
1



The Home Depot Foundation was created in 2002 to further the community building 
goals of The Home Depot by providing additional resources to assist nonprofit 
organizations building affordable, efficient, and healthy homes throughout the United 
States and Canada. The Home Depot Foundation is dedicated to creating healthy, 
livable communities through the integration of affordable housing built responsibly and 
the preservation and restoration of community trees. Since its formation, The Home 
Depot Foundation has granted more than $50 million to nonprofit and government 
organizations throughout North America. In 2006 alone, projects supported by the 
foundation built 9,000 affordable homes and planted 300,000 trees. 

©2007 The Home Depot Foundation

For questions and more information, 
Visit www.homedepotfoundation.org
or contact:
DeAnn Fordham, 
Program Manager for Community Trees
at (770) 384-5389 or 
Deann_Fordham@homedepot.com.
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Dear Mayors:

On behalf of The Home Depot Foundation, I am pleased to present the Community Trees Resource Guide, Stronger, 
Healthier Cities Through Trees.  We are proud to partner with the US Conference of Mayors to provide this information 
on the field of urban forestry and to share best practices to create healthier, more livable cities throughout the country 
through the strategic use of trees.

Creating “green” infrastructure requires a thoughtful and comprehensive approach to city planning.  This resource 
guide touches upon a wide range of issues involving trees, including siting, infrastructure, zoning, durability, erosion, 
storm water run-off, resource efficiency and waste.  While each of these taken separately is beneficial, when 
considered together they provide a powerful tool to overcome the environmental, economic and social issues facing 
cities today. 

The Home Depot Foundation focuses its efforts on creating healthy communities through the integration of affordable 
housing, built responsibly, and community trees. The Foundation encourages cities and developers to focus on the health 
and environmental impacts of housing design and construction and to consider both the inside environment as well as the 
surrounding areas.   By partnering with nonprofits taking a comprehensive approach to creating healthy communities, in 
2006 the Foundation helped to build 9,000 “green” affordable homes and to plant 300,000 community trees.

While the idea of community trees may be easy to embrace — resource efficiency, improved health, better pedestrian 
environments and habitat conservation — they are often more difficult to achieve in practice.  We hope that you 
will gain a great deal of information from this resource guide that you can put into practice in your city.  By working 
together strategically, governments, businesses, construction professionals and community leaders can change the 
status quo and can create a healthier, more sustainable environment.  

Thank you for your continued interest in the benefits of community trees.

Kelly Caffarelli
 

Executive Director
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One of the consequences of urban sprawl has been the loss of vital tree cover in our 
cities, towns and surrounding areas. According to the USDA Forest Service, trees 
and forests have been an overlooked and under-appreciated resource for the last 
60 years. Trees are at risk and their loss is increasingly costly. Without urban forests, 
cities deny their residents the health, social, economic, aesthetic, and other benefits 
adequate tree canopies provide.

While retaining existing tree cover and the simple planting of trees will not completely 
address current urban challenges, the benefits of properly positioned trees can have a 
number of positive effects. 

 • Trees slow and absorb storm water, reducing flooding and stream
  degradation and helping to maintain clean drinking water.
 • The leaves of trees filter pollutants and clean the air.
 • By shading buildings and cooling city streets, trees lower temperatures and
  reduce the costs of air conditioning and other energy consumption.

The Home Depot Foundation actively supports the restoration of tree canopies to 
improve the overall health and livability of our communities. This Resource Guide is 
meant to be a resource for mayors and planning departments so that trees and natural 
resources can be fully integrated into ongoing efforts to improve their cities and towns. 

Makingthe

Case
for

Greener
Cities
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WHY TREES?

When you think of a forest, do you think of a city? Most people envision a great 
expanse of many acres of trees, but a significant portion of our trees, 25 percent of 
our nation’s tree canopy, are in our own backyards in our cities. These trees are living 
where 80 percent of us live, work and play.

