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Southwest Michigan has a lot of
farmland, and a lot of woodland
alongside it. The way these types of
land are used couldn't seem more
different. Forest is forest, farm is farm,
and never the twain shall meet. But
what if we could manage both forest
and farm, and combine the benefits of
both? Trees can provide a long string
of benefits for farmers. For starters,
there are benefits to livestock which
improve their quality of life, as
reducing costs for raising them. It can
help diversify your crops, as well and
improve the soil for the farm.
Combining your forestland and
farmland, formally called
“Silvopasture,” may be able to help
get the most use out of our land.

First, let's take a look at the benefits
for livestock. Having trees in your
pasture land can provide cover from
the elements for your animals. Shade
from trees in the summer will reduce
heat stress, and also provide shelter
from high winds. In the cold of winter,
evergreen trees can hold down heat
and protect livestock far better than if
left in the open. Additionally, trees
and shrubs can provide fodder for
livestock. It may seem a bit obvious,
but woody plants can provide leaves,
fruits, and nuts that will keep your
animals fat and happy year round.
Another benefit is that this type of
management does not have to be the
same across the entire property, and
in fact benefits from rotational
grazing. If you manage pastures for
different availability of plants, you can
minimize the damage to your trees, as
well as provide a diverse food source
for the animals.

Diversity in your crops is beneficial not
only to the environment, but also your
wallet. Many of the products that
come from trees and shrubs are quite
valuable, and the wood itself is a fine
commodity. Growing valuable goods,
such as fruits and nuts, can be
especially profitable as long as it is
managed well. As long as the
livestock are kept away during the
peak harvest for your tree species, you
can sell these products while also
feeding your animals the food that
was not fit for retail, so no waste!
Also, using your pasture with trees
and shrubs in mind can make it so that
you do not have to rely solely on your
cropland to provide food for your
livestock. 

The land that no longer needs to
produce food for your animals can
be used to plant higher value
crops, or even converted for other
uses.

Finally, let's talk about soil. Trees
have massive root systems which
are great for holding soil in place,
but there are also many trees that
are nitrogen fixers, and can help
replenish the soil. For example,
the Honey Locust tree is
technically a legume, and provides
nutritious pods for wildlife and
livestock, as well as increase soil
nitrogen. Roots, when interacting
with leaf litter and other organic
waste, can help with stabilizing
topsoil and refreshing soil organic
matter, which is something many
farms across the country need
help in achieving. Trees and shrubs
also protect the soil from the
various forms of erosion. They do
this not only by providing a
physical barrier to stop wind
erosion, but also improve the
permeability of water into the soil,
and can themselves absorb a huge
amount of water.

If you are curious on how to
integrate forests with your farm,
give your local Conservation
District a call! Conservation
Districts have resource experts on
staff to help answer your
questions and give guidance for
how to sustainably manage your
land. District Forester Ben Savoie
covers Allegan, Barry, and Ottawa
counties, and can provide site
assessments and forestry advice at
no cost to you. If you are
interested in Silvopasture, or even
just managing the woodlot near
your farm, give Ben a call at 269-
908-4134, or send an email to
ben.savoie@macd.org
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Site Visits - 5

 
 Visit Acreage - 216

 
Private Sector Referrals - 5

 
Public Agency Referrals - 3

 
Media Occurrences - 3

 

Agroforestry - Putting Trees
out to Pasture

Open Referrals:

08-22-06
 

70 acres of mixed wooded and
farmland, approximately 60

acres wooded. Primarily mixed
Oak forest with understory of

mostly maple, beech, and
basswood. Looking to perform a

timber harvest to improve
regeneration of Oaks, possibly

interested in QFP as well.
 


