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URBAN GREENING

Panoramic sea views across the 
Firth of Forth and 100 acres 
of prime arable land within 

Edinburgh city boundaries, was what 
drew the Edinburgh Agroecology 
Co-operative (EAC) to put together 
a proposal and ambitious vision to 
transform the fields of Lauriston Farm 
into an urban agroecology farm, a 
place where the environment, wildlife 
and people are all cared for. Seeing 
a unique opportunity to grow food 
at scale for the local community 
and wider city, increase biodiversity, 
and provide land work alongside 
growing and learning opportunities, 
EAC approached the Council about 
taking on the lease of the land. EAC 
proposed a local response to the 
growing challenges of climate change, 
biodiversity collapse and the lack of 
access for all to fresh affordable food. 
The farm team want to demonstrate 
how land management can be done 
differently and are aiming to show 
that it is possible in an urban context 
to integrate food growing, trees, 
habitat creation and community use 
in a way that benefits all.

Lauriston Farm sits within northwest 
Edinburgh, just to the north of 
Lauriston Castle, and was once a 

thriving farm but in recent years has 
solely been used for grazing sheep and 
an annual silage crop. EAC believes 
that by turning it into a more diverse 
landscape, with a mosaic of habitats 
and land use practices, this will result 
in a beautiful and rich environment 
for wildlife, the local community and 
visitors. EAC’s vision of integrated 
land management incorporates 
woodland areas, hedgerows, 
community growing spaces, a market 
garden, field crops, wetland and 
ponds, wildflower meadows and 
agroforestry alleys. When starting on 
the land, the farm consisted of five 
large fields with a single hedgerow 
along the old footpath and no 
other infrastructure. The north and 
middle fields were regularly used 
by coastal birds, with the existing 
woodland scrub supporting a range 
of songbirds. However, both species 
and structural diversity across the 
farm was poor, so through a series 
of habitat enhancement and habitat 
creation interventions the aim is to 
dramatically improve the biodiversity 
on the farm.

Agroforestry alleys
Agroforestry in broad terms can 
mean any form of integrating trees 

into farms, small holdings or crofts. 
Silvopasture agroforestry systems, 
such as woodland grazing and wood 
pasture, are perhaps better known in 
this country than silvoarable systems, 
where crops are grown between rows 
of trees. There is a lack of evidence 
on the extent of agroforestry in 
Scotland, but it is believed that most 
examples in Scotland and the rest 
of the UK are silvopasture and that 
silvoarable systems are rare [1]. Urban 
agroforestry examples rarer still and 
of those that exist these are mainly 
grazed orchards or forest gardens.

Trees are integrated across the farm 
design in several ways and since 
EAC first started working the land 
in October 2021, approximately 
9,550 native trees and shrubs have 
been planted, including shelterbelts 
(crucial, on this very exposed 
coastal site), 1.5 hectares of native 
woodland, the start of a dedicated 
coppice woodland, and 950 metres 
of native hedgerow. Over 500 
volunteers helped to plant and there 
is a dedicated volunteer tree care 
group who are making sure the 
trees get the best start. The plan for 
autumn and winter 2022 is to begin 
planting a mixed community orchard, 

Lauriston Farm: 
urban agroforestry
The Edinburgh Agroecology Co-operative breathe new life 
into Lauriston Farm, as Toni Dickson reports.

Above left: Farm (summer 2021) before trees planted.  Above right: Market garden Summer 2022. Photos: Bob Glen.
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some willow beds, expand the 
coppice woodland, plant a children’s 
woodland with local kids and create 
at least five agroforestry crop alleys.

Unable to find any urban farms in the 
UK that are using alley crop systems, 
EAC turned to Wakelyns for some 
advice. Wakelyns is one of the oldest 
and most diverse organic agroforestry 
farms in the UK—almost 30 years 
old. On 22.5 hectares in Suffolk 
they have 56 tree lines (28 alleys) 
with close to 50 varieties of fruit and 
nut trees as well as trees for timber, 
thatching and coppicing. On a recent 
field trip there, a member of the farm 
team learned about spacings, planting 
design, tree management, interaction 
between the trees and crops, and 
the challenges and lessons learned at 
Wakelyns over the years. Wakelyns 
provides an excellent example of 
what can be done in alleys, and with 
the additions of an onsite woodland 
haberdasher and bakery they utilise all 
the crops and byproducts.

At Lauriston Farm, there are plans to 
have ten agroforestry alleys overall. 
The first two tree lines have been 
planted with hazel trees, further alleys 
will contain a mixture of fruit and nut 
trees, some will be willow, and some 
planted with other species that can 
provide fibre or fuel. Within the alleys 
there will be grain trials, whilst others 
will be planted up with vegetables 
and legumes. Each alley will be 24 
metres wide—the width of the alley 

must take into consideration the size 
of any machinery attachments that 
will be used for harvesting. The width 
and orientation have also been chosen 
with consideration of the light levels 
in Scotland, to minimise shading of 
the crops in the alleys.

A site for learning
It is widely documented that 
agroforestry can help create more 
resilient farms by providing shelter, 
microclimate conditions, capture 
of atmospheric carbon, spatial 
diversity and reduced soil erosion 
and crop disease. Facing the 
reality that industrial monoculture 
farming systems are leading to soil 
degradation, loss of species and 
contributing enormously to the 
climate crisis, there has been an 
upsurge of interest in regenerative 
agriculture and agroforestry. Soil 
Association Scotland, the Woodland 
Trust, the Organic Research 
Centre, Scottish Forestry and the 
Landworkers’ Alliance have all been 
running programmes, seminars and 
talks over the last few years as well 
as carrying out research looking at 
agroforestry in connection to climate 
change mitigation, crop productivity, 
resilience, pest control and biological 
interactions.

EAC is hoping to form some key 
partnerships to help with research 
in these areas and become a site 
for learning about sustainable and 
multifunctional land use and ‘land 

sharing’ in the city. The farm team 
is passionate and excited to be 
diversifying a large urban space that 
will benefit many and continue to 
do so for years to come. There are 
also plans to involve other micro-
enterprises on the site, including 
herbalists, willow weaving, seed 
saving enterprise, tree and plant 
nurseries and to provide training in 
land work skills.

Lauriston Farm is in a unique 
position, as an urban farm with 
enough space to incorporate systems 
such as alley cropping, and this 
will enable people to come and see 
alternative agricultural and land 
management methods in action. The 
farm ethos is to provide people in 
the city with a better connection to 
nature and where their food comes 
from, as well as the chance to learn 
about trees, farming, horticulture, 
soil health, seed saving, biodiversity 
and natural crafts all in one place. 
The team would like the farm aims to 
become an exemplar model for other 
potential food growing nature-rich 
spaces in the urban environment. 
Land tenure is of course an issue in 
cities and EAC feels very fortunate to 
have been able to secure this land for 
the future of the community and city.

In this era of global changes, climate 
change impacts and growing socio-
environmental concerns which are 
negatively impacting on various 
aspects of urban life, such as human 
health and well-being, biodiversity 
levels, land productivity and natural 
resource availability, it is imperative 
that we look towards different 
approaches and help to create 
improved urban environments and 
resilient communities. EAC hopes to 
do just that with Lauriston Farm.

lauristonfarm.scot
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Planting trees at Lauriston Farm.  
Photo: Bob Glen.


