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Praise for

The Community Food Forest Handbook

“The increased interest in botanical sanctuaries, forest gardens, and nurtured edible gathering places is a sign that many are seeking to rekindle our relationship with these spaces as caretakers in these modern times. Learning how to nurture food forests builds community resilience, engagement, health, and stewardship. The Community Food Forest Handbook is perfect for townships, urban planners, landscape designers, community organizers, land trusts, permaculture enthusiasts, and foragers who aspire to dig in and seed our future. Catherine Bukowski and John Munsell have created a timely, well-researched guide that provides plenty of hands-on tools for advocacy and implementation based on diverse case studies from across the country. In the spirit of Robert Hart’s classic Forest Gardening, it gives hope to see the community food forest trend rapidly resurging.”

—Susan Leopold, executive director of United Plant Savers

“The Community Food Forest Handbook opens the door to a new, rapidly expanding approach to agroforestry in urban areas and communities. Rather than focus on the technical aspects of planting and production, Catherine Bukowski and John Munsell address sociological challenges inherent in planning and sustaining community food forests, as well as potential solutions. The result is a comprehensive resource for adapting practices traditionally applied to privately owned rural land for the enrichment of community-managed greenspaces.”

—Susan Stein, director of National Agroforestry Center of USDA Forest Service

“Wedding community renewal with agroecology, Bukowski and Munsell offer us a remarkably rich harvest of wisdom from a quarter of a century of insight and struggle in the community food forest movement. First fruits are everywhere consumed to nourish the spirit, reward unlikely heroes, and propitiate success. Partake of The Community Food Forest Handbook, and celebrate permaculture taking hold of America’s imagination: from Seattle to Asheville, Syracuse to San Francisco, and in dozens of cities across the fruited plain, perennial culture is rising.”

—Peter Bane, president of Permaculture Institute of North America

“As communities seek both to grow food and to solve social and environmental problems, they need new insights into the ways in which people self-organize to initiate projects and sustain them in the long term. In The Community Food Forest Handbook, the authors offer a highly useful guide based on the collective wisdom of people and communities who are defining this practice as they develop it on the ground. The thoughtful analysis of planning strategies and numerous case studies of active projects help us all understand what community food forests are and can be for the future.”

—Steve Gabriel, author of Silvopasture and coauthor of Farming the Woods

“It’s great to see a book about food forests / forest gardens which concentrates on community-scale projects. These need design and management not only for the growing system itself, but also for the human community that nurtures the forest and is often much neglected. The Community Food Forest Handbook does an excellent job of tackling the social issues and includes some highly informative case studies of community projects.”

—Martin Crawford, director of Agroforestry Research Trust; author of Trees for Gardens, Orchards, and Permaculture
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Foreword

The end of the Second World War marked the conclusion of an era in the United States when individuals and entire cities had a much more intimate and informed relationship with their food and where it came from. Pre-war food production was smaller, more decentralized, and closer to home. Many families, urban and otherwise, raised a few chickens and tended a home garden. A large percentage of the produce consumed in urban areas was grown within or close to city limits. In my adopted hometown of Chicago, there were neighborhoods known as “Celeryville” or “Pickletown” where businesses grew and processed food crops for the expanding urban, overwhelmingly immigrant, population. These farms provided food, yes, but also jobs, community, and a sense of belonging in a new land.

The juggernaut of the Second World War created efficiencies and businesses that had never existed pre-war, and, after the conflict ended, many industries retrofitted themselves to the challenge of a new American dream that didn’t involve the day-to-day “drudgery” of food production. As the task of putting food on the table shifted from growing it yourself or buying it from a local farmer to weekly shopping trips to newly ubiquitous grocery stores, those precious home and locally based food production skills and networks began to fade away.

The last big hurrah of communal urban food production—the Victory Garden movement of the Second World War—was quickly deemed unnecessary as the food supply normalized in the decade immediately post-war. Citizens began the business of building a new society that, in retrospect, was founded on consumerism with a big hallmark being ready-made, cheap, industrial food.

Now the (dining) tables are turning. Collectively, we’re rethinking the food system we thought we wanted and trying to relearn ways of connecting with food that once seemed mundane and outdated. We’re reviving memories of inner-city greenhouses filled with trellised cucumbers, and hundreds of thousands of people fighting food shortages by tending community garden plots. These echoes of what has been and what can be are inspiring a new generation—I call it the “Greenest Generation”—to rethink our day-to-day relationship with how we obtain our food and the impact of that food on our planet.

This reimagining of our food system is why books like The Community Food Forest Handbook are so important. Through this people-centered handbook, Catherine Bukowski and John Munsell have given us the tools to create change in our communities and the inspiration to know that change is possible.

In Chicago, my own organization, Peterson Garden Project (PGP) has been able to harness the nostalgia of the Second World War Victory Garden by employing tactics from the original movement. Using empty urban land on a short-term basis—Pop-up Victory Gardens—we teach people how to grow their own food. In a borrowed culinary center, we then teach people how to cook it, too. A mission to “recruit, educate and inspire everyone to grow and cook their own food” has produced powerful results since 2010. By harnessing the energy of community, a very small team is able to facilitate the growth of 35,000 pounds of fresh, organic food annually. Almost 10 percent of this is grown specifically for food and nutrition partners in the neighborhoods where our many gardens are located. All of this is made possible by an education-first approach that trains gardeners and garden leaders to train others.

