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Tree Bank / Hispaniola: Our Native Forest Plantings Take Shape!
hree years have passed since we
launched the Tree Bank—enough
time to test our basic approach—and
the results are clear: it works!
We started the Tree Bank in June 2006, in
the farming community of Los Cerezos,
along the Dominican Republic – Haiti border
on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola. Los
Cerezos lies on the DR side of the border; it’s
in the northwestern Dominican province of
Dajabón. Our project area is very poor; it is
also largely deforested, but it still has many
valuable forest fragments, so it’s a strategic
place to fight deforestation. The Tree Bank
works to restore native forest and improve
farm incomes. Our progress to date:
In collaboration with our partner farmers,
we built a nursery and set up a seed-collecting
program so that we could propagate native
trees directly from remnant forests. We offered
financial support for restoring forest on
degraded farmland, to give farmers a clear
incentive to participate and to help make the
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forests profitable. And thus far, our farmers
have created seven native forest plantings on
six farms. In June, we accepted contracts for
plantings on five more farms. Other farmers
would like to get into the program and we
are trying to include them as quickly as we
can. (We cannot yet grow trees fast enough
to meet demand; see page 2.)
The Tree Bank is still very small. Even with
the five new farms, our total planted area will
amount to only 14 acres. Up to now, small has
been good—better to experiment with 14
acres than with a hundred! But we think our
results are now solid enough to begin scaling
up. In addition to bringing in more farms,
we’re planning to: expand the Bank’s nursery,
improve our farm support to include a credit
program, reach out to the area’s children,
and develop a coffee export program. Step by
step, we’re working towards healthier forests
and farms—on Hispaniola, and eventually,
we hope, in other parts of the deforested
tropics as well. (See page 4.)

Photos: Above,Tree Bank Nursery Director Gaspar Pérez Aquino befriends a two-year-old
Hispaniolan pine in one of our forest restoration plantings. At left, three young members of
Gaspar’s extended family:Wilma (with toy), Mayelin (blue dress), and Wilmina.
On line: For more background on the Tree Bank and the most recent updates, go to
earthsangha.org/tb/tbmsn.html.
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Ready for Another 6,000 Seedlings
y the end of June, the Tree Bank nursery (above) had once again
been nearly emptied out, and Gaspar, our Nursery Director, was
talking about another planting spree. The planting is done by
local farmer volunteers. That’s Gaspar at right, with assorted hangers-on.
Currently, 11 native tree species are grown here. All of them are
probably in decline. The IUCN / World Conservation Union has listed
one of our species as near-threatened, another as vulnerable, and still
another, West Indian mahogany, as endangered. (Gaspar is holding a
mahogany seedling.) The nursery also grows one non-native pine (for
construction lumber), and a range of tropical “orchard” species, such as
citrus, avocado, and coffee. All trees are free to participating farmers but
only the native tree plantings receive financial support.
At present the nursery will hold about 6,000 seedlings—nowhere
near enough to meet future needs, so we’re planning to expand. To do
that, we need to install a cistern, build a storage shed, improve the
access road, and buy a used pickup truck. You can help by becoming a
Tree Bank partner! Go to earthsangha.org/tb/tbptnr.html.
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Want to donate or join the Sangha?

buddhist values in action
The Earth Sangha is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) charity
based in the Washington, DC, area and devoted to
ecological restoration. We work in the spirit of
Buddhist practice, but our members and volunteers come from a wide variety of religious and
secular backgrounds.

You can support our work by becoming a member.
Membership starts at $35 per year. Donations are
tax-deductible. You can send us a check in the
mail or donate online. We will send you a receipt
and include you in our mailings.
Our mailing address is: Earth Sangha, 10123
Commonwealth Blvd., Fairfax, VA 22032-2707.
Our web site is: earthsangha.org. Comprehensive
program information is available on our web site.

Want to volunteer or meditate with us?
We work with volunteers at our Wild Plant Nursery
and our field sites in northern Virginia and DC.