Research over the past 20 years has proven that trees aren’t just “nice” things to 
have but that they are essential to a supportive, healthy community. We often take for 
granted trees and their remarkable economic, social and environmental contributions 
to our communities. The Home Depot Foundation believes that trees are an untapped 
resource that can be used to help cities deal with the pollution of our air and water, 
cool our city streets, reduce crime, reduce asthma and improve our overall health. 

The Home Depot Foundation has created this resource guide:

 • To elevate the importance of community trees as green infrastructure  
  in our cities and to demonstrate how, when used strategically, they can be   
  effective solutions to many problems facing your communities.

 • To encourage strong leadership around the importance of greening   
  cities and the strategic use of trees and tree plantings as tools in that effort.

 • To foster partnerships among nonprofit, community-based,
  tree-planting organizations and local governments.
  
Through our partnership with the Alliance for Community Trees and its National 
NeighborWoods Network, we have seen how these programs can take off and 
create a dramatic impact in the appearance and health of neighborhoods and in 
taking advantage of the value of trees. These efforts have maximum impact when a 
mayor and a city’s leadership team are supportive and true public/private/nonprofit 
partnerships are being executed. (See the list of ACT’s members on page 49 or go to 
its website at www.actrees.org for more information on its work.)

The green infrastructure of a city is just as important as other infrastructure, such as 
roads, sewers and water filtration systems. In fact, with proper planning and utilization 
of trees, the cost for cities in dealing with these other infrastructure issues can be 
greatly reduced. 

For example, in the 1990s New York City avoided the need to spend $6-$8 billion 
on new water filtration and treatment plants by instead purchasing and protecting 
watershed land in the Catskill Mountains for about $1.5 billion. Likewise Arnold, 
Missouri, has dramatically reduced the cost to taxpayers of disaster relief and flood 
damage repair by purchasing threatened properties and creating a greenway in the 
flood plain. 
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Our hope is to get cities to start thinking about trees as part of the solution (the low-
hanging fruit, as it were) for many of issues they are working to address, such as 
quality of life, increased economic activity, clean air and water, crime, education and 
global warming, among others. Trees are not a miracle cure but are certainly a simple, 
cost-effective means of educating and engaging residents. 

As this resource guide proves, trees are effective tools in the quest for practical 
methods of reducing energy consumption, while at the same time making communities 
more attractive and livable. 

Trees are a win-win proposition for all of us.
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THE MANY BENEFITS OF TREES

Research has shown the following ways in which trees benefit communities:

Energy Savings 
 • Streets with little or no shade need to be re-paved twice as often as those
  with 30 percent tree cover.
 • Just three strategically placed trees can decrease utility bills by 50 percent.
 • Trees reduce the amount of water runoff from rain and clean the water that
  does run off, saving billions of dollars otherwise needed for storm water
  control and water treatment facilities.
 • Plant on the east and west sides of structures, but avoid plantings on   
  southern exposures. In summer, this planting scheme shades solar energy  
  from the west- and east-facing structure walls, thus saving energy, and   
  reduces the need for cooling; conversely in winter, no plantings on southern  
  exposures allows for the highest possible energy absorption and minimizes the  
  need for additional heating.Trees should be planted to shade windows on the  
  east and west sides of buildings.
 •   West shading is most important because peak demand for energy occurs in  
  the afternoon when the sun shines on the west face of buildings and overall  
  ambient temperatures are higher.

