Proposal for the Berkeley Community Orchard

Progress Report – April 20, 2003

The Berkeley Community Orchard group submitted a Preliminary Proposal to the City of Berkeley Parks, Waterfront, and Recreation Commission on September 6, 2002. Since that time, several areas of the proposal have developed.  Below is a summary of these developments:

· Endorsements and/or recognition of support by community and neighborhood groups: Berkeley Partners for Parks, the Berkeley Food Policy Council, the Berkeley Community Gardening Collaborative, and the San Pablo Park Neighborhood Council.

· Preliminary design and planting scheme is under development by the Orchard group. Simultaneously, and coincidentally, a UC Berkeley Planning studio is being conducted on remaining portions of the SFRoW.

· Assessment of water needs and resources for irrigation and rain catchment and/or alternatives to metered water consumption.

· Community access and stewardship structure is being developed.

· Monthly meetings have continued with local residents and other interested people.

· An informal soil assessment was made by a soils expert from Merritt College, and the requirements for a formal soil test has been established.

· A banner maker party is being organized for Saturday, May 3 as a way to get more children involved and develop neighborhood enthusiasm for the Community Orchard project.

Endorsements

Members of the Berkeley Community Orchard project have met both formally and informally with several neighborhood and community groups. We made presentations at meetings of Berkeley Partners for Parks, the Berkeley Food Policy Council, and the Berkeley Community Gardening Collaborative, the Carleton Street Neighbors Association, and the San Pablo park Neighborhood Council. All of these organizations have explicitly voiced support for the Community Orchard project. The School Garden Coordinator at Longfellow Middle School has great interest in having her students use the Orchard for educational projects. We are continuing to meet with community and school garden groups, so that we can better understand the variety of educational and cultural uses for the orchard.

Design and Planting Scheme

We have developed a very preliminary planting and design scheme, which we are continuing to work on. Our plan includes an ADA-accessible walkway made from DG, two informal outdoor “classrooms” with straw-bale seating areas, and a tool storage area. A UC Berkeley landscape architecture student is currently developing our preliminary scheme to scale on paper, including the proposed pedestrian crosswalk across Derby Street, linking the two parcels. Unlike commercial orchards, our planting plan clusters trees together along the curving central walkway in mixed variety combinations. Rather than a separate section for each type of fruit, we imagine different fruit species planted in ways that recognize their diverse habits, with combinations of shapes, scents, harvest periods. This way the orchard will maximize on the beauty of seasonal changes of leafing, flowering, and fruiting. We will include vining fruits (especially grapes and kiwi) in our plan, as well as evergreen fruiting olives, so that even in winter, there is shape and texture to the orchard landscape.

Another component of the design being developed includes creating a swale or dry-stream bed “skeleton” showing the location of Potter Creek. Potter Creek was channeled underground into the City drainage system many years ago. We want to include some sort of visual reminder of the creek’s existence in the Orchard by recreating its path above ground, and planting native grasses along this pathway. Because drainage is a problem on both lots, we expect to get expert consultation 

for a swale or streambed, since it may, in fact, channel water in the rainy season.

Simultaneously and coincidentally, we are delighted that the SFRoW is the site for a UC Berkeley City Planning studio course this semester. The planning course is taught by instructor Stephen Wheeler, a long-time Berkeley resident and community-minded planner. We are hopeful that the site analysis and evaluation made by these students will help us identify design solutions from a holistic planning perspective.

Assessment of water needs and resources

There has been a lot of discussion about water needs and resources. The EBMUD estimate for metering the 2 parcels (which have never been metered) would cost in the range of $8000-$10,000. We have since learned that City of Berkeley paid for the installation of water at Cedar Rose Park and we would ask the City to pay for metering of the Community Orchard.  Other sources of water are also possible. 

