 

combining different types of crops as well as integrating animals and themselves into the 

ecosystem, due to beneficial interrelationships for all parts involved.  

 

In the study from Calderón et al. (2018), it is shown that indigenous groups in Guatemala 

emphasize coexistence between ecological integrity and natural resource management, due to 

their traditional values of collective action. This can be found among the respondents in this 

study as well, which answers the first research question on how permaculture methods can 

contribute to social and ecological development for different actors. Among the indigenous 

respondents, it is expressed that the social community development increases through their 

focus on common values, beliefs and traditions when practicing permaculture or agroecology, 

which applies to individuals from private farms as well as organizations. For some of the 

indigenous Mayans, the spiritual connection to nature and the surrounding is of great 

importance, which shows the personal development that enables an integrated and respectful 

relationship towards nature. This aspect connects to two of the permaculture ethics formed by 

Holmgren (2013), which cover the importance of caring for both the earth and people. Although 

the conditions regarding income, health, nature and community belonging, in general differs 

between foreigners and indigenous people, there is still some common reasons behind 

practicing permaculture or agroecology. The link is from our observations, that the respondents 

in general choose this way of living since it increases their independency, connection to 

surroundings and reduces the reliance on large social, political and economic structures.  

 

5.2. Different challenges and emerged strategies  

From the results, it is prominent that many of the respondents, especially the indigenous 

Mayans, experience limitations with current societal structures in Guatemala, as well as the 

impacts from some historical events. Although living in these large structures, characterized 

by discrimination and inequalities, the respondents find a way to address problems through 

living in line with permaculture or agroecology. In the previous research, both Calderón et al. 

(2018) and Millner (2017) conclude that permaculture and agroecology can provide 

communities with guidance in handling structural issues such as inequalities. The creation of 

movements among farmers can according to Calderón et al. (2018) lead to increased 

possibilities for social action to defend their rights regarding for example land, equality and 

traditions. However, it is also presented in that study that farmers who are willing to adapt to 

agroecological practices faces challenges such as unsupportive policies. From the results, it is 

evident that several of the indigenous respondents find it important to gather in organizations 

and movements in order to share knowledge, support each other and be inspired to continue 

their work, despite structural obstacles. This can be connected to the importance that the 

movement Campesino a campesino has played for many farmers in Latin America, through the 
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sharing of support, knowledge and skills (Gimenez, 2000; Millner, 2017). Especially 

indigenous Mayans working in organizations show determination in addressing structural 

issues. This is also evident from what is described about the agroecology NGO only managed 

by women, where the members focus on both defending their rights to land as well as working 

with promoting more equal distribution of tasks between women and men. The latter aspect 

can be related to the study by Millner (2017), where it is explained how practicing permaculture 

can create a platform for young people and women to be more included and given 

responsibility.  

 

This aspect is something we find important to highlight, since it shows how people can have 

the dedication and interest to develop and make structural changes despite troublesome 

challenges, but often they do not have the means to accomplish this. Therefore, they come 

together to find a way forward that involves combining their traditional knowledge with 

modern influences as well as encouraging attitude changes. From our understanding this can 

create an interlinked base for handling issues in a holistic way among indigenous communities. 

 

5.3. Our contribution  

When choosing the topic of permaculture, it was brought to our attention that this is a subject 

that is rarely covered scientifically. The earlier studies that we found about permaculture were 

more of a general and descriptive character, or conducted in other countries, which have other 

ecological and social conditions than the region of Lake Atitlán. Despite thorough searching 

for studies about permaculture in Guatemala, and more specifically the region, we did not 

encounter any earlier studies that covered both the subject and region. However, we were 

already aware that permaculture is being practiced in villages surrounding the lake due to 

previous travels and establishing contacts in the area. In addition, there is easy access to 

information on the internet from various organizations and groups who practice and teach out 

permaculture design courses in surrounding villages. We became aware that there was a 

permaculture institute for indigenous people established in the area, which stated that this was 

being practiced by locals as well. Therefore, our study contributes with scientific research that 

contains the perspective of conditions for practicing permaculture in Guatemala, as well as 

examples of how it is already being implemented around Lake Atitlán. The study increases 

awareness about several aspects, such as how permaculture can be practiced, the situation for 

many indigenous people in the area and how foreigners can possibly impact the surrounding 

society. Several studies that we have encountered before has usually covered one of these 

themes that are prominent in our study, but rarely a combination of different aspects. With our 

field study, we thereby show the importance of understanding and being aware of these aspects 

as well as highlighting the connection between them. Since the respondents’ own experiences 

and views are being presented in our study, we aim to increase the opportunity for their voices 

to be widely spread and acknowledged.   
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5.4. Suggestions for future research  