PGP has utilized an ABCD (Asset Based Community Development) model and worked with what we have—free land, eager new gardeners, and passionate neighbors—to create something special. Our legacy lives on in the education people can utilize and share for a lifetime. Organizations with a more permanent access to land have an even greater opportunity for longer-term food access and education by utilizing a food forest approach. And, lucky for them, The Community Food Forest Handbook exists.

This book isn’t about just imagining a better future via food. It’s practical, too. The sections on planning and design in The Community Food Forest Handbook provide a framework for the physicality of a food forest project and a roadmap for getting from idea to reality. And equally important is the storytelling that Catherine Bukowski and John Munsell engage in, helping readers understand how to nurture the human community that grows up along with a food forest and how to lead that group of people to create meaningful change. The ultimate power of projects like this is helping us remember our humanity through our shared daily need for food and our place in the interconnected web of people around us. But we can’t get there without a solid plan. The Community Food Forest Handbook does much of the heavy lifting so new food forest projects have a greater chance of long-term success.

We have civilization because of agriculture. Food is, and always has been, the number one concern of humanity. Food production solutions that worked in the past won’t work in the future for many reasons: climate change, overconsumption of natural resources, global conflict interrupting the supply chain, and more that we can’t even predict. It is our generation’s turn to figure out a future path that is reasonable and just for all. Food forests are presenting themselves as one of those incredibly smart solutions. And The Community Food Forest Handbook gives us a playbook to create this change together and provide a proud and enduring example for those who will come after us.

—LaManda Joy, author of Start a Community Food Garden: The Essential Handbook; founder of Peterson Garden Project





 

Introduction

The weather report called for a clear and sunny day in the low 80s. Yet it feels more like a sweltering 95°F on the sidewalk where you are standing, watching heat radiate up from the concrete. The busy road in front of you is full of cars honking and blaring loud music. There is no breeze and very little shade. You are parched and wish there was a corner store where you could buy something cold to drink. You would love to sit down, but there are no benches. Instead, you start walking. You come to a basketball court that has bleachers, but the sun-soaked metal is hot and uninviting. You keep moving, passing vacant buildings and unkempt lots—one is overflowing with abandoned cars.

On the other side of the lot, you see rich greenery. Curious, you head over to investigate. Between a vacant building and the auto salvage yard, you find a space bursting with life. It looks like a small park, but instead of a manicured lawn, there are thick layers of vegetation and a mulched pathway heading into a jungle of trees, shrubs, flowers, and herbs. You can see cucumbers hanging off a vine and what looks like asparagus sprouting from the ground. Various plants with beautiful yellow, purple, and white flowers stand out against the green backdrop. You notice that the path splits, and one fork leads to a sign by a picnic table. Curious, you enter and sit down on the picnic bench.

[image: ]

FIGURE 0.1. From the sidewalk, this scene looks like an overgrown vacant lot. Look closer, though, and fruit trees, berry bushes, and flowering herbs emerge from the vegetation.
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FIGURE 0.2. This sign on the lot is overgrown with grapevines, but you can still make out that it says this space is a food forest.

Plants have grown over the sign, but some of it is still visible. You read that this place is a community food forest. You are not sure what that means, but you are glad you found it. The sign says to harvest what you want and leave some for others. As you look around and take in the scene, there is a dazzling array of textures and forms in the verdant landscape. Wandering around, you find a bench under the shade of a tree, which is bursting with ripe peaches. Picking one seems like trespassing or taking something that is not yours, but they look delicious and there are plenty. You glance around, wondering, is this a test? But the sign says harvesting the fruit is welcome, so why not?

Biting into the juicy sweetness of the fruit is a heavenly escape. You begin to relax as you become aware of chirping birds and notice butterflies and bees busy at work. Now that you are tuned in, these sounds of nature overtake the urban hum. This place is pulsing with life. Each flying insect has its own route, schedule, and destination. Certain leaves and plants start to stand out amid the greenery. Some plants look familiar, or at least their fruit does. A cherry tomato vine freely offering its bounty sprawls across what looks like a compost pile. Creeping thyme forms a blanket along the path. The smell of mint tickles the nose as you brush by it.
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FIGURE 0.3. Ripe Asian pears, sunflowers, and other plants provide a visual screen that partially hides the view of the adjacent auto salvage yard, demonstrating how food forest vegetation can be used to improve aesthetics.

You spot a patch of sunflowers, rows of corn, and a pear tree cleverly situated to screen the view of the neighboring car lot. Underneath the tree is a mixture of herbs and knee-high plants. Nearby, ripe raspberries delicately hang from a branch reaching into a sunlit patch. You pick a pear to eat and continue meandering along the path, watching insects of many kinds pollinating flowers. You notice an unfamiliar plant that has fuzzy, soft leaves and purple flowers. Delightful smells swirl about as you step on some of the herbs underfoot.

The sensory experience full of vibrant colors, tastes, smells, and textures has replenished you. You feel relaxed, yet energized and intrigued. The sign described this place as a community food forest, but what exactly is that? It resembles a young forest, but it is unlike any community garden or park you have seen before. Why would someone create something like this and leave it open to the public? Who looks after this place? How can you learn more about it? Are there other places like this? Is there one in or near your community, and if so, how can you get involved? With these questions buzzing in your brain, you walk back out into the city street.

