Margam Forest garden project

"The ultimate goal of farming is not the growing of crops, but the cultivation and perfection of human beings."
                                   - Masanobu Fukuoka

Synopsis

Margam Park is a local authority owned house and gardens of historical interest that is famous for it’s mixed herd of fallow, red and Chinese Pere David’s deer or Milu.  Another feature of the Park is the Orangery, which was originally built during the 18th century to house a large collection of orange, lemon and citrus trees.  There is a considerable amount of the invasive and resilient Turkish plant Rhododendron ponticum, long established at a significant proportion of the park.  The rhododendron stands are both mature and extensive, and although they produce an attractive display of colour on the hillsides when flowering, very little else grows where it has become firmly established as the soil has become impoverished and acidic as a result.

The park management has recently embarked upon a five-year programme of eradicating the rhododendron and some areas have already been clear felled.


The above image depicts an area of recently cleared rhododendron that is the proposed site for the Margam Forest Garden project.  BTCV Cymru already has a long established history of working in partnership with the management of the park.  BTCV Cymru`s Swansea and Neath-Port-Talbot Blue Green Gym is based at the park.  The Blue Green Gyms remit is to engage individuals with work limiting health conditions and the long-term unemployed.

Goals Articulation

There are multiple objectives;

· Improve soil conditions by stimulating biology

· Increase biodiversity levels

· Provide on site opportunities for community engagement

· Grow a variety of food 

· Grow fodder crops for the park’s deer herd

· On site provision for training and research

Fundamentally, the forest gardening project aims to achieve the holistic objective of increasing environmental awareness, knowledge of healthy diet and physical activity levels in the outdoors whilst also providing onsite training opportunities among all who engage with the project. It is planned to do so through an integration of ecological and horticultural workshops. Initially, participants of BTCV Cymru`s Swansea and Neath-Port-Talbot Blue Green Gym will be actively involved with implementing the forest garden project.  Opportunities for further community involvement are likely to increase as the project evolves.

Project ethics

The project, in keeping with one of the Park’s original objectives of growing fruit, has a strong ethical theme.  This is most easily described as three prime ethics integrated throughout the fabric of the project, which in no particular order are as follows;

1. People care

Issues among the vulnerable participatory groups engaged to date at Margam include asylum seeking, physical and mental illness, obesity, bereavement, addiction and associated depression, paranoia and low self-esteem. Participants have previously grown accustomed to having their needs met in a very segregated environment and as a result are defensive and challenging to reach. However, as well as a general dissatisfaction with their perceived quality of life there is a desire within them to improve things. Presenting people in such life situations with the opportunity to increase their self-esteem by developing their experiential learning and awareness with a rich diversity of activities in an integrated environment has been proven to naturally have the causal effect of individuals evolving slow and small solutions to the issues in their lives. 

Regular exposure to nature is potentially a great healing tool for the participants whose lives are predominately segregated from nature. Combining the cultivation of an interest in growing food with eating more healthily, obtaining a larger portion of fresh air and gentle but stimulating physical exercise results in noticeable attitude change among all who take part. Working with nature rather than against it, and being able to experience first hand the increasing levels of plant and animal life as a site develops and an eco-systemic network of life evolves all around can have life changing effects for the people involved with such nurturing of habitat.  Wildlife and ecology workshops, practical conservation sessions with the needs of biodiversity very much in mind, green woodworking and bush craft workshops where the simple pleasure of cooking outdoors visibly relaxes all who take part can all be offered at the site.  Natural building, coppicing, composting, bee keeping and horticultural training could all be potentially offered at the site.

2. Earth care

Right from the initial stages of the project, the very process of rebuilding soil 

with organic matter (leaf mould collected from around the park, compost

created onsite and dung from the park farm trail) will begin to increase

biodiversity levels.  It is intended to plant numerous own-root-stock fruit trees;

apples, plums, cherries and pears.  Apart from fruit trees, indigenous trees

such as hazel and hawthorn and other nitrogen fixing trees and shrubs will be

integrated into the planting plan.  Rather than just producing fruit, the forest

garden can produce a diverse range of crops – small wood, fruit, soft fruit,

vegetables, cereals, and edible fungi as well as the possibility of bees

and poultry.

Forest gardening is a revolutionary growing technique that mimics the

structure and methodology of a naturally developing forest. A forest garden

presents the potential for producing crops that meet both the needs of people

and biodiversity simultaneously in one single, integrated system. Productivity

directly benefits from attention not being divided between vegetable plot,

orchard, woodland etc. All organic by products can be returned to the site by

proactive composting and mulching, constantly improving the soil quality and

structure over time culminating in increased fertility.  Integral to successful and

productive forest gardening is the establishment of a diverse ground cover

guild of plant species.  Some will be edible whilst some will be nitrogen fixing

and soil conditioning plant species.  Others will be plants specifically suited to

supporting useful and beneficial invertebrate species.

Habitat will be deliberately nurtured throughout the forest garden to encourage

an eco-systemic support network of biodiversity to develop and flourish.

Species specific bird, bat and invertebrate nesting boxes will be designed,

created and erected throughout the site. The creation of small ponds and

wetland systems as habitat for amphibians and invertebrates, and the creation

of habitat piles and hibernacula for hedgehogs and other small mammals will

allow nature to achieve a balance of predator/prey relationships, and generally

maximise the natural diversity and yields of the site.

3. Fair share 

Margam Forest Gardening project presents a holistic and inclusive environment at which all involved will be able to take a share of the food and materials produced whilst all the while experiencing and gaining an understanding of how natural cycles work in nature.  Empowered by their successful nurturing of the environment around them, project participants will benefit from witnessing how other life forms in nature also benefit from the evolving habitat and will also develop an appreciation of how achieving a natural balance by establishing plant guilds and increased biodiversity levels will allow nature to in fact work for the benefit of people.

Progress to date

Funding has been sourced to enable the proposed site to be enclosed with deer fencing to protect the young trees and vegetation from the high density of deer at the site.  Funding has also been sourced to create a series of small ponds at the site. 

Additional information

There may be a need to accommodate a bicycle-training course within the site. The relevant authority has not decided upon this matter yet.  Either way, the site can be developed as a forest garden.  I will receive clarification of whether I will need to include the cycle track in the design in due course.

Will the project work?
My answer to this question is; “Will seeds grow?”

Resources and references; 

The idea of own-root-stock fruit trees is based on the unpublished work of the late Hugh Ermen, formerly of Brogdale Horticultural Experimentation Station.

Phil Corbett of Cool Temperate Nurseries is now attempting to take the concept further with the development of coppiced orchards and has offered advice and guidance.

Creating a Forest Garden, Working with nature to grow edible crops – Martin Crawford

Coppicing and coppice crafts, a comprehensive guide – Rebecca Oaks and David Mills

Edible Forest Gardens – David Jacke

The fruit tree handbook – Ben Pike

The Earth care manual – Patrick Whitfield
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