 •   Avoid shading the southern sides 
of buildings to allow for the winter sun 
to penetrate and heat the building. To 
further reduce winter shading, trees 
should not be located closer than 
two times their mature height on the 
southern side of the building. Deciduous 
trees that drop their leaves in winter are 
sometimes appropriate on the south.
 •   Savings are inversely proportional to 
the tree’s distance from the building. The 
closer a tree is to a building the more the 
building is shaded and the more energy 
is saved.
 •   Trees should not be placed too 
close to a building, however, in order 
to prevent damage to the building’s 
foundation or piping. 
(Source: Local Governments for 
Sustainability: www.iclei.org)

SHADE THE AIR CONDITIONER 

Since air conditioners run more 
efficiently when kept cool, another 
way to increase energy savings is to 
shade the air conditioner. 
 • Planting trees or erecting 
a trellis with vines around an 
air conditioner can reduce air 
temperatures around it by six to 
seven degrees Fahrenheit.
 • This reduction in temperature 
can increase the efficiency of the 
air  conditioner by 10 percent during 
peak periods.
 • It is best to plant several trees 
around the air conditioner to ensure 
that after a five year growth their 
canopies will completely shade the 
air  conditioner and adjacent areas.

(Source: Local Governments for 
Sustainability: www.iclei.org)



7

Trade and the Economic Benefits
 • Sales at businesses on tree-lined streets are up to 12 percent higher than sales at  
  business in treeless areas. Shoppers are willing to pay more for parking with shade  
  and spend up to 11 percent more for goods and services.
 • Residential property values can increase five percent to 12 percent if 
  landscaping includes trees. 
 • Workers with views of green spaces from their desks report 23 percent fewer  
  instances of illness.

Environmental Health Benefits 
 • Each year an acre of trees absorbs the amount of carbon produced by   
  driving a car for 26,000 miles.
 • Trees remove dust and soot from the air, which can damage our lungs and  
  increase asthma, especially in children. 
 • Trees cool city heat islands by 10 degrees to 20 degrees, thus reducing   
  ozone levels and helping cities meet the air quality standards required for   
  disbursement of federal highway dollars. 

Social and Safety Benefits for Residents
 • Crime rates decrease in areas with more greenery.
 • Access to green areas reduces stress and aggression for people who live in  
  urban environments.
 • Inner-city common spaces with greenery are used more frequently by   
  residents, providing more opportunities for neighbors to know each other   
  and building a stronger sense of community. 

Educational Benefits
 • Children who have a view of greenery in their lives perform better in school.
 • Increased exposure to nature enhances the ability of children to follow   
  directions.
 • Access to green spaces relieves the symptoms of attention deficit disorder  
  (ADD), resulting in better concentration.

Climate Change
 • By creating shade, trees moderate temperatures both globally and in the   
  micro-climates of cities and counties. 
 • One acre of forests absorbs six tons of carbon dioxide annually and puts out  
  over four tons of oxygen. This is enough to meet the annual needs of 18 people.
 • Trees increase humidity in dry climates through evaporation of water from their  
  leaves into the atmosphere. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION

See Urban and Community Forestry 
Resources, page 43.
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(Source: Local Governments for Sustainability: www.iclei.org)
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Studies over the past 25 years have shown that tree canopy has declined in almost 
all of our major cities by more than one-third. Making an investment in preserving big 
trees is well worth it, and planting new ones can ensure cities reap the benefits for 
generations to come. 

WHY SAvE MATURE TREES?
 
 • Larger trees provide more shade to cool our cities
 • Big trees have more leaves to trap air pollution and transpire water into the air 
 • Mature trees have more roots to hold the soil against wind and rain erosion
 • Big trees have the capacity to absorb more greenhouse gases

Loss of mature trees is a serious – and expensive – problem. Planting new trees that 
will grow tall, with full canopies, in spaces that can accommodate them, and with plans 
for proper pruning, watering, and other care can make a big difference in making up 
for this loss. But preventing the loss of big trees can and should be a community’s 
priority.

PROTECT THE CANOPY: A FIvE-STEP PlAN 

The following is based on American Forests’ Five-Step Plan to Combat Sprawl and 
contains a wealth of information and resources to help you create your strategy for 
growing with trees.