OBSERVING AND REFLECTING

The story above is based on our visit to the Hazelwood Food Forest in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The food forest offered a much-needed reprieve in a hot, busy city. In terms of food, the yield of the five-year-old project was impressive. There were fruits and nuts—apples, peaches, pears, plums, raspberries, and hazelnuts. There were vegetables —cucumbers, asparagus, cherry tomatoes, corn, and abundant greens. Plenty of herbs filled spaces everywhere—mint, lovage, borage, thyme, and oregano. Intermixed were flowers—rose of Sharon, yarrow, asters, milkweed, and more. There were even fruiting shiitake mushroom logs in the shadiest part of the lot. Overall, the site resembled a young forest, yet upon closer inspection, it appeared to be planted with a purpose.

The Hazelwood project is a great example of what a community food forest can provide—perennial plants, green space, habitat, food, recreation, and solace all in one place. But the experience of wandering around the Hazelwood Food Forest raised questions about what it takes to create and manage such a place. What was the community backstory? How did a vacant lot on the outskirts of Pittsburgh transform into an edible refuge?

Since that visit, we have learned that community food forests are typically designed with public input, maintained by community volunteers, and available to the public for harvesting and recreational use. We were also curious about the local interests, topics, and issues at play before, during, and after planting. What we found is that there is much more to establishing a food forest than simply planting some trees, shrubs, and perennials and hoping they grow. Every community food forest site is unique. Each has a compelling story. Each requires visionaries, activists, dreamers, pragmatists, volunteers, and civic leaders. These are the people who are changing their communities and learning important lessons along the way.

WHAT IS A COMMUNITY FOOD FOREST?

The definition of a community food forest differs depending on whether the focus is on the concept or the physical space. Conceptually, to better understand the meaning embedded in the term community food forest, consider each word: forest, food, and community. Forests are places, but forests become social spaces through physical, cultural, environmental, and emotional connections. One such connection is food, which can bring people together, but others such as dialogue, wildlife, and recreation are also important. When people connect in forested spaces, they shape their social sense of place, values, and identity and create community. Thus, concepts of environment and society are critical pieces of a community food forest, because both influence actions like planning, planting, and maintenance that transform ideas into real projects.

An on-the-ground, physical food forest mimics the spatial and functional patterns of a naturally occurring forest ecosystem. Most people think of a forest as a large area, but from a biological standpoint a forest does not have to meet a minimum height or size requirement. Rather, the term food forest signifies a highly integrated community of plants that has various vertical and horizontal plant and root layers that provide edible products.
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FIGURE 0.4. This Venn diagram depicts intersections between the three elements of a community food forest. Overlapping areas include the multiple functions community food forests can provide because of the relationships between the elements.

Modeling the structure of a young forest ecosystem in public places is ideal for two reasons. First, planting multiple perennial species in close proximity can sustainably yield food in confined areas, which can help meet the growing global demand for nutritious production. Second, as the vegetation matures, it can create a forested parklike setting, providing a pleasing natural space where community members can gather. Even if food production in a community food forest decreases, the forest still provides valuable green space in built environments.

WHY COMMUNITY FOOD FORESTS?

More than 80 percent of the US population now resides in urban areas. This number is projected to rise in the next few decades. Finding ways to maximize use of existing open space is imperative, and increasing access to food through sustainable management of edible landscaping is one important approach among many that are underway. Community food forests have great potential in this regard because they serve multiple functions on one piece of land. This aspect makes them desirable alternatives to traditional manicured park landscapes.

The growth of food forests is similar to the growth of other local food movements such as farmers markets and community-supported agriculture (CSA) programs that serve urban areas. All are experiencing an upward trend as communities explore ways to bring food production closer to, or back into, urban areas, increase access to fresh produce, and promote knowledge about where food comes from. For example, registered CSAs were a rarity in the 1980s, but now nearly 13,000 farms market their produce through thousands of CSA programs across the United States. Farmers markets have experienced similar growth, jumping in number by over 400 percent since the mid-1990s. The relatively recent rise of community food forests suggests they may experience something akin to this growth in the future.


The Big Picture of Urban Food Forestry

Urban food forestry is the intentional use of perennial food-producing plants to improve the sustainability and resilience of urban communities. A wide range of activities and projects fit this definition, including community food forests, urban orchards, foraging in public urban forests, and community-wide gleaning programs. Even maintaining a small food forest on a private residential lot in a city is considered urban food forestry.



One of the most powerful outcomes of a community food forest is education. A community food forest can be used to help people learn about ecology, sustainable food production, food literacy, and engagement in community initiatives, as well as introduce them to cultural practices such as foraging, gleaning, and growing perennials. It also can be a venue for social learning where people meet and take care of each other, build foundations for a shared economy, create abundance in their community, and find actionable ways to take part in forming a resilient society. (See color plate 1.)

Food literacy is a key lesson of community food forests. Community food forests introduce people to a wide variety of food-producing plants and improve their ability to identify and harvest them. Over time, this can change perceptions of acceptable and desirable food sources in a community. In community food forests, people often try fruits and nuts they were completely unaware of, such as pawpaws, elderberry, aronia, and hazelnuts. Though this new awareness may seem small or insignificant, it is evidence of change. As community food forests mature and evolve, the larger and lasting goals espoused by many initiatives are likely to take root. (The appendix on page 231 lists mission statements and goals from community food forests.)
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FIGURE 0.5. Bees and butterflies abound on the herbs, fruits, and flowers in a community food forest, reminding people that the foraging opportunities are created for all life forms, which supports biodiversity in urban areas.

