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Arborist Dewey Bullock trims small
branches Thursday from a live oak as
part of the county Urban Forestry crew,
which is tackling an ambitious list of
projects, thanks to a recent funding
increase.
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Over the next two years, the county will spend $1.2
million on trees along county roads, and it is not just
to make Sarasota pretty.

Demetra McBride, the county's urban forestry
program manager, said the effort is more of an
investment for the county than a mere sprucing up of
its roadways.

"Inside the county, we know that we do it for specific
reasons and to exploit a number of benefits that
trees are able to provide," she said.

Once mature, trees cost $30 to $40 each to maintain
each year in return for the millions of dollars in services they collectively provide,
studies show.

Some 30-plus projects will plant hundreds of trees along Sarasota County roadways
and other areas. The projects -- many of them done in conjunction with county
roadwork -- are small to large and include beautification and canopy roads. Some of
the project sites are in North Port, Venice, Gulf Gate and Kensington Park.

Among the fringe benefits of trees is safety. Though no one fully understands why,
people drive slower on tree-lined roads, and there are fewer accidents.

The residents of Kensington Park in North Sarasota will get two canopy roads as part
of the effort.

"We're hoping the trees will have the same effect without bumps in the road," said
Kathy Jones, second vice president for the Kensington Park Civic Association.
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The money for the projects comes out of the additional 1 percent sales tax that
county residents approved a year ago. The accelerated pace of the projects comes
from another decision from voters in May to allow the county to bond out $300
million of the tax revenue.

A partial inventory of trees along county rights-of-way shows about 50,000 trees in
the county's possession, though that is only the beginning of the count, says Jeff
Wilkinson, a county arborist who is working on the inventory.

McBride estimates the county has another 300,000 or more in its parks and around
government facilities, not including state parks.

The county has planted about 15,000 trees in recent years. The upcoming projects
will add thousands to that number, though the exact figure is not yet known.

Whatever the number, Sarasota will come out ahead, says Greg McPherson, research
forester at the U.S. Forest Service's Center for Urban Forest Research in Davis, Calif.

McPherson says people have an affinity for trees that stretches back to our distant
beginnings in forests and later on savannas.

"There was safety and protection in trees," he said. "That's where we could find
refuge. Trees now provide that refuge in a psychological and spiritual way."
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