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More trees, less to mow seems like a win-win
By CHRIS MORAN Copyright 2009 Houston Chronicle
Nov. 30, 2009, 10:26PM

When you cut 16,000 acres of lawn, you try to cut corners, too.

The public agency that maintains local flood channels believes it
can trim its $4.8 million annual mowing bill simply by using shade to
make the grass grow more slowly. Tax money has paid for the
planting of tens of thousands of trees this decade to cast that shade
on channel banks, allowing longer waits between mowings.

“It really is a forest we're dealing with, it's not one or two trees
we're talking about,” said John Watson, a forester who is the Harris
County Flood Control District's assistant facilities maintenance
manager.

The strategy of adding shade to blade so far is saving the district
about $210,000 a year, spokeswoman Heather Saucier estimated.

It's tree planting season on the bayous, and during the next six
months the district plans to plant nearly 40,000 trees. That is up
from 1,300 during the winter of 2003-04. The new forests of loblolly
pines, wax myrtles and cherry laurels expand what planners call the
“green infrastructure.”

“We're not planting purely for aesthetics. We're planting for very
practical reasons,” Saucier said.

Not only do the trees cast shade, but they protect what Saucier
called the area's “sugary” soil: granular dirt easily swept away by
water and wind. The trees' roots serve as underground fingers that
grip the soil so it does not slide into channels.

The strategy means flood control no longer is the exclusive
province of engineers. Foresters increasingly play a role. The

district hired its first urban forester, Watson, nine years ago and now employs three. The shade brigade has
overseen planting and growing that have made the flood control district a major tree farmer.

A decade ago, the district could shop at local nurseries for the seedlings it needed. Eventually, its rising demand
outstripped supply. The district needs trees that nurseries do not always stock because they do not sell well, such
as water tupelo and black locust, Watson said.

So, the district opened its own tree farm six years ago at its South Service Center in southern Houston. Its current
crop is 6,600 trees. The district boasts that it loses only 5 percent of its trees to infestations and other threats,
well below the industry average.

That means more trees in the ground along 2,500 miles of channels maintained by the district. Officials
acknowledge that it will take several years for the agency to reap the benefits of the plantings. Canopies take time
to develop.

Tree planting is a great long-term investment, said Barry Ward, executive director of the nonprofit Trees for
Houston, which has planted 360,000 trees since 1983. Aesthetics are a recruitment tool, he explained, to lure the
best and brightest to Houston. The city does not have a scenic oceanfront, but it does have an advantage over
other areas of the country, he said, and that is a more salubrious climate for growing trees.

The district also uses urban forestry as an instant response to sprawl. Many of the district's greenbelts along
channels do double duty as public parks.

“People see the city expanding farther and farther out,” Watson said. “We're cutting trees down to make more
room for development, and people miss that. They want green space.”

chris.moran@chron.com
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Karen Warren Chronicle
Gabino Ramirez plants trees along the flood control
basin near 43rd and U.S. 290 recently. The Harris
County Flood Control District believes it can trim its
$4.8 million annual lawn mowing bill simply by using
shade to make its grass grow more slowly. 
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I think this is the first time I've read about a government agency doing the right thing, for the
right reasons. I wish them success.

How can it be that these folks are finally doing something right? This is really scary. What if the
idea of this sort of thinking catches on?

"The public agency that maintains local flood channels believes it can trim its $4.8 million
annual mowing bill simply by using shade to make the grass grow more slowly." 
Many homeowner's associations also spend their money cutting these same areas because
HCFCD does not cut based upon the grass length but rather by the calendar. So $4.8 million is
probably not accurate for the big picture. 
Also, some areas have wild flowers so cutting is restricted until after wildflower season.
By the way, Heather Saucier is really doing a good job getting the Chronicle to publish her
stories. Perhaps she should have a byline and a desk?

HCFCD's brochure: http://www.hcfcd.org/downloads/brochures/TreesBrochure_2006.pdf
I heard about trees for flood control in this movie-- http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0492931/ --at
LSC-CyFair's film appreciation class.
Trees help to reduce local flash flooding by intercepting rainfall in their canopies and reducing
the peak flow of stormwater run-off.
That single large tree can intercept about 760 gallons of rainfall in its crown, reducing the
amount of storm water that flows quickly to our streams and causes flooding.
If we look at a forested acre of trees, the porous, organic soils can absorb about 15 inches of
rainfall, as compared to about 2 inches that lawns can absorb.
That water percolates into the soil and recharges ground water that many rely on for drinking
water instead of causing stream bank erosion and flooding.
If we want to reduce the local flooding and improve water quality in our streams, we need to
stop converting forests to paved seas of asphalt and concrete.

Source:
http://www.lackawannacounty.org/ViewEventDetails.aspx?EventID=698
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How can it be that these folks are finally doing something right? This is really scary. What if the
idea of this sort of thinking catches on?

I think this is the first time I've read about a government agency doing the right thing, for the
right reasons. I wish them success.
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