Community food forests address environmental justice when a participatory planning process is used that engages all members in site design and social activities, which define how public land should be used to serve their community. After food forests are established, they provide a natural setting for personal and community enjoyment in ways defined by those who use it. When designed with public spaces in mind, they contribute to neighborhood aesthetics by providing green space and shaded areas in which to relax as well as to engage in recreational activities such as gardening or walking. Additionally, they provide environmental services and benefits such as storm water management, biodiverse habitat (especially for birds, pollinators, and other small fauna), and healthy soil.

Community food forests contribute to civic and environmental resiliency when seed banks are planned into their purpose and trees are selected for preserving genetic material for vegetative propagation. Sites can be libraries of regionally appropriate, climate-acclimated seed and propagation material for families, homesteads, and local farmers. A community food forest at any scale can enhance ecosystem health, but it is important to consider carefully which environmental objectives are realistic to pursue given the size of a project.

SOCIAL DESIGN FOR COMMUNITY SUPPORT

Food forest design is well understood from a biological standpoint. Many websites, books, and other publications describe how to assess a site, design for uses of space, and group species together by function and purpose. However, their focus is typically on private property, where the forest caretaker is a single person or a family. Dynamics change at the community scale. Food forests by themselves can be complex, but they become even more so when they are community supported. The term community food forest is useful because it captures both the physical and social components of these projects. Community food forests serve local people while also propagating food-producing trees and shrubs, edible fungi, and medicinal plants, as well as providing environmental services and aesthetic experiences.

These projects are also a pivot point where environmental aims and the ethical and cultural foundations of human community can be combined and expressed through the design of a perennial plant community. Community food forest design must consider how plant species change over time due to natural succession. Some plants will find their niche and others will fail. Having more than one plant fulfill multiple functions in the overall design builds resiliency into the system. Similarly, there will be a natural turnover of people involved in a community food forest. The number and names of the members, organizations, and agencies may change, but transparency and documentation throughout the process is crucial for the project to survive over time. By keeping communication open and active, participants can anticipate and guide such changes. This will allow the food forest to grow positively and meet evolving conditions, needs, and values.

The manner in which a food forest is integrated into the fabric of a community is at least as important as the trees that are planted and the food that is produced. How do people come together to decide on a cohesive design? How do they care for a site in the crucial beginning years when plants are establishing? What should they think about and initially do to ensure the longevity and success of a food forest that is open to the public? A community food forest is a new model for communally growing food in the United States, and the answers to such questions are not well understood. Insight and needs vary from community to community, and we turn to key examples from our research work and our own experience running a community food forest to identify common threads.


What Makes a Forest a Forest?

Psychological and emotional attachments to words are created through experience. The term forest can signify a wooded expanse managed for goods and services, as well as an area valued for its intrinsic characteristics. Perspectives vary from person to person. Some would describe a forest as a natural, lush area composed mostly of trees and shrubs. Others might think of a forest as an area primarily valued for cyclical timber production. For many, a forest symbolizes a place to explore, recreate, or simply escape. It suggests a level of wildness and messy abundance where one is surrounded by nature. For others, a forest embodies spiritual experiences and provides tangible and intangible healing.



Encouraging local and diverse involvement early on is key to the success of a community food forest. Staying flexible and working together is central to planning and maintenance of the site, as well as to the people and relationships involved. Community food forests that embrace a grassroots approach are typically the most successful, because participants gain a sense of pride and ownership in the project. Stakeholders come together and create a shared vision, acquire land, and navigate local policy. They build sweat equity. A milestone is met when they break ground together. Another is accomplished when food is produced and community is celebrated.
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FIGURE 0.6. This view from June 2015 shows the gravel parking lot and plant nursery that replaced the Hazelwood Food Forest in Pittsburgh. Some remnant plants were left in place alongside the fence of the new nursery.

Hazelwood was one of the first community food forests we visited while researching this book. One of our goals was to learn about the important community issues and values motivating the development of these projects. We also studied what role these play in shaping project planning and maintenance. Information was collected at thirty community food forests across the country. For the purposes of this book, we focused on forests open to the public and therefore did not include those located on college or university campuses. Although they are equally important, they also have very different social dynamics, with a continuous flow of new volunteers who regularly come and go. Students may even be required through coursework to participate. Community orchards consisting only of fruit trees were also omitted, because we wanted to learn from projects that intentionally mimic a forest ecosystem by planting three or more layers of vegetation. What we found is that successful projects involve complex community collaboration. They combine local expertise, insights, and interests to examine civic issues and define project goals and practices.

Our findings show that community food forests serve their immediate communities and larger town or city population in many ways, but long-term success is challenging. For instance, after visiting the Hazelwood Food Forest and meeting with site leaders, we learned that the property lease had been lost. The nonprofit community development corporation that managed the site lease did not renew the contract in favor of a local start-up business that had support from the Heinz Endowments, a major philanthropic foundation. As part of the revitalization efforts that ensued, the Hazelwood forest was replaced with a gravel parking lot and, ironically, a small plant nursery business.

WHY THIS BOOK?

