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Joshua Finch

Agroforestry in places with many trees

Over the last year and a half I have had the opportunity to meet many people and speak to them
about our project and agroforestry in general. Often, people are quite interested in the idea, but there
has been a significant number of people who broadly object to agroforestry by saying something like
this:

“Finland already has enough trees.”
This is, if we include minor variations, probably the most recited reason why agroforestry is, at best,
a niche idea for Finland. Taken at face value, this statement does appear to have some weight: indeed,
Finland has quite a lot of trees already as one of the most heavily forested countries on the planet, let
alone in Europe. After all, what benefit could a relatively small number of trees bring when there are

already so many?

Often, when met with this criticism, proponents of agroforestry will begin to list benefits of
agroforestry that have been observed in similiar climates. I think that doing so can be useful in some
circumstances, but often I find that accepting the question and attempting a detailed rebuttal misses

something quite important about what is being said.

[ believe that this objection is fundamentally flawed. The mismatch in scale between the statement
“Finland already has enough trees” and what proponents of agroforestry are actually suggesting

couldn't be greater.



The suggestion is not that Finland needs more trees. The suggestion is that specific places in Finland
may benefit from the deliberate inclusion of woody plants. These are two totally different

propositions.

If I may, let’s take another example of mismatched scale to illustrate my point. For example, Finland
is a relatively wealthy country and the median monthly salary is about 3 200 euros. If someone you
know earning less than this figure says that they would like to earn more, do you tell them that “well,
the average salary in Finland is over 3 000 euros: people already earn enough, so more money would
not benefit you”? Likely not because “more money” tends to be viewed positively by most people.
More money is typically seen as something which brings benefits and opportunities, so how could

wanting to increase both the local and total amount be a bad thing?*

(*Outside of the degrowth community)

Shifting back to agroforestry: I believe that we would all benefit if the initial attitude towards trees
was also positive. Yes, Finland as a whole may have many, but there are still many places where trees
could bring local or perhaps even regional benefits. The benefits of trees (and other woody plants)
may not always outweigh potential negatives, but if we are being honest, neither does simply having
more money. We can all think of plenty of cases where having more money at one's disposal led to

poor outcomes.

So instead of focusing on how many trees there are- and coming to the questionable conclusion that
“we” have enough, a much more appropriate question is “what impact does this tree, or the lack of
trees, have on this place?” From there one can look into whether the relationships between a specific

place and “trees” is positive or negative. Agroforestry is best considered in relation to actual places.

[t is very important to keep in mind that trees, like other organisms, are not just members of a
homogenous, faceless population. They are also individuals making individual contributions to the
environment they are a part of.* They, and all other organisms, exist in a network of relationships.
The same species of tree located in two different places on the same farm might have two very

different impacts.

(*Of course trees [and other organisms] are not really individuals when we consider microbiomes,
they are holobionts, but we can see the “tree” as emblematic of the whole web of life it supports in,

on, and immediately around itself)

Once we begin to see each field, each pasture, each place on our farm as a unique entity unto itself
(while keeping in mind the broader whole), we can evaluate whether or not an agroforestry practice
could bring, all things considered, benefits or harm. Again, it isn’t the number of trees that is a
problem (or solution), but what those trees are, or could be, doing. We use context specific analysis

all the time with other farm enterprises, so why not with agroforestry?



Even in Finland’s challenging environment we have a large array of species which could fill specific
functions and needs on our farms. Which ones to choose for our purposes, how many, where to locate
them, how to procure them, how to plant and care for them- these questions come after a decision
has been made that an agroforestry practice might do more good than ill. An iterative design process
allows farmers to work through different scenarios, adjusting the specific pattern of agroforestry to
produce the most positive outcome. Challenges that arise- and there will always be challenges- will
be answered differently by each farmer as they weigh the options in regards to whether the decision

moves them towards meeting their objectives or not.

Dismissing the very idea of agroforestry out of hand means that we aren’t actually considering what
agroforestry can be. “Finland already has enough trees” reverses the age-old adage of “not seeing the
forest for the trees” into “not seeing the trees for the forest.” We are so immersed in an environment

characterized by trees and forests that we struggle to see trees also as individuals.

In truth, there are many reasons why “woody plants” may not be an appropriate choice for a
particular place. Any proponent of agroforestry should be willing to admit that. Yes, despite
encompassing such a wide set of practices, there are times and places when the merits of
agroforestry simply do not outweigh the demerits. That said, we would do well to arrive at that

conclusion after putting agroforestry through its paces.

This is precisely what our next project at Novia University of Applied Sciences is seeking to do. The
Agroforestry i Nyland (NylAF) project will be assembling “agroforestry design teams” consisting of
farmers from across Uusimaa to look at whether agroforestry might move them closer to whatever
their individual goals might be on their particular farm. Over the next three years we aim to support
at least ten farms to complete a thorough process of education, enterprise analysis, and agroforestry
design. A farmer who completes this process will have their own case study. Will the outcome be that
these farmers choose to go forward with planting more trees on their farms? Perhaps not. But at least
we will have explored, in detail, why agroforestry did not meet their needs. I fully expect that to be

the case for at least some of the farms.

However, [ will be quite surprised if a decision not to start with agroforestry has anything to do with

the total number of trees that happen to grow in Finland.
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