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The roots of Roots Down.
Somewhere around the spring 
of 2017, I was settling into my 
new home in Atlanta, 
unpacking boxes, putting my 
daughter’s new bedroom 
together, and listening to the 
sounds of the neighborhood 
outside my opened windows. It 
was a bittersweet moment for 
me, coming back to the city 
where I’d grown up, starting 
over again without really 
knowing what came next.

I’d spent the last 8 years in 
North Georgia turning 20 acres 
of badly-abused horse pasture 
into a permacultural jewel that

grew a wide range of produce 
for hundreds of families in my 
community. It was one of the 
most fulfilling, joyful, and  
difficult things I’ve ever done. I 
fed people, I made friends I’ll 
have forever, and I helped 
establish community 
institutions that still stand 
today. But after nearly a decade 
of struggling to get ahead, I 
finally realized what so many 
small farmers had warned me 
about, that small scale farming 
is a complicated and frustrating 
vocation that all too often leads 
to broken hearts and broken 
banks.

What if we 

put the farm 

in the city...?

A brief history of 
Roots Down.

Agriculture 
invented.

8,000 BCE

Jamie is born.

Roots Down 
gets started.

1977

2018

Some stuff happened here.
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of the comforter in, and I thought 
that maybe things here wouldn’t 
be all that different from the 
farm.

And then the leaf blowers started 
up.

“Growing 
Wolfscratch 
Farms was 
one of the 
most 
fulfilling 
things I've 
ever done.”

You could say I had a little bit of 
both as I sat in my daughter’s new 
bedroom, unpacking her 
comforter and looking out the 
window. The sound of the wind 
sizzled through the trees, birds 
chirped somewhere out of view,
and I could hear someone talking 
quietly on the phone as they 
passed by. There was something 
reminiscent of my time on the 
farm in these sounds, the 
interplay of people and nature, 
the sounds of the world turning 
for one more morning. Sunlight 
and wind and water and birds, all 
coming together to create the 
soundtrack of my new 
neighborhood. I tucked the edges

3 REASONS 
GAS-POWERED 
EQUIPMENT 
AIN'T IT.

N O I S E  P O L L U T I O N

AIR POLLUTION

Noise from popular models of 
commercial gas leaf blowers 
exceeds 100 decibels. A jet plane 
takeoff or a siren is measured at 
120 decibels. 

According to EPA statistics, 33 
gasoline lawn mowers produce 
as much pollution as a car 
produces all year.

We get it, gas-powered 
landscaping equipment is a 
handy, efficient way to get 
things done. But there are 
costs to all this efficiency.

Leaf blowers of destiny.

At first it was just one, a singular 
buzzsaw tearing apart the gentle 
tapestry of nature sound. Then 
there was another, and then 
another. And then a riding 
lawnmower started up down the 
street, joined soon by a lone 
edger grinding against the 
sidewalk. I looked out the

-  J A M I E  R O S E N T H A L

WATER POLLUTION

Landscaping pollutants like 
pesticides, fertilizers, and 
yard debris is a key factor in 
water pollution.
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window. Up and down my 
street were landscapers and 
neighbors mowing and 
edging and blowing. Leaves 
and sticks and trash swirled 
in a giant tornado of sound 
and fury. I watched as one 
intrepid landscaper spent 10 
minutes blowing a few leaves 
from one side of a yard to the 
other, trying in vain to get 
the leaves onto a tarp and 
into the back of their truck.

I was struck by all this effort, 
all this money, gasoline, 
chemicals, and time spent 
removing the very things I’d 
used as free fertilizer on the 
farm. Leaves and limbs, bug 
carcasses and the odd bit of 
animal poo, these are the 
foundation of nature’s 
regenerative cycles, free 
nutrients that just appear 
every year, as though by 
magic. Yet, here I was 
watching so much money 
and time being spent 
removing something so 
beneficial.

It was then that I was struck 
by a simple idea: what if all 
our public spaces were like 
my farm? What if instead of 
acres and acres of lawn and 
non-native bushes and 
shrubs, we had fruit 
producing perennials, and 
wildflower meadows? What if 
our public spaces fed people 
and animals, and provided 
space for kids and adults alike 
to learn in dynamic and 
fruitful outdoor classrooms? 
What if the land around our 
libraries, schools, community 
centers could be a simple, 
effective solution to climate 
change and ecological 
degradation?

What if we stopped spending 
so much money on making 
the planet worse, and instead 
spent that money growing 
Fruitful Communities?
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Putting down roots.

A few months later, I formed Roots Down, 
an environmental consulting company 
dedicated to shifting the paradigm of 
landscaping. I was on a mission to convert 
every acre of lawn in the US into food 
forests and pollinator gardens. I could see it 
all so clear, and I was eager to get started. 

But the prospect of actually remaking the 
urban environment by hand seemed 
daunting to say the least. I knew that if I 
wanted to effect big change, I’d have to start 
with those with the most land. As it turns 
out, in any given area the single largest 
landowner is usually the city or county 
government. And those governments spend 
tons of money each year maintaining these 
properties. In fact, each year state and local 
governments spend almost $30 billion 
designing, building, and maintaining public 
landscapes.

That’s a lot of money (and a lot of land!) that 
could be used to make our neighborhoods 
more peaceful, nurturing, and abundant 
places for everyone!

paid fellowship for 18-22 year olds that teaches 
them how to become more effective local 
climate and policy leaders. Together, our pilot 
builds, the Grower Program, and the GreenHive 
provide the backbone of the Fruitful 
Communities initiative, our plan for using 
public landscaping as a catalyst to growing 
healthier communities.
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The birth of Fruitful Communities.

Since 2018, me and my team at Roots Down 
have been teaching local governments how 
to turn unused lawn around libraries, 
schools, parks, and community centers into 
food forests and pollinator gardens that 
fight climate change, feed people, and grow 
green jobs. We converted over 3 acres of
land around libraries, senior centers, and 
commercial developments into unique 
outdoor classrooms and community spaces 
that not only provide habitat for birds and 
pollinators, but are also capable of 
producing thousands of pounds of fresh 
produce each year.

We also launched 2 important educational 
programs that support our garden work by 
shifting the culture and community around 
public landscaping. The Grower Program 
provides continuing education to 
landscapers looking to retool their skillset 
and break into the green jobs market. The 
GreenHive Leadership Program is a 10-week

Where you fit in.

No matter where you are on your ecological 
journey, you have a place in the Fruitful 
Communities initiative. Whether you're a 
government official, a homeowner, a teacher, 
or student there is room for you to use your 
unique talents. Our current ecological crisis 
wasn’t created in a day or by one person, and 
neither will it be solved. It will take all of us 
working together to bring about a climate- 
resilient world. 

And so, think of this book as a roadmap for 
starting to build just such a world in your own 
backyard, in your own neighborhoods, and in 
your cities. Within, you’ll find tons of useful 
information about Productive Urban 
Landscapes and how they function, and how 
you can be an advocate for more ecologically- 
friendly public spaces. 

Welcome to the world of Roots Down, where 
fresh food is plentiful, kids spend more time 
outdoors, and where every neighborhood is a 
Fruitful Community. You belong here.

