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A presentation by Jonathan Bates
Food Forest Farm, Permaculture Nursery first year case study



TodayToday ’’s presentation will include:s presentation will include:
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"An organic farm, properly speaking… is a farm whose structure is formed in 
imitation of the structure of a natural system that has the integrity, the 
independence and the benign dependence of an organism“
- Wendell Berry, "The Gift of Good Land"

Organic farming can be defined by the proactive, ecological management 
strategies that maintain and enhance soil fertility, prevent soil erosion, promote 
and enhance biological diversity, and minimize risk to human and animal health 
and natural resources. – Extension.org

Sustainable Agriculture is a method of agriculture that attempts to ensure the 
profitability of farms while preserving the environment. – Answers.com

[In relation to Permaculture]…to establish local food security and 
deliciousness in a time of dramatic change… - A goal of Ethan Roland’s 
(Excerpt from Chronogram magazine)

What kind of farming?What kind of farming?



Defined by my friend Rafter Sass as
““meeting human needs while improving ecosystem health.meeting human needs while improving ecosystem health.””

What is What is PermaculturePermaculture ??

Permaculture =

PermanentCulture
and

PermanentAgriculture

Permaculture Ethic
--Earth CareEarth Care
--People CarePeople Care
--Resource ShareResource Share

Edible forest gardens and/or food forests arefood forests are
a core component and original example of

Permaculture in Action!



A permaculture forest garden (food forest) mimics the architecture and beneficial 
relationships of a natural forest. Food forests… are designed and managed 
ecosystems that are very rich in biodiversity and productivity. - Permaculture.org

… systems which are productive and abundant yet which require very little 
maintenance – TransitionCulture.org

…perennial polyculture of multi-purpose plants — many species growing together…
re-growing every year without needing to be re-planted, each plant contributing to 
the success of the whole by fulfilling many functions.
– NOFA’s Natural Farmer, “Edible Forest Gardens” Spring 2002, Dave Jacke, Eric Toensmeier

What is a food forest?What is a food forest?

Here is a quote from Penny Livingston to help define the “nature” of a food 
forest. In reality, we are not “working with Nature”, but, “We are Nature working”.



•Food (staple crops, produce, more)

•Construction materials (timber, bamboo)

•Livestock fodder, browse & pasture

•Medicinal & culinary herbs

•Outdoor habitat for humans and wildlife

•Fuelwood for heating & cooking

•Fertilizers, compost feedstocks, & botanical pesticides

•Biofuels like vegetable oil to run diesel engines

•Plant-based petroleum & plastic substitutes

Potential food forest products?Potential food forest products?



What do I mean by cold climate?What do I mean by cold climate?



����
	
�	��
������
�����
	
�	��
������
�
���	�

�	�
��
�	����	��
�����	�

�	�
��
�	����	��
��



The Story…

Since 2001 I’ve been planting and experimenting with perennial polycultures of multipurpose plants. 
Interest in permaculture and edible forest gardens has radically increased in recent years, and so has 
the excitement about the plants grown in these systems. Eric, Marikler, Meg have grown and 
reproduced these plants over the last nine years in our home garden. The yield created by the garden, 
of extra plants, lends an opportunity for sharing plant material to visitors of the garden who need these 
plants for their own gardens.

Seeing a growing need, and have a growing yield, in the fall of 2007, I decided to start a small hobby 
nursery business selling plants to landscaper and permaculture friends. In 2009 part of the nursery was 
moved to Nuestras Raices Farm, as part of a larger project I envision, called Food Forest Farm. Some of 
the questions that are helping to inform the establishment of the larger Food Forest Farm business are:

-What does it take to bring edible forest garden th eory and practice to a farm scale?
-How can successful tropical food forestry help inf orm a viable economic model for New England?
-How is this business similar to or different from other agricultural enterprises, nursery businesses,  or 
temperate agroforestry?

The plan for Food Forest Farm and PermacultureNursery.com is to create a business plan and budget to 
bring the nursery from hobby status to a successful thriving business.

Thanks for reading!
Jonathan Bates

Food Forest Farm & Food Forest Farm & PermaculturePermaculture NurseryNursery



Inspiration!Inspiration!

Holyoke Edible Forest Garden mission :
"Our urban forest garden is an intensively managed backyard 
foraging paradise, a megadiverse living ark of useful and multi-
functional plants from our own bioregion and around the world.
The forest garden is the unifying element of a larger permaculture
design for food production, wildlife habitat, and social spaces that
encompasses the entire property."
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More Inspiration !!!More Inspiration !!!

