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MAHWAH — To step onto the Fresh Roots Farm is to become immersed in the soft sound of shovels digging into dirt
and the sight of workers packing compost around green-topped crops — and not the rush of traffic from nearby
Route 287.

Nestled deep in the Campgaw Mountain Reservation,
the 2-acre farm is the brainchild of the non-profit
Mahwah Environmental Volunteers Organization
and its executive director, Eric Fuchs-Stengel. This
summer marks the farm’s first full season in
commercial operation after breaking ground last
year.

As the number of local farms in North Jersey has
shrunk over the past decades, the Mahwah
Environmental Volunteers Organization hopes the
Fresh Roots Farm will provide a model that the group
and others like it can replicate elsewhere to promote
sustainable living and make healthful food more
widely available.

"We’re not going to change the world just with one
farm," said Fuchs-Stengel, who lives in Mahwah. "But
we’re going to educate and empower people to make
real serious decisions about how they live and what
they want to do with their farm and their fields and
their backyards."

The farm was made possible through a partnership
with Bergen County, which owns the land. The
organization signed a land-use agreement with the
county in May 2015 that can be renewed every five
years.

The accord, Fuchs-Stengel said, is simple: The
non-profit organization can use the land as long as it
provides a public service in exchange.

The group plans to do just that.

This season, it hopes to harvest several thousand
pounds of food to donate to local anti-hunger groups,
such as Table to Table and the Center for Food
Action. The organization already has donated
produce grown on its much smaller farm at Bergen
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Fresh Roots Farm is the brainchild of the Mahwah Environmental Volunteers
Organization and its director, Eric Fuchs-Stengel.
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Isabel Arrieche, the farm manager, adjusting a sprinkler on tomato plants.
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Community College in Paramus.

The organization farms about an acre of the fenced-in plot. The rest is part of a forest buffer that helps keep insects
and animals at bay and also will be the site of the farm’s apiary, or collection of beehives, to be completed this
summer.

Aside from maintaining rows of vegetables such as asparagus and tomatoes, the organization is growing a "food
forest’ — a wild space where fruit trees, berry bushes and other plants will grow with little maintenance. The
workers do not use chemicals on their crops and largely work the fields with their hands, all in an effort to create a
natural food-producing ecosystem.

"It’s to show people that this is doable," Fuchs-Stengel said.

However, building the farm on what was previously a forest and a grassy field was no small undertaking, especially
for a non-profit. The organization, which grew out of a local trash cleanup effort that Fuchs-Stengel started as a
teenager eight years ago, relies on major support from the county and companies like Suez. It cost about $50,000 in
both cash and labor to build the farm, and it may cost around $40,000 to keep it going each year, Fuchs-Stengel said.

To keep the farm running over the long-term, the
organization wants to offer a community-supported
agriculture program in which individuals or families
can buy shares of the farm in exchange for a weekly
basket of farm produce. Such farm share programs,
which typically run from spring to fall, operate
elsewhere in New Jersey; the state Department of
Agriculture website lists 57, including ones at
Richfield Farms in Clifton and Stokes Farm in Old
Tappan.

Participants "share in the gains and losses of the
farm," said Isabel Arrieche, the farm manger.

The farm provides other public services. For
example, it hosts school groups for educational
programs. And the farm’s workers — some of whom
on a recent visit were aerating rows of soil to prepare
seed planting and packing compost onto mounds of
potatoes — include volunteers from the community and college interns. The farm also provides farming experience
for the disabled and people on probation, Fuchs-Stengel said.

"To me this is the most dignified work that people could ever do," said Jack Daly, a volunteer who teaches
environmental sustainability at Passaic County Community College and Ramapo College.

Taking a break from sculpting beds of soil that he hopes will yield winter squash, Daly said the proposed community-
supported agriculture program marks a return to small-scale farming after agriculture shifted to an industrial
model in recent decades. And people increasingly want to understand and connect with the source of their food, he
said.

"As a people, as a region, we really need to start thinking about where our food is coming from," Daly said.

Ultimately, Fuchs-Stengel said he hopes the farm will produce enough food to support 40 families, with half of the
harvest sold through the community-supported agriculture program and the rest donated to those in need.

Arrieche said everyone deserves high-quality produce. Providing it through the Fresh Roots Farm is a mission that,
in her eyes, the farm and its volunteers are more than capable of accomplishing.

"We can have it if we grow it," she said.

Email: diduch@northjersey.com
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The farmland is owned by Bergen County, which stipulates that the farm must
provide a public service.
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