Why transforming the Silver Maple Forest into a commons is the key to saving it from development

Part 1: The Silver Maple Forest is "the commons"

Common. A word that catches in the mind and sticks, like a mass of leaves clogging a drainpipe. "Common ground": the philosopher's stone of political disputes. "Common sense": either Thomas Paine's rebellious pamphlet, or the arch-foil of revolutionaries, dissenters, and malcontents everywhere. A catchy - viral? - word.


This June in Boston, over 700 people from around the country and around the world converged for "CommonBound 2014", a conference organized by the New Economy Coalition for the purpose of bringing a widely-shared vision of a just, sustainable, and equitable economy. The idea of a "commons" often figured prominently in the solutions put forward. Presenter Janelle Orsi of the Sustainable Economies Law Center quoted David Bollier's book, Think Like a Commoner: "A commons may arise whenever a group of people decides that it wishes to manage a resource in a collective manner, with special regard for equitable access, use and long-term stewardship." Such shared-property arrangements are important to this essay, but for a moment I want to draw your attention to a closely related but slightly different concept: "the commons". While a commons (no quotation marks) is something specific, with well-defined boundaries, that is managed collectively through formal or informal agreements, "the commons" (note the quotation marks) is a term referring to the world of resources on which we all depend - regardless of legal ownership.


The Silver Maple Forest, my main topic in this essay, is a good example of the difference between the a commons and "the commons". While the Silver Maple Forest is not managed collectively and is not therefore a commons, it is part of "the commons". We all benefit from it. For example, its soil absorbs much of the water that falls as rain and stores it as groundwater. The roots of the trees and other vegetation slows down the water run over the ground's surface - including runoff coming from from nearby paved surfaces - and filters out solids that the water might be carrying, such as sediment. The vegetation also cycles that water back into the atmosphere through evapotranspiration.


All of these functions lessen the burden on municipal water facilities and help mitigate the flooding that is a severe problem in this area.  Indeed, much of the forest lies in the FEMA-designated 100-year floodplain, suggesting that the forest is doing crucial work keeping fluff levels down. New research on how fungi convert toxics into more biologically safe compounds suggest that the numerous fungi present in the soils and decaying wood of the forest is actively fighting the toxic effects of pollution and making us healthier.


Then there's the forests status as wildlife habitat - a recent survey counted 90 species of birds, for example. Two vernal pools exist within the forest - habitats for many unique species that are as rare as they are sensitive. Providing wildlife habitat renders the Silver Maple Forest part of the commons for two distinct reasons. On the one hand, since we all depend on ecosystem services - to provide food, for example, we need pollinators as well as a balanced insect ecology (including insect-eating birds) to keep pests in check. The biodiversity that the forest supports helps to keep the complex interactions of the larger ecosystem running. On the other hand, the existence of diverse wildlife in itself is a benefit. Why should we limit our community to only human members? Psychologically, spiritually, and intellectually, most of us would prefer a world in which these beings continue to flourish nearby.


I'll limit this discussion to one more example: atmospheric carbon dioxide, which causes global warming. Trees breathe it in and replace it with oxygen. Additionally, as forest soils are built up through the conversion of decaying organic matter into humus, significant amounts of carbon dioxide are taken out of the atmosphere and stored in the soil for good (or until the forest is clearcut and the soils are tilled, eroded or paved). We are all threatened by global warming. The Pentagon considers the instability and resource scarcity that global warming is already causing to be one of the upcoming century's biggest threats to homeland security and domestic tranquility. We should all be grateful the trees, soil organisms, and the many other actors within the global commons, that moderate global warming in this way.

Part 2: Cultivating a commons at the Silver Maple Forest

To European settlers of eastern North America, the forests seemed a “howling wilderness”, in the words of Plymouth colony chronicler William Bradford. It took many years before the historical record reflected the realization that in large parts of North America, the landscape - though full of mature stands of trees and possessing a wild beauty that we usually associated with places untouched by humans - was actually a result of the actions and decisions of the native humans. Techniques such as controlled burns and intentional plantings altered plant distributions and thus allowed native Americans to tweak the forests and meadows in ways that benefitted humans. These forestry and horticulture practices were so good at keeping the forest looking, feeling, and acting “natural” that the European settlers - for whom cultivating the land mainly meant erasing trees in favor of monocultures of annual grains - couldn’t recognize them as anything but undisturbed wilderness.


While we would never consider burning any part of the Silver Maple Forest, we can learn a message from this story: that there are multiple ways to alter an ecosystem for human benefit, and not all of them involve large scale destruction. Perhaps the best way to save the Silver Maple Forest is to change it.


For example, take one innovative approach that could yield fruit (literally): forest gardening. Small, carefully-chosen sections of the forest could be carefully managed to create unique, beautiful landscapes that function like an intact ecosystem - cycling nutrients, absorbing and strong rainwater, and offering habitat to wildlife of all kinds. At the same time, theese spaces would offer benefits to humans that we associate with gardening - a creative outlet, peaceful space for human activity, and bountiful harvests. In keeping with the theme of the commons, such gardens could also become spaces of education and exploration for all ages. In the wild, untouched parts of the forests, education activities would focus on wildlife and forest ecology, while in the forest gardens, people could learn about the They would create new ways for city dwellers to experience a living forest besides hiking and birding.