NuestrasNuestras --Raices.orgRaices.org

Our Mission
Nuestras Raíces is a grass-roots organization that pr omotes economic, 
human and community development in Holyoke, Massach usetts through 
projects relating to food, agriculture, and the env ironment. 



More Inspiration!More Inspiration! Tropical Agroforestry has had a significant 
influence on my thinking about food forests and 
the potential for diversifying agriculture in New 
England.

Imagine eco-logical, soil conserving, productive, 
beautiful food designs woven amongst our 
traditional annual row cropping systems.

On degraded and sloping land, they could enhance
local and regional food security, expanding our 
food systems and economy into a place of 
resiliency rather then perpetual recession.
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•• How is this business similar to or different from o ther How is this business similar to or different from o ther 
agricultural enterprises, nursery businesses, or te mperate agricultural enterprises, nursery businesses, or te mperate 
agroforestryagroforestry ??

Food Forest Farm & Food Forest Farm & PermaculturePermaculture NurseryNursery

Some of the questions that are helping to inform the 
Food Forest Farm business are:

•• How can successful tropical food forestry help info rm a How can successful tropical food forestry help info rm a 
viable economic model for New England?viable economic model for New England?

•• What does it take to bring edible forest garden the ory and What does it take to bring edible forest garden the ory and 
practice to a farm scale?practice to a farm scale?



--Deciding to expand to Deciding to expand to NuestrasNuestras RaicesRaices Farm (NR)Farm (NR)

--Taking the 10 week beginning farmer training at NRTaking the 10 week beginning farmer training at NR

--Planning and designing the farmPlanning and designing the farm
--Learning the landscape: flora, fauna, weather, Learning the landscape: flora, fauna, weather, 
seasons, siteseasons, site
--Testing the soilTesting the soil
--Creating design based on goals and A&ACreating design based on goals and A&A

--Establishment and maintenanceEstablishment and maintenance

--Harvesting yieldsHarvesting yields

--Creativity and experimentationCreativity and experimentation

--Sharing the experience with othersSharing the experience with others

The first season includedThe first season included



��������	�	��
�����������	�	��
���



Design Process:Design Process:
I set my goalsI set my goals

• What foods or other yields do I want?

• What habitat types do I want?
- Open, bushy, forest

• What is my budget ?
- Establishment, annual

• Where do I stand on issues :
- Native vs. non-native?
- Adapt to site or modify it?
- How experimental?

• What other functions must the farm fill?
- Space for tours
- River views



Design Process:Design Process:
I analyzed & assessed my siteI analyzed & assessed my site

• Climate - zone 6
• Landform - sloping, river edge
• Water access - shared farm well
• Pathways - surrounded by roads
• Vegetation & Wildlife
- riparian, humanatural disturbance

• Microclimate - sun to shade
• Soil - silty loam
• Aesthetics - weedy unused hill



Nuestras Raices
Farm

Food Forest Farm

CT River

Holyoke Mall
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Traditionally used as hay and corn field, Hadley 
loam soils, 100 year flood plain, diverse ecotype, 
high level of disturbance adapted species, some 
threatened and endangered species.
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Site shared among 12 beginning farmers, mixed 
annual crop production, produce sold at farmers 
markets, special events, and to friends and family.



Food Forest Farm



Key concepts
incorporated into the
Food Forest Farm design:

Food ForestFood Forest

PolyculturesPolycultures

Perennial Perennial 
VegetablesVegetables



First peoplesFirst peoples

Three Sisters annual Three Sisters annual polyculturepolyculture……

Corn, Beans, SquashCorn, Beans, Squash

PerennialPerennial

PolyculturesPolycultures ofof

MultiMulti--purposepurpose

PlantsPlants

We know that We know that polyculturespolycultures work. work. 

What makes a Food Forest work?What makes a Food Forest work?



Perennial

•Living three or more years

•Not destroyed by harvesting

Vegetable

•Flavorful & productive��	�(	���) �
	��� �	
����	 *

What is a Perennial Vegetable?What is a Perennial Vegetable?



•• Easy access pathways between the beds that lead toEasy access pathways between the beds that lead to ……

More key design conceptsMore key design concepts

•• Functional bed design thatFunctional bed design that
•• can be reached from all sides, that arecan be reached from all sides, that are ……
•• aesthetic and usefulaesthetic and useful ……
•• easily replicated by others.easily replicated by others.
•• PolyculturesPolycultures that workthat work ……

•• on sloping landon sloping land ……

•• in a very public locationin a very public location ……

•• Designed for inspiration!Designed for inspiration!



