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Food forests 
Food forests: a historical perspective 

Fransjan de Waard 
'Voedselbos' is the Dutch version of the internationally 
accepted term 'food forest'. Both refer to agricultural 
ecosystems with the layered structure and diverse species 
composition of a natural forest.  A food forest mainly contains 
perennial plants, trees and shrubs, which provide edible or 
otherwise useful products. In the meantime, the term food 
forests increasingly denotes contemporary systems that are 
designed in the context of the current food transition from 
industrial monocultures to integral polycultures. However,  food 
forests are by no means a new phenomenon. In various places 
in the world, especially in the tropics where the intensity of the 
sunlight is many times higher, food forests can be found that 
have been functioning for many hundreds of years. Examples of 
this are found mainly in Southeast Asia, the Pacific Islands and 
West Africa. 
 
Until the last century, small-scale, intensively managed food 
forests were the livelihood for millions of people. They 
managed these traditionally as their 'garden', by harvesting all 
kinds of foods all year round for almost all of their needs. Not 
only were plant foods harvested in the form of edible fruits, 
nuts, seeds, leaves, shoots, stems and roots, but also fodder and 
animal food, firewood, fibres, flowers, spices, medicines, natural 
fragrances, colours and flavours, honey, mushrooms, insects and 
other forms of usable biomass.  
 
What does a food forester do and what is a 
food forest? 
 
Marc Buiter 
A food forester designs, plants and manages food forests for 
humans and for nature. She or he designs a food forest to 
achieve a natural forest ecosystem with seven to nine layers 
of vegetation in which perennial, edible species dominate. 
You will find everything in a forest that grows from trees, 
shrubs, herbs and tuber and root crops to ground covers, 
climbing plants and fungi. A food forester also cares for valu-
able landscape elements such as hedges, hedgerows and 
aquatic zones through which a food forest gradually 
acquires the rich, layered structure which is also present in 
a natural forest. 

There is growing interest in ‘Food 
Forests’ throughout Europe and 
beyond. Given the diverse foods 
that can be grown, produced and 
foraged in woodlands, this is a 
topic that the ITGA has decided to 
explore in their field days and 
webinars. The Netherland’s Food 
Forestry Foundation (VBNL) has 
kindly shared background inform-
ation on its initiative as outlined 
here.
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A food forest is therefore much more than a forest contain-
ing edible species. Food foresters design, plant and manage 
food forests as self-sustaining ecosystems from which food 
can be harvested all year round, depending on the season. In 
addition, a balanced food forest provides a rich 'harvest' of 
high-quality nature, attractive landscape and other useful 
products such as wood, medicinal herbs and seeds and plant-
ing material. In other words, a food forest is a reconciliation 
of nature with modern agriculture. 
 
Vegetation layers 
In relation to the production function, a food forest can be 
characterized as a highly diverse agricultural ecosystem, i.e. a 
so-called 'polyculture' with the structure of a natural forest. 
A complete food forest is at least made up of eight 'vegeta-
tion layers' or 'storeys' (see panel).

1.   Crown layer with tall trees such as walnut trees and sweet  
     chestnuts and standard fruit trees such as the alderberry  
     and sweet cherry. 
2.   Lower (fruit) trees and higher shrubs such as hazel, apple  
     trees and Siberian olive willow. 
3.   Lower shrubs, e.g. black and red currant, raspberry and  
     rose hip. 
4.   Herb layer with leftover vegetables such as sea kale, wild  
     garlic, asparagus and artichoke. 
5.   Ground creepers and cover crops, for example dog trotter,  
     nasturtiums and wild strawberries. 
6.   Root, tuber and bulbous plants such as Jerusalem artichoke,  
     silver squirrel, horseradish and turmeric. 
7.   Climbing plants that climb through several layers, for  
     example kiwi, grape and hops. 
8.   Fungi and soil organisms such as mushrooms, chanterelles  
     and porcini mushrooms. 
9.   If water is present, a ninth layer can be added to the above  
     layers consisting of aquatic plants such as watercress, cattail  
     and  Vietnamese water fennel. 
 
For more information on Food Forests see 
https://www.voedselbosbouw.org/ 
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