Marcy Greenhut, a master gardener and member of the Berkeley Community Gardening Collaborative, is currently researching the use of alternative models for water consumption. She is looking at the possibility of using very little water from metered sources, but instead rely on rain catchment systems and natural groundwater sources. We look forward to hearing more about her findings as other elements of the plan develop. Her research is a special project for Merritt College Permaculture class.

During a site visit to the Portland Community Orchard in April 2003, we learned that they actually stopped watering their orchard entirely after first two years. While Portland is generally much wetter than Berkeley, the hot months are quite similar and it has been suggested that a very minimal watering scheme is likely to succeed on our proposed Berkeley site.

Community access and stewardship structure

We are continuing to develop a scheme for public and community access to the Community Orchard. Door-to-door canvassing of neighborhood residents has revealed that the majority of neighbors living close to or adjoining the SFRoW do not want the Community Orchard to be open at all times. This attitude is due primarily to property security and safety considerations. Neighbors do not want to attract children without supervision, after-hours use of the site, or illegal activity in general (such as dumping and drug traffic). The orchard group has discussed these issues at length. While we feel that, ultimately, the orchard could be an open public space in future years, right now neighborhood culture is not conducive.

Our vision for community access has 2-levels. The first level is comprised of the “drop-in” passerby who simply wants to visit the orchard and look at the trees, but isn’t committed to working on a regular basis. Our aim is to have regular weekly hours on Saturdays or Sundays in which the orchard is open to anyone who wants to visit. These weekend hours would be posted on signs at entrances, with other contacts and general information. School groups, elder groups, and any other educational/social groups could make arrangements with the orchard coordinator(s) for access during the school day, or at other times.

This brings us to the second, more administrative, level. We are devising a stewardship and coordination core that would oversee these weekend hours and coordinate orchard work days and events. We imagine a nominal membership fee ($10.00 a year or similar). With this fee come membership requirements: a commitment of overseeing public weekend hours twice a year, and the commitment of participating in one workday a year, and attendance at an annual planning meeting. With100 members, we could have 2 people at every open weekend throughout the year, and approximately 10 people at once a month work parties.  Of course, the work parties, harvesting, special events and training are also open to the public. We expect people from throughout Berkeley would join us on workdays and events. 

The membership fees would allow for a small petty-cash type fund for supplies and tools—at $10. per membership, we would generate $1000. annually. These funds would help us with special events, such as hosting harvest festivals, tasting parties, and seasonal activities for the entire community. The fee could also cover a number of “scholarships” for anyone who could not afford the fee, but is committed to participating on a regular basis.

Monthly meetings

Since our first meeting in April 2002, the orchard group has continued to meet on a monthly basis. We use these meetings to discuss developments, and introduce new people to the project. We announce meetings to the immediate residents of 1400 blocks of Ward, Derby and Carleton streets with flyers. Folks not in the distribution area have attended by word of mouth. At some point, monthly meetings could, and should, be broadcast more widely; up to now we have focused on getting more neighborhood residents involved. 

Soil Analysis and Testing

We met with Fernando Agudelo-Silva, a faculty of the Merritt College Horticulture program to discuss the state of the soil on site. His informal recommendation includes surface ripping the entire parcels to encourage soil circulation and aeration. We are currently looking for a company that would be will to do this pro-bono with heavy equipment, and grade at the same time. After grading and ripping, we plan on applying several yards of compost and organic matter to the planting sites. Fernando is also researching a recycling project with Peets Coffee to recycle coffee waste on community gardens. He has applied for an Alameda County Waste Management program grant to implement his project on several garden sites. The Berkeley Community Orchard could be one of the recipients, however, no formal structure is in place at this time.

We are also aware of the soil testing that was done on the southern-most portions of the SFRoW on behalf of the BOSS Urban Gardening Institute project. The preliminary report reveals that, while the soil is in extremely bad shape, there where no serious “red flags” on the toxics level. We would like to discuss the issue of soil toxicity with Geoffrey Fielder of the Berkeley Toxics Management Division to determine the most relevant and necessary steps.
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