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GREEN REAPING:
ancient tool, new purpose
ur first-ever Green Reapers team has deployed! The team is
using scythes to restore degraded meadow. Composed entirely
of George Mason University students (including me), the
team is tough, charismatic, and great at cutting up invasive species.
Piash Debnath impressed us all by cutting a straight line right
through an acre within his first 20 minutes in the field. Amy Brown
braves the bugs without a bug jacket and keeps us supplied with a tasty
natural electrolyte drink. Aileen Dierig picked up the most efficient
way to swing a scythe right away. Doni Ward uses her considerable
botanical knowledge to steer clear of all the valuable native plants as
she cuts. Troy Lowery puts the endurance he learned in the military
to use against the invasives. I just focus on offering unneeded
advice—on the basis of the reaping that I did last year.
We are working to restore a 12.5-acre patch of degraded grassland
at Occoquan Bay National Wildlife Refuge, along the Potomac River
in Prince William County, Virginia. The site was planted years ago as
a monoculture of eastern gamagrass (Trypsacum dactyloides) and has
been overrun with invasive alien plants. We are pushing back the
invasives and gamagrass, and trying to help the many native forbs
(herbaceous plants that aren’t grasses) that are also growing there. We
are hoping to show that scythes can greatly reduce the need for herbicide in meadow restoration.
The European scythe — the kind of scythe that we are using — is
an ancient tool developed for harvesting grain over a thousand years
ago. Chris Bright, the Sangha’s President, has been testing its use at
Occoquan Bay for a couple of years. We think that this technique is a
more botanically fine-tuned way of managing degraded meadow, and
that volunteers can learn how to use it. This year, we’re trying to
prove it! Chris and I are quantifying the changes in the vegetation by
running line transects through mowed and unmowed portions of the
site. Periodically, we census the vegetation in each transect. By the
end of the season, we hope the numbers will show that our technique
works.
— Diana Prado, Intern
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nursery upgrade
A mesmerizing tale of sprinklers, labels, hose, weed mat,
steel pipe, concrete block, grading, sand, and, of course,
gravel. Matt holds nothing back.
ight months ago, I was given an ambitious goal to begin major
renovations at our Northern Virginia Wild Plant Nursery over
the winter. The plan was to move the large shed from the
southwest corner of the nursery to the northeast corner, allowing us
to expand growing space and consolidate storage of tools, pots, and
other miscellaneous items. Once the shed was moved, we would build
a new shade structure over cinder block troughs and sprinkler lines.
This would give us over 3,000 square feet of additional container yard
space.
Thanks to the harsh winter, I achieved exactly none of that. Those
of you who visited our Spring Open House and Plant Sale saw the shed
in the same spot, with no new shade structure, no troughs, and no
sprinkler lines. Instead, we had a dusty open area and a disorganized
pile of pots in the far corner. Nailed it.
In my defense, I should point out that I made progress elsewhere
— like with our new ArcGIS mapping capabilities that I hope to
share with everyone in an upcoming Acorn. And now that the cold,
wet winter and hectic spring are behind us, we’ve started in earnest on
the renovations. Of course, I can’t take all the credit. College interns
Troy Lowery and Emma Lanning have been working at the nursery
all season. Jim Clark and Daly Chin continue to help us with pretty
much every major project at the nursery over the last few years. High
school volunteer Sam Greulich has been instrumental in running new
overhead sprinklers.
Continued on page 2 ...
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Photo: In June, our Green Reapers work at the Occoquan Bay
National Wildlife Refuge in Prince William County, Virginia. We are
trying to determine whether botanically-nuanced hand-mowing can
help restore degraded fields by suppressing invasives and encouraging
the spread of native forbs (non-grass herbaceous plants).
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NURSERY UPGRADE
Hose replacement & so much more.
A legend in the making.

... continued from the front page:
Below are listed some of the changes that we’re making and their
benefits. Some of these renovations are already finished, others are
only getting started, and others haven’t begun just yet. We hope to
finish everything on this list by the Fall Plant Sale and Open House
on September 28th.
Replace old hoses. Finished! Instead of cutting up store-bought
hose and clamping in fittings ourselves, our new hoses all come with
factory-pressed brass fittings. Our old hoses were brittle, splitting at
the ends and spewing water at every crummy fitting. The new hoses
should last much longer; they should also save a lot of water.
Move the shed. This isn’t happening. The shed is too big and too
likely to be damaged in the move. Besides, that new location might
have been too out of the way; the shed is probably more convenient
right where it is.
Rebuild the herbaceous container-yard troughs. Done! Shout
out to Troy for all his help. New cinderblock walls and weed mat will
reduce weeding both inside the troughs and outside. Capillary mat in
the troughs will keep our plants from drying out. Most importantly,
better organized troughs allow us to pack plants in more tightly,
increasing space efficiency by about 15 percent. With only one acre of
growing-space available to us, we need to be efficient to expand production.
Create new labels. As I write this, Emma is next to me printing
off hundreds of new labels for every species we currently have in
stock. Gone are the old peel-and-stick labels on pieces of window
blinds. Now we’re using fancy (yet economical!) label sticks that can
weather years of exposure to sunlight, water, and mud. Most importantly, the new labels are Watering Diva–Approved.
Install new sprinklers throughout the nursery. Sprinklers, as I
can attest, are a huge pain. It’s impossible to work on them without
getting soaked; they’re simultaneously cumbersome and fiddly to work
on, and one mistake can ruin an entire 80-foot row. But there are ways
to improve things. We’re hanging the sprinklers from the overhead
pipes in the shade structures, which gets them out of everyone’s way

