
Agroforestry 
 
By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator 

You may have heard the term ‘agroforestry’ used in 
relation to agriculture. According to Cornell University, 
“Agroforestry combines agriculture and forestry 
resources to create more integrated, diverse, 
productive, profitable, healthy and sustainable land use 
systems.” In other words, trees and shrubs are 
deliberately combined with crops and livestock 
resulting in various benefits to the grower and the 
environment. There are five prominent types of 
agroforestry: 

•Riparian Vegetative Buffer Strips 
•Forest Farming 

•Alley Cropping 
•Silvopasture 

•Shelterbelts 
Riparian vegetative buffer strips may be natural or planted. They are areas along the banks of rivers and 
streams where water-loving plants grow. Combinations of trees, shrubs, plants and grasses offer the 
landowner many benefits. Buffer strips regulate non-point source water pollution, protect fish habitats and 
reduce floods and erosion. These areas can also produce marketable crops (ex. mushrooms and ginseng). 
Riparian buffer strips can be established or restored by allowing an area of native woodlands to grow 
adjacent to the river or stream. Moving away from the water, rows of trees can be added behind the wooded 
area. Following the trees with a strip of shrubs and then a strip of grasses will make the best riparian zone. 

Forest farming involves the growing of specialty crops in natural forest stands. Shiitake mushrooms thrive in 
cool, damp, low-lying woodlands. Logs of hardwood trees are drilled with holes that are then filled with 
fungal spores. The logs are incubated until mushrooms begin to appear. Medicinal plants such as American 
ginseng and goldenseal are common in forest farming. They are labor intensive, but also very profitable. 

In alley cropping, rows of trees are widely spaced and the alleyways are planted with crops. The trees that 
are planted should be valuable hardwood species or nut trees (ex. oak, maple, hickory). The agricultural 
crops that are grown between the tree rows provide a short-term return from the land while the longer-term 
tree crop is getting established. Alley cropping also reduces water and wind erosion. 

In silvopasture, forages are grown with trees for pasture purposes. The trees are managed for their timber 
and the forage crops are enhanced by the timber production. Grazing livestock benefit from the shelter and 
shade offered by the trees. Plantations of Christmas trees, hardwoods, conifers and fruit and nut orchards 
can all be utilized in silvopasture. 

Shelterbelts or windbreaks provide many advantages. Field windbreaks increase crop yields, prevent topsoil 
erosion, help retain soil moisture and protect winter crops. Farmstead windbreaks can reduce energy costs, 
such as home heating, by 30%. Trees that are properly placed around the home and barn area can prevent 
drifting snow and reduce noise from farm equipment. Livestock windbreaks protect animals from windchill 
effects, which results in better health. 

continued... 



Many agroforestry practices have been used in farming for centuries. In the 1970’s, the ‘concept’ of 
agroforestry began and these methods are commonly used today. The environment benefits while farm 
profits are increased…what a concept! 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu. 

 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County 

 and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


