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Adventures in urban agriculture
a conversation with Peter Kearney
Tanya Coburn
Can you tell us a bit about your background, Peter?
I grew up in the city in Melbourne and I started realising when I
was a child that I wanted to mess around in the vegetable
garden and I really kept that going. My parents always had fruit
trees and I looked forward to the time of year when the
apricots, apples and almonds were coming on. I got married and
had children and moved to Queensland, I had been growing
food all that time on and off. Then we found the Samford Valley
Steiner School in Brisbane. I hadn’t known anything about
Steiner’s work but we were ready in our lives to find something
different, so that’s 22 years ago now. As soon as we joined the
school, we immersed ourselves in that community, studying
Steiner’s work and getting involved in activity including a
gardening group. There were two or three people in the group
who were very experienced in biodynamics and we used to
meet every fortnight, to garden together and learn biodynamics
from practice. We would always have good food and
biodynamic wine afterwards and have a wonderful social time
together. That cultural impulse around
food stuck very strongly with me and
it’s something very different from what
‘... talking to
I had experienced before in my life.
I then began to really study the
Agriculture lectures, An Outline of
Esoteric Science, The Philosophy of
Freedom and all of Steiner’s key works.
I got really interested because I was
trying to understand what biodynamics was about. I continued to
work with the preparations. That
started about 20 years ago now and I
began to run workshops teaching
people about biodynamics about eight
or nine years ago.

It’s a bit like using the biodynamic preparations. There is
different advice saying you need this much quantity for this
much area, but because the water is stirred, it’s energised so the
quantity of the substance is not that important. It’s not linear,
it’s definitely not linear. It’s a really powerful healing the deeper
one goes.
I was running a workshop this weekend in our gardens and I
was talking to people about Goethean observation in the
garden, slowing down our mind’s capacity or desire to come to a
conclusion too quickly and to look at the whole of what is
happening. Even if the person who is looking doesn’t
understand what they are looking at, it really doesn’t matter.
Just immersing in the feeling of the space and observing what is
there slowly and then forming a conclusion, which goes against
the way our minds are trained with self-organising and coming
to a conclusion quickly. I’ve found the same sort of thing when
studying the agriculture lectures. It’s really helpful not to come
to conclusions too quickly.
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What was your work before that, Peter?
I trained as an accountant and I worked as a commercial
accountant in the property development industry for eighteen
years and then when the internet came along, I became really
interested in its power to transform business and I did business
strategy and business consulting using and integrating internet
technology into business.
That was all very heady work especially with the technology. I
kept sane doing that by having a garden. It was a way for me to
appreciate the connection to the earth.
When a person is very much on that treadmill and they think
they are too busy, I think that the gardening time creates extra
time. It’s not a linear thing. Once you find that balance, you are
more effective in everything that you do.

I like the way I can balance the
physical and the spiritual in my work.
I’m very grateful for that.
You said that it was eight or nine years
ago, that you started this consulting work.
How did that come about?
After doing business consulting for
quite a long time, I began to do garden
design for people and then did
consulting work on property
developments to integrate food
growing into property developments.

I immersed myself in the local food
urban agriculture movement and
began to study what was happening
here and in other parts of the world. That excited me a lot
because I could see the potential for a huge cultural
transformation around food. That work has increased over
time. It hasn’t been a simple journey, to be honest, because it’s
at the frontier.