Jamie RosenthalFounder, CEO

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM



collective responsibility.collective responsibility.
Important times call 

us to all have that 

- Pouya Dianat, Founder

     Beam Imagination and CreateATL

8    |    G R O W ,  D O N ' T  M O W



The dark side of modern
landscaping

America is covered in lawns. 
So much so that there are 
almost 50 million acres of 
turf from sea to shining sea. It 
may seem natural to us now, 
but our love affair with lawns 
is a relatively new 
phenomenon. 

During the Middle Ages, 
European aristocrats were 
always looking for new ways to 
show off how rich they were. 
Sure, they’d built large castles 
and estates, commissioned 
cathedrals and other public 
buildings, and controlled vast

Noble beginnings.
armies of peasants but inside 
they were filled with a deep 
yearning for something even 
more pointlessly ostentatious. 
So, they began installing 
grassy landscapes around their 
castles and villas and estates as 
a display of nobility and 
wealth. You see, only the truly 
wealthy could spend that 
much coin to maintain such a 
useless space. The well-kept 
lawn became an important 
status symbol. Like private 
indoor bowling alleys now, 
huge lawns were an enormous 
waste of money that got used a 
couple times a year.
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Grass is the 
single largest 
irrigated "crop" in 
America. There 
are over 50m 
acres of lawn in 
the US, serviced 
by over 600k 
landscaping 
companies. What 
are we getting for 
all this work?

Yucky Fact #1



the natural world sliced and diced into the 
geometric shapes and even lines of the 
rationalist order.

New boss same as the old boss.

Lawns get rationalized.

Flash forward a few hundred years and what 
had started as a bunch of rich dudes showing 
off became the landscape du jour for the 
rational galaxy brains of the Enlightenment. 
After all, to 18th century elites, nature was 
viewed as nothing more than a resource to be 
exploited by humans. Large, well-maintained 
lawns dotted with rigid and formal landscaping 
became the height of sophistication among 
town planners, landscape designers, and 
wealthy benefactors from Europe to the new 
colonies in America. Nothing was sexier than

The Chemical Age.

The thing about well-maintained lawns, is 
that they only really work if they’re well- 
maintained. And if you’re just a middle- 
class working stiff and not a hyper-wealthy 
aristocrat, that maintenance most likely falls 
on you. As Americans got busier and 
distractions like TV pried more and more 
attention away from other pastimes, these 
well-maintained lawns started to become 
less-well-maintained lawns.

Enter lawn care companies, with their 
impressive teams of workers lugging around 
gas-powered equipment, tankers of 
herbicides and green spray-paint, and an 
eye-watering array of solutions to trick 
plants into doing the exact opposite of what 
they want to do. For a while this seemed like 
the perfect solution. Middle class workers 
could pay landscaping companies a small 
monthly fee to pump their yards full of 
chemicals and blow leaves and debris into

Of the 30 
commonly-used 
lawn pesticides, 13 
are probable 
carcinogens, 13 are 
linked with birth 
defects, 21 with 
reproductive 
effects, and 26 with 
liver/kidney 
damage. 17 of these 
pesticides have 
been detected in 
our groundwater 
supplies.

Yucky Fact #2

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM

While the Robber Barons of the 19th 
century got rich largely by prying 
monopolies and industries from the 18th 
century elites, they still maintained the old 
tradition of wasting as much money and 
labor as they could on ornamental 
landscapes. From Andrew Carnegie to 
Commodore Vanderbilt, the railroad and oil 
tycoons of the Gilded Age built massive 
estates surrounded by acres and acres of 
lawn. To make matters worse, they also 
spent gobs of money building public 
institutions like libraries and parks, all built 
to mimic their preferred style of grass and 
hedge and rose and stone.

So, as suburbs started to pop up at the 
beginning of the 20th century, the middle 
classes latched onto this age-old aristocratic 
fad as the perfect way to show their 
neighbors they knew how to give their yards 
the royal treatment.
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as its culinary counterpart, the 
fast food joint. Landscaping and 
lawn care is a juggernaut, 
chugging across America’s golf 
courses and apartment buildings 
and corporate developments and 
yards and leaving a growing, but 
hidden suite of ecological and 
societal problems in its wake.

There is nothing uniquely bad 
about the landscaping industry. 
Like all corners of the modern 
economy, businesses are always 
looking for a way to do 
something for as cheap as 
possible while charging as much 
as possible, pocketing the 
difference and externalizing as 
many costs as they can to 
“society.” In this way, 
landscapers are as rational as any 
other business owners. People 
need to make a living, and 
homeowners and organizations 
are willing to pay $115b per year 
to do it the old-fashioned way. 
Why rock the boat when it’s 
chugging along so nicely?

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM

“Modern  
landscaping 
is fragile and 
costly. It's a 
hidden leak 
in most city 
and county 
budgets.”

yard bags, and not only would 
their neighbors love them, but 
they didn’t even have to lift a 
finger. As the chemical 
company DuPont used to say, it 
was “better living through 
chemistry.”

Since the 1970’s, the 
landscaping and lawn care 
industry has grown into a $115b 
behemoth, with over 600k 
companies vying to mow and 
blow all 50 million acres of 
American lawn. It employs 
millions of people and has 
become as ubiquitous in the US

A Goliath emerges.

No free lunch.

Unfortunately, all those costs 
being passed off to “society,” 
have become quite costly 
indeed. From expensive water 
requirements and rising 
gasoline prices, to poisoned 
streams and degraded top soil, 
modern landscaping has grown 
into one of the leading causes of 
ecological destruction in the 
United States. Modern 
landscaping causes, or 
contributes to, a host of 
persistent headaches for local 
governments and residents alike

And on top of all that, these 
landscapes–and the gas- 
powered equipment required to 
maintain them–aren’t even 
particularly enjoyable, 
beautiful, or beneficial to the

Atmospheric pollution, 
including greenhouse gasses
Flooding issues and polluted
waterways
Soil erosion
Underemployment and 
working poverty
Increased rates of asthma 
and other cardiovascular 
diseases
Noise pollution
And an alarming rate of 
biodiversity loss

Modern public landscapes cause 
or contribute to a bunch of 
ecological and financial issues:

Yucky Fact #3

-  J A M I E  R O S E N T H A L
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community. In most cases, 
they’re merely the bare 
minimum to be called 
“greenspace.” The utter 
non-functionality of these
spaces largely goes unsaid, 
mostly because most of us 
have lived in and around 
these types of public spaces 
for so long that we’ve been 
trained to see them as the 
“proper” way to do 
landscaping. We’ve become 
immune to how non- 
functional and wasteful 
they are.

1 2    |    G R O W ,  D O N ' T  M O W

Poor landscapes, 
stressed communities.

And all these costs add up, 
acting like a big financial 
sinkhole under the 
foundations of city and 
county budgets. The problem 
is insidious; money is spent 
all across the government 
budget in an effort to counter 
the negative side-effects of 
landscape choices at the 
department-level. Bad 
landscaping practices cause 
downstream problems in so 
many different ways that 
department heads are rarely 
able to see the true cause of 
their budgetary problem. For 
instance, Roads and Drainage 
departments see higher rates 
of flooding issues because 
cement, lawns, and eroding 
topsoil at public parks are 
creating vast slip-n-slides that 
lead straight to the already 
overtaxed sewage systems. 
Many urban areas have
increasing rates of storm 
damage from falling trees, a 
problem that finds its roots in 
sprawling development 
patterns, degraded topsoil 
and ground cover, as well as 
the use, and subsequent over- 
watering, of ornamental and 
non-native trees that produce
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too shallow roots for 
weathering heavy storms.

Over time, non-native and 
over-manicured public spaces 
become ecological dead zones, 
degraded and sickly, needing 
to be replanted every 7-10 
years.

Worse than that, in many cases 
they’re never replanted; they 
just go feral and scrubby, or 
wilt away until they're just 
patchy grass and scrub bushes.

These spaces cost money to 
build, money to maintain, 
money to replace, create

Conventionally 
maintained lawns 
use up to 200 
gallons of fresh, 
drinking-quality 
water per person 
per day to stay 
green.

That's a lot of 
water, y'all!

Yucky Fact #4

headaches all across city and 
county budgets, and ultimately 
aren’t even very good at being 
greenspaces. As the meme 
goes, “You had one job!” They 
force governments onto a 
treadmill of spending that just 
digs them deeper and deeper 
in the hole, making 
communities more stressed 
and making it harder to 
provide services in other areas.

At this time in history, 
humanity faces a multi- 
headed hydra of ecological, 
financial, and social problems,

A more abundant path.



and effective environmental and social programs 
that feed people, build biodiversity and healthy 
soil, and grow green jobs? What if that $30b 
could be turned into $70b+ in economic and 
social value for local communities?

That is the vision of Roots Down and our
signature program, the Fruitful Communities 
initiative (FCi).

Permaculture is an approach 
to land management and 
settlement design that tries to 
mimic flourishing natural 
systems.

So, what's 
permaculture, 
anyway?

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM

Increased food security
Created green jobs
Provided K-12 STEAM education
And increased community engagement

all of which seem to be coming to a head at 
the same time. Climate change, biodiversity 
loss, loss of government support, plastic and 
air pollution, rising inequality, these are just 
a few of the issues clambering for our 
attention. It can be very hard to know how 
an individual, or even a small community of 
individuals, are supposed to make much of 
an impact when the problems are so huge 
and interconnected. 

It’s a lot. But there is hope. And more than 
hope, there are reasons to be optimistic.

You see, the way to address multi-layered 
problems is with multi-layered solutions, or 
at least solutions that solve more than one 
thing at once. In permaculture circles, it’s 
called stacking functions, making sure that 
everything you do does more than one 
thing. In this way, human systems should be 
designed such that they’re mimicking 
nature as much as possible. In the natural 
world, virtually everything serves multiple 
purposes at once. Birds eat seeds and poop 
them out far away, allowing the plant to 
travel distances, while providing the seed a 
nice little coating of nutrients for growing. 
The bird then becomes a meal for a hawk, 
and it’s remains become food for worms, 
who feed still more birds while also building 
healthy soil for the plants.

So, if we were to design our public spaces 
like nature, what might that look like? What 
if our libraries, schools, parks, and 
community centers could be surrounded by 
landscapes that solved several problems at 
once? That were not only beautiful spaces 
that elicited pride in the community, but 
also:

What if our public spaces were the path to a 
more abundant future? A customizable local 
solution to multiple problems that had roles 
for everyone? What if we could switch the 
equation, and turn government landscaping 
expenditures from a bottomless money pit 
to a  value center of sustainable, popular,

Like this!

And this!
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It can't be helped. Every governing body, 
from HOA's to county governments, are 
bureaucratic. They split into different 
departments and siloes because in the end it 
makes things more efficient to have 
departments working on specific activities 
and processes so that wires don't get crossed 
on a daily basis. 

The downside to bureaucracy, though, is 
that oftentimes departments can create 
headaches for each other without even 
knowing it. After-all, if a frontline worker in 
one department rarely, if ever, speaks to 
frontline employees in other departments, 
then it's virtually inevitable that there will 
be organizational blindspots.  

When it comes to landscaping and land 
management, there are blind spots galore!

Case Study
One budget to another.

You see, nature doesn't care about arbitrary 
organizational boundaries, and it's very 
difficult to keep things neat and orderly no 
matter how much money and effort you 
spend trying. 

In the end, every landscaping decision a 
department makes has downstream effects 
for other departments, since water, 
pollution, and soil rarely stay where they're 
placed.

This is why the Fruitful Communities 
initiative has been designed as a 
comprehensive landscaping and land use 
strategy that brings all the stakeholders 
together to ensure that we uncover all the 
blindspots, plug all the budget holes, and get 
everyone working in unison! When everyone 
is on the same page, everyone wins.

Parks & Rec

Landscaping
 Budget

Increased Water Runoff
More water zipping down 
grass and open dirt 
means more flooding and 
sewer repair work.

Water Pollution
Modern landscapes  use a 
lot of chemicals, and with 
all that water runoff, those 
chemicals end up in 
drinking water.

Worse Health Outcomes
Maintenance strategies put 
chemicals and fumes into 
the air, which lead to 
increased cases of asthma, 
and heat island effects. 

Maintenance Treadmill
Modern landscapes are 
fragile and have to be 
replaced every 5-10 years 
or they become degraded. 

Roads & Drainage

Watershed ManagementHealth Department

Facilities



so much more.so much more.

We're spending all this 

money on landscapes, 

just to end up with more 

pollution, more poverty, 

and degraded places. 

Simply put, we can do 

- Jamie Rosenthal, Founder

                             
     Roots Down
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The Fruitful Communities initiative.

The foundation of the Fruitful 
Communities initiative is 
Productive Urban Landscapes 
(PUL’s), food forests and 
pollinator gardens that both 
function as proper landscaping 
(natural dressing for the 
outside of buildings) and 
produce lots of social and 
economic benefits. Unlike 
other systems that local 
governments are responsible 
for, landscaping is one of the 
most straight-forward to design 
with a natural, function- 
stacking mindset. After-all 
landscapes are just purposeful 
nature. Even the wildest 
permaculture landscape has 
still been grown with

Productive Urban 
Landscapes: stacking 
functions like a boss.

G R O W ,  D O N ' T  M O W   |    1 7

that integrate some elements 
of traditional landscaping 
(like organized planting 
patterns and areas to sit, eat, 
and play) but bring in 
elements of the natural 
world (like biodiversity, 
pollinator habitats, etc.), and 
plants that provide us with 
food (like veggies, berries, 
and fruit trees). They use the 
natural desires of plants and 
animals in order to create
lively, joyful, gorgeous, and 
eminently useful places that 
can be enjoyed year round.

Examples
this way

Minimize work and inputs 
(like gas-powered 
equipment, or 
pesticide/herbicide use)
Incorporate native 
pollinator plants
Include food-producing 
trees and shrubs
Encourage ecological soil 
health practices

intentionality. Public spaces are 
no different.

While every Productive Urban 
Landscape is different (based 
on local geography, water
flows, climate, space, sunlight, 
budgetary concerns, as well as a 
host of other factors), they 
generally share key 
characteristics:

PUL’s are dynamic landscapes



like

Case Study
What do PUL's look like?

bees!

this!
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"PUL’s 
create an 
array of 
positive 
feedback 
loops that 
radiate
through 
budgets"

Landscapers versus 
Growers.