With base in our study and the aspects that are covered, due to our observations and 

experiences, it is important to give more attention to and further develop research about some 

of the aspect we present. It would especially be of interest to see what different views there are 

in the area from people that are still using monoculture farming, and simply have not embraced 

the practice of either agroecology or permaculture. Although this is a topic we were unable to 

cover within our time frame, it was something that was a recurring wonder when we heard 

assumptions from the respondents about the perspective from people practicing conventional 

farming. How well do their assumptions and peoples’ actual perspectives cohere? Another 

interesting aspect is if and how the movement and community formations, that are partly 

covered in the study, have affected the region in whole. The focus could be regarding the 

number of participants has increased, if more transitions of conventional farms have occurred 

and if the ability to make profound structural changes have improved.  

 

Due to the focus of ecology and biological processes in nature within permaculture and 

agroecology, it could also be of relevance to examine how using these practices can make 

fundamental improvements in an area. Some examples of how ecological development is 

evident around the lake have been explained and covered in our results, but a more thorough 

study could be conducted in order to see if some patterns have changed, how conditions have 

improved and how the symbiotic relationships between different organisms can be beneficial 

to the surrounding. This could be interesting to examine in the areas where we conducted our 

study, but also in other regions with similar conditions and that are characterized by 

environmental issues. Could the use of permaculture or agroecology lead to environments 

being more resilient to climate change?  

 

It was through observations made clear that the aspect of foreigners buying land and building 

properties in the region is steadily increasing. This is often the case in the areas with the most 

astonishing view over the lake and its surrounding volcanoes, which are located in villages 

where there once were mainly indigenous people living. This phenomenon and its effect on 

local structures and markets was never encountered when we did our previous research but 

became more prominent while on site and conducting interviews. It became important to have 

this in mind when trying to understand the context there and it is of interest to further 

investigate the long-term effects on foreigners moving to indigenous villages. Is this 

phenomenon increasing in indigenous communities worldwide and what are the effects from 

it? 

6. Conclusion  

From the results of our field study, we can summarize that there are overall no evident flaws 

behind the idea and design of permaculture and the implementation, once you have the 

necessary conditions to start the transition process. However, it is prominent that there are 

challenges when practicing permaculture, but they are mainly due to external factors that 

people rarely can control. This include factors such as severe ecological conditions, historical 
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and structural issues as well as attitudes. Despite different challenges, the respondents express 

a positive view of practicing permaculture. They experience increased possibilities to improve 

the quality of life and emphasize the importance of personal and communal development. It is 

evident that ecological and social aspects can rarely be separated, since the respondents value 

the close connection between the two and how they are interdependent. It is also shared by the 

respondents that it is not of great importance what terms one is using to describe the practice 

and way of life, since the values and ethical guidelines are the ground pillars. This is why 

agroecology is practiced by some of the respondents, as they build upon the same core and 

values, but without the expectation to focus on a specific design. The results show that the 

respondents have a positive approach towards the practices being further spread and that they 

all cherish the way of life that is enabled.  
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Appendix: Interview guide  

 

Personal information 

● What is your name?  

● Where are you from?  

● Where do you live?  

● How old are you?  

● Can you tell us about your family?  

● Do you have any previous experience from farming and planting?  

○ If yes, what types?  

● Family background - was your family farmers too? 

● How did you come in contact with permaculture/agroecology farming?  

● What motivated you to get involved with permaculture/agroecology practices?  

● Do you have your own garden or land?  

○ How are you using permaculture/agroecological practices? 

 

Practicing permaculture 

● What kind of method/techniques are you using at your farm?  

● How would you explain agroecology/permaculture?  

○ What does it/the term mean to you? 

● What personal impact has this way of farming had on you?  

● Do you have a permaculture design certificate?  

● Where did you learn how to practice permaculture?  

● What are the main crops that you have been planting?  

● Do you have any other sources of food and income?  

● Are you making an income on the food you are growing?  

 

Possibilities/challenges with permaculture 

● What do you experience are the benefits with practicing agroecology?  

○ For you personally and for the community? 

○ How is this helping your family and your neighbours? 

● What challenges have you experienced with practicing these farming methods? 

○ For you personally and for the community? 

● What changes have you noticed in the community when practicing agroecology?  

● How would you explain your relationship to your surrounding community and your 

neighbours?  

● What possibilities do you see for others in your surroundings to use 

permaculture/agroecology practices?  

● What is your experience of and opinion about foreigners living and buying properties 

in the area?  
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Ecological 

● Have you noticed any changes in the environment after starting to use 

agroecology/permaculture?  

○ If yes, what kind of changes?  

● What do you experience are the ecological benefits from practicing permaculture?   

 

Future 

● What are your plans for the future?  

○ Do you want to continue this type of farming and living?  

 

 