The regenerative agriculture movement does cover the
technical side of food growing. Of course, biodynamics is a part
of that, but then it can also cover the social aspect, the economic
aspect, the rights aspect of it – rights to land and healthy food.
I was a founder of a large community project in Samford where
I live and we went through a very long community consultation
process to decide on how a big piece of public property would
be used. Eventually a not-for-profit was formed which leased
land and there’s a market garden on this land which is about a
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hectare of land. It’s leased to a farmer and the organisation has a
really big community outreach. The local council that owns that
land has now approached me and some others to develop a
much larger project to look at other aspects of agriculture on
that land and there’s probably about 20 hectares of land there. I
would really love to see a regenerative agriculture centre there
which incorporates quite lengthy biodynamic training but also
brings in these different spheres of how we can change the way
we deal with food.
Our wider food system is reliant on chemical farming and the
supply chains that support it and to a large extent they make it
harder. The system needs to change a lot, the food growing
environment, I believe should become much more localised so
that we depend less on the very, very complex system that we
have that is destructive to the world.
When I was working on that project here in Samford, which is
called Millen Farm, I wasn’t overt about it at all but I had in the
back of my mind, Steiner’s work on social renewal with
threefolding with the cultural sphere, the rights sphere, and the
economics sphere. I really wanted to embed that approach into
how it worked.
I think it is there but it is not obvious and I think as we expand
we need to make it a bit more explicit. I’m quite sensitive about
how I bring these things in. Steiner’s indications are totally right
for the time now. People really understand that. It’s not just
picking up on somebody’s philosophy from 100 years ago, it’s
actually totally logical when you see all the problems that we
have today.
And so you started running workshops, Peter.
Normally, when I start my workshops I like to get people to
walk around the garden and taste things so they can get the
flavour. The flavour of the food and the plants is so amazing
when you’re using biodynamics.
I can still remember the flavour of the first carrots that I grew
when I was ten years old and I’m 61 now. We run a Steiner child
care service here at home, my wife Vicky does, the children are
connected to the gardens and sometimes they’ll pull the carrots
out when they are growing, sometimes when they are not ready
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to be pulled out but you don’t know that until you pull them out
unfortunately.
It’s that real engagement, and how do we keep having that relationship
with the food we’re eating. You talked about the project at Millen Farm
and you also mentioned that you were working with big developers and
a couple of child care centres. How did that come about working with
larger corporate entities that weren’t necessarily looking for biodynamic
agriculture and a more spiritual approach, I imagine.
With the child care centres, it started in a local child care centre
and then I designed some food growing gardens. With the
property development projects, to me they have been really
interesting because I spent 17 years of my commercial
accounting time working in the property development industry
and I managed to get introduced to a project down on the Gold
Coast, a Mirvac development where they want to have market
gardens in the housing development. That had never been done
in Australia before.
I completed all this framework and we got a community garden
going but the person who was running the project has moved
on and then the developer backed off. They got scared because
they hadn’t done it before. Another developer, Lendlease, got
me to work on a massive 20,000 housing block development in
Brisbane, on 3,000 ha land. A whole lot of work went on to set up
market gardens, change all the landscape areas to include food
plants, especially local food plants, set up a local food hub, have
a range of things. Some of that has happened but the market
gardens are actually stuck in a bit of government limbo land at
the moment. They had never done this kind of thing before.
This is leading edge in urban agriculture.
The thing that’s very interesting to me is how we use the land
which is very valuable in urban developments. The pitch for the
urban agriculture is that the farmer doesn’t buy the land, they
don’t pay for the land and the exchange of value is the farm in
the development makes the development more attractive. So, it
improves the community, it changes the ecological
consciousness of the space because it is all organic and
biodynamic growing. There’s a whole educational and cultural
engagement experience woven into it so everyone benefits and
the farmer’s customers are all living around him or her.
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That sounds fascinating Peter and I imagine there is some quite
compelling research that would support the benefits of these projects
not just in improving nutrition but improving social culture and so
forth.

value proposition is viewed so that the funding can be drawn in.
And it isn’t funding that’s necessarily saying, ‘If you put that
amount of money in, you’ll get 5% return.’ It’s more about what
is the social, ecological, the spiritual value of this investment.

Most definitely. Here in Brisbane with the Millen Farm project,
the whole project is going to expand into the next stage. We just
had approval of quite a large funding stream from the
Queensland government with the collaboration of my business
and two other businesses to create this framework for urban
agriculture on a small commercial scale. I’m very excited about
that because it can start to explore what is still below the radar,
‘How do we make this more significant?’ More and more people
are doing their backyard food growing and that’s all good. Some
of them are even biodynamic, but there needs to be increased
capacity within the city to grow food and that is happening in
many other parts of the world now, especially in the USA. They
are brilliant at commercialising urban agriculture, bringing
solving social problems into the whole thing, the UK is the
same. Ruskin Mill over there is a fantastic example of totally
integrating the solving of social problems into agriculture.

That was the problem we had with the property developers, it
was with the bean counters who are so used to saying, ‘If you
put that in, you get that back…’ and I said, ‘Well that’s not how
you should measure this.’ There are other things that are just as
important and I think our societies and our governments have
much too much of an obsession around economics.

This whole social/cultural thing, we need to create ways to deal
with that in agriculture.
We’re looking at all those different levels, the physical in terms of what is
grown and the care of the earth, the social in terms of community and
engagement, and then the spiritual and the challenge that it takes to
enact something like what you’ve done with the projects you are
involved in. That’s quite a deed, to work with all those levels?
It is, and you could say, ‘It’s a really wicked problem, how do you
change this whole system?’ But there is a way, it all starts in the
vegie patch.
So really grounding it with the kind of patience which you’ve alluded to
a number of times, the patience that sensing and observing takes and
observing the seasonal nature of things. It’s inevitable once you start
gardening, you have to begin to really observe what’s going on and to be
open to what you have to experience.
What I’m interested in is the next stage through collaboration
with a number of organisations is to change the way that the

