
Project Overview 

Summary 

Permaculture is sustainable land use design. Its purpose is to create stable, productive 

systems that provide for human needs, harmoniously integrating the land with its inhabitants. 

Within a permaculture system, work is minimized; "wastes" become resources, productivity and 

yields increase, and environments are restored. Perennial plants are often used in permaculture 

design. As they do not need to be planted every year they require less maintenance and fertilizers. 

The principles can be applied to any environment, at any scale from dense urban settlements to 

individual homes, from farms to entire regions. 

Thomson House is the home of the Post Graduate Student Society of McGill University. 

It has a restaurant and pub which is used by graduate students and members for various events. It 

also holds numerous conferences, events and receptions throughout the year. The exterior of 

Thomson House is mostly composed of a grass lawn. The exterior landscape can be potentially 

altered to include more plants and possibly a permaculture garden. This would add to a more 

pleasant environment. Mixed with a container garden and associated workshops would also help 

introduce a culture of sustainability among the graduate student population at McGill. This 

document outlines a project to develop a permaculture garden outside Thomson House in 

conjunction with a container garden which will be established as a separate endeavor by the 

student group Campus Crops. 

 This project includes two rain gardens which will be 19m
2
 in area and will be positioned 

on the front grounds of Thomson House (eastern side) facing McTavish, one on the south side of 

the House and another on the west side. Rain gardens are landscaped areas designed to receive 

storm water and allow it to infiltrate into the soil. The plants for these rain gardens will consist of 

herbs one shrub, and several perennials that will attract birds and beneficial insects. The plants 

will be species native to Quebec. Two container garden areas will be placed on the north and 

south sides of Thompson House. Mosses and ferns will be planted on the west side of the 

building which is heavily shaded and has proven to be too harsh an environment for the average 

grass. A mixture of ornamental grasses will be placed along the stairs connecting the driveway to 

the main door on the east side of the building. There will also be the installation of 120 pieces of  

“Dalle à gazon” blocks (100% recycled polyethylene slabs that are hollow and allow 

evapotranspiration and water infiltration) on the north side of the House to replace the solid 

concrete surfaces which are currently impermeable to water drainage. Finally, an exterior 

compost container will be placed beside the southernmost rain garden which will gather the 

waste from the restaurant/pub at Thompson House. The changes to Thomson House are outlined 

in Appendix 2.  

The objectives of the project are to make Thomson House more sustainable, interest the 

House‟s users in urban agriculture, attract pollinators to the associated container garden, and add 

to the biodiversity of the surroundings around the building. The project‟s outcomes include an 

increased knowledge by Thomson House‟s members about project elements such as rainwater 

managment, container gardening, and composting, as well as the significance of incorporating 

native perennials into outside green spaces. Thomson House will also benefit from sourcing 
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some of their food supply requirements from the container garden. Biodiversity will be increased 

in the outside surroundings which will attract birds and beneficial insects. Finally, the garden 

will provide space for urban horticulture workshops to apply and promote permaculture 

techniques around the McGill campus. 

 

Project eligibility 

 The project will contribute to a culture of sustainability around Thomson House in 

several ways. The plants placed around the House will reduce surface water runoff. They have 

been selected to attract different pollinators for the container garden project throughout the 

growing season and are listed in Appendix 1. 

 

  Planting landscape buffers can reduce the flow of sediments and pollutants into nearby 

bodies of water and sewers and reduces soil erosion (1). As surface water runoff moves through 

the vegetation buffer, sediments and pollutants are filtered out. Landscape plants, including 

shrubs and turf, remove smoke, dust, and other pollutants from the air. One study showed that 1 

acre of trees has the ability to remove 13 tons of particles and gases annually (2). In urban 

microclimates plants are useful in moderating the temperature effects of solar and infrared 

radiation, thus increasing comfort levels (3). Properly selected and placed plantings absorb sound 

waves, and can significantly reduce unwanted „noise pollution‟ (4). Additionally, in the presence 

of breeze, some plants make pleasant sounds of their own. Further, the wildlife attracted to a 

planted habitat sometimes results in pleasant natural sounds. These sounds of nature mask and 

further diminish unnatural noise pollution. 

  

  The project would provide a site, readily accessible, for class field trips in urban planning 

and environmental sciences. The information generated by the project could serve courses in 

horticulture and landscape design as well as engineering and architecture. And finally it could be 

a future teaching model for students seeking an original and stimulating study experience. 

