Community Garden meeting minutes from 2008/01/20 at Hildreth House

Introduction
These notes are a summary of the ideas discussed at the meeting.

There are many reasons to have a community garden. Some people may not have a good space for a garden at home because of rocky terrain, poor soil, or lack of sunlight. The community garden provides an open, flat, sunny space. Members have a range of experience and can learn from others, share ideas, and simply grow food.  A community garden is a good place to spend time with children. Outdoors experiencing the seasons, they discover the lifecycle that is part of our source of food. People can simply gather and talk; the community garden serves as a meeting place.

A community garden is a way to practice stewardship of the land. We cultivate, plant, fertilize, mulch, and finally harvest. Along the way, many plants and animals develop a relationship with the garden. If we grow flowers, insects and birds are attracted for food and habitat. Some eat insects we consider harmful to our crops. Even if birds and insects eat some of the produce that we would like to harvest, as long as we are satisfied there is plenty left for us, we have contributed to the diversity of the habitat. No doubt some animals will eat everything if given a chance, and we have to guard against them. But there may be ways to turn these defenses into growing opportunities, such as a fence that serves as a trellis for climbing plants.

The garden can be a learning center and an opportunity for community service. There are plenty of projects for local students. Help is needed with planning, site preparation, trucking in fertilizer and mulch, planting, irrigation, perhaps building a tool shed and shady rest area, and community outreach. The garden site is a great place to hold workshops. Some that come to mind are the mushroom growing workshops offered in Harvard last year, and workshops on farming practices, organic techniques, permaculture, and food preservation.  Finally, produce can be donated to groups that distribute it to people who need food. 

Location

One of the most important things in establishing a garden is its location. What is the travel distance for members? Is it easy to get to? Is the site's terrain flat or sloped, and is water runoff and erosion an issue? What is the climate like? Is it warm, or does it typically frost late in the spring and early in the fall?

How big is the garden site? This is important, because a greater number of participants requires more services. These services include: parking, site cultivation, water, fertilizer, mulch, tools, and perhaps tool storage. How big is an individual plot? The desired site size can be calculated from the plot size multiplied by the number of desired plots.

Is there a ready supply of water? Does the water source persist through dry summers?  How is water made available to gardeners? How much work do gardeners have to do throughout the week to irrigate their crops?

What is the soil quality like? What is the history of the land use? Has it been unused, or has it been residential, or commercial (i.e. an orchard). Factors such as pH, organic material, and amount of lead and other toxic components can be determined with soil tests.

What sort of fencing is needed to protect against woodchucks and deer? Depending on the length of the site's perimeter, a tall fence to keep out deer may be expensive. It is also a very permanent structure. An alternative might be a solar powered electric fence - which can include electrified netting to keep out smaller animals, and tape to keep out the deer. This fencing is at risk of lightening strikes during electrical storms. The cost of this fencing needs to be evaluated.

If a site is too small to support the number of people who want to garden, it's a good idea to have other sites in mind for expansion.  While this may not happen in the short term, it is a possibility over time and is worth thinking about. This is one of the reasons to keep a wish list of the features that are desirable in a garden site. Options for finding new sites include conversations with the Conservation Commission about locations and offers for land use by private citizens. Insurance becomes a factor in the latter case and fees may have to be charged to cover insurance costs. Another option could be to have a large area for future expansion, but only cultivate a portion of it.
How permanent are the crops and structures on the garden site? Crops include perennials such as asparagus and strawberries. Structures such as fencing, tool sheds, and arbors or trellises support the gardening effort. Permanent structures may want to be minimized or easily disassembled, in the event the garden becomes unused.

Services

The garden should provide a basic set of services, so that members are free to concentrate their time and planning on their crops. Services include:

· site preparation: mowing and tilling, 

· a ready supply of fertilizer and mulch,

· water, distributed so that it is readily accessible in each plot,

· adequate fencing for protection against small and large animals,

· tools and tool storage.

Agreements

A committee should be formed of three to five people who address questions related to planning, agreements, funding, and partnership.

If the garden is on Town conservation land, like the old community garden on Littleton Road, then permission has to be obtained from the Harvard Conservation Trust. A proposal should be prepared that demonstrates public interest, and discusses issues around site acquisition, preparation, maintenance, and exit. The proposal makes a best effort to describe a viable organization.

The garden should have a set of bylaws that describe:

· Group versus individual responsibilities.

· Weed control

· Methods - organic?

· Requirements for wood and other materials used in the gardens

· Membership

· Joining

· Dues

· Reasons a membership may be cancelled

· How memberships are given if there is a waiting list 
· Plot size
· Individual vs. shared plots (or both)
· Guidelines for using the garden to grow produce for the farmers market. Is this allowed or not? If allowed, an agreement that gardeners cannot undercut producers’ prices. They are trying to make a living, not side money, and they usually own their land, pay taxes and carry all expenses.
Funding

The garden will have expenses that can be met by member dues, donations, and grants. A list of expenses needs to be drawn up. The list includes site prep and cultivation, fencing, water supplies: cisterns/barrels, pump, and well, and gardening tools and storage shed.

It is also a good idea to ask for donations of materials. For example, a local juice company may have large plastic barrels that can be placed as water cisterns throughout the garden.

Partnership

This is a whole community project and a community asset. There are mutual benefits to partnering with other groups in town, for example the Garden Club, Harvard Conservation Trust, the Conservation Commission, and possibly local producers and the Farmers Market.
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