STEP 1: Know what you’ve got and what it is worth
Communities are advised to assess their tree canopy before developing a plan to 
improve it. The best way to do this is by using satellite and aerial images coupled with 
ground surveys. The national nonprofit American Forests, with Forest Service support, 
has designed “CITYGreen,” a special software package that facilitates the process, 
analyzes the benefits of trees, and calculates a dollar value for the benefits that trees 
provide. For more information on this application for land-use planning and policy-
making, go to the American Forests website (www.americanforests.org).  

The Urban Natural Resources Institute works with a variety of client and stakeholder 
groups to assist them with implementing models, tools, and other technology for urban 
forest stewardship. The Institute’s scientists serve to promote technology transfer of 
urban and community forestry scientific information through working relationships and 
information networks with state, local, and industry partners. 
(see www.unri.org).
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i-Treetools is a tool that can be used by communities of all sizes to strengthen their 
urban and community forest management efforts. It can also be used by state 
forestry agencies, municipal foresters, nonprofit tree advocates, commercial arborists, 
environmental consultants, planners, and others interested in their community forests 
and the environmental benefits they produce. 
(see www.itreetools.org) 

Stratum, a new street tree management and analysis tool for urban forest managers, 
uses tree inventory data to quantify the dollar values attributable to annual 
environmental and aesthetic benefits: energy conservation, air quality improvement, 
CO2 reduction, storm-water control, and property value increase. 
(see www.fs.fed.us/psw/programs/cufr/stratum.shtml)

STEP 2: Set tree canopy goals
The results of American Forests’ research demonstrates that most U.S. communities 
should strive for an overall tree canopy coverage of 40 percent (25 percent in the arid 
southwest) to ensure healthy ecosystems and optimum quality of life. Setting this as 
the goal, making a plan, and then working that plan is the best way to achieve this 
within a reasonable period of time for your particular city’s or town’s needs. 

A number of communities have already committed to the tree canopy goal concept. 
Some commitments are municipal, others are more regional or even statewide, but all 
require combinations of public and private leadership to reach the goals. 
 
One outstanding example of a regional urban tree canopy effort is the state and 
federal Chesapeake Bay Program. The governments of Maryland, Pennsylvania and 
Virginia have each committed to partner with five or more communities in their states 
to set and pursue specific goals for increased tree canopy. 

In Maryland, the roster of committed cities includes Annapolis (50 percent canopy goal 
by 2036), Baltimore (40 percent by 2036), and Columbia (50 percent by 2036). Other 
towns and counties are currently in the assessment stage and will be setting specific 
goals in the near future.

Leesburg, Virginia, with an initial coverage of only eight percent, is the first city in 
the state to set a 40 percent goal. The Roanoke City Council has passed a plan to 
increase its urban canopy from 32 percent to the recommended 40 percent as part 
of the city’s Comprehensive Plan. 

Pennsylvania has signed up its inaugural partner for the Chesapeake Bay Program with 
the town of Columbia.

Cities across the country are becoming more and more proactive in increasing their 
tree canopies. During the 1990s, Chicago planted and maintained more than 500,000 
trees in schoolyards, parks, parkways, along highways, and along railroad rights-of-
way. Mayor Mallory of Cincinnati has recently promised to re-establish an office of 
environmental quality and champion expansion of its urban forest. 
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In California, a cooperative effort between Los Angeles and a number of LA civic and 
business groups has come together to create Million Trees LA and increase coverage 
by eight percent. The state capitol, Sacramento, has committed to planting one shade 
tree for every 40 feet of street frontage. Plantings of more than four million additional 
trees are planned for the 28 jurisdictions of the Sacramento region.

STEP 3: Build coalitions
Nonprofits, for-profits, community-based organizations (including those that deal 
with complementary issues, such as neighborhood revitalization and/or affordable 
housing), civic associations and others are essential to encouraging and supporting 
the development of urban and community forestry programs. They assist in developing 
and implementing strategies and by engaging people at the local level. 