Outside of the Santropol Roulant container garden on lower campus, there is no garden area at 

McGill that is accessible to the public in terms of use and education. This garden will provide an 

opportunity for people to learn about permaculture as an ecological gardening technique and 

rainwater management in urban environments. In urban, downtown settings it is difficult to gain 

access to this sort of information, and the Thompson House could be a model of how future 

McGill landscaping projects may incorporate sustainable, ecological methods into the 

beautification of our campus. 

 

 The project could have a positive effect on Thomson House‟s business and the people 

that come to it. In one survey of one southern community in the United States, 74% of the public 

preferred to patronize commercial establishments that had structures and parking lots planted 

with trees and other landscaping (4) . And in a study of college students under stress from an 

exam, views of plants increased positive feelings and reduced fear and anger (5).  

 

 The project is also a relatively low budget, high impact demonstration of the benefits of 

having a Sustainability Projects Fund (SPF) at McGill. Last year the referendum on the funding 



of the SPF passed by less than thirty votes. Up until now there has been less than half a dozen 

projects that have graduate student involvement and/or have had a direct effect on graduate 

student life. Graduate students at McGill will benefit directly from having a demonstration 

project in front of the graduate house with some associated workshops run by the group Campus 

Crops. 

 

 

 

 

Timeframe/Milestones 

 

On May 1 (or as soon as the projects is approved) the materials will be purchased. A list 

of all the materials required for the project is listed in Appendix 3. Raised beds will be prepared 

and the grass seeds will be planted along the steps along the pathway. The moss and ferns for the 

backyard (west) of the House, as well as the grasses and perennial (Eastern Red Columbine) will 

be planted in the front yard (east side) in the third week of May along the steps leading to the 

House from McTavish Street. And finally the rain garden will be planted in the fourth week. 

There will be periodic maintenance (weeding and watering) of the planting areas and gardens 

throughout the summer and fall. The container garden project is in separate areas around 

Thomson House and will be put in and maintained by the student group Campus Crops under a 

separate project and budget. 

 One performance indicator that can be gauged throughout the summer is the increase in 

the number of people and consequent increase in sales f the restaurant/pub at Thomson House. 

Another will be the number of people that will attend the workshops held by Campus Crops 

throughout the growing season. 

 The project will be advertized on the Post Graduate Student Society of McGill (PGSS) 

and PGSS environment committee (PGSSec) websites. The PGSSec will also hold 1-2 garden 

parties and Green Drinks Montreal events (a monthly environmental forum run by the PGSSec 

for the past three years) outside in the summer which will include a guided tour of the garden 

projects. And the McGill press will be invited to come and visit the garden projects. A 

description of the project will also be posted on the Office of Sustainability website. 

 

Stakeholders 

 

(1) Thomson House Management and staff 

      They will benefit from the addition of the gardens around Thomson House. It will improve 

the environment around the House (air quality, more biodiversity, etc…) and will possibly 

increase sales. More people will be attracted to the outside terrace located on the south side of 

the House. 

 

(2) The Post Graduate Student Society membership 

      More graduate students may come visit the House during the summer and fall. They will be 

attracted to the gardens, the workshops, and the meals part of which will be made with fresh 

ingredients from the gardens. 

 

(3) The PGSS environment commissioner 



     The environmental commissioner will be provided with an additional platform to promote 

sustainability throughout the PGSS. He can also organize environmental events centered on the 

gardens and workshops.  

 

(4) Chris Wrobel (associate member of the PGSSec) 

     He coordinated the campaign that brought the Sustainability Projects Fund (SPF) into PGSS 

last year and has been promoting projects for the Fund. This project is a relatively low budget, 

high impact one that will be highly visible within the PGSS community and will help ensure 

continued support of the Fund at PGSS for years to come. Chris Wrobel was an adviser for this 

project and helped with the research and writing of the application to the SPF. 

   

(5) David Wees 

     He teaches the “Introduction to Urban Horticulture” course at the Macdonald campus of 

McGill. This was the course that the students involved in this project took to develop this project.  

This project will be a potential site, readily accessible, for class field trips in urban planning and 

environmental sciences. It may lead to further development of the course and discipline at the 

Macdonald campus.  

 

(6) The University and its students 

      This project could serve courses in horticulture and landscape design, as well as engineering 

and architecture. It could also lead to further development of the field at McGill and the futher 

use of applied student research at the University. 
 


