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City makes push to boost urban forest
Room in city for 127,000 more trees

By Marisa Lagos
Staff Writer
Published: Sunday, October 16, 2005 6:05 PM PDT

Flying over San Francisco, one is struck by the sheer size of Golden Gate
Park and the Presidio, green spaces that seemingly blanket huge portions of
The City.

In truth, however, only about 12 percent of San Francisco as seen from above
is covered by greenery — less than half the amount of “canopy cover” Atlanta
boasts and about one-third less than cities such as Chicago, Seattle, Boston
and New York. In all, there are around 668,000 trees in San Francisco;
Atlanta has a staggering 9.4 million trees.

The reasons for increasing street trees and other greenery are numerous. In addition to the aesthetic value,
studies show that trees promote energy savings, increase property values by up to five percent and
decrease the amount of pollutants and greenhouse gases in the air. Trees and landscaping also take
pressure off the storm water system by decreasing runoff.

In total, according to a city study, San Francisco trees are worth about $2 billion, a number that includes
how much it would cost to replace the trees and the functions — such as pollution reduction — they
annually provide to The City.

“Trees are the ultimate passive citizen,” said Department of Environment spokesman Mark Westlund in
explaining their worth. “You notice them, but they don’t scream out at you.”

About 99,000 of San Francisco’s trees are considered “street” trees — those in medians, in front of homes
and on public land outside parks, schools and other city facilities. However, that number is low and there is
room for at least 127,000 additional street trees, officials estimate. On average, poorer San Francisco
neighborhoods have almost three times fewer trees than affluent ones, studies show.

Street trees are maintained by either the Department of Public Works or private property owners, who are
responsible for the trees in front of their homes and businesses. The remaining 558,000 trees in San
Francisco are overseen by one of six public agencies on whose property they lie — for example,
Recreation and Parks Department maintains the majority, including all of the trees in Golden Gate Park and
other open spaces.
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other open spaces.

Arborists, amateur tree experts, community group and city officials all agree that San Francisco needs to
invest more in greenery, and have begun looking toward other cities for cues. The city of Chicago, for
example, has planted 500,000 trees in the last 15 years, part of an ambitious program to ramp up their
green quotient, improve quality of life and sustainability there.

Money is the largest challenge. Tree maintenance, for example, costs three to five times as much as simply
planting a tree, so extra funds need to be set aside for that maintenance. Currently, DPW and Rec and
Park are both woefully under funded when it comes to gardeners and arborists, most officials agree.

Trees also die and are cut down, said Alexis Harte, who oversees the Urban Forest Council in the
Department of the Environment. The City could easily spend up to $20 million annually on both new trees
and maintaining old ones, he estimates.
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