and allows for more even coverage and easier maintenance. And the
new 360-degree nozzles came in under budget and have no moving
parts to break.
Expand the container yard in the southwest corner. We’ve started
this section, and things are going well. Volunteers helped lay weed
mat across the entire section and we’ve begun building the shade
structure. Once we get the structure up, we’ll install the troughs and
new sprinkler lines. This is by far the most labor-intensive component
of the renovations, but it will also yield the greatest returns, by
adding over 3,000 square feet of new container yard.
Build a transplanting station in the northeast corner. Instead of
squatting next to piles of soil in the hot sun, volunteers will enjoy 400
square feet of shade over work-tables, and concrete bins for soil,
mulch, and sand. This section of the nursery was recently graded and
gravelled, courtesy of the Fairfax County Park Authority’s Area 3
maintenance team. Thanks to them, there is now enough room for
large trucks to maneuver easily, and deliver soil and other materials
to our new storage spaces.
With no looming meteorological events (looking at you, hurricane
season), this slew of projects is on-schedule. If it stays that way, not
only will our Wild Plant Nursery be more efficient than ever — it will
also be a much more pleasant place to volunteer.
As readers of my previous Acorn articles will know, these renovations aren’t just about short-term facility improvement. They’re about
building this region’s conservation capabilities for the long haul.
A fully renovated Wild Plant Nursery will help make local ecological
restoration projects much more effective in conserving our wild
native flora.
— Matt Bright, Conservation Coordinator
Photo: Matt checks the coverage of the new irrigation lines in the
refurbished meadow section of our Northern Virginia Wild Plant
Nursery. On the subject of Matt’s posture, compare that 1960s-era
Sasquatch film and draw your own conclusions.

¡INCENTIVO!
his month we will launch a promising new tool for expanding
native forest canopy in the region served by our Tree Bank
Hispaniola program. The Tree Bank works on the Dominican
side of part of the Dominican Republic / Haiti border, to conserve
forest and help small-holder farmers improve their farms. To date, we
are working on 40 farms and have conserved or are restoring about
225 acres of threatened tropical forest. (For an overview of the Tree
Bank, see the previous Acorn. Click on “newsletter” at earthsangha.org.)
The tool is very simple, at least conceptually: it’s an incentive program that will cover the costs of establishing groves of coffee and
cocoa trees, interplanted with native trees, on low-value cropland.
The native trees will eventually grow up to provide a canopy for the
coffee and cocoa. (Coffee and cocoa are both high-value forest crops
but have different soil preferences; including them both will allow us
to restore different kinds of forest canopy.)
The trees will come from the Tree Bank’s own nursery, which
produces tens of thousands of trees every year, including coffee,
cocoa, and the native species that we will need for the canopy.
The land is degraded cropland and pasture. Nearly all farms in
our region include such lands. Soil fertility in these areas is now too
low to recover them, on a large scale, for annual crops like corn or
beans. But many of these lands will still support forest and tree crops.
Since the incentive focuses on low-value land, the new plantings will
not interfere with cash-cropping, nor will they displace extant forest.
The groves will begin to bear four or five years after planting. The
Sangha plans to purchase the export-grade coffee and cocoa that
comes out of them, for sale under our own “Rising Forests®” brand.
The plantings will create a kind of modified forest; it will not be
wholly natural, but it will have great conservation value.
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Among the natural benefits:
1: Higher soil fertility in the areas planted.
2: More forested stream-buffer.
3: Possibly some mitigation of drought as the aggregate area planted
expands. (Drought from deforestation is a major and growing
problem in our region.)
Photos: At top, native forest canopy shelters
one of our Rising Forests® coffee groves
near the Dominican Republic / Haiti border.
Lots of good habitat up there! At right, this
unshaded area of downtown Washington
includes about 225 acres — equivalent to the
aggregate area of forest thus far protected or
restored by the Tree Bank. The space extends
from 17th Street, west of the Washington
Monument, to First Street North East, east of
the Capitol.

