
 

 

 

Perennial Garden Program 

Plants that save time: nutritious perennials for people and poultry, a plan for 

 female farmers in the Eastern Cape, South Africa 

 

Overview 

To mitigate the labor costs associated with establishing annual crops on a yearly basis while also serving 

to diversify diets and increase protein consumption, the LAND Project will integrate multifunctional 

perennial crops (for chicken feed and human consumption) in home-gardens managed by female farmers 

in the Eastern Cape, South Africa.   

Goals 

We aim to support approximately 150 female farmers from the Ncedisizwe Co-op in establishing 

perennial home-gardens by providing training, guidance, and start-up materials.  After 

establishment, participants will be able to propagate plants and maintain perennialized home gardens.  

Using a train-the-trainer approach, at least 300 female farmers will be trained on perennial gardening. 

The perennial approach 

Our approach emulates the resilience of natural ecosystems through diversity and optimizes productivity 

while reducing both labor and environmental impact.  Perennial crops offer an alternative approach to 

food production and food security for smallholder farmers in the face of a changing climate and 

escalating energy prices. Our agroecological perennial-based approach is modeled after successful 

agroforestry and permaculture systems around the world but is tailored specifically to meet the needs of 

female farmers in the Eastern Cape.  Current barriers to perennial production include high upfront costs 

and lack of experience with and knowledge of suitable crops.  We will overcome these barriers through 

education, training, establishment support, and a built in sustainability plan.  

Perennial crops require investment upfront but lead to long-term labor and cost savings while 

simultaneously contributing to agroecosystem sustainability by building soil, sequestering carbon, and 

producing food and animal feed.  Perennials do not need to be planted yearly and after establishment do 

not need extensive weeding or pricey inputs.  Adding perennial crops and enhancing agricultural 

biodiversity benefits crop productivity, as a variety of crop types utilize more ecological niches and 

enhance the diversity of genetic resources within the system, including soil biota, pollinators, and 



predators. This limits the ability of pests, pathogens, and weeds to find an open niche, which can 

devastate production.  Additionally, female farmers in the Eastern Cape are currently purchasing and 

transporting a large proportion of their chicken feed, and in some instances nearly all of it.  

Incorporating perennials into home gardens can dramatically reduce the time, money, and effort required 

to procure feed. Mulberry, Fig, Feijoa, Yarrow, and Comfrey are all excellent forage crops for chicken 

feed. 

Nuts and bolts  

We will train female farmers to successfully integrate perennial crops into their home gardens using five 

exemplary species, chosen for their superior ability to thrive without much attention and their track 

record of success with other farmers in the Eastern Cape: Mulberry, Feijoa, Fig, Comfrey and 

Yarrow.  We will demonstrate the value of these perennials by emphasizing their multiple benefits, 

including chicken forage, dietary diversity, and supportive role in the production of staple crops.   

Our participatory approach will engage and empower female smallholders as knowers and 

discoverers, drawing on local knowledge in the development of agroecological techniques for 

perennial production.  We intend to work collaboratively with local farmers and regional experts in 

perennial agriculture to develop appropriate techniques and to arrange trainings for female farmers at the 

village level.  This structure will support a train the trainer model, and provide the needed manpower to 

set up perennial gardens at home demonstration sites. Using a train the trainer model and existing farmer 

cooperatives, we intend to reach between 300 and 500 female farmers in the Engcobo region of the 

Eastern Cape.  Our process will include five primary steps:   
 

Step 1: Deliver workshops on principles of ecological design with hands-on implementation.   These 

workshops will emphasize thinking outside of agricultural paradigms. We will translate design principles 

into practice by physically establishing perennial gardens with participants at 12 demonstration sites. 

Step 2: Distribute perennial home garden starter kits to participants and establish a regional propagation 

nursery and resource center.  

Step 3: Teach participants how to train others. Farmers with a propensity for teaching will receive extra 

training on how to deploy basic garden design information to others in a train-the-trainer model, 

enabling the labor-saving benefits of these strategies to spread exponentially.   

Step 4: Monitor program and collect data.  Data will be collected to determine project success on two 

levels: participant involvement and perception along with agricultural success.  

Step 5: Ensure long-term sustainability. Our model uses five example crops, but can easily be expanded 

to include others and be scaled up beyond a home garden system. Once female farmers are confident in 

their ability to grow perennials and annuals concurrently with reduced labor, they may be interested in 

growing other crops.  Diversity in crop production will open markets for innovation.  



Impact  

We expect both immediate and long-term benefits – increased chicken forage/production and later 

increased food security with perennials and more productive annual crops.  The program will improve 

food security, reduce labor, and promote agricultural resilience. 

For more information or to support the LAND project, contact:  

Dr. Michael M. Bell, Director 

Center for Integrated Agricultural Systems 

608-515-8151 or michaelbell@wisc.edu 

www.thelandproject.org 

 

 

Extra information: 

Mulberry is a hardy, fast-growing tree that produces a prolific amount of edible berries with high protein 

content.  Chickens enjoy mulberry fruit and also feed on insects that the tree attracts.  Fig trees are one 

of the easiest trees to propagate, and like mulberry, grow quickly and produce a lot of micronutrient rich 

fruit.  Figs are nutritious for both humans and chickens.  Any fallen fruit that attracts bugs will support 

chickens.  Feijoa (pineapple guava) is an evergreen shrub and another abundant fruit producer requiring 

little attention.  Comfrey and Yarrow are perennial herbs that provide leafy forage for chickens with high 

mineral content due to deep taproots. Their fast-growing foliage can be also chopped and used as mulch 

to boost garden soil fertility. These perennial crops increase yields of annual crops through intelligent 

design.  Perennial hedgerows provide windbreaks around annual plantings, which reduces stress. 

Perennials also create habitat for pest-feeding birds and other wildlife, potentially reducing pest pressure 

on annual crops. Inexpensive fencing will be used to keep livestock out of garden areas.  

 


