
The birth 
of a child 

can be a cata-
lyst for change. 
Kate Vliet of 
Fairhaven, 
Massachusetts, 
tells how the 
birth of her son Massimo, now three, 
led her family to embark on a quest for the most sustainable life-
style possible. Massimo’s arrival and the introspection it inspired 
led to the Vliets’ family-oriented and self-contained approach      
to feeding themselves.  

Kate works two days a week at an organic farm in Middleboro and 

most of their food is locally produced or from a co-op. They also 
keep a small flock of chickens in their back yard. What began as 
an intrinsic part of their lifestyle and an excellent source of protein 
has become a surprisingly acrimonious dispute between the Vliets 
and the Town of Fairhaven over their right to maintain their flock. 
While the outcome of this controversy will most definitely affect 
the Vliet family on a personal level, it will also set a precedent 
for other families in their community who share similar values.      
The Vliets’ dispute with the town is larger than it may seem and 
larger than the people directly involved. Its central issues involve 
lifestyle and sustenance and its conclusion could have very far-
reaching effects in Fairhaven and beyond.

On first impression the Vliets’ neighborhood looks more residen-
tial than rural. It is a street lined with houses and yards situated 
pleasantly near the ocean. The residents of this neighborhood, 

like others nationwide, 
have existed for years 
surrounded by largely 
ornamental greenery, 
with a complete separa-
tion from the source of 
their food, the farm. But 
that landscape is chang-
ing. Today people want 

to know where their food comes from and are even striving to 
produce their own. This heralds the return of agriculture to areas 
formerly considered purely residential— areas which, ironically, 
were frequently built on old farmland.

When the Vliets initially got chickens, in 2007, Kate says they 
never thought of getting a permit. As soon as they realized that 
they should have one, they went directly to the Town of Fairhaven 
Animal Control office to obtain a permit. Animal Control referred 
them to the Board of Health. Despite their good intentions 
to meet local requirements, this began a surprisingly long and 
drawn-out contest with the town over their right to keep their 
feathered flock.  

The Vliets cite a confusing, vague and inconsistent permitting 
process and note that the town does not even have a permit 
application form to fill out. They also note that only half a mile 
away a family has obtained a permit from the Fairhaven Board of 
Health for 13 hens and 2 roosters. The Vliets have done every-
thing possible to mollify opposition to their birds. They have built 
a fence. They have brought in a pest service. They have offered 
to re-situate their coop. They have kept everything scrupulously 
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clean. They do not have a noisy rooster. Still, the Fairhaven Board 
of Health court records dated January 4th 2008 state that the 
Vliets’ chickens endanger the public health, safety and welfare, 
and constitute a public nuisance.

Problems can quickly arise when communities either lack appro-
priate town rules or are bound by rules that worked in the middle 
of the last century, the era of cheap food. These rules are from a 
time when the distance from farm to table was lengthened as far 
as possible, as if to proclaim society’s success through its separa-
tion from the real work of feeding itself. Perfect lawns replaced 
useful gardens and chicken coops; fields of animals and vegetables 
that had been in plain sight since time immemorial gave way to 
the leafy but antiseptic suburbs. The whole concept of food itself 
shifted from the thoughtfully grown and prepared to the conve-
niently processed and packaged. All of this relied on fossils fuels, 
which are being quickly depleted. 

The Fairhaven debate and its opposing sides illustrate the issues 
brought up by a considerable shift in society’s attitude towards 
food sources. The desire for a sustainable lifestyle is growing, 
as consumers understand more and more thoroughly that our 
resources are not infinite. The endless plenty of postwar America, 
and the cheap baby boomer abundance it engendered, is being 
increasingly eclipsed by the current generation. This has led to a 
completely different understanding of our resources and how to 
use them. Among the most cost-effective ways to produce quality 
food for instance, is to shorten the distance from farm to the 
table. Less fuel is used in transporting goods, freshness is ensured 
and provenance is guaranteed. 

Unarguably, the shortest distance from farm to table is from one’s 
own backyard to table. This is what the Vliets represent. It is a 
thoughtful, environmentally sound method of food production 
demanding the participation of the entire family. This is Mas-
simo’s nursery; it is where he is learning the skills to produce 
his own sustenance with as little impact as possible. The Vliets 
consider the passing of their values onto the next generation one 
of the most important aspects of parenting and would equate the 
denial of their chickens to the denial of their values.

The Vliets hope that their scheduled January 2009 court hearing 
will finally resolve the issue in their favor. Whether or not they get 
to keep their flock will be an indicator of the direction in which 
their community decides to progress. The decision will set the 
precedent for future families attempting the same sustainability 
as the Vliets. Will Fairhaven chose to look towards a greener and 
more locally sustainable, community oriented future? Will it 
revise and more clearly define its town rules to apply consistency 
and provide families the opportunity to feed themselves healthily 
and teach their children the value of doing so? Or will Fairhaven 
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choose to maintain the town as a solely residential area with a bias 
towards pretty lawns over small-scale agriculture? Such a deci-
sion would indirectly support the old status quo of industrially 
produced food and hamper those like the Vliets who want the 
freedom to move beyond that system.

Kate Vliet considers her chickens an integral part of the life cycle 
of her home. She describes how they compost their chicken 
manure and eggshells to feed the plants that provide their veg-
etables. In turn the chickens are fed grass clippings, weeds and 
scraps from the garden, which increases the nutritional value of 
their eggs. There is no waste. She concludes, “Keeping this flock 
is an integral part of our philosophy toward life, spirituality and 
parenting. We believe that the greatest gift we can offer our chil-
dren is a solid foundation of awareness, freedom, accountability 
and compassion. We believe these lessons come directly from a 
way of life that respects the land and the animals that feed us and 
demonstrates the ways in which we are all connected to each other 
and to the earth.”

The Chairman of the Fairhaven Board of Health was unable to 
comment at this time due to pending litigation.

Please visit www.ediblesouthshore.com for further updates.
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