I sketched out basic drawings, and played around wi th ideasI sketched out basic drawings, and played around wi th ideas

Design Process:Design Process:
to summarizeto summarize

Then I drew detailed designs based on goals, analys is and Then I drew detailed designs based on goals, analys is and 
assessment, incorporating key conceptsassessment, incorporating key concepts

Once I had a good idea of what I wanted to plant wh ere, I could Once I had a good idea of what I wanted to plant wh ere, I could 
establish the site and start plantingestablish the site and start planting
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Year one

Future



Woodchip path in swale

Manure and soil amendments

Compost over cardboard 
Sheet mulch

Soil Solarization Plastic Sheet

Soil preparation and weed suppressionSoil preparation and weed suppression

Short term:
-High labor
-High inputs

Long term:
-Low maintenance
-Low inputs

Importance of community:
Water-harvesting contour-
swales laid out and dug at the 
2008 Northeastern 
Permaculture Summer 
Gathering



Technique # 1Technique # 1
SolarizationSolarization = Effective weed suppression= Effective weed suppression



Kills 99% of Kills 99% of 
Quack Grass at Quack Grass at 
130 degrees F130 degrees F



Technique # 2Technique # 2
Sheet mulching = Effective weed suppressionSheet mulching = Effective weed suppression

andand
Soil BuildingSoil Building

andand
Water conservingWater conserving

andand
Vole kingdom!Vole kingdom!



Good King Henry (Bonus henricus)
Non-flowering Sorrel (Rumex acetosa)

Sweet Cicely (Myrrhis odorata)
Skirret (Sium sisarum)

Dwarf Comfrey (Symphytum grandiflorum)
Russian Comfrey (Symphytum x uplandicum)

Sea Kale (Crambe maritime)
Turkish Rocket (Bunias orientalis)

Spinach Vine (Hablitzia tamnoides)
Hardy Banana (Musa basjoo)

Mimosa (Albizia julibrissin)
Pawpaw (Asimina triloba)
Hazel Nut (Corylus sp.)

Chinese Chestnut (Castanea sp.)
Choke Berry (Aronia melanocarpa)

White Clover (Trifolium repens)
Gooseberry (Ribes sp.)

Double (sterile) Dwarf Bird’s Foot (Lotus corniculatus 'Plenus')
Green & Gold (Chrysogonum virginianum)

Wild Bean (Phaseolus polystachios)
Welsh Onion (Allium cepa)

Perennial Chickpea (Cicer microphyllum)
Milk Vetch (Astragalus glycyphyllos)

PlantsPlants



Banana plantationBanana plantation





Installed Installed polyculturespolycultures



TreesTrees
Get Get ‘‘emem in!in!

Nitrogen fixingNitrogen fixing
Mimosa tree, 5 feetMimosa tree, 5 feet
of growth from seedof growth from seed
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Successful summer 2009Successful summer 2009
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ChallengesChallenges
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-banana plants and leaves
-perennial vegetables
-nursery plants
-nuts and fruits
-knowledge
-soil conservation
-increased diversity
-seeds
-beauty
-annual food crops
-creativity
-mulch
-happiness
-carbon sequestration
-gourmet mushrooms

Current and Current and futurefuture yields from the farmyields from the farm



Nursery products at Food Forest FarmNursery products at Food Forest Farm
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CreativityCreativity at Food Forest Farmat Food Forest Farm
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More Creativity at Food Forest FarmMore Creativity at Food Forest Farm
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Future expansionFuture expansion



Pawpaws

Chesnuts Persimmons

Future products at Food Forest FarmFuture products at Food Forest Farm

Gooseberries
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Future plans at Food Forest FarmFuture plans at Food Forest Farm



�������
����
�
��������
���������
�� ����
�������������
�����
�������
��������
����

Are food forests a viable addition 
to growing food for homes and 
farms in New England?

What are the resources farmers 
and gardeners need to grow 
these systems?

How do we build a network of 
food foresters in Massachusetts 
and beyond?

What other questions should we 
be asking?

Experimenting withExperimenting with
food forests is fun and food forests is fun and 
rewardingrewarding ……
Go out there and try it!Go out there and try it!



PermacultureNursery.com

edibleforestgardens.com

perennialvegetables.org

Landscaping with Fruit  – Lee Reich

The Organic Farmer's Business Handbook - Richard Wiswall

Tree Crops: A Permanent Agriculture - J. Russel Smith

landinstitute.org

apiosinstitute.org/

nuestras-raices.org

agroforestrycenter.org

northeasternpermaculture.wikispaces.com
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Acknowledgments to Eric Toensmeier for his 
continued passionate support, friendship and 
mentorship. (Oh, and thanks for the use of 
many of his slides and pictures.)

ET & DJ
Books available at VisionWorks booth
Or
You can order from their web sites



Contact Me (:Contact Me (:


