Learning from France
I was interested to read a leaflet last year via SLOG about two-week placements to Belgium and France looking at traditional orchards in relation to habitat conservation.  The leaflet said ‘this is an opportunity not to be missed’ – so I didn’t!

The Leonardo da Vinci Lifelong Learning Programme funded the European Conservation Action Network to fund the placements.  The aim is that the placements will lead to productive exchange of ideas, expertise and resources with the accompanying social, cultural and political benefits at the community level.

EuCAN said: “The importance of traditional orchard habitat and the biodiversity that it generates derives both from its massive decline in recent decades and the unique mix of habitat qualities otherwise found separately in grassland, woodland, wood pasture and hedgerows.  Reversing this decline in traditional orchards will require an increased awareness of their economic potential and cultural importance, and the development of initiatives associated with sustainable food production, rural heritage, local distinctiveness and community celebration.”
I chose the French placement which was being hosted by SOLAGRO which works with regional farmers to encourage respect for and development of sustainable farming practices.  This includes schemes promoting the maintenance and planting of traditional (pre-verger) orchards and their associated biodiversity-rich habitat.

We attended a preparation weekend in Dorset and visited various cider orchards and heard about the growing interest in them, with people digging presses out of the dark recesses of farm buildings and getting them in working order again.  We also listened to author James Crowden and researcher Liz Copas about cider apples and orchards.  We visited a community orchard at Bridport and heard about the organisation and huge popularity of the Blossomtime Festival in Herefordshire.
In France, our party of 12 was based in Najac (near Montauban) on the river Averyon in the south west.  After a welcome by the Mayor and a local lunch at the SOLAGRO café, we were straight to work picking chestnuts.  This was on Thierry Dubosson’s farm which he had bought in a run-down state and was working hard to bring it back into organic productivity.  The chestnuts were on a north-facing slope as they are don’t like too much heat.  We also spent time at Marigot organic farm which has looked to diversify into chestnuts, apples, pigs, chickens, cows and a strong educational element with local school children.  This farm had a community apple press which we saw in action at a village event with people bringing their apples to be pressed.  We saw how the chestnuts were sorted (the bad ones go to the pigs) and were told about the high value products made from them.
At another farm we spent time picking more chestnuts and pruning some old trees to help make them more productive and to allow the tractor to get under the trees for future harvesting operations.  At a community orchard which had been planted by the local school, we worked with local people to deer-fence the orchard.  We also removed some unsuccessful (non-local variety) apple trees and prepared planting holes for some new local varieties.

So that covers most of the ‘formal’ duties, but there is lots to tell of the socialising with our hosts, provision of great meals for us in their farmhouses, lots of laughing and mis-translations!  But I’ll leave that for another time!  We also visited local cultural and heritage sites and places and some of us even practised some French.  The two leaders were great and well-organised.  It was an excellent two weeks, and I would totally recommend it to others.
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