Planning and adaptation are particularly important for community food forests. Exciting progress during the early stages of a project can end up in disappointment unless a long-term management plan is mapped out at the onset. Some of the most vital skills are organizing people and sustaining relationships. For example, project leaders must thoroughly reflect on community motivations, identify realistic goals, and schedule checkpoints to assess progress. However, the ways in which to best organize and lead groups of people involved with food forests has received relatively little attention. This is why this book is needed. One of its most significant contributions to the growing literature on this topic is our focus on social systems that support community food forests and other similar initiatives.

Individuals, volunteer organizations, school clubs, and the general public have helped establish community food forests across the United States. Most observable change occurs in the first year, when a site transforms from empty space into a newly planted sanctuary. When people see immediate results, the visual reward of their labor is usually satisfying enough to keep them coming back. Many volunteers also sign up to maintain a site, but a forest ecosystem matures slowly and visual change will gradually plateau. The same may happen to volunteer and even project leader interest. What happens while waiting for perennial plants to mature and produce a shareable harvest? Natural succession will make space for some trees and plants to survive, while others will die off. This can be discouraging or beget a sense of failure that can affect participation.

A community-centered approach focuses on people as one of the most important components of the food forest and is necessary for sustaining interest and participation. But how does one go about doing that? Communities are complex, and each have their own intricacies and nuances. This book provides a view into what a range of leaders and teams have faced and accomplished. We found many inspirational projects, but also uncovered some of the issues and problems that articles in the popular press do not share when covering the rise of community food forests.

The loss of the Hazelwood Food Forest after only five years is a reminder that projects can end for many reasons. Pressures on available land and community dynamics can change drastically over the lifespan of a community food forest. Being adaptive and creating plans to achieve stability well in advance of a potential threat can help reduce losses and protect property use. For example, the Mesa Harmony Garden, a community food forest located on church property in Santa Barbara, California, learned of investors who were interested in buying the property, which could have spelled the end of the food forest. Project leaders quickly called a stakeholder meeting to define their story, create strategies for rallying support, and discuss how potential outcomes would be handled. Such situations and responses are all part of the management needs of a community food forest, and we highlight useful real-world examples throughout this book to demonstrate how project leaders and teams have rallied and sustained community backing, addressed and overcome adversity, and cemented their food forest as a staple of their community life.

Building support for the idea of a community food forest and getting all the right players on board to acquire land and move into the establishment phase can be two of the most exciting but difficult steps. Gathering and keeping community support throughout a project is crucial to overcoming potential challenges to long-term success, such as the loss of a property lease. When community members work together and support each other through difficult moments along the journey from initial idea to groundbreaking and early establishment, strong bonds can form that have immeasurable value.

Other than the Dr. George Washington Carver Edible Park in Asheville, North Carolina, established in the late 1990s, the community food forest projects we visited were less than ten years old. Because of this, we focused much of this book on the formative aspects of place building. The early tribulations and gains of the relatively recently established sites we visited provide signposts that others can follow. Their lessons can inform and inspire us and guide projects that may be at an impasse or are just taking their first steps. Each project we studied was born out of unique circumstances, ebbed and flowed as it progressed, and accumulated a store of lessons learned and examples of creative adaptation. Our goal for this book, and the research that supports it, is to capture and share these undercurrents by telling the stories of community food forests across the country. We stitch together common themes and concepts related to history, community development, and change, along with project planning, leadership, and reflection.

You are likely interested in this book because you want to learn more about community food forests and their collaborative planning and place making: How do projects create public space that increases a community’s well-being, health, sustainability, and social cohesion? When those who participate in developing a community food forest realize the impact of the project on their community, it creates pride and confidence. One of the most important outcomes of a successful project is the growth of skilled denizens who have learned what is possible when people collaborate in shaping a shared vision for their community. Of course, no one can guarantee success, but by learning from those who have gone before, we will all be better prepared to lead successful and sustainable food forest projects. The stories we tell in this book illustrate a list of community investments and management strategies that can be helpful to those who are developing and nurturing a community food forest. We want to help you prepare for and manage the social factors that can affect planning, installation, and maintenance at the community scale. As such, this book will not walk you through how to draft a planting plan for your project, nor will it lay out a universal recipe for navigating community dynamics. What it does do is summarize and organize insights and lessons learned from projects across the country and our own experience managing a community food forest.

We present concepts and frameworks that will help you make sense of the complexity involved in planning and designing a community food forest. Examples throughout the chapters help ground these ideas in real-life experiences. Longer stories of selected sites offer a rich set of community-building and management insights and practices that will help you identify the tools and strategies you need to devise a successful plan for a project in your own community. We invite you to use these stories, concepts, and frameworks as a guide for reflection and action as you design projects that nourish physical and spiritual community in the places we live.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is divided into four sections that build off each other. Part 1 provides the foundation intended to enrich your understanding of the rest of the book, but it is possible to read other parts individually if you are directly interested in planning, designing, or building community. Four of the chapters (7, 10, 13, and 15) present in-depth case studies of community food forests selected from different regions of the country. Sharing their stories provides useful examples of how each emerged as an idea, materialized through a process, and continue to grow or exist with community support. You can read these chapters individually, but reading them in context will help anchor the concepts presented in neighboring chapters. By the time you have read through to the end of the book, we hope you will have gained the knowledge to recognize relevant patterns among the in-depth case studies and other brief food forest descriptions, as well as pinpoint unique characteristics that are worth replicating.

