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W
ith help from nearly
half a million volun-
teers, the members of
the Alliance for Com-
munity Trees have

planted 7.8 million trees in cities and
towns across the country. Yet, for ACT,
it’s about more than simply planting
trees. It’s about growing stronger com-
munities through citizen involvement
and the promotion of healthier urban
ecosystems. Because, as ACT Executive
Director Alice Ewen Walker will tell
you, greener communities are healthier,
happier, and more sustainable places to
live.

P&R Executive Editor Douglas Vaira
spoke with Ewen Walker about her
organization’s work—and how it could
potentially impact public parks and
recreation.

P E O P L E  M A K I N G  A  D I F F E R E N C E

FirstPerson: Seeing the City for the Trees

Revitalizing cities 

through the 

rehabilitation of 

urban forests and 

greenery? ACT 

can dig it.

Parks & Recreation: Through its
national NeighborWoods program, your
organization works collaboratively with a
number of partners to plant trees and
restore tree canopies in towns and cities
across the country. What does this process
involve?

Alice Ewen Walker: The process starts
at a civic association meeting, church
gathering, or in a conversation among
neighbors. Typically, a neighborhood
association or block group will contact
the ACT affiliate in its community to
request assistance in organizing a tree
planting and care project. The affiliate
meets with neighbors, provides techni-
cal guidance, trains volunteer crew
leaders, orders plant materials, and
helps residents to plan and implement
the project.

Through NeighborWoods, we are
connecting the support and leadership
of national partners such as the Home
Depot Foundation to our network of
community organizers to plant trees
and engage the public in urban forest
stewardship. Since launching the pro-
gram in 2005, we’ve provided $1.5 mil-
lion in technical and financial support
to 140 community partners in 62 cities,
resulting in the planting of some
100,000 shade trees, the care and main-
tenance of 40,000 established trees, and
more than 150,000 hours of service
donated by volunteers.

But the NeighborWoods program
goes beyond grant-making; we provide
technical assistance, share best prac-
tices, provide communications and
marketing tools, and network organiz-
ers together through training and
online tools. As a result, we’re seeing
great project success from our competi-For ACT Executive Director Alice Ewen Walker, it's about growing community.
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tive grants program, and we’re seeing
new community groups form based on
the free support tools and training we
provide.

More and more people have come
together around this issue, leveraging
$4.1 million in additional community
support for urban forestry projects.
One goal of NeighborWoods has been
to encourage greater synergy and part-
nership between our member groups,
who are experts in tree care and horti-
culture, and affordable-housing
providers. It’s a strategic approach that
funnels program assistance to commu-
nities that need help the most, and it
speaks to our belief that parks, green
spaces, and trees are vitally important

to the long-term success of all commu-
nities.

P&R: How are you fostering a sense of
community with these projects?

AEW: For ACT, the social impact and
community-building outcomes are just
as important as the number of trees
planted or the amount of tree canopy
conserved.

Our model is community-based and
neighborhood-centric. We believe in
the value of working with residents to
conceive, design, and implement the
project. The goal is to bring residents
together to take personal action to solve
a problem and improve their immediate

environment.
Planting trees is a positive and

empowering act that brings residents
out to volunteer. Neighbors get to meet
each other, sometimes there’s a barbe-
cue or block party in conjunction with
the event; it is a great way to get people
feeling more connected to their com-
munity and more in touch with their
neighbors.

Success breeds success. Planting trees
one year can lead to a park cleanup the
next, or the formation of a neighbor-
hood watch, or a dog-walking club.
These are important outcomes for the
neighborhood’s health.

In underserved communities, the
time invested in a ground-up approach
is important. No one wants to see a
project fail. It is disheartening to the
residents who live in the community to
see a failed garden, dead or vandalized
trees, or an improvement fall into a
state of disrepair. We’ve found that the
extra time invested up-front in commu-
nity organizing pays off in healthy trees
and proud neighbors.

P&R: Talk about the public value of
nature. What are some of the economic,
social, and health benefits that communi-
ties enjoy by having a sufficient network
of greenery and trees?

AEW: U.S. Forest Service research indi-
cates that when the economic benefits
produced by trees are assessed, total
value can be two to six times the costs
for tree planting and care. The great
thing about trees is that they are multi-
functional. They are cleaning the air as
they are slowing stormwater [runoff],
they are improving our mental outlook
as they cool our cities.

As our cities become more complex
to manage, managers are finding that
the multiple benefits of green infra-
structure are “need-to-haves,” not just
“nice-to-haves.”