We meditate in the Del Ray section of Alexandria
on Tuesday and Wednesday evenings. For more
information on volunteering or sitting, see our
web site or call Lisa Bright at (703) 764-4830.
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How the Plantings Work
he Tree Bank supports two types of
native forest plantings: long-rotation,
high-value timber lots, and conservation reserves. Eventually, the timber lots will
be managed for sustainable production; the
reserves cannot be cut at all. Farmers receive
a small annual payment for both types of
plantings, based on the width of the tree
stems. Reserves earn more than timber lots.
The payments reward careful management:
the better the trees grow, the more they’re
worth.
The farmers don’t plant trees on their
best land—in our project area, that’s usually
reserved for beans. The trees are planted on
less fertile soils, and along the hundreds of
streams that run through the area.
The plantings themselves can be quite
sophisticated, as you can see from the photo
above. This planting contains, at present,
four or five native tree species (as the Tree
Bank nursery inventory grows, so will the
planting inventories). The planting also contains a variety of annual and perennial crops.
The crops help prevent erosion while the
trees grow and, of course, they provide some
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harvest value as well. In two more years, the
trees will probably shade out the crops.
This system creates a range of benefits,
both economic and ecological. The plantings
store carbon, improve soil, stabilize streams,
help preserve native tree species, and extend
wildlife habitat. (We share some of that
wildlife: 30 bird species migrate between the
US and this region of Hispaniola.)
The main economic benefit, of course, is
an additional source of farm income. Some
plantings may also improve adjacent soils,
thereby helping to maintain crop yields. On
a broader scale, the Tree Bank is intended to
help create an international market for tropical
forest restoration, so that small-holder farmers
like our Dominican partners can sell conservation services instead of just conventional
crops.
We’re adding other benefits too. This
year, we plan to begin enrolling the farms’
remnant forests as conservation reserves. And
we hope soon to offer some of our support
as credit—something our farmers badly
need. Taken together, these benefits should
help reconcile the farms with the forests.

Photos: Above, an annotated view of part of a Tree Bank native forest planting, showing
young trees embedded in a crop polyculture. At right, meet one of our “Spanish cedars”
(Cedrela odorata), a native Hispaniolan tree that is neither Spanish nor a cedar but that is listed
as vulnerable by the IUCN / World Conservation Union. Like all our other trees, this one
was grown from seed at our Tree Bank nursery; it’s only in its third growing season!
On line: For more on how the Tree Bank works, go to earthsangha.org/tb/tbhw.html.

Downhill Farming
he picture above shows a bean field in Los Cerezos, our project area. That slope was
once forested, as you can see from the big trees still growing on it, but it has been
cut over and burned. It has probably been burned many times. A steep, deforested
slope like this is very susceptible to erosion and nutrient loss. That bean harvest is likely to
be poor; the next harvest will probably be even worse. And those trees are all dying, hence
the oddly colored foliage.
Declining soil fertility, no affordable credit, no crop insurance, no way to market higher
value crops: these are standard circumstances for the farmers in our project area—and for
hundreds of millions of other small-scale farmers in deforested regions throughout the
tropics. It’s not a promising life, but quitting is not an option either, because there are very
few other ways to feed one’s family in such places.
These people could really use our help—that much is obvious. Less obvious is the fact
that we need their help as well. We need to recruit a substantial number of them to help
restore tropical forests in landscapes like the one shown above. We need those forests to
preserve the world’s biodiversity and forestall climate change.
For everyone’s sake, we have to connect with families like the people who own this bean
field—not to buy their beans, but to buy a new kind of agricultural service from them:
tropical forest restoration. They need something better to sell; we all need to stop large-scale
environmental decline.
Small-holder forest restoration can help fight poverty, climate change, and biodiversity loss.
Consider making a deposit in the Tree Bank. Learn more at earthsangha.org/tb/tbmsn.html.
Donate at earthsangha.org/tb/tbptnr.html.

T

Photos: Above, a bean field in the Tree Bank’s project area. Our area is very rugged and
intensive farming of its steep slopes is causing widespread erosion. At left, a tentative
greeting from the youngest member of one of our farm families. Local family budgets are
tightly linked to bean and rice production, which makes them very vulnerable to declining
soil fertility.
On line: Become a Tree Bank Partner at earthsangha.org/tb/tbptnr.html.