In the end, PUL’s are still 
landscapes and need to be 
regularly maintained. While 
the maintenance isn’t more 
expensive, it is different. 
Rather than people riding 
lawn mowers and blowing 
leaves into gutters, PUL 
Growers spend their days 
weeding pollinator gardens, 
trimming bushes and trees, 
and harvesting fruit and nuts 
for the public. The 
maintenance of these spaces 
naturally creates a new 
category of semi-skilled 
employment that can pay 
better, eliminates many of 
the worst health effects of 
traditional landscaping, and 
is a slower and more 
thoughtful public role. No 
more headgear-wearing 
landscapers riding growling 
lawn mowers, Growers 
interact with the public, 
answer questions, and even 
lead teams of volunteers 
during harvest season, 
turning landscapers into 
important public-facing 
examples of local 
government dollars working 
for average people.

And how much does all 
this cost?

The best part of PUL’s? They 
don’t cost any more than 
traditional landscapes to 
build and maintain. While 
the upfront cost of installing 
PUL’s can be higher 
(depending on acreage 
converted, plants used, 
hardscaping, etc.), the actual 
long term maintenance of 
these spaces is similar in cost 
and effort to traditional 
landscaping. In most cases it’s 
a literal 1:1 trade off, a matter 
of simply shifting 
landscaping budgets from

ways PUL's are 
good for the 
environment.5

Sequesters carbon11
Increases biodiversity22

Decreases water use33
Reduces fossil fuel use44

Decreases soil erosion55

one paradigm to another. And 
sometimes it can even be less 
expensive. 

But the long-term benefits to 
your city or county budget 
extend well beyond saving 
money on landscaping. From 
needing less water, pesticides,
and herbicides, to decreased 
flooding and air pollution, 
PUL’s create an array of 
positive feedback loops that 
radiate through budgets, 
loosening up space for new or 
expanded social services in 
other departments.
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backyards.

Libraries
Schools and colleges
Parks
Community centers

Community Land Assets 
(CLA's) are the perfect 
places for PUL's because 
they're publicly-funded 
places that are already 
dedicated to bringing 
community together. All we 
have to do is make the 
outside as amazing as the 
inside!

We focus on 4 Community 
Land Assets in particular 
with the Fruitful 
Communities initiative:

Churches are also a great 
place for PUL's, but they 
require private funding to be 
included in a Fruitful 
Communities plan.

Let's talk about 
Community 
Land Assets!

Increases food security
Creates green jobs
Provides K-12 STEAM education
Increases community engagement

Sequesters carbon
Increases biodiversity
Increases soil health
Decreases water runoff and soil erosion
Eliminates pesticide/herbicide use
Reduces fossil fuel use
Decreases water use

The Fruitful Communities initiative (FCi) is a 
suite of planning and educational programs 
developed by Roots Down that work together 
to create a roadmap for turning local 
landscaping budgets into drivers of positive 
change. With special emphasis on what we call 
Community Land Assets (libraries, schools, 
parks, and community centers), Roots Down 
works directly with government officials and 
employees, landscapers, and residents to 
create customized landscaping and 
community engagement plans that yield a 
multitude of positive benefits:

SOCIAL BENEFITS

ECOLOGICAL BENEFITS

The Fruitful Communities initiative

Native pollinator plants
Food-producing trees and shrubs
Ecological soil health practices
No pesticide/herbicide and all-electric 
maintenance

A Fruitful Community is a neighborhood, 
city, or county that has financially and 
organizationally committed to the 
conversion of the majority of public land to 
Productive Urban Landscapes (PUL’s), 
landscapes that consist of:

PUL’s can then be used as community 
engagement and STEAM education zones that 
promote land stewardship, local food 
production, and generate green jobs. 
Additionally, Fruitful Communities also have 
policies and economic incentives in place that 
promote the expansion of PUL’s throughout 
the community, even into residents’

What makes a Fruitful Community?

The beating heart of the Fruitful 
Communities initiative is the Roots Down 
planning process. We work directly with 
government officials, local landscapers, and 
residents to develop a comprehensive 
roadmap for the future, which includes all

Fruitful Communities in action.
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Community Land Asset 
assessments for all libraries, 
schools, parks, and community 
centers
Urban agriculture and land use 
policy audit and final workbook
Economic incentive 
recommendations
Pilot designs, sketches, and look 
books

of the following:

+ lots more!

We may be the experts on growing 
Fruitful Communities, but no one 
knows a community like locals. So, 
throughout the planning process, we 
regularly engage with residents and 
other community stakeholders in 
order to create the best plan possible. 
As we say in our motto: Food. Earth. 
People. People are at the center of 
why we do what we do, and that’s 
why we take great strides to ensure 
all voices are heard, and that the plan 
reflects the scale, aesthetic and 
recreational preferences, and 
character of the community it serves.

When finalized, a Fruitful 
Communities plan includes 
everything a local government needs 
to transition from a traditional “mow 
and blow” landscaping portfolio to 
Productive Urban Landscapes. We 
then assist in the design, 
implementation, and activation of 
key pilot projects, organizing 
volunteer and community 
engagement events that encourage a 
better understanding of all that’s 
possible in a Productive Urban 
Landscape. From cook-outs, guided 
tours, author signing events, and 
more, we showcase the variety of 
ways PUL’s brighten and activate a 
community.

With a plan in place, pilots 
completed, and an engaged and 
excited community, it’s time to get 
educated! That’s where Roots Down’s 
specially-designed educational 
programs come in.
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Productive UrbanProductive Urban  
Landscapes.Landscapes.

A Fruitful Communities 

plan includes everything 

a local government 

needs to transition from 

a traditional “mow and 

blow” landscaping 

portfolio to



Catalyzing change: engagement and 
education in Fruitful Communities.
Making the Fruitful 
Communities initiative 
successful requires the support 
and enthusiasm of three key 
community stakeholders: 
Local government, 
landscapers, and residents. 
Without cooperation and 
collaboration between all three, 
sustainable change isn’t 
possible. 

Which is why we’ve developed 
educational and engagement 
programs to reinforce the 
Fruitful Communities plan, so 
that everyone has access to the 
knowledge and resources they 
need to participate. Let’s dive 
into each of our programs a 
little closer!

The Grower Program: 
Educating the next 
generation of land 
stewards.

certification criteria called 
the Grower Program. 
Ranging from multi-day 
seminars, to ongoing 
training courses, 
certifications, and hands-on 
experiences, the Grower 
Program provides the 
landscaping industry with an 
important new standard for 
all public landscaping 
professionals. 

Open to owners, their crews, 
sole proprietors, and even 
those just looking to get into 
ecological landscaping, the 
Grower Program consists of 
a variety of options for 
launching a career in 
ecological landscaping.

No stakeholder is more 
important than landscapers. 
They’re the ones tasked with 
building and maintaining 
Productive Urban Landscapes, 
and so it’s imperative they 
understand how PUL’s work 
and how to make them thrive.

