
How to Gather Site Data

From Google Earth Pro and Other 
Sources



This document was created for our Permaculture Design 
Certificate courses. The data collected from these sources is 
not always 100% accurate and requires further verification 
before implementing a design, but it gives us a general idea of 
the site conditions and a framework that helps us choose 
appropriate design strategies based on the unique conditions of 
the site. We hope that this information enables people to make 
more informed design decisions, avoid type 1 errors, and make 
lasting transformations to the places they inhabit. 

If you would like further guidance on reading/understanding 
this data and learning how to create digital design, check out 
our course offerings at midwestpermaculture.com.

This information represents the current process as we 
understand it in 2022. 

Thank you for downloading! 
-Bill, Milton, Megan and the team at Midwest Permaculture
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What is the Scale of Permanence
and why is it important to gather site data?

The Scale of Permanence is a strategy that helps order the sequence of 
design in a way that conserves energy and prevents errors like “putting your 
house where your pond should have been” by working with preexisting 
unchangeable circumstances rather than against them.

It encourages us to start by identifying the things we have the least 
influence over (annual rainfall, wind direction, landform, etc.). We then design 
around the effects of those things when implementing elements we have more 
influence over (building placement, zones of use, etc.). 

It is helpful to recognize that elements on the lefthand side of the scale 
influence those to their right. For example, climate affects all the other 
elements while buildings (the built environment) only influence zones, soils, 
and aesthetics. We generally start making changes from the left to right of the 
scale in permaculture as we design.

There is never a blank situation where we can impose a design without 
dealing with preexisting conditions, and this scale helps us navigate landscape 
design with greater outer self-awareness.



Downloading Google 
Earth Pro



For the free download version that we use, go to:
https://www.google.com/earth/download/gep/agree.html
Click Agree and Download to download Google Earth Pro

https://www.google.com/earth/download/gep/agree.html


Install Google Earth Pro

• Find GoogleEarthProSetup.exe where you downloaded it. The default 
location is your Downloads folder.

• Double click the file to open, and work through the dialogues to install the 
program.



Downloading the water 
features to use in 
Google Earth Pro



Go to:
https://www.epa.gov/waterdata/viewing-waters-data-using-google-earth

Click the button to download the Watershed Maps

https://www.epa.gov/waterdata/viewing-waters-data-using-google-earth


Adding the Water features application to 
Google Earth Pro

• Find EWATERS Data v1.6.kmz where you 
downloaded it. The default location is your 
Downloads folder.

• Double click the file, and it will open in Google 
Earth Pro



Right Click ’Water Feature Layers’ and 
select from the dropdown menu
“Save to My Places”



Downloading US soil 
data to use in 

Google Earth Pro



Go to:
https://casoilresource.lawr.ucdavis.edu/soilweb-apps/

Click the button to download the Soil Data app

https://casoilresource.lawr.ucdavis.edu/soilweb-apps/


Adding the US Soil Data Feature to 
Google Earth Pro

• Find SoilWeb.kmz where you downloaded it. 
The default location is your Downloads folder.

• Double click the file, and it will open in Google 
Earth Pro.



Right Click
Right Click ’Soil Web’ and select from 
the dropdown menu
“Save to My Places”



Gathering the Data from 
Google Earth Pro

for Your Desired Location



Enter your address and hit 
‘Search’



Click the X to hide the pushpin

Helpful hint! 
Hitting the letter “R” on your keyboard automatically aligns your 
view directly overhead while orienting the map to true North. 



Engage the checkmarks to see the different layers of water data.
● Streams -Blue (Includes major ditches)
● Catchments- Orange (Mini watersheds)
● Hydrological units -Purple (Larger watersheds)



Example of streams and 
local catchment areas (Mini 

watershed)



Zoom out to view the Hydrological Units 
(Larger watershed areas)

Can you find the point at which all these streams leave the watershed?



Left click within the purple watershed to view its data and 
name. 

This is the “East Branch Kokosing River” watershed. 



Then, click on the SoilWeb to 
reveal the soil data map.

Click the abbreviation to see the 
soil type within the defined area.

To continue, de-select all of the water 
features and zoom back into your property.



Click this link to see further 
breakdown of the soil types. 



Click this link to see details on the 
component type. Focus on the 
primary types. 



Scroll down to see more info



This is the soil data we use 
Our instructional video 
shares how to read this 
information. 

If you’re lucky, sometimes there will be a list of  commonly found plants 
in these soil types in this area here.



Other features in Google 
Earth Pro



Use this date slider to view earlier 
satellite images of the same  
property/area.



To save an image of your data, click 
‘File’, ‘Save’, ‘Save Image’, or take a 
screen capture on your computer 
(Cmd+shift+4 on Mac, snipping tool 
on Windows).



Topographical Info



Go to https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/

Contour Map Creator

https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/


Enter your address and click search



● Click on ‘Level Interval’, 
and type in the desired 
number of feet between 
contour lines

● In Units, select ‘ft’ for 
elevations calculated by 
foot, not meters

● To select the area you 
wish to obtain contour 
lines for, left click  the 
upper left and lower 
right corners which will 
automatically create a 
box

● Then, click ‘Get Data’ 
and prepare to be 
amazed!
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This is a 1 ft contour 
map for this property.

The red line in the 
lower right hand corner 
is the highest ground, 
and the blue line at the 
top is the lowest 
ground.

This means there is a 
ten foot difference in 
elevation on this 
property. 



Notice:

The site https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/ sometimes reaches data limits when 
usage is high. In this case, you would see an “over query limit” error response, and 
it would not be capable of pulling data for a selected area. These limits reset daily, 
so if this does occur you can try again the following day, or visit their backup site 
https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/srtm. This backup site may have lower quality 
results, but it still gives a general overview of topography to get you started. 

https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/
https://contourmapcreator.urgr8.ch/srtm


Wind, Climate, and Sun 
Data



Go to: 
https://mesonet.agron.iastate.edu/sites/locate.php?network=IL_ASOS

Gathering Wind Data-Wind Roses

https://mesonet.agron.iastate.edu/sites/locate.php?network=IL_ASOS


Select the appropriate ASOS network for your 
state/location, and click “switch network”



Choose a yellow dot nearest to you to select an airport, 
and click “Select Station”



Select wind roses



This is an annual windrose. Scroll down to see windroses
by month. 



● go to https://www.usclimatedata.com/
● Type in the closest city near you. If the prompt 

window does not appear, you will need to type in 
a larger nearby city.

● Scroll down to see average temps and rainfall, and 
access the climate data chart.

US Climate Data

https://www.usclimatedata.com/


This is the chart we 
often use. 

Here is the annual rainfall. 
Also note the annual snowfall, as it could 
be pertinent to designing in your location.



Sun Position 
Calculator

● go to https://www.suncalc.org/#/41.2876,-
88.3341,18/2019.12.21/11:45/1/1

● Type in the address and hit ‘Enter’ on your keyboard. 
● Zoom in and out (‘ctrl’ roll your mouse) and click/drag the 

image to get exactly what you want. 
● Set the red circle on top of the exact location you desire. We 

typically choose the house door most often used by the owner.

https://www.suncalc.org/


Setting the date to Dec. 21st provides the clearest 
graphic showing the shortest and longest day of the 
year and the sun’s relative height in the sky.

Moving the slider changes the time of 
day and the related position of the 
sun.
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Note: This publication is a gift from Midwest Permaculture.
You may share, print, and copy it freely, but preferably with 
reference. May this booklet serve the greater good.


