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THE ROLE OF NURSERY CENTRES

John Casey

Introduction

The fuelwood crisis and its accompanying problems stimulated the development of social forestry
projects, and to the planners the answer was relatively easy - produce tree seedlings of quick
growing exotic species which the people will plant. In order to produce seedlings, nurseries are
needed and therefore a major component of most social forestry projects has been the
establishment of extensive nursery networks.  

For most projects, establishing nurseries and growing seedlings was relatively easy and millions of
trees were produced, but the planting of these trees by farmers fell considerably short of the
proposed targets.  Projects have since learnt that nurseries have grown the wrong species, farmers
need extension advice, farmers have difficulties collecting seedlings, young trees are susceptible to
animal and insect damage and many farmers propagate their own seedlings. Armed with such
information planners are now developing new approaches to social forestry projects but is there still
a place for government (project) run nurseries?
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Strategic Nursery Network

The following discussion of a strategic network of nurseries is based on the author's experiences
as a monitoring and evaluation officer with the Rural Afforestation Division of the Forestry
Commission in Zimbabwe. 

A project may decide to establish a nursery network in an area, but it has been found that most
farmers will not travel further than 5 kilometres to a nursery to collect seedlings. An extensive
network of nurseries will therefore be required if a significant proportion of the rural population is
going to be reached. Such networks would be a cost and administrative burden to governments and
thus, more efficient and effective ways of producing seedlings needs to be investigated. One
possibility is to offload production onto the local community, by encouraging and supporting the
setting up of individual or farmer nurseries, school nurseries, council nurseries, etc. This approach
still requires project nurseries but rather than an extensive spread of large centralised nurseries a
strategic network of relatively few government or project nurseries should be planned and the role
or uses of these nurseries must be broadened.

Nursery Education and Training Centre

A nursery education and training centre (NETC) comprises a seedling production area, parent fruit
tree orchard and demonstration site. The seedling production area should not produce vast
quantities of seedlings but should be used to demonstrate trees that can be grown in the area. The
trees should be clearly labelled with their local name and uses, and the seedling production area
should also grow 'difficult' species, species for research, fruit trees and be used to demonstrate
seedling production.

The demonstration plot adjacent to the nursery should show how trees could be planted within the
farm such as boundary planting and rows of intercropped trees. Once the trees have been
established and are growing, tree management practices (coppicing, pollarding) may then be
demonstrated. In addition to this a parent fruit tree orchard should be established with a small area
of fruit trees such as mangoes and oranges which can be used as a source of material for budding
and grafting.

The NETC should act as a practical learning centre where farmers and others involved in nursery
establishment can have experience of new techniques and species useful for their area. A model of
a small scale nursery (less than 5,000 trees) based on locally available materials would be an
effective extension tool. Field days or practical demonstrations should be regularly held at the
nursery for farmers, agricultural extension workers, schools (teachers and students), women's
groups and other interested groups.
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The NETC should be used to produce specialist trees, demonstrate seedling production (pot filling,
sowing, etc), planting and how to set up a small nursery. The centre should also carry packets of
seed or even seed-packs (seed + plastic pots) for distribution. The centre should be able to advise
on most tree problems and issues and have available quantities of handouts or booklets on seedling
production, planting and management.  

Staff who run these centres must be competent nurserymen, possess the necessary skills to deal
with the public and have the ability to organise and put across demonstrations of techniques in a
clear manner.

A NETC should comprise:

- seedling production area
- fruit tree orchard (for building/grafting material)
- demonstration plot (planting and management)
- office and store
- demonstration area (small scale nursery, pot filling, sowing, watering).

The role and functions of NETCs:

# Provision of seedlings especially difficult to grow species and budded/grafted fruit trees.

# All seedlings should be clearly labelled with name (local name), where to plant (ecological
zone) and the uses of the trees.

# Provision of seed packs (packet of seed plus plastic pots), and also packets of seed, plastic
pots, cuttings, etc.

# Demonstration model of how to set up a small scale nursery.

# Provision of literature/handouts on nursery establishments, sowing, planting, etc.

# Planting area to demonstrate tree-planting, planting models (boundary planting, hedging,
intercropping) and tree management (coppicing pollarding). All trees should be labelled.

# Practical demonstrations at the nursery should include:

1. how to establish a small nursery
2. pot filling, sowing, watering, root pruning
3. planting and planting models
4. tree management.
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Conclusions

This suggested network of nurseries would ensure that many low-cost farmer-run nurseries could
be established and linked through extension systems to the more experimental training oriented
nursery centres. Thus farmers would have easy access to seedlings that meet their needs, and the
larger centralised government or project run nurseries could be used as information and resource
centres.
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