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Plant a tree, build community in S.F.
Matthai Kuruvila, Chronicle Staff Writer
Sunday, February 21, 2010

A motley collection of volunteers planted western red

bud, silktassel, toyon, and blue blossom trees beside

Rosa Parks Elementary School on Saturday. The trees

were all native to California, but not to San Francisco,

a city still struggling to overcome its heredity as an arid

haven for scrub brush, grasses and sand dunes.

But, then again, in the school's Western Addition

neighborhood, overcoming history is part of the fabric of every day.

In this neighborhood, waves of various ethnic groups have come - and sometimes been pushed out by

force. The elementary school once served as a way station for Japanese Americans being shipped to

internment camps during World War II. The school sits next to an apartment complex that neighbors said

was built during the city's infamous redevelopment schemes a half-century ago, which pushed out African

Americans.

So Karen Kai was moved by the sight of the eclectic collection of folks coming together to plant trees:

children, parents, teachers, school secretaries, neighbors and people from around the city; black, white,

Japanese American and others.

"It really is the vision we had for the school," said Kai, 55, a Japanese American who now lives in the city's

Eureka Valley neighborhood. "It's bringing the community together."

And it was for trees.

Of the 30 largest U.S. cities, San Francisco is ranked 30th in terms of tree canopy cover, said Dan

Flanagan, executive director of Friends of the Urban Forest, which facilitated this planting of 82 trees.

Part of that is the history. Flanagan said only two trees are native to the city's boundaries: coastal live oak

and buckeyes. Some say there is none.

The other part is city planning. Under San Francisco law, homeowners own the parking strip between the

sidewalk and the street. And a permit is required to plant a tree, Flanagan said.

So, eight blocks away from the school, Shanon Loftus lamented the fact that half of her block of Baker

Street was paved. She'd lobbied the rental property owner to plant trees - that she and others would pay

for and maintain, including the concrete demolition cost. But the owner insisted that it would be a hassle
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for and maintain, including the concrete demolition cost. But the owner insisted that it would be a hassle

and a future owner might not want it.

"I just couldn't believe he wouldn't want trees," said Loftus, 35, who got a Victorian box tree planted in

front of her house from Friends of the Urban Forest on Saturday. "We have a really wide sidewalk. It

would have really beautified the neighborhood."

Of the roughly 110,000 trees planted along streets in San Francisco, 43,000 were planted by Friends of the

Urban Forest since its inception in 1980, Flanagan said. The city does the thoroughfares, the nonprofit

does the rest. Saturday marked the 1,000th time the group had done a tree planting in the city.

The nonprofit requires those who want a tree to pay $75 and maintain it for three years, which the

nonprofit checks at three-, six-, and 36-month intervals. They currently monitor 3,000 trees citywide.

Building a community is essential to the cultivation of trees, Flanagan said. Like newborns, saplings need

extra care in the early years for them to survive. The nonprofit hired a grassroots organizer who had

worked in political campaigns to identify community leaders who'll guide the effort.

"We want them connected because we need them to take care of the urban forest," Flanagan said.

And for some, the trees planted Saturday symbolized how far the community had come.

Barb Fujimoto volunteers at Rosa Parks Elementary, where she has a fourth-grader enrolled. When the

Japanese Bilingual Bicultural Program was brought to the school three years ago, many Japanese

American parents didn't follow. They feared the Western Addition was too dangerous, said Fujimoto, 56,

who is white, but is married to a Japanese American. Mixing different populations is a challenge, even in

San Francisco.

"We didn't know if the school would make it," she said. "This project means we're coming together to

make this the best school."

E-mail Matthai Kuruvila at mkuruvila@sfchronicle.com.
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