It’s a real challenge, moving away from that quantitative element with
which you are very familiar with your commercial accounting
background, and the soul and spiritual which can only be assessed in a
qualitative way.
I always loved that way of looking at the quality and especially
the quality of biodynamic soil because the people who come to
our gardens are always curious about why I don’t have
problems with animals eating my crops. There’s just so many
native animals around and I’ve never had much of a problem
and the only thing I can say in relation to this is that I use
biodynamic preparations on my land. It creates a balance of life
in the space so the animals don’t need to go into my garden
space, there are plenty of other places that they can go.
It’s a really tricky thing because in most gardens, when the soil
is weak, the insects and animals come in and complete the
natural process of destroying what is weak. So, your task as a
gardener is to keep the soil as vital as possible so the plants are
not weak and then the animals are not so interested in them. At
the same time, the system you create can have balance, so even
in your little courtyard, you could be encouraging birds into the
space through bird baths and creating beauty into the space so
there’s this feeling of beauty and the birds, bees and other
insects that are beneficial. If you have really, really good soil and
your plants are happy then the possums are less likely to touch
them. Once you start to use biodynamic preparations, then the
elemental kingdom is part of the scene as well.
I think it helps to explain why the homeopathic nature of

Millen Farm, Samford, Qld
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biodynamic preparation works. I don’t know whether it’s in the
agriculture lectures or it’s in other works of Steiner’s where he
talks about this symphony of elemental life and that with the
biodynamic preparations you become the conductor – in a very
positive way. So, I really like that picture where a conductor is
someone who is always trying to be constructive for the
musicians. As a gardener or as a farmer, your task, with this
higher ego that nothing else has in your garden, is to manage
what nature has provided us. If we are to grow food that is not
native to where we are and to grow it quickly, then we have to
learn to manipulate nature in a benevolent way so that it gets
better. That’s not easy.
Speaking of Millen farm, there was a question about when you imagine
things, does the imagination work?

conference in Dornach, we spoke a lot about the individuality of
the farm, of the garden, which is really a concept of Steiner’s
that the farm or the garden needs to have the right balance of
pasture, animals, orchard and vegetables so it’s a closed-loop
system. Now, it’s really hard to do that in the city, so then OK,
well what is our garden? Is it our space, or is it our suburb when
we start to draw on our waste from our suburb? Or we recycle
water? Or is it the native animals that are in that area. Do we
encourage native animals but we manage our land
biodynamically so that we keep the destruction of our crops
down because our soil quality is high and so actually change
that perception of the individuality of the garden to suit
growers in the city? It’s a really interesting question.
A real area of research, it sounds like. Can you give us a picture of Millen
farm, what it looks like, what’s growing there and how it operates?

Well, last year there was an event during National Composting
week, Costa Georgiadis [from the ABC gardening television It’s on about a hectare of land and it has about 4,000m2 of
program] was there and I talked as well and I said to the people vegetable beds. It’s surrounded by a border area of fruit trees
there that six or seven years ago I was looking out over the land that are grown to create beneficial habitats for birds and insects
and I was imagining this farm and all of the people and the as well as food. It has big beds and grass between the beds which
activity. I kept doing that, taking
is a bit unusual for a large market
people up there and telling them about
garden. That design is for a few reasons,
it. How it was on that day was exactly
the grassy parts are to hold carbon in the
...with the biodynamic
how I had imagined it all those years
soil as well as to create a habitat for
preparations you become
before.
beneficial insects, to slow down the flow
of moisture on the slope to help with the
the conductor – in a very
I had no idea how we were going to do
garden beds. And to make it easier to
it but it was just the idea. Things can
walk on because most farms are
positive
way.
So,
I
really
like
change and if it is an idea that people
designed to be machine friendly rather
can resonate with, then they’ll follow
that picture where a
than people friendly. We have to design
it. I’m not saying that in any egotistical
it to be people friendly. That kind of
conductor is someone who design
way but it just really fascinates me how
discipline is important in urban
well people resonated with the idea
agriculture
because we want to design
is always trying to be
and came around to make it all happen.
spaces so that the customers and the
It was really a powerful experience on constructive for the musicians. community become part of it. And yet, it
that day to actually think back to how
is efficient and productive, it doesn’t use
that had happened because I have had As a gardener or as a farmer, a heap of machinery. We might use small
different ventures in my life and some
walk-behind tractors and things like
your task, with this higher
have worked and others have failed
that. This is the ‘small is beautiful
totally.
ego that nothing else has in analogy, where there’s a certain sweet
spot of size and smaller machinery
That’s a very powerful thing you’re
your garden, is to manage
where you can maintain soil fertility
describing, Peter, of having a vision that
really well and that kind of sweet spot
what
nature
has
provided
us.
other forces can live into and also the social
has been experimented with a lot around
field you’ve built up through your
the
world for urban farms.
collaborations with others. You’ve really chosen
to collaborate with these outside organisations that have sympathy They have a market there every Wednesday. A lot of schools go
with but are not necessarily following principles you’re keen on there. The farm has a relationship with a registered training
applying. This notion of being active in the social realm seems to create organisation and they have trainees who come to do the
those forces into which something can come.
Certificate III in Horticulture, some refugees who come there to
When that kind of hardening of the pure economic intellect is
worked with. I mean, economics has to be part of it, no doubt
but it’s something that’s good for humanity, good for the local
area, people jump on board, they like it and I do think it’s like a
spark. That can happen in any town, any city. There’s nothing
too complicated about it really and it doesn’t need a lot of
resources apart from people to get it started, to use what’s
already there, to recycle waste streams in the city, to improve
those waste streams with biodynamics.
Speaking of that, it’s interesting that at the agriculture
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do the training certificates, lots of people go there.
It has progressively expanded because the principle to let it get
under way was, ‘Let’s design a model that’s commercially
sustainablem and ecologically and culturally sustainable with an
agriculture that can be duplicated on the other public and
private land in the area.’ That underpins it. It’s just a starting
point of a transformation of food production.
I notice when you were at the Goethanum (Peter participated in a
biodynamic conference at the Goetheanum in Dornach in February
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Applying biodynamic tree paste.