For inspiration, we can look to numerous examples of forest gardens that are springing up around the country and around the world, keeping in mind that forest gardens can differ greatly from one another in atmosphere, intended use, species composition, and development process. A forest garden in Seattle that focuses on cultivating edible species recently gained publicity as the nation’s largest public “food forest”. The situation there is different in many ways from the situation with the Silver Maple Forest - especially because the Beacon Food Forest in Seattle was created on unused land that was owned by the state, while we are hoping to buy privately-owned leaned from its would-be developer. Nonetheless, I want to quote a story recorded in the news coverage around the Beacon Food Forest to demonstrate the ways that forest gardening can weave different elements of a community together:
One afternoon the design team showed up on site and discovered the play fields inundated with the tents, pageantry, barbecues, and crowds of a typical afternoon of Samoan cricket playing. The design had to be revised to accommodate their short-cut up to the fields and plans were made to interview members of the Samoan community to find out what kinds of plants they would like to have along the edge [Beacon Food Forest] shares with the fields.

I also want to emphasize that food production doesn’t need to be the primary focus of a forest garden. Wildlife habitat, carbon sequestration, the creation of wetlands, aesthetic pleasure, atmosphere and “vibe” are all potential priorities - although such goals are more often complementary than not in well-designed forest gardens.  How about a small area with picnic tables, where the ground is planted with low-growing sedges and broadleaf plantains that don’t need to be mowed, mingled with clover and yarrow for self-renewing soil fertility? Perennial edible greens and fruit bushes could be planted within reach of picnickers. Or, how about a modest hardscaped area, for public and private functions? The extra runoff water could be absorbed and put back into the ecosystem by well-designed landforming and plant selection around the hardscaped area. The forest gardens we create can be as small as we want, leaving a large majority of the current forest as undisturbed wilds.


What other transformations could draw in even more of the community? The 60 affordable housing units could be retained without the hundreds of upmarket units, severely decreasing the amount of impermeable surface created and loss of habitat. Permeable pavement could be used for parking. Rainwater coming off of the roofs could be captured in cisterns to be used for irrigation for the thirstier parts of the gardens. We could install bleeding-edge, but well-proven, ecological building techniques. For example, the housing could be built with systems for graywater recycling (when “gray” water coming out of showers, sinks, and washing machines is used as a valuable input for gardening instead of being sent to the sewers). Natural construction styles like cob, strawbale, or “earthship” structures can be quite inexpensive (and beautiful) while meeting or exceeding any desirable insulation values. Heating systems using thermal mass, such as rocket stoves and radiant floors, can reduce emissions and heating costs. This way, the affordable housing units would contribute to the forest’s beauty and ecological functioning instead of detracting.

Part 3: A new way forward

So far this essay has been about my dreams, visions, and ideas - essentially, I've been describing how I would manage the Silver Maple Forest if I were totally in charge. I've been engaged in this imaginative speculation to generate inspiration, to open my readers' eyes to the SMF's potential as a "commons" - a shared resource managed in common. Despite my focus on such flights of fancy, what I'm advocating for has nothing to do directly with forest gardens or any of the rest of it.


So lets get specific: I'm proposing that we buy the Silver Maple Forest from O'Neill and turn it over to the community to be managed as a commons. What do I mean by this? First, we would define the community who use, or could use, the SMF as a forest. Off the top of my head I imagine this would include individuals or families who live within walking distance of the forest; schools and universities, particularly departments focused on ecology, forestry, and horticulture; and wildlife experts familiar with the area, who could act as representatives of the non-human stakeholders. Second, we would work out the details of a system of governance - a fancy name for a repeatable process of making decisions and carrying them out - that gives the community direct control over the management of the forest. To ensure that this set of agreements is sustainable, it should prioritize equitability (i.e. one-member-one-vote), allow anyone to propose new ideas easily, and include well-defined mechanisms for conflict resolution. To phrase these ideas in a more abstract manner, it should balance and take into account the needs, desires, and ideas of all community members. The bureaucratic state and the idea of experts ruling from afar has proven itself abjectly unable to meet any of these criteria - resulting in the absurdity of the current situation A coalition of community members can do much better. 


The idea of putting the SMF under direct community management as a commons, I believe, opens up new directions from which funds could arrive to help buy the SMF. As demonstrated by the CommonBound conference mentioned above, many organizations, institutions, and individuals are seeking means to encourage exactly this kind of community governance and expansion of "the commons". With our plan for community management in our pocket, we can look to these sources in addition to those interested in preserving public space and protecting valuable ecosystems. Furthermore, if my ideas about building the affordable housing were translated into a nuts-and-bolts proposal, we might get the state government back on our side, too.


Beyond funding sources, I am certain that we will discover many new allies in our efforts to prevent the currently-planned development when we set our intentions on creatively, wisely, and respectfully managing the Silver Maple Forest as a commons (while retaining its primary character as wilds). For example, many folks in the region are discovering the joys of forest gardening, ecological garden, and food forests. Meetup groups, local workshops such as hose offered by Jonathan Bates and Eric Toensmeier of Holyoke, and permaculture design classes are overflowing with people who want to try their hand at exactly what I described earlier: tweaking ecosystems in smart ways so that biodiversity and ecosystem services are improved while other benefits to humans, like food and living spaces, are expanded. We can reach out to these folks and motivate them to assist in our efforts to prevent the O'Neill development and turn the forest over to community governance.


I hope this essay has convinced you of the basic premise of this strategy: that to expose the currently-planned development as the foolishness that it is and to muster the support we need, we need to draw on our imagination and enthusiasm and begin talking about the incredible possibilities of managing the Silver Maple Forest as a commons.
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