In order to ensure that 
government landscapers, or 
third-party vendors, have the 
knowledge and resources 
necessary to design, build, and 
maintain Productive Urban 
Landscapes, we’ve developed a

G R O W ,  D O N ' T  M O W   |    2 3



Community organizing
Pitching your ideas
Using art for advocacy
The importance of land 
stewardship
Shifting public policy

In a 2021 study, University 
of Bath researchers found 
that over 80% of 16-25 year 
olds are worried about 
climate change, with over 
40% saying they think about 
it on a daily basis. It’s no 
secret that today’s youth are 
the cohort most likely to
spend the rest of their lives 
in a climate changing world. 
They know it, and they’re 
growing increasingly 
anxious about it.

Any localized climate and 
food justice program has to 
include youth leaders, and 
that was why we created the 
GreenHive Leadership 
Program, a 10-week paid 
fellowship for 18-22 year 
olds. Hosted at local 
universities and colleges, or 
Fruitful Libraries or Schools, 
the GreenHive Leadership 
Program teaches future 
leaders how to become 
better organizers, advocate 
for public policies, and gives
them the resources and tools 
they need to develop a 
Legacy Project that will grow 
a sustainable asset in their 
local communities.

Over the course of the 
program, GreenHive 
Leaders learn about the five 
key areas of advocating for 
local climate action:

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Through guest speakers, 
interactive activities, on-site

GreenHive Leadership 
Program: Growing the 
leaders of tomorrow.

experiences, and weekly 
meetings and team building 
exercises, GreenHive 
Leaders are equipped with 
the tools they need to shift 
climate policy in 
government, in their 
careers, or in their own 
businesses. And when they 
graduate, they become part 
of a growing network of 
GreenHive alumni, united 
by their shared experience 
and passion for changing the 
future.

The last group of important 
stakeholders are the 
residents themselves. While 
the government officials are 
implementing their Fruitful 
Communities plan, the 
landscapers are retooling 
through the Grower 
Program, and young adults 
are sharpening their 
leadership skills in the

Fruitful Community 
Partners: Bringing 
community together.

GLP Winter 2022
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"Our 
Community 
Partners are 
the backbone 
of every 
successful 
Fruitful 
Community."

GreenHive Leadership 
Program, eco-conscious 
residents can join up to be 
Community Partners.

Community Partners are the 
backbone of every successful 
Fruitful Communities plan. 
They’re the strongest 
advocates, the ones who 
understand the needs of their 
community and can 
communicate them, and a 
source of support for the
GreenHive Leaders and 
emerging Growers. Residents 
who sign up to be 
Community Partners get 
access to a host of

Fruitful Communities  
programs in a nutshell.

Monthly get-togethers and 
happy hours.
A weekly action email with 
tips, resources, and ideas 
for taking community 
action.
Regular micro-courses on 
topics ranging from 
composting and home 
gardening to canvassing 
and sales techniques.
Access to the Roots Down 
Online Library of articles, 
pamphlets, infographics, 
and more to share to social 
media or just to learn 
something new.

educational and community- 
building resources that help 
them to get plugged into the 
Fruitful Communities plan 
and teach them how to be 
stellar advocates for better, 
more productive community 
spaces.

Here are just a few of the 
benefits of Community 
Partnership:

In addition to all of this, 
Community Partners are 
eligible to receive Fruitful 
Communities micro-grants 
through the Roots Down 
Foundation, Roots Down’s 
501(c)3 non-profit. These 
grants are a great way to 
kickstart the small 
neighborhood projects that 
are so important in 
cementing the Fruitful 
Communities initiative.

Throughout the Fruitful
Communities planning 
process, our educational 
programs, and through 
ongoing support for 
Community Partners, Roots 
Down gives every stakeholder 
the chance to use their special 
skills and talents toward 
growing a more hopeful and 
abundant future.

Fruitful Communities planning
Planning and consulting for local 
governments.

The Grower Program
Career advancement training for 
landscapers.

GreenHive Leadership Program
Paid fellowship for college-aged  
leaders.

Community Partners
Membership organization for
Fruitful Communities advocates.
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abundant future.abundant future.

Throughout the Fruitful 

Communities planning 

process, Roots Down 

gives every stakeholder 

the chance to use their 

special skills and 

talents toward growing 

a more hopeful and
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Growing your own 
Fruitful Community

Growers
Storytellers
Connectors
Leaders
Champions

Great question! We’ve broken 
down all the ways people can 
help grow Fruitful 
Communities into 5 rough 
categories. Our Community 
Partners are clever, creative 
folks, so don’t be surprised if 
we expand this list as new ways 
to help get invented or thought 
up. But for now, here are The 
Big Five:

Now, let’s take a look at each of 
them, shall we?
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Finding your place

No matter who you are, your 
resources, or the time you 
have to give, there’s a place for 
you in the Fruitful 
Communities initiative. 
Everyone is different, and 
motivated by different things. 
Heck, some of you may not 
even care about climate change 
or food security…you just want 
your neighborhood to be more 
pleasant and resilient. It doesn’t 
matter how you came to 
Fruitful Communities. All that 
matters is that you’re here, and 
there’s a way you can help.

So, how can you help?

The BIG Five!

Growers11

Storytellers

22

Connectors33

Leaders
44

55Champions



The Growers: Making the world a 
greener place

Planting a small community food forest 
or pollinator garden on your property.
Starting a neighborhood composting club
Hosting landscaping events 
Volunteering at an urban farm
Donating a fruit tree or perennial 
pollinator to a neighbor

If you like plants, flowers, trees, or just 
gazing at the buzzing of bees, you’re 
probably a Grower. And that’s perfect, 
because Fruitful Communities needs lots of 
Growers! Whether you’re a professional 
landscaper or botanist, a master gardener, or 
a total noob, you can follow your green 
instincts toward a fun and engaging way of 
bringing Fruitful Communities to your area.

Some great ways for Growers to get involved 
are:

Photoshopping a PUL onto a badly- 
maintained corner of your neighborhood.
Hosting painting classes in a community 
garden.
Create a comedy sketch about the 
absurdities of modern landscaping and land 
use.
Dance in a garden.

Storytellers: Illuminating a 
better future

Writing a series of fictional short stories 
set in a near future where humans live in 
vibrant, natural urban spaces. (And it 
doesn’t have to be a utopia either. You 
could still set a detective story in a city 
filled with Productive Urban 
Landscapes.)

Storytellers are anyone who likes to bring 
other worlds into being. Painters are 
storytellers. Writers are storytellers. 
Musicians and graphic designers, and 
playwrights are storytellers. No matter how 
you do it, there is no medium more 
important than whatever way you like to tell 
stories. Fruitful Communities is, if nothing 
else, an attempt at reshaping the way 
humans consider, shape, and grow the 
natural world around us, and in order to 
change the way we think about something, 
we first have to show what’s possible. 

And that’s where storytellers come in. 

Some great ways for Storytellers to get 
involved are:

Connectors: Bringing it all 
together

Start a Fruitful Communities chapter in 
your neighborhood.
Host a community action meeting at your 
home.
Organize a fundraiser for your local school 
or library garden.
Lead a petition drive advocating for a 
Fruitful Communities plan

Connectors are the glue that hold everything 
together. They’re the ones who are on every 
local board, are always volunteering for 
something, and seem to know at least one 
person everywhere they go. If you’re the type 
of person that’s never met a stranger, then 
you’re a Connector, and the Fruitful 
Communities initiative needs you!

