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WHAT IS SWALE? 
 
“At its heart, Swale is a call to action. It asks us to reconsider our food systems, to confirm our belief in 
food as a human right and to pave pathways to create public food in public space.” 

- Mary Mattingly 
 
Established in 2016 by artist Mary Mattingly, Swale is a floating food forest built atop a 5,000 square 
foot barge that travels to public piers in New York City, offering educational programming and welcoming 
visitors to harvest herbs, fruits and vegetables for free. Swale strives to strengthen stewardship of public 
waterways and land, while working to shift policies that will increase the presence of edible perennial 
landscapes. Operating at the intersection of public art and service, Swale represents a partnership among 
artists, gardeners, landscape architects, educators, students, and several government and non-
government organizations. Last season, Swale hosted over 60,000 visitors and 100 public programs at 
locations at Concrete Plank Park in the Bronx, Governor’s Island and Brooklyn Bridge Park. 
 

  
Swale in 2016 at Brooklyn Bridge Park and Concrete Plant Park 

 
FAQ 
 
What is Swale’s mission? 
The mission of Swale is to: Enhance the quality and responsible use of public waterways and land; to 
encourage New Yorker’s to reconsider their relationship to their environment and the ecology; and to 
change perceptions and policies that would increase the acres and responsible use of edible landscapes, 
or “foodways”, on public land in New York City.  
 
Swale launched in 2016 at Concrete Plant Park in the South Bronx, one of the largest food deserts in the 
United States. Swale began as an idea to advocate for food to be grown on some of the 30,000 acres of 
public land in New York City, through urban stewardship initiatives led by community partners in the 
South Bronx. Swale currently works with Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice to run free 
public programming, while also providing professional development opportunities for young folks in the 
South Bronx. This summer, Swale continued to collaborate with Bronx River Alliance, The Point and the 
New York City Parks Department to expand access to public food in the South Bronx and beyond. 
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Why a barge?  
Waterway common law allows us to do what is still illegal on NYC’s public land, while still being a test 
case for an edible “foodway” on land.  Our barge is rented from King Marine in Verplanck, NY. The barge 
was used for hauling sand to construction sites before it was repurposed for Swale. 
 
Is Swale free for everyone who visits? Is there any limit to how much you can take? 
Yes. Swale stresses how important it is for more people to be involved in caring for our common home 
and to re-address food as a commons. It follows the insights of Elinor Ostrom and others who found that 
commons can be sustainably managed where people know each other, trust each other, and work 
together in caring for a place. There is no limit in foraging on Swale. In fact when Swale launched, and 
there was not much ripe to pick, on some days we found more people bringing plants than taking them. 
 
What kind of plants are onboard?  
Swale’s plant community is made up of perennial native fruit trees and shrubs, leafy self-seeding annuals 
and salt loving grasses. We utilize permaculture and edible forestry techniques that mimic natural 
ecosystems and require less human maintenance over time. Our plants have been generously donated 
by Greenbelt Native Plant Center and NYC Parks Department, along side individual visitors to Swale who 
feel compelled to share their favorite plant with us. 
 
What public programs do you offer?  
Recent programs: 
 

• Edible and Medicinal plant tour 
• Panel on “Public Food” featuring speakers from US Forest Service, GreenThumb, NYC 

Community Garden Coalition, and NYC Parks 
• Workshop on “Beneficial Insects” by permaculture educator Jude Hobbes 
• Natural dye demonstration from the Textile Arts Center 
• “Flocking Birds” art event with technology partners Biome Arts  
• Seed saving day with Next Epoch Seed Library 

 
Who do you work with? 
Swale’s Partners include: 
 

• A Blade of Grass, New York City 
• Biome Arts, National 
• Brooklyn Bridge Park, Brooklyn 
• Bronx Museum, Bronx 
• Bronx River Alliance, Bronx 
• Dock NYC, New York 
• Friends of Brook Park, the Bronx 
• Green Thumb, New York City 
• Kean University, New Jersey 
• King Marine, Verplanck 
• New York City Parks Department, New 

York City 
• New York Permaculture Exchange, 

Brooklyn 

• New York City Urban Field Station, New 
York City 

• National Forest Service, National 
• Parsons, New York 
• Partnership for Parks, New York City 
• The Point, the Bronx 
• Rocking the Boat, the Bronx 
• S.W.I.M. Coalition, New York City 
• Trust for Governor’s Island, Governor’s 

Island 
• Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice, 

the Bronx 
• United States Coast Guard, National 
• Waterfront Alliance, New York City

 