The private sector, including tree care companies, utility companies, natural resource 
professionals, nurseries, landscape contractors, developers, home builders and their 
respective associations are also vital to the successful establishment and maintenance 
of community trees, forests and related natural resources. They play a major role 
with their own operations as well as by providing expertise, and financial and in-kind 
support, for projects. 

By building coalitions among groups like these, city administrators can increase the 
number and kind of stakeholders involved in planting and caring for trees. They can be 
engaged in envisioning what a healthy community can be and in developing a strategy for 
developing tree ordinances (see sample on page 19) and achieving tree canopy goals. 

It is very helpful to identify existing nonprofit tree-planting or other environmental 
organizations in your community. Often they have a wealth of current information at 
their fingertips and are staffed or have volunteers who specialize in ecology, storm 
water management and other issues. Some of these groups are listed on the websites 
of the national Alliance for Community Trees (www.actrees.org), with the most recent 
listing appearing here on page 49, and through the web portal, www.Treelink.org.

Some coalitions are more regional in nature. The Sacramento Regional Consortium’s 
Greenprint program is an example of this approach. It plans to double the region’s 
tree canopy over the next 40 years. Greenprint calls on each of the 28 local 
governments in its six-county region to adopt tree canopy goals, policies, ordinances, 
best management practices, and extensive community involvement strategies.  The 
Heartland Tree Alliance brings together government, business and private partners 
from the Kansas City area in a larger effort to “Bridge The Gap” and offer a number of 
programs that encourage expansion of the tree canopy. 

STEP 4: Make policy
The federal government promotes natural resource management in urban areas 
through the Urban and Community Forestry program (U&CF) of the USDA Forest 
Service (first authorized in 1978 by Congress and reauthorized in 1990). U&CF’s 
knowledgeable staff, extensive website, and outstanding publications are vital 
instruments that mayors and others can use to promote natural resource management 
in urban areas. 
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Unfortunately, federal spending on the Urban and Community Forestry program has 
been cut back from a high of $36 million to just $27 million next year. This trend can 
be reversed but only if mayors, governors, organizations and citizens actively promote 
tree planting as an important federal priority.

Accordingly, it is essential that mayors, government organizations, and citizens actively 
promote trees as an important environmental and community building tool. This is 
important not only to maintaining federal support but to attracting additional funding 
from other sources as well.

Trees ought to be acknowledged as part of the nation’s green infrastructure—an 
interconnected network of protected land and water that moderates the climate, 
provides a buffer against storms, maintains natural ecological processes, sustains 
air and water resources and contributes to the health and quality of life for America’s 
communities and people. 

According to The Conservation Fund’s Greeninfrastructure.net, most land and water 
conservation initiatives in the United States are reactive, not proactive; haphazard, 
not systematic; piecemeal, not holistic; single-scale, not multi-scale; single-purpose, 
not multi-functional. Current conservation efforts often focus on individual pieces of 
land, limiting their conservation benefits to the environment and human health. A city, 
county or state would never build a road, water and electrical system piece by piece, 
without advanced planning or coordination between different system components and 
jurisdictions. Green infrastructure should follow the same principles and approaches 
that are used for built infrastructure. (For an overview of green infrastructure concepts 
and actions, see www.greeninfrastructure.net)  

Important national policy groups supporting the efforts are the Alliance for Community 
Trees (ACT) and The Sustainable Urban Forests Coalition (SUFC). These organizations 
and their local affiliates impress upon government officials the need to protect existing 
trees and encourage significant new plantings, with an emphasis on long-term funding
and technical assistance to local citizen’s groups.   

STEP 5: Take action 
Most communities need to plant additional trees in order to attain the recommended 
40 percent tree canopy cover. An essential tool to achieving the goal is to have a tree 
ordinance in place.   

Good tree ordinances encourage communities to take advantage of the benefits of 
the urban forest, including air cooling, purification, noise abatement and property-value 
enhancement. It enables prevention of tree diseases, preserves trees in the path of 
development and encourages planning that avoids unnecessary costs associated 
with tree-related challenges. A good tree ordinance may also give force and direction 
for professional tree care within the municipality’s work force by setting an important 
priority. 