Here are some great ways Connectors can get 
involved:
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Leaders: Adopting the plan

County administrators
County commissioners or elected officials

Leaders are those with decision-making power 
to move forward with a Fruitful Communities 
plan. Whether a government department head, 
a school superintendent, or an elected official, 
Leaders are the people who commit to the plan, 
and assist in creating the public framework for 
all the other Community Partners to support. 
In most cases, Leaders are the first funders of 
the Fruitful Communities plan, and provide the 
resources to bring the Roots Down team to an 
area.

Here a few examples of Leaders at different 
levels of governance:

At the county level



County department 
heads, specifically those 
that are responsible for 
building and maintaining 
public lands

City administrators 
(mayors, city managers, 
city councilmembers or 
commissioners)
City department heads, 
specifically those that are 
responsible for building 
and maintaining public
lands

University or college 
administrators
Community garden 
board members
Park board members

At the city level

Other Leaders
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Mollison, the idea is to place 
all the most labor intensive 
plants near the house, in
what is called Zone 1. Then, 
you create concentric zones 
out from there, decreasing 
in labor-intensity with each 
zone until you hit number 5 
(or, wild areas).

In much the same way, there 
are zones to Fruitful 
Communities advocacy, 
requiring different time  
scales, commitments, and 

Zone 0 - You
Zone 1 - Your home
Zone 2 - Your 
neighborhood
Zone 3 - Your city
Zone 4 - Your county
Zone 5 - The great 
beyond

skill sets. We’ve identified 5 
Fruitful Communities zones, 
partially adapted by the 
brilliant work by Toby 
Hemenway in his book, The 
Permaculture City:

Champions: Providing 
key resources

The last group of 
Community Partners are 
Champions, those who 
support the work through 
donations, private giving, 
memberships, or 
sponsorships. They can 
include individuals, 
corporations, non-profits, or 
foundations. Anyone who 
financially supports a 
Fruitful Communities plan 
is a Champion of the 
mission, and an important 
part of the success.

Finding your zone.

Once you’ve decided what 
type of Community Partner 
you’d like to be, it’s time to 
take a look at where you’d 
like to do the most good.

In permaculture design, 
there is the concept of 
zones. Popularized by Bill

Noobs' guide to 
permaculture zones.

Zone 0
Your house.

Zone 1
Put your veggie garden here.

Zone 2
Your berry patch or zen garden.

Zone 3
Place fruit and nut trees here.

Zone 4
A good place for plants that
animals like.

Zone 5
The wild world beyond.



ROOTSDOWNGA.COM

"Like in 
permaculture 
Zone 0 is 
reserved for 
the most 
important 
part of the 
equation
...YOU!"

Most people will work in 
multiple zones over time, 
sometimes even 
simultaneously. So, don’t 
worry if you find yourself 
moving through the zones as 
you learn where you’re most 
comfortable. But to help you 
get situated, here’s a deeper 
dive into each zone.

Finding your zone of 
influence.

What is it that’s motivating 
you to look for ways to 
act?
Are you wanting to act 
from fear? Anxiety? Grief? 
Hope?
What makes you light up 
when you think about 
your current life? What 
are you trying to preserve? 
Or is it change you’re 
looking for?
What do you think of 
when you imagine an 
abundant future? Can you
see it? Do you know what 
it feels like to live there?

one of us are capable of 
working toward a better, 
more abundant future. 
There’s so much that needs to 
be done, that there’s a place 
for all of us.

So, take a moment to think 
about what really excites you 
about the future. If you could 
be anything in this future, 
what would you want to be? 
What kind of world would 
you like to live in?

Some other questions you can
ask:

Once you have a good idea of 
why you want to take action 
in your community, you’ll 
have a good idea of which 
zone(s) you’d enjoy most and 
be most effective.
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Finding your ideal zone of 
influence isn't as hard as it 
seems. Just ask yourself a few 
key questions.

What is it that’s motivating you 
to look for ways to act?
Are you wanting to act from 
fear? Anxiety? Grief? Hope?
What makes you light up when 
you think about your current 
life? What are you trying to 
preserve? Or is it change you’re 
looking for?
What do you think of when you 
imagine an abundant future? 
Can you see it? Do you know 
what it feels like to live there?

Zone 0: You

Just like in permaculture 
design, Zone 0 is reserved for 
the most important part of 
the equation…you! Without 
you nothing is really 
possible, that’s because every

Zone 1: Your home

The first zone you can start 
to make a big difference is in 
your own home. No matter 
how much space you have (or 
don’t have), there are several 
ways you can advocate for 
better public spaces, learn 
more about permaculture 
principles, and turn your 
personal space into a



Read up on permaculture 
principles. We suggest starting 
with The Permaculture City by 
Toby Hemenway or Braiding 
Sweetgrass by Robin Wall 
Kimmerer.
Get a houseplant, then get 
another, then another until you 
run out of space. Put several 
plants in the same pot to see how 
they interact, until you find the 
perfect mixture of botanical joy!
Watch the documentaries Kiss the 
Ground and Fantastic Fungi. 
While you’re at, why not host a 
watch party and spread the 
knowledge to your friends, 
neighbors, and family?
Join a Facebook Group or 
Discord server that connects you 
to other like-minded people. 
Share memes, bookmark articles, 
and learn from those who’ve
been in the urban permaculture 
game for awhile.

Spend 10 minutes everyday for a 
week just being in the space. 
Look around and really get to 
know what it’s like there. Ask 
yourself: Where and what time 
does the sun hit this spot? Does 
the area have access to water 
(natural or from a tap)? What’s 
the current condition of the 
vegetation that’s already there? 
Do your neighbors have access to 
this space as well?

botanical wonderland.

Here are a few ideas, based on the 
amount of space you have.

Less than 100 sqft
Whether you live in a dorm room, 
an apartment with no balcony, or a 
shared space with other people, 
there are a ton of cool things you 
can do with little to no physical 
space.

Less than 1000 sqft
Here are a few ideas for ways you 
can maximize a small yard, balcony, 
or other outdoor space.

G R O W ,  D O N ' T  M O W   |    3 1



Plant a small community garden. If your 
available space is in an area that’s 
publicly available, take a portion of it and 
plant a few perennial berry bushes or 
shrubs, or even annual vegetables or fruit 
that you like. Throw up a sign letting 
your neighbors know they can have 
whatever they want, and invite the 
neighborhood to munch on your garden. 
This small gesture is a great way to start 
changing the culture around food 
production. Anyone can do it. Food is 
abundant in the natural world, and our 
urban environments should be no 
different.
Put up a yard sign showing support for 
the Fruitful Communities initiative.