4: More wildlife habitat.
5: Larger populations of local native tree species, most of which are
probably in decline and some of which are now endangered.
There will be economic and social benefits too:
1: An increase in pollinator populations, which may boost crop yields
on some farms.
2: Through the addition of cocoa, more diversity and stability in farm
income. (Both coffee and cocoa are “boom and bust” crops, but it’s
unlikely that both would go bust in the same year.)
3: An opportunity to plant more “roya”-resistant coffee on our farms.
The roya is a fungal pathogen of coffee. It occurs in all major coffeegrowing regions. This year it devastated coffee groves in Central
America and the Caribbean — including our farmers’ plantings.
(The incentive covers the restoration of established coffee groves,
as well as the planting of new ones.)
4: And finally, more help for Haitian migrant workers. Nearly all of
our farm laborers are Haitian migrants, and they live a hard life.
They walk across the border in search of work on Dominican
farms; when there is no work, they walk back to their families in
Haiti. The Tree Bank does already benefit them to a degree,
because some of our farmer support is used as payments to them.
But we want to begin paying them in a more direct way, through
our local partner association. This arrangement should create
more accountability and, we hope, a kind of on-farm minimum
wage for this type of labor. Eventually, we would like to be able to
raise that wage.
s you can see, the benefits could be substantial, but the cost per
unit area should be pretty modest. We think that we will be able
to establish new plantings for about $46 per acre. (Restoration of
established coffee groves will cost about half that.) We will probably
also have to fund maintenance of the plantings for their first few
years, also at the rate of about half the establishment cost — about $23
dollars an acre. Eventually, we hope, the incentive will replant hundreds
of acres — and improve the lives of hundreds of poor people.
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225 ACRES OF A FAMILIAR LANDSCAPE

Our special thanks to the Shared Earth Foundation for supporting the Tree Bank.

FLUTTER
& BOB

Many thanks to last year’s secondgraders at Laurel Ridge Elementary,
who sent us a packet of drawings
and notes earlier this summer, on
the subject of Flutter and Bob, two
butterflies that the class raised,
then released in a pollinator garden
stocked with plants from our Wild Plant Nursery. (Here Flutter and
Bob are floating above their new domain.) The Sangha regularly
distributes plants to local schools for such projects.

TERRA INCOGNITA
very Friday, I drive to the Marie Butler Leven Preserve, in the
McLean section of Fairfax County, Virginia, where I spend the
morning alone in the woods. For the past six weeks, I have
been working in a narrow strip of forest along the park’s western
boundary, where a dense tangle of greenbriar and fox grape reaches
up into the power lines and out over Kirby Road. This patch only
covers half an acre — but what it lacks in scale it manages to achieve
in density: we have been working at the Preserve since 2004, but thick
infestations of invasive alien plants still predominate here.
Alien territory! Hence my Friday mornings. I work slowly in here.
I check the vines reaching up into the canopy, to see if they’re grape
(okay because all the grapes here are native) or porcelainberry (not
native, not okay). I chop into thickets to cut the base of a Norway
maple stem, or to free the lower branches of a white oak. Along the
inside edge of the strip, there’s a “curtain” of spiny Pennsylvania
blackberry covered by a scrambling tangle of invasive alien vines
reaching up into the trees. I chop through the curtain to liberate a line
of redcedars that we had planted here a couple of years ago. And I cut
dozens of stems of blacklocust, a spiny tree that thrives on disturbance
and that would dominate this entire little realm if we let it.
Chop, chop, chop. Why do so many of these plants have to be so
spiny? A rhetorical question intended for my ears only. Anyway, there’s
no one around to reply. I love the heft of my brush knife; I shift it
from one hand to the other so I don’t have to rest. Near a couple of
blacklocust I spot a little blackjack oak. Not many of those around
here. How did that acorn get here?
After an hour or so, my hands are bleeding from the thorns, I’m
drenched with sweat, and I’ve given up swatting the mosquitoes. And
I’m asking myself: why do I like this so much? And why should a
place as familiar as this — I’ve walked every square yard of it many
times — still seem so mysterious? I tell myself that I must be learning
important lessons in here. But that’s not very convincing because I
have no idea what those lessons might be. All I know for sure: little
by little, more redcedar, more oak and sassafrass. Little by little, less
porcelainberry and blacklocust. Simple, right?
— Chris Bright, President
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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.
Want to contact us or make a donation? You can support our work by
becoming a member. Membership starts at $35 per year. Donations are taxdeductible. You can mail us a check (made out to “Earth Sangha”) or donate
on our website. We will send you a receipt and include you in our mailings.
(If your name and address are correct on your check, there is no need to send
us anything else.) Contact us at: Earth Sangha, 10123 Commonwealth Blvd.,
Fairfax, VA 22032-2707 | (703) 764-4830 | earthsangha.org. Complete program
information is available on our website.
Want to volunteer or meditate with us? We work with volunteers at our
Wild Plant Nursery and our field sites in northern Virginia. We meditate in
the Del Ray section of Alexandria on Tuesday evenings. For more information
see our website or call Lisa Bright at (703) 764-4830.
The Acorn: Our newsletter is produced with “print on demand” technology,
which consumes far less energy and materials than does conventional printing.
This paper is 100% post-consumer waste recycled,
process chlorine-free, and manufactured entirely with
wind-generated electricity. This issue copyright ©
2014, Earth Sangha.
One of the best: The Earth Sangha is recognized by
the Catalogue for Philanthropy as “one of the best
small charities in the Washington, DC, region.”

From the Tree Bank’s farmers
To you:
Rising Forests Coffee.
Revive yourself.
Restore the forests.
earthsangha.org/coffee.html
Follow us on Twitter @RForestsCoffee