Part 1 covers the basics of community food forests and some of their general history. Chapter 1 provides an overview of their current state and many of the cultural and societal issues motivating their development. As we have mentioned previously in this introduction, community food forests are complex. Substantial thought is needed in their planning and management. To address this complexity, systems thinking is introduced in chapter 2 as a way to understand the many moving parts. Chapter 3 explains a framework based on seven forms of capital as exchangeable resources in the system of a community food forest. The capitals we outline represent community investments to think about when designing and managing a community food forest. This framework structures projects as integrated ecological and social systems that draw upon, and contribute to, a spectrum of community resources.

Part 2 is dedicated to various considerations that positively or negatively impact planning. First, in chapter 4, we discuss basic phases of project management that will help organize planning to take a community food forest from an idea to a planted site and community project. It also addresses considerations for adapting plans along the way based on progress toward goals and objectives. Chapter 5 delves into deeper aspects of planning for and creating change and ways to think about a project as a source of multiple community benefits and resources. An example from San Diego, California, illustrates how planning for specific change led to a community food forest that serves as an educational and propagation hub for food production, which, in turn, empowers neighborhood participants to create their own local food networks.

Chapter 6 reaches back in time to expand on the historical roots that provide foundations for thinking more deeply about the contemporary development of food forests. By understanding the history of a place, one can also strategically design projects to work with ingrained community perspectives or use the project to create change. An example from Boston, Massachusetts, is included in the chapter to demonstrate how history can be integrated into the story of a site. We provide another example in chapter 7—the Dr. George Washington Carver Edible Park in Asheville. This community food forest is one of the oldest ones we know of on public property in the United States. We were able to acquire archived municipal documents and interviews with the original designers, allowing us to provide the first publicly available comprehensive history of the site on record.

Part 3 addresses concepts related to designing a site at the community scale. As part of this, we discuss the agroecological aspects that influence site design as well as how to think about projects as integrated systems that have social and ecological impacts through food production. A story from Iowa City, Iowa, illustrates how those concepts were front and center in designing a food forest and acquiring project funds. The language and ideas presented throughout chapter 8 can be seen as groundwork for understanding how to package and communicate a community food forest idea when partnering with professional allies. Chapter 9 has two important messages. The first part of the chapter stresses the importance of thinking about community food forests as public space and designing them to attract community interaction. The second part introduces groups of professionals who can be allies when designing a food forest and managing urban environments safely and efficiently. Chapter 10 describes a site in Basalt, Colorado, where the intimacy of a small-town setting and tight collaboration among local agencies, public services, and community members led to quick transformation of a park into a food forest and seed library.

Part 4 focuses on the concept of community, which is such an important part of these projects. In chapter 11, we dissect what community means in different contexts to help define the audience a public food forest project can attract and serve. In chapter 12, we revisit the idea of systems thinking introduced in Part 1 and relate it to the intentional creation of social systems that support a community food forest project. Chapter 13 is the story of the Beacon Food Forest in Seattle, Washington, one of the most publicized community food forests in the country, which sparked numerous conversations on the limits and potentials of projects open to the public. The site is scheduled to eventually cover seven acres, demonstrating that perseverance can have big payoffs and that a larger scale is possible when a project has strong community support.

Chapter 14 discusses concepts of leadership within the context of community food forests. Collaboration and governance structures are discussed in relation to what we have seen work at a variety of sites. The final chapter of Part 4 tells the story of a site in Bloomington, Indiana, as a way of demonstrating how a project can develop over time and give birth to a community-based organization of volunteers who learn how to work together.

In the book’s conclusion, we present all the major lessons learned from the case studies. The growing number of projects represent a wealth of valuable insights. However, cross-project communication and networking between community food forests in the United States are lacking. The dearth of inter-site communication inhibits the emergence of a shared vision of change and makes the growth of community food forests difficult to classify as a social movement. Sites across the country are gaining a great deal of attention. Taken together, they loosely exhibit coordinated social activism, but the lack of networking or formal connection is a missed opportunity for sharing insights, failures, and successful strategies that could accelerate how new community food forests are designed and improve how existing ones are managed. We touch upon potential solutions to those current barriers, so community food forests can serve a more concrete role in urban planning and local food systems. In addition, we highlight current research contributing to the development of urban food forestry, which encompasses community food forests.

Overall, our aim is to share case studies and concepts that will help you establish and sustain meaningful community food forests. We have thoughtfully explored the challenges of leading a complex project that is open to public participation and distilled significant findings into these pages. We supply stories dispersed throughout the book as examples and insights of what we saw at successful sites or ones that faced challenges. However, we also stress that this handbook is a starting point on your journey toward creating a long-lasting community food forest. The more we learned about the intricacies involved with planning and designing food forests for communities, the more we realized we would not be able to cover it all in one book. We encourage you to visit the website Catherine has developed, www.communityfoodforests.com, for listings of other important books, articles, and media pieces, along with links to other websites and digital assets.
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Understanding Community Food Forests 





 

CHAPTER 1

Community Food Forests on the Rise

Community food forests are capturing the imagination of people in neighborhoods, towns, and cities across the United States. Their popularity reflects a value shift in urban cultural pockets. The message is a desire for public space, where possible, to be ecologically designed with perennial and annual plants that produce food and herbal medicine, enhance nutrition, promote food literacy, and provide a useful and safe place to gather, recreate, and work together. This is all while engaging people in active participation to create the places they want to live in and to voice their opinion through action. By developing these spaces, people are stating that ecologically healthy green spaces and sustainable local food production are valued, especially in the face of urban population growth. Communities will innovate, using all the resources they can harness, to increase the presence and quality of such resources in urban landscapes.