2018) and you mentioned you were using a world café approach to
involve people in conversation. Can you say a bit about what you were
addressing and what emerged out of that?
Where we had it was in this area called the Glasshouse and it
was designed by Steiner and finished in 1917 and we were up in
the domed roof which is the library for the Agriculture section
so there couldn’t be any better place in the world to conduct a
workshop. We had about 20 people in our group and we had a
question about ‘How do we increase the use of biodynamic
preparations in urban food growing?’ There were three sessions
of two hours. In the first session, we got people to work with
that question in groups so that was explored for a period of
time. Then we summarised that. As facilitators, we guided
people that it wasn’t like an election but what was coming from
them. On the second day, we asked everyone to break into twos
and to hold what was sitting most strongly for them from the
session of the previous day and go for a walk with their partner
so that one of them speaks for ten minutes, the other person
listens and doesn’t interrupt them. Then the listener asks
questions for five minutes. Then they reverse roles. Then we
came back to share. Together with the other facilitator, we
started to summarise the themes that were evolving and then
on the last day we worked on these themes and basically, they
broke down into two areas. One was the inner development as
individuals that we needed to do in order to do it properly.
Probably the essence of that is heart-thinking. What came out of
that was an approach which is like a physical approach which
was willing, feeling and thinking.
The other theme was ‘What are some of the physical things that
we can do to get things moving?’ So, inner and outer. It was
really fascinating. The people who were in the groups were
from six different countries, different ages and experiences;
farmers, gardeners, people in the food industry. It’s a really
interesting way of getting to the heart of the issue in a very
active and living way.
Again, that model is based on experience, a bit like lifting up the carrot
and looking at the roots or really going from your own inner experience
and truly examining the outer experience. It sounds like it came to some
pretty persuasive findings in things that people could have taken away
in their hearts and in themselves as things to act on.
I think so. We created the document and I’ve sent you a copy
and we sent it to everyone. We also sent it to the Agriculture
section and it may go into their conference report but I’m
hoping that having had the conversation with Jean-Michel

Florin that they deepen their focus on the research and the
activity around the question of urban agriculture, individuality
in urban agriculture and the methods that are being done there.
I know there is a research conference in September and I don’t
know whether I will be able to do that one. We’ll see.
That element of having some research to support the experience is really
important to support the decision-making when you’re looking at
involving government and private corporations.
Yes, there’s got to be research and actually over in Europe there
is a lot of research happening. A lot. I was having a conversation
with a woman who runs the biodynamic association in the USA
and they are being really successful in attracting young people
into the biodynamic movement there and it’s really increasing a
lot.
Why is that, Peter, what are they doing?
Well, they changed their approach. They went out into the
community and said, ‘What are your main issues and priorities,
what are you dealing with?’ so they got an idea in a sense of who
their audience was rather than saying, ‘We’ve got this
wonderful thing, you’d better listen to us!’
They found out what the issues were and then they began to
weave their message into those issues and then they provided
really smart easy-to-use online communication that allows
people to share things and connect with each other. They
started to have a really significant increase in events and
cultural engagement. It became ‘What are your issues? How can
we work with your issue?’ Food is always an issue, it’s
something for all of us.
It’s a different approach and it’s great.
Again, it’s going out and sensing and looking at what’s going on rather
than providing the quick fix that you already know. Is there anything
you’d like to add?
I appreciate the opportunity to speak about what I’m passionate
about.
You can find out more about Peter's work at his website https://
www.myfoodgarden.com.au/ and this interview and a copy of the
document he prepared after the conference in February is also
available at the human wisdom website, https://
humanwisdom.org/conversations/
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