
Tropical Food Forest 
Succession

esigning a tropical food forest is not only about choosing the right 

species, but also about introducing them at the right time. One of the most 

common mistakes is planting everything at once. While it may feel efficient, it 

often leads to poor outcomes: shade arr

competition becomes unbalanced, and the system takes longer to stabilize.

A more effective approach is to follow a successional timeline. Fast

species establish early yields and microclimate protection, while slo

term trees gradually take over the structure. This mirrors the way natural forests 

regenerate after disturbance

Below is a bullet point summary of these different steps.

 

“working with succession instead of against i

Tropical Food Forest Ecological 
uccession Bullet Points Guide

a tropical food forest is not only about choosing the right 

species, but also about introducing them at the right time. One of the most 

common mistakes is planting everything at once. While it may feel efficient, it 

often leads to poor outcomes: shade arrives too late for sensitive plants, 

competition becomes unbalanced, and the system takes longer to stabilize.

A more effective approach is to follow a successional timeline. Fast-growing 

species establish early yields and microclimate protection, while slower, long

term trees gradually take over the structure. This mirrors the way natural forests 

regenerate after disturbance—step by step, layer by layer. 

Below is a bullet point summary of these different steps. 

“working with succession instead of against it. 
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Phase 1, year 0-3 
 

Letting the pioneer indigenous vegetation establish, alongside planting 

support species. 

Main Objectives of phase 1 

 Soil stabilization 

 Biomass accumulation 

 Root establishment 

 Microclimate softening 

 Water retention 

 Shade initiation 

 Fungal activation 

 

SUPPORT SPECIES ROLE  

Their primary role is: preparing ecological conditions. 

These are: 

 ecosystem builders, 

 biomass producers, 

 nitrogen fixers, 

 shade creators, 

 root stabilizers, 

 Succession accelerators. 

 

 



Examples:  

 pigeon pea 

 gliricidia 

 inga 

 leucaena 

 erythrina 

 moringa 

 vetiver 

 tithonia 

 sesbania 

 banana 

 

EARLY PRODUCTION SPECIES 

These are excellent choices for Phase 1–2 because: 

 they tolerate younger systems, 

 produce quickly, 

 generate morale and food, 

 integrate well into succession, 

 Different from support species. 

 

Early-yield pioneer-compatible crop examples; 

 papaya 

 banana 

 pineapple 

 guava 

 acerola 

 star fruit 



Phase 2, year 2 - 4 
 
Secondary Structural Development 

This phase begins once: 

 partial canopy exists, 

 biomass cycling improves, 

 And moisture retention stabilizes. 

Introduction of secondary long-term productive mid-canopy trees;  

 cacao 

 coffee 

 citrus 

 guava 

 Cashew 

 Canistel 

 jaboticaba 

 rollinia 

 grumichama 

 dwarf avocado selections 

 some annonas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Phase 3, year 3 – 6 
 
This is the introduction of the lower-canopy trees and slow introduction of the emergent 

canopy level tree. The Layer Diversification Phase. 

This phase is where: 

 ecological buffering improves, 

 shade becomes usable, 

 fungal systems strengthen, 

 And sensitive species begin integrating. 

 

 

LOWER CANOPY EXAMPLE; 

 mangosteen 

 cacao 

 coffee 

 cinnamon 

 jaboticaba 

 miracle fruit 

 grumichama (Brazil cherry) 

 

EMERGENT CANOPY 

These define: 

 ultimate light structure, 

 deep-root nutrient pumping, 

 climatic buffering, 

 And long-term forest identity. 



These are the long-term architectural giants. 

Examples: 

 breadfruit 

 jackfruit 

 durian 

 coconut 

 Brazil nut 

 kapok 

 tamarind 

 rain tree 

 large mango varieties 

 old-growth avocado 

 monkey pod 

 native emergent hardwoods 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Phase 4, year 4 – 6; 
 
The long-term upper canopy begins to take shape. These trees will eventually define the upper 

structure and long-term productivity of the food forest. 

 

Larger trees; 

 Breadfruit 

 jackfruit 

 coconut 

 durian 

 and rambutan  

 Lychee 

 

- Emergent canopy trees continuing introduction. 

 

- Throughout these early years, lower canopy small trees and shrubs, herbaceous perennials 

and climbers can be woven into the system wherever space and conditions allow. 

This is where: 

 medicinal, 

 spices, 

 climbers, 

 shrubs, 

 culinary plants, 

 and understory diversity 

become woven into ecological openings. 



LOWER-CANOPY / UNDERSTORY SPECIES;  

 cinnamon 

 curry tree 

 allspice 

 coffee 

 cacao 

 turmeric 

 ginger 

 galangal 

 cardamom 

 gotu kola 

 vanilla 

 black pepper 

 katuk 

 culantro 

 tropical basils 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Phase 5, year 7 – 10; 
 
Maturation and Selective Optimization 

At this point: 

 pruning, 

 thinning, 

 selective removal, 

 canopy management, 

 introduction of rare or more demanding species, 

become increasingly important. 

This is where the system shifts from: 

 establishment ecology 

toward: 

 long-term management ecology. 

  



You are not planting randomly -You are building a system that will evolve, 

organize, and produce over time. 

 

Understanding food forest succession is one part of the tropical food forest complete system 

understanding.  Because most of tropical homesteaders I’ve worked with so far have a low 

level of system understanding, I’ve took the time to write a complete food forest illustrated 

explanation document and gone further as to provide the necessary toolkits for them to be 

able to apply the newly acquired knowledge on the field. 

 

Get the Full Blueprint; (The Tropical Food Forest Blueprint System E-Guide) 

Digital 66 pages guide + full 7 toolkits system included. 

Start Designing Your Food Forest the right way 

(With the right structure, everything else follows.) 
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