Community food forests also serve a deeper purpose by helping community members form bonds through collective labor and learning. Participants often discover shared interests such as local and foraged food, social justice, environmental stewardship, resiliency, and self-sufficiency. Uniting around common causes, people invest in and build diverse assets in their community and this personal development and civic collaboration benefits society. Questions emerge on why we feel disconnected from land and how to develop the culture of sharing abundance, human skills, and knowledge needed for survival in the modern world.

Many communities today embrace the belief that local food should be readily available, and that much of it could come from within city or town limits using ecologically sustainable design and safe urban production methods. The reinvigoration of this form of community spirit has helped focus a new urban agriculture agenda. Community food forests are strongly linked to local food, food justice, and civic agriculture movements. Participation in a community food forest project can lead to critical reflection on our current agricultural system and urban landscapes. Typically it motivates people to work on influencing political action and policies.

Community food forests raise important questions about access to fruit trees and other edible perennials in public places. They introduce people to foraging for “wild plants”—edible and herbal species—in public parks, forests, and rights-of-way or to gleaning unharvested produce to supplement community supply.1 These issues are increasingly observable in the public agenda in terms of sustainability, food security, environmental justice, and urban green infrastructure.

Community food forests can be found in a variety of places. Churches, universities, and intentional communities have planted food forests on their campuses. They are increasingly found on public property managed by public works agencies or parks and recreation departments. Regardless of where they are located, these projects are open to the public. Volunteers and civic organizations are often involved in their development and oversight. Enthusiastic faculty and students tend community food forests on university property. Dedicated groups of congregational volunteers encourage and guide member participation in projects coordinated by churches. On public grounds, the collaboration and communication between agency employees, project leaders, and volunteers is essential for effective management and community support.

Community food forests are part of a cultural transition and represent local efforts to build abundance and share opportunity. Even more important, they can contribute to meaningful personal, civic, and ecological stewardship that often is lacking in our lightning-fast, digitally driven, consumerist lifestyles. Community food forests offer a way of experiencing the direction in which this shift is taking us. It is this possibility of deeper meaning in our lives that makes community food forests such a compelling and inspiring movement.

SOCIETAL SHIFTS

To our knowledge the first contemporary community food forest launched in 1997 in Asheville, North Carolina. In chapter 4 we share the story of how the vision of two young college graduates interested in permaculture and sustainable cities transformed an unused parks and recreation property into a contemporary edible public park. The New Urbanism movement of the early 1990s, which promoted walkable cities with environmentally friendly habitats, influenced these young people to find the resources needed to make their dream a reality. The edible park has undergone many changes since its installation in 1998, but twenty years on, it still produces free fruit, nuts, and herbs while serving as a place for learning and sharing.

About a decade later a couple of community food forests arose in progressive cities, but it was not until around 2012 that the extensive media coverage of the Beacon Hill Food Forest in Seattle catapulted community food forests into the public eye, and the rate of new projects began to accelerate. As of 2018, we are aware of more than seventy community food forests in public spaces in the United States in communities of all sizes, spanning from the Pacific Northwest to the Deep South. Figure 1.1 on page 19 shows what we know about community food forest locations in the United States at the time of publication. You can see they have sprung up across the country, demonstrating that food forests are possible and relevant in any community.

The rise of community food forests correlates with larger changes in social consciousness and dialogue about local food production and access. Green space that provides healthy and fresh food to people and important environmental services to communities are some of the most compelling benefits of food forests. Planning for the Beacon Hill project (see chapter 13 for the story of this food forest) began in 2009, the same year that First Lady Michelle Obama initiated a national conversation about food production. At that time, dialogue about the need for new food systems and community building was increasing. Reclaiming sovereignty over food production using environmentally dynamic systems to do so has been central to many contemporary community food forest projects.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1.1. There are more than seventy community food forest projects in communities throughout the United States and several in Canada, too (not pictured here). More are announced each year, as people learn about this concept or are inspired by reading about food forests in other places. We want to create a comprehensive list of community food forest sites. If you know of a community food forest not shown here, visit www.communityfoodforests.com to enter the information.

Food is embedded in culture, politics, health, and community development. Growing food is empowering, and its fundamental place in humanity transcends ethnicity, nationality, race, religion, sex, socioeconomic status, and political affiliation. Many people have lost connection to traditional knowledge and customs, but in recent years, wild foraging and historical food preparation have experienced a revival. Communities are re-empowering their control over food, and formerly detached consumers are becoming informed local producers and advocates. Community food forests play a role in this awakening by enabling exploration of alternative food sources.

COMMUNITY FOOD FOREST ROOTS

Creating public spaces that yield perennial produce for communities is nothing new. Many neighborhoods and organizations have intentionally planted community orchards or edible landscaping for public use. Village Homes in Davis, California, developed throughout the 1970s, is one example where the designer used concepts of community sustainability and permaculture to incorporate edible landscaping into a seventy-acre suburban neighborhood. Perennial edible vegetation is still found along walkways between homes and in public spaces, including orchards, an almond grove, vineyards, and community gardens. When strolling along the paths of Village Homes, it is easy to pick grapes, figs, plums, pomegranates, mulberries, and grapefruit in the span of a thirty-minute walk.