Ordinances vary in length and complexity, but they should be written simply and clearly 
and be tailored to the needs of the individual community. 



13

 
A great resource for creating your tree ordinance is the International Society of 
Arboriculture (ISA). Its website contains “Guidelines for Developing and Evaluating Tree 
Ordinances,” which was based on a report prepared for the California Department of 
Forestry and Fire Protection, Urban Forestry Program (Bernhardt and Swiecki 1991). 
See www.isa-arbor.com/publications/ordinance.aspx 

THE URBAN FOREST FUNDING MECHANISM

Urban forest funding mechanisms are as varied as the communities that need to 
develop or fund them. Funding sources are found at all governmental levels and in 
the not-for-profit and philanthropic sectors. Some national tree awards such as the 
USCOM/The Home Depot Foundation program offer monetary awards in addition 
to recognition. The National Urban and Community Forestry Advisory Council offers 
several cost sharing plans with specific requirements. Certain communities have come 
to internal agreements with their development communities to create permanent 
revenue streams. Others require remediation as part of the permitting process for new 
development. Still others have utilized in-kind contributions of labor and equipment as 
a sort of currency to get the job done.

Following are specific examples of how various communities are funding or proposing 
to fund their tree ordinance and maintenance programs.
  
 San Diego, CA 
    • Funding for trees in low- to moderate-income housing areas   
       has come out of Community Development Block Grant funds. 
    • Roadside trees are funded by the Department of Transportation  
     with a tax on gasoline.
    • Owners of private property with public trees are asked to water the
     trees for a period of three years with the cost of water being offset
     by grants from the San Diego Municipal Water District.
 Olympia, WA 
    • Canopy coverage is partially funded by the Department of   
     Transportation, asserting that street repaving is less frequent if the  
     pavement temperature is held down by the presence of the canopy.
 los Angeles, CA & Honolulu, HI
    • Funding for tree canopy has been shifted from the operating budget  
     to the capital budget. Capital funding makes tree infrastructure   
     bondable and spreads out the expense over many years. 
 Cincinnati, OH 
    • The county has a bi-annual street tree assessment authorized by
     code in the form of a 15-cent-per-frontage-foot tax. The   
     county collects the fee. The remaining 98 percent is restricted-use  
     money for tree maintenance and planting.
 St. louis, MO 
    • Implements a property transfer tax and a ½ cent sales tax   
     that are both earmarked for urban forestry.
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 Modesto, CA 
    • Accepts private donations to honor deceased loved ones.
 San Francisco, CA
    • The city has proposed a tax triggered by property transfers or
     building permits. This may especially be active for the installation of 
     parking lots where the owner can be given the option of donating a 
     number of trees or paying a fee into a reforestation fund.
 Other Options 
    • A citywide tax earmarked to tree planting operations and/or   
     initiatives. One existing example of such a tax is a one percent hotel  
     and entertainment tax currently collected in Houston, TX.
    • Install minimum standards for tree preservation and landscaping 
     as part of the permitting process for new development. Financial 

responsibility ultimately falls on the 
developer or the property owner.
•   Require an additional application fee as 
part of the permitting process.
•   Levy fines for non-compliance with tree 
ordinances.
•   Issue bonds to be repaid over time from 
a dedicated source.
•   Assign tree equivalency credits—These 
credits might be purchasable for exceeding 
minimum standards and reimburse 
qualifying developers/owners from an 
established pot of money. This approach  
has the possible additional benefit of 
achieving overall canopy goals in a more 
timely fashion.

    • A carbon tax related to electrical energy consumption serves the 
     dual purpose of encouraging conservation while providing a revenue  
     source for fighting climate change. This is currently implemented in  
     Duluth, MN and being considered in Boulder, CO. 