Get rid of your lawn. This can be a big 
undertaking, depending on the amount 
of lawn you have, but replacing your 
grass with ecological landscaping will not 
only make your home a powerful 
example but will also dramatically 
increase the ecological benefit to your 
community. If you’re a green thumb, you 
can certainly convert your lawn yourself, 
a little at a time or all at once. If you 
aren’t so handy with a trowel, then you 
can hire one of a growing army of 
ecological landscapers.
Plant a fruit tree. If converting your 
whole yard is a little too ambitious, you 
can simply plant a fruit tree in your yard. 
Make sure to pay attention to how much 
sunlight, water, and space you have to 
play around with, since every tree species 
has different requirements. But no 
matter what sort of space you have, 
there’s almost certainly a fruit tree that’ll 
work.
Lend your yard to a Grower with less 
space. Community gardens don’t just 
have to be designated areas far away 
from homes. You can also turn your yard 
into a micro-community garden by 
leasing, or offering for free a portion to a 
local Grower to use. A fun way to do this 
is for the Grower to give the homeowner 
some of the produce when it’s harvested 
as thanks for offering the space.

More than 2000 sqft
If you have a large yard or outdoor area, you 
have even more opportunity to advocate for 
Fruitful Communities. Here are a few ideas:

Zone 2: Your neighborhood.

Joining the Parent-Teacher 
Organizations/Associations (PTO/A) at 
your child’s school can be a great way to 
meet people in the neighborhood, share 
resources, and work toward a Fruitful School 
garden and educational program. 
In many areas, public parks have “Friends 
of” boards that help raise money and initiate 
projects that benefit the community. Park 
boards are perfect for getting to the very 
center of neighborhood environmental 
concerns.
Homeowner Associations (HOA’s) are often 
cast as the villain when it comes to 
environmental issues, but they can be 
powerful allies when there are 
environmental supporters in the 
membership.
Religious organizations are another 
powerful governing body in most 
neighborhoods, providing a sense of 
community, and in many cases material 
support for members and the wider 
community. 

Now that you’re the master of your own 
domain, it’s time to start thinking about ways 
you can make a difference a little further out. 
For our purposes, we consider your 
neighborhood anywhere that’s less than a 15- 
minute walk from your door. Whether your 
neighborhood is particularly walkable is 
another story, but the 15-minute neighborhood 
(adapted from the work of Dan Luscher and the 
15-Minute City Project) is a great way to think of 
Zone 2. Your neighborhood is the most 
accessible public space available to you, and the 
space you can more easily create impact, and so 
for many of you, Zone 2 is where you’re going 
to hang out most. Even at the neighborhood 
level, there are multiple governing bodies, 
resource hubs, and people you can bring 
together to start making some change.

Here are some of the most common 
neighborhood governing bodies:

Volunteering to be part of a local governing 
body can be one of the most effective things 
you can do to create change in your 
neighborhood. Because of the time 
commitment, many surprisingly powerful 
positions can go uncontested or even unfilled, 
and a motivated person could do a lot of good 
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Donate or volunteer for local non-profits. 
In many cities, only a handful of well- 
known non-profits end up garnering the 
majority of charitable giving. So, put your 
money and time where your home is, and 
consider supporting charitable 
organizations that work in and around 
your neighborhood.
Start a neighborhood ecology club. 
Whether you focus on composting, bird 
watching, or urban walks, creating (or 
joining) an ecology club for your neighbors
can be a fun way to get to know each other, 
and start building a network.
Adopt a vacant lot or other unused public 
space. Most cities and counties are 
surprisingly open-minded when it comes 
to residents taking proverbial ownership of 
an unused public space. If there’s a place 
you wish looked better, or you think would 
be perfect for growing some food or 
pollinator habitat, then ask your local 
officials about the process for converting 
the space. In many cases, unless it’s a 
public right of way, they’ll let you maintain 
a garden.
Get a Fruitful School program going at 
your local elementary school. If you have 
a passion for educating the next 
generation, then working with the PTO/A 
and administration of your local 
elementary school to establish a Fruitful 
School program can be a great way of 
moving your neighborhood in the right 
direction. In most cases, it’s not hard to get 
permission to start a program on campus, 
as long as outside funding can be secured. 
A spring and fall native plant sale can be a 
great way to raise money to get things 
started.

for the neighborhood by simply volunteering 
to take a leadership position.

If serving on a parks board or running for 
PTO President ain't your cup of tea, there are 
also a wide range of activities you can do in 
your neighborhood to fight for the future.
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Zone 3: Your city.

Mayor
City Manager or Administrator
City Council or Commission
Department Heads

cities can get a bit blurry, but for our purposes 
we define a city based on its legal boundaries. 
Since the Fruitful Communities initiative is 
foremost a strategy for government 
landscaping intervention, the city is wherever 
the city government is responsible for. 

While the scale and size of different city 
governing structures can vary considerably, 
virtually all cities have the same basic 
positions of authority:

In order for the Fruitful Communities 
initiative to be successful, there has to be 
general consensus among all of these key 
stakeholders so that budgets and actions are 
aligned. It’s unlikely that residents will be able 
to move the needle on ecological landscaping 
without the support of city officials and 
employees, so working at the city level means 
that things are gonna get political.

While politics in general has a bad rep, local 
politics can (and should) be a source of pride 
and a tremendous opportunity to work 
together with your neighbors to make

Cities are, if nothing else, a collection of 
neighborhoods, a patchwork of local 
cultures, habits, and economies. In many 
metropolitan areas, the division line between
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Be the government. The most straight- 
forward way you can influence the 
decisions of your city government is to run 
for office. It doesn’t really matter what you 
run for (as long as it has the ability to 
influence landscaping decisions), all that 
matters is that you run for something. In 
many cities, smaller roles often go 
uncontested or unfilled, and can be a great 
way to cut your teeth in local government, 
make new friends, and start making a 
difference.
Educate the government. If you don’t want 
to run for office, you can also just get to 
know those who are currently in those 
roles. Meet them for coffee, invite them to 
your local Roots Down chapter meeting, or 
host a lunch and learn about the Fruitful 
Communities initiative and the benefits of 
ecological landscaping.

everything better for everyone. With so much 
emphasis on national and international 
politics, it can be hard to see how you fit in all 
of this, but at the city level you have the 
opportunity to really get involved and see 
your efforts pay off.

With an eye toward working with government 
officials and employees, here are a few ways 
you can get things done in Zone 3.

Zone 4: Your county.

Lobby the government. If starting a riot is 
more your speed, then you can arrange 
petition drives, calling nights, letter and 
email writing campaigns, or a host of other 
tried and true campaigning strategies. One 
thing that usually gets local politicians to 
move is the risk of falling out with their 
neighbors, so applying a little external 
pressure can be a great way of moving the 
needle. Remember, local government 
officials are part of the community too; 
they also want a beautiful, abundant city. 
So, make sure when you’re pushing on 
them, you do it with sincerity and respect.
Use the government. In most cities there 
are a bunch of little-known, badly- 
publicized grant and assistance programs 
already in place. Do a little research, get to 
know administrative government 
employees, and ask around for small ways 
you can get the government to pay for 
Fruitful School, Library, or Community
gardens. They’re not always there, but the 
process of finding that out can also give 
you a great idea of where your city is 
lacking, and provide you opportunities to 
suggest for improvement.