In the 1990s, the Serenbe Community in Atlanta, much like Village Homes, incorporated edible perennial landscaping along with naturally conserved open land, forests, and zones for agricultural production. A more recent example of this type of intentional design is the twenty-seven-acre Community First! Village in Austin, Texas. The development provides affordable housing and job support to the homeless and is built around Genesis Gardens, an organic farm with 200 fruit and nut trees maintained by residents and volunteers.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1.2. This park in the Los Angeles area features an art installation of fruit trees, a creative variation on the concept of a community food forest. This fenced area represents the “eye” or central part of the installation; other fruit trees are dispersed throughout the park and surrounding neighborhood.

These intentional communities and many like them share characteristics with community food forests. A significant difference is that production areas were created for use by members of the intentional community (in some of these communities, though, people often freely wander in to admire the landscape and harvest products). Most community food forests, on the other hand, are intentionally open to public harvest and rely on volunteer maintenance. Many are used as an educational tool for promoting what is horticulturally possible, because most are not at a scale to provide sufficient harvest to feed an entire community. Often, one goal is motivating volunteers and others involved to transfer the knowledge and skills gained on site to their private residence and other neighborhoods.

Organizations such as Fallen Fruit (Los Angeles), Portland Fruit Tree Project (Oregon), the Philadelphia Orchard Project, and the Boston Tree Party are leaders in urban orchard establishment and promote gleaning from existing trees in their municipalities. These organizations also support participatory public art projects of “civic fruit.” The work of the organization Fallen Fruit, in particular, provides an excellent example of how policy planning and creativity can benefit a community food forest. The city of Los Angeles, where Fallen Fruit works, could not support fruit tree planting in public space primarily because of maintenance and liability issues. Fallen Fruit proposed that their community food forest project use fruit trees as an “art medium.” In this way, they were able to create a community food forest in a public park with funding from the City Arts Commission.

A NEW MODEL

Along with community food forests, urban orchards and civic fruit installations are part of a larger pulse to increase perennial food production in community space. They represent a renewed public interest in resilient agriculture and sustainable production that emerged in the second half of the 1970s. Environmental policies and liberal ideas in the 1960s shaped the minds of many Baby Boomers, some of whom have become today’s community food forest leaders. Their perspective and leadership toward these ideals has profoundly influenced many Gen Xers, as well as their Millennial children.

Paralleling the social consciousness of earlier generations were programs and publications that set the stage for current awareness and interest in local food production. In 1976, the USDA helped coordinate the Urban Gardening Program by establishing offices in cities to promote community gardening. Three years later, the American Community Gardening Association was formed. Books about sustainable agriculture exploded onto the scene, most written by men who grew up during rapid suburban expansion in the mid-twentieth century. They struggled to determine what came next in light of their experience and the stories told by their parents and grandparents about the transition from a mostly agrarian society to an urban and mechanized nation.

At the same time, polyculture food production systems were emerging, including agroecology, agroforestry, and permaculture. Agroecology is a holistic land management framework that applies ecological principles when producing food and aims to improve food literacy and social justice. Agroforestry is a set of agroecological practices that intentionally add trees to agricultural land or cultivate woodland crops such as ginseng or mushrooms in woodlands. Permaculture, which is another agroecological system, also emerged during this time through the leadership of Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. Permaculture is a worldview and approach to land use planning and management that considers nature to be the teacher and humans the students. Agroforestry was promoted through research and extension services, first in developing countries and later in industrialized ones. Permaculture, on the other hand, entered the informal public domain and won over dedicated followers with its commitment to holistic and spiritual land use.

In the 1980s, agroecology was formally recognized, and the inaugural International Permaculture Conference and North American Agroforestry Conference both occurred. The Slow Food movement began in reaction to fast food chain outlets appearing in Italy, among other reasons, and now has a presence in more than 132 countries.2 Food forests align well with Slow Food’s philosophy of ethical consumption and focus on decelerating our lives, being more intentional, and enjoying food in all phases from growing to harvest, cooking, and eating. Slow Food adherents believe in achieving desirable outcomes over time, through continuous adaptation and experimentation, and the movement’s principles fit well with the production cycles of woody edible perennials that can take time to bear fruit.

LOCAL FOOD IN THE NEW MILLENNIUM

As the 1980s carried over into the 1990s, the United States Congress passed the Urban and Community Forestry Assistance Act to support urban forest management for environmental and social goals. The USDA National Agroforestry Center, the Association for Temperate Agroforestry, the Center for Agroforestry at the University of Missouri, and the Alliance for Community Trees were founded during this time. These institutions focused attention on the importance of trees serving multiple functions in production systems. Also during this period, Robert Hart wrote the influential book Forest Gardening, which describes his experience growing edible perennial plants in his backyard in England. Hart’s property and writings inspired many others to establish food forests.

Smart Growth initiatives for planning sustainable cities and healing fragmented communities became increasingly popular. The field of sustainability, especially in terms of international development, also gained prevalence. The first agroecology textbook was published in 1997, and the local food system movement picked up momentum in the new millennium.
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Community

Agroup of individuals who live
in the same place and/or share
similar interests that lead
to social bonding.

Forest

An area covered with trees and undergrowth,
typically defined by diverse ecological functions
that translate into environmental benefits.

Food

Sustenance that humans
and other living things consume
for energy that maintains life
and facilitates growth.





