Community Garden meeting

Feb. 25, 2008

Joe D'Eramo, Paul Morris, Susan Morris, Deborah Forbes, Bill Blackwell, Sydney Blackwell, Ann Taylor, Rick Wood

Littleton Rd. site walk, Feb. 16

Several people toured the Littleton Rd site two weeks ago to get an idea of the contour of the land, boundaries, sun and shade, access to water, etc. We noticed a swale in the middle but couldn't tell its origin due to the snow cover. 

The southern part has more area and is more open (and so has more sun). The northern part is lowland and is more shaded. It's also wetter because it borders Bower's brook.

There is a trail that runs east-west in the southern part. The garden probably should be placed to the north of this trail; perhaps it could border the garden?

Dave Picard of Idlevale farm plants corn in the adjacent field to feed his cows, and would be willing to drop off a load of cow manure at the community garden site. He would need space to get the truck into the field and turn around. The manure is not composted, and we would have to spread it ourselves. Deborah can lend an ATV with a cart, and we can also use wheelbarrows.

Dave recommended spreading it after the ground was tilled, else tilling would bury it too deep. There was a question whether that would be a problem. Since it wasn't composted, it might burn the plants' roots if lying on top of the soil. We discussed whether we wanted to not spread it this year, but instead let it compost and use for compost tea.

Or we could spread it this year on an unused portion of the field with a cover crop, for use next year. There was some discussion about cover crops. Ann likes buckwheat. Vetch is good but can live through the winter and come up again in the spring. Spelt may be good in wet soil. If the cover crop is tall, it should be cut before tilling else it is hard to till.

Worth talked with Lisa Shaw, who said that Tony has agreed to till without charge. We discussed putting up a placard at the site in appreciation of Toreku Tractor, and thanks on the community garden website.

Both Dave and Tony said we should till at the end of May to till. Dave said the soil would probably need lime.

Garden Layout

Bill, Paul, and Deborah volunteered to look at aspects of garden layout.

We talked about importing Paul's site maps into the OpenOffice drawing program, to work with garden and plot location. OpenOffice is free software, available at http://www.openoffice.org/. The map in this format could be downloaded from the community garden website so anyone could work with it.

There are many questions to answer about layout. They include the garden as a whole, including parking area and community gathering area, garden location within the field, and planting a portion of the garden with cover crops for next year. They also include questions about plots within the garden, such as plot orientation, location of perennial vs. annual plots, how big are plots, what are their dimensions, and how far apart are they, etc. It may be good to know what people are planting so we can organize by height (so tall plants don't shade short ones), and by companions. We'll want perennial as well as annual beds.

Plot size depends on what is planted - there are different patterns for planting - rows in some cases, scatter in others, or mixed (example: 3 sisters). We'll want to know a basic size to offer to members, who can sign up for plots in multiples of this size. To determine the best plot size and dimensions, it would help to know the experience of other groups. Ann noted that there are many groups in Wisconsin and Oregon, who have done this kind of thing and may have information.

It would be good to talk with the previous gardeners of the Littleton Road site, to get an idea of the issues they faced. Perhaps they could be invited to the next meeting.

Goals

We agreed the goals that Ann put together look good. Rick suggested adding a line about a gathering place. Joe suggested the line "Common land where people gather to grow food and build community", and everyone agreed that was a good summary. We discussed changing the word build to share. Rick suggested adding experimenting to the education goal.

We talked at length about asking the Boy Scouts if they would be interested in working on projects, including benches for a gathering area, trellis or arbor, tool shed, sign board for rules, water supply, etc. Deborah agreed to ask them.

Rules

We talked about posting rules at the site. A short list of rules is simple and relies on common sense, but it may be good to provide more detail for newcomers. The rules should be friendly and pleasant to read. It should be clear that although this is a community garden, the food is not free for picking. There should be a statement about dogs on leashes, and people should watch their children around the electric fence.

There should be an educational area open to the public. Is the gathering area (trellis and benches) open to the public too?

The site needs somewhere to display the rules. We talked about putting them on the tool shed, but we may not have a shed this year. We could put up a signboard, and put a bulletin board on the other side so members could leave notes for each other. This would want to be weatherproof, with perhaps a small roof against rain. We could put up a chalkboard, or whiteboard and grease pencils that would be water resistant.

Bylaws

There are three levels of participation in the community garden - members, steering committee, and Harvard Local board. The steering committee provides governance - finances, and representation to Harvard Local and to the town.  Communication between members and steering committee should be straightforward so that ideas are circulated, and so that members' input is included in decisions. Perhaps an organization such as cells, where each steering committee member talks with 3-4 members.

The bylaws should define membership in the steering committee, and should allow members to change from year to year.

Other Sites

Paul brought up the idea of considering other sites. We discussed starting a database with location, size, water availability, soil quality, etc. We should visit the sites at wet and dry times during the growing season, to see what the sites are like then. Bring a camera and take pictures.

Fencing

We're looking at a double layer of electric fencing, with 3' between the inner and outer fences. 30" high mesh on the inside keeps out smaller animals - woodchucks, etc. 164' costs $130. 2 or 3 rows of tape on the outside keeps out deer, who won't jump the double fence. Paul Willard and others have said to bait the tape with peanut butter, the deer try to eat it and learn to avoid the shock. This has to happen before the garden sprouts else they are too attracted to the vegetables and will find a way to get past the fence. Wooden posts are needed at the corners to support the mesh and tape. Agway sells white cedar posts but they ran out last year. Rick has red cedar trees that have died and can be cut.

Joe has a 4' square chain link gate. This would be easy to open as it's not electrified. We could make the tool shed part of the gate. We'd want a shed door inside the fence to give easy access to tools. And a door outside too.

Funding

The Garden Club has scholarship grants. Not sure what the application deadline is. We should be specific that the request is for fencing. Sydney will write it up and email out to the group. Deb has another pointer to an organization who gives grants. Their deadline for applications is March 3. No one is currently working on that application.

Deb is willing to be on the public relations committee, and we need other volunteers. We can also raise funds with membership dues. We can calculate what the dues must be after any grant money is received. The community garden organization should have a treasurer. We can use the Harvard Local bank account.

Town Meeting, March 29

We should have a community garden handout at the Harvard Local table. We also need a plan in case a large number of people sign up. If there is not enough space on Littleton Road, we should have another site available. There was some discussion about whether we wanted to risk having more members at this time, but the benefits seemed clear. Much of the work done for Littleton Road can be reused for other sites - bylaws, rules, some garden layout. We'll need to consider water, soil amendments, and fencing with each new site.

Website

Bill and Rick have been talking about adding community garden pages to the Harvard Local website. The idea was to have the main community garden page be a welcome page, and present useful information such as goals, meeting dates and places, and news/calendar. It should also thank businesses who contributed services or materials to the garden effort. This main page should be uncluttered and easy to read. More detailed information - application form, pictures, etc. - could be reached by links from the main page, but links should not go more than 2-3 layers deep. It was agreed that meeting agendas and minutes should be publicly available, reachable by links from the meeting listings. The main page should have a person to contact - Rick volunteered for that.