Beyond your city limits is your county (or
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Run for office. I know, I know, we 
already suggested that in the Zone 3 
discussion, but even at the county level, 
running for office is still your best 
chance at making big change. The 
primary differences between the city and 
county levels of government is that the 
budgets are bigger, the influence broader, 
and the competition a little stiffer, but 
that doesn’t necessarily mean a crazy 
amount of campaigning. In many 
counties, major positions are decided by 
less than a 1000 votes…sometimes less 
than 100! So, go out there and shoot your 
shot. In the end, there’s much more 
upside than risk.

parishes in certain parts of the US), and in 
any given area, counties are likely to be the 
single largest landowner. In many ways, 
counties are the ideal scale for the Fruitful 
Communities initiative because county 
governments have significant resources and 
a direct connection to state and federal 
grants funding, while remaining remarkably 
responsive to the desires of residents. If you 
want to have a big impact with a single 
partner, operating in Zone 4 (the county 
level) is probably your best bet.

But many county governments are large and 
bureaucratic, with tons of departments 
doing everything from managing taxes to 
mowing lawns. To make matters even more 
confusing, it can often be difficult to get a 
full picture of how your county government 
is spending tax revenue, and whether the 
work is being done directly by the 
government or through third-party vendors. 

All of these things combine to make getting 
involved in county affairs seem like a very 
daunting task. It’s certainly more complex, 
but not necessarily harder, and you’ll find 
that most county employees and officials are 
smart, creative people, open to new ideas 
and eager to help when they’re excited for 
the project.

And the Fruitful Communities initiative is a 
project that tends to get people excited!

So, what are some things you can do if you 
want to work in Zone 4? Here are a few 
ideas:

Talk to the school board. When it comes to 
county government, the school board is 
usually the agency with the most land under 
management, the largest budget, and the 
strongest interest in finding ways to cut costs 
and deliver more value to their students, 
staff, and community. The Fruitful 
Communities initiative is a tremendous way 
to help your school district provide STEAM 
education, produce for food-insecure 
households, and an engaging community- 
based project all without significantly 
impacting the budget.
Get a Productive Urban Landscape 
ordinance on the books. In many counties, 
it’s surprisingly straightforward to get 
ordinances and policies on the ballot to be 
voted on by the rest of the county. Research 
how that gets done in your county, and then 
team up with your local Roots Down chapter 
and other environmental groups to get a 
Productive Urban Landscape ordinance up 
for a vote. Even a failed ballot initiative can 
bring a ton of awareness to the ecological 
needs of public lands.
Start a Fruitful Communities Hub. For the 
more entrepreneurial-minded, starting your 
own Fruitful Communities Hub (FCH) can 
be an incredibly satisfying adventure. After 
completing the onboarding process, FCH 
owners receive everything they need to start 
growing their own local Roots Down group, 
focused on establishing and growing the 
Fruitful Communities initiative in your 
county and surrounding counties.

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM
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Zone 5: The Great Beyond.

In permaculture practice, Zone 5 is usually 
reserved for the wild spaces beyond your 
homestead (Zone 0). Similarly, we consider 
Zone 5 to be the wider world beyond your 
county boundaries, a vast area of influence 
that is distinct from Zones 0-4. You see, the 
Fruitful Communities initiative is a strategy 
for local environmental action, and simply 
doesn’t “scale up” to the state and federal level 
with the same fidelity as the local level. So, 
while state, national, and international 
organizations and governing bodies can be 
strong and important partners for the Fruitful 
Communities initiative, they’re not 
particularly fertile places to implement the 
initiative.



The Fruitful Communities initiative is a 
comprehensive ecological landscaping 
strategy tailor-made for local action. Using 
a combination of planning, consulting, 
educational programming, and community 
engagement, the FCi establishes a culture of 
land stewardship that yields better 
landscapes, more engaged residents, and a 
whole host of other positive community 
benefits. 

So, how do all these pieces work together to 
bring about culture change? Great question! 
To start, let's do a quick recap of all the 
pieces of the FCi.

Planning
The foundation of the FCi is a Fruitful 
Communities plan, custom built for a city or 
county government. The planning process 
usually takes 6-12 months.

Case Study
Bringing it all together.

Education
We've developed two educational programs 
for Fruitful Communities residents:

The Grower Program is a career 
advancement curriculum for landscaping 
professionals.

The GreenHive Leadership Program is a 
paid advocacy fellowship for college-aged 
leaders.

Engagement
Our Community Partner Program provides 
residents with a toolkit for advocating for, 
and participating in, the Fruitful 
Communities initiative.

These 3 pieces work together to drive 
culture change, and turn your city or county 
into a Fruitful Community.
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No matter who you are, 

your resources, or the 

time you have to give, 

there's a place for youthere's a place for you
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in the Fruitful 

Communities initiative.



A vision for the future.
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And here is our light. This is the world we’re 
growing.

A world where every person is less than a 5- 
minute walk from fresh, nutritious food. 
Where more trees are planted than torn down. 
Where schoolchildren learn how to tend 
gardens, prepare food, and develop healthy 
soil biology as part of their normal 
curriculum. Where everyone is less than a 
block from a public park and garden. Where 
neighbors plant community plots in their 
front yards for everyone to enjoy…

…a world where teams of Growers buzz 
around neighborhoods like butterflies, 
spending their days tending to the 
neighborhood’s public garden parks. Where 
streets are smaller and made of permeable 
surfaces, lined with fruit trees and blueberry 
bushes, flowers bursting, columns of bikes

Throughout this book, we’ve laid out the 
contours of our plan for fighting climate 
change, all while feeding people, growing 
good jobs, and using government dollars 
more effectively. The Fruitful Communities 
initiative is a proven method for using 
landscaping budgets to seed the foundation of 
popular social and environmental programs. 
It’s one of a great many clever, repeatable 
environmental solutions that are coming 
online to build a bridge to a greener, healthier, 
and more equitable future. We are not alone, 
and neither are you. There are so many things 
that need to be done that everyone is 
welcome. Even you. Everyone has something 
to offer, something unique and special that 
can make your community just a little 
brighter. It’s not a fireworks display we need 
right now; we need a thousand tiny lights, all 
rising together, illuminating a path (or many 
paths) forward.



riding by, people on the sidewalk, in the 
street, at cafe tables, on benches. People 
being people. Children playing hide and 
seek around the mulberry patch…

…a world where you can smell the gardenia, 
the lilac, the lavender the moment you open 
your door. Where the annual Blueberries 
and BBQ festival is always a big deal, and the 
best chefs compete for who can make the 
tastiest sauce using only public gardens. 
Where young and old tend to home gardens, 
swapping stories, rebuilding the culture in 
agriculture one tomato or serviceberry at a 

time.

We’re growing toward this future because we 
believe that all of us together have the 
opportunity of a lifetime. To make the planet a 
better place, to tap into nature’s abundance, and
to create something worth leaving for our 
children and all the generations to come. The 
future is worth fighting for. Those future 
generations are worth fighting for, and the 
Fruitful Communities initiative is our 
contribution.

We hope you’ll join us.

ROOTSDOWNGA.COM
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Welcome to the Fruitful Communities initiative!

Roots Down is building a movement of land 

stewards and community partners like you,  all 

working together to grow a more abundant, 

equitable, and fruitful future. In this 

groundbreaking new book, we'll show you how to 

turn your neighborhood, city, or county into a 

Fruitful Community.

From case studies, tips, and tricks, this book is 

your foundation for advocating for better spaces. 

Join the Fruitful Communities movement and let's 

fight for a future to be proud of.