Trees can help to extend the benefits
of parks. If we look at a park as a node
and the blocks surrounding it as an
opportunity for green corridors, we can
extend the impact of the park to

FirstPerson

Discover how a NeighborWoods project in Baton Rouge,
La., led to greening—and community revitalization—efforts
far beyond the planting of trees. Visit P&RNow, our official
magazine blog, at nrpablog.typepad.com/prnow today.

Volunteers at a neighborhood tree-planting in Washington, D.C.

D
A

N
 S

M
IT

H
, 

C
A

SE
Y

 T
RE

ES

MAY08PRPG:Layout 1  4/11/08  11:10 AM  Page 68



P A R K S & R E C R E A T I O N  M A Y  2 0 0 8  69

improve life for more people.
A University of Washington study

showed that people estimate distances
differently in green settings; they per-
ceive a walk down the block to be
shorter on tree-lined streets than on
barren ones. If you feel that it’s easy to
walk someplace, you are probably more
inclined to do so, something that’s
important when we consider the public
health and medical costs of inactivity.

Research from the University of Illi-
nois shows that trees, parks, and green
spaces have a profound impact on peo-
ple’s health and mental outlook. Kids
exhibit greater concentration skills
when they have a chance to recharge in
a green setting. Girls show greater self-
discipline and impulse inhibition,
which leads to better decision-making.
These are astounding results.

The city of Chicago is starting to act
on this information with real money
being applied to the issues. If school
systems can increase the performance
and success of young people by remov-
ing blacktop and planting trees and
grass, that deserves investment and a
shift in thinking about how schools
regard their maintenance budgets.

P&R: With an overwhelming emphasis 
on infrastructure projects, fire and safety,
education, and other services, how does
one ensure that a municipal government
makes urban green spaces a priority?

AEW: Rather than position parks and
green spaces as competition to these
issues, we need to discuss how money
spent on trees, parks, and green spaces
contributes to health, safety, and educa-
tion. There’s ample evidence to show
that it does.

To some extent, we in the parks and
greening sector need to be less apolo-
getic and more confident about the
arguments in our favor. Too often,
parks are measured solely by their user
rates, sports fees, or other measures that
don’t fully capture the benefits parks
provide.

Trees may be regarded as a mainte-
nance burden or an expensive piece of

street furniture reserved for only the
downtown business district. Park and
recreation professionals and others can
turn this thinking around. City tourism
and economic development offices are
much better at justifying the value they
produce, and sometimes the claimed
value is a result of park and greening
investments. For instance, if 100,000
people attend a cultural event in one 
of your city parks, shouldn’t parks and
recreation lay claim to some of the
resulting economic success?

We also need to tap the expertise of
economists and researchers to help our
city leaders look at the macro-level
costs and benefits of green space. It is
one thing to say that $1 invested in a
tree will produce $3.74 in benefits. It’s
another to know exactly what trees you
have, to document their function and
value, and to model the opportunities
and benefits that would come with
greater investment.

For instance, New York City and
Sacramento are in charge of their data
and know exactly what their trees and
green systems are doing. They can tell
you what the benefits would be if an
additional 1 million trees were planted
in the next 10 years, and they can tell
you what it will cost and how they
would do it.

The message: Preparation matters.
Get your facts straight and you will see

policies and budgets change. As green-
ing professionals, our challenge is to
martial the facts, make the case for pilot
investments and incremental changes,
and then monitor and publicize the
results.

In Baltimore, the local ACT affiliate
is working with the city’s Water Quality
Management Office in the Department
of Public Works to remove asphalt at
several school sites and replace it with
green space. They are working with a
research team to monitor the results,
and are measuring the impact so that
they can make the case for a large-scale
investment.

They expect that the impact on water
quality and the health of the Chesa-
peake Bay will be significant enough
that it could fuel investment in greening
the campuses of city schools, which
were paved over in the 1960s to reduce
maintenance costs.

We should alert our city leaders to
the equity issues that exist—if they
aren’t already aware. There is income
disparity in parks access, and we are
seeing the same thing in urban forestry
studies. In nearly every city, low-income
neighborhoods have fewer trees than 
do higher-income neighborhoods. 
Residents are absolutely aware of this
difference, and they have strong feelings
about the neglect and lack of invest-
ment.

NeighborWoods event in Detroit with ACT affiliate Greening of Detroit and a Girl Scouts troop.
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