For More Information:

www.cityofconroe.org/comdev/info/Conroe_TP_Ord_
Analysis_Report.pdf

www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/sfenvironment/meetings/
ufc_funding/supporting/2004/uf_support_092804.pdf

www.co.el-dorado.ca.us/Planning/genplan/Oak_Guidelines_
EN2_ScopeOfWork.pdf

www.dnr.state.wi.us/org/land/forestry/UF/Resources/
WIUrbanForPlan03-07.pdf

www.athensgrowgreen.com/information/pdf/
environmental_summit.pdf
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REvENUE STREAMS FROM THE URBAN FOREST

There are many ways that cities can utilize their urban forest material. It is possible 
that cities may break-even, or even make a profit, if they take advantage of the most 
economically valuable uses of their urban trees. Below are a few tips for realizing 
economic benefits from urban forest products.

 •   Mill any valuable timber using a 
local portable mill. Unique hardwoods 
found in the urban forest can be used by 
private companies, woodworkers, and 
furniture makers to make beautiful and 
useful products.The utilization of urban 
wood has become increasingly easier 
as organizations have come together 
to facilitate the milling of urban wood 
by supplying portable sawmills to those 
ready to sell trees. Cities can use these 
services and possibly  make a profit by 
selling valuable urban trees as timber.

  The most valuable species suitable for milling are walnut, butternut, ash, oak,  
  cherry and paulownia. Hard maple, elms, fruitwoods, sycamore, cedar and 
  yellow poplar are also good species to consider. Larger trees of these species 
  are the most valuable for milling. See: www.harvestingurbantimber.com or www.ufei.org for 
  more information.

 • Know your local industries. Municipalities with local wood-using industries,  
  like furniture making, may have more opportunities to utilize their urban wood.

 • Consider selling any wood that is unsuitable for milling as firewood.
  This encourages citizens to heat their homes with non-fossil fuel energy 
  sources and keeps large woody debris out of landfills.

 • Chip and mulch the biomass of the urban forest to enhance soil
  quality at low cost. The nutrients found in the organic material should be  
  recycled into the soil to support the next generation of urban trees. A healthier  
  urban forest will last longer and provide maximum benefits.

 • In addition, if there is a co-generation plant near your city, consider  
  selling your excess wood chips to efficiently produce both electricity and heat.

(Source: Local Governments for Sustainability: www.iclei.org)

For More Information:

Alexander, Katherine
Benefits of Trees in Urban Areas 
www.coloradotrees.org/benefits.htm

Arzamassova, Ekaterina; Lerner, Jessica; 
Peterson Christopher
The Economic Benefits of Urban/Suburban 
Forestry
Brown University Center for Environmental 
Studies 2003
www.envstudies.brown.edu/classes/es201/2003/Forestry/
econbene.htm
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TREES AND RIGHTS OF WAY IN THE URBAN FOREST

The most obvious way to increase the canopy cover in the urban forest is through 
the use of public spaces such as transportation rights of way.  Much of the work that 
has been done in this area is scattered as part of larger tree ordinances, specifically 
in California and in the South. The other most conspicuous area available for 
development is along infrastructure routes such as utility causeways. In fact, the Utility 
Arborists Association exists specifically to set standards that are both acceptable to 
the community and protect the utility infrastructure (www.utilityarborist.org). It is affiliated 
with the International Society of Arborists (www.isa-arbor.com).

A great deal of discussion is ongoing 
concerning the pruning practice called 
“topping”, which has developed a negative 
connotation. A number of articles have 
been written that address the subject. 
Utility companies argue that topping is 
sometimes necessary to protect fragile 
transmission lines. Following are two 
articles that address the controversy. 
www.utextension.utk.edu/publications/spfiles/SP549.pdf 
and www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/SUL7.pdf

A good compilation of best practices as 
compiled by Redwood City, CA follows.  
A number of other references detailing 
practices in various cities are also included. 
Much of the detail is technical information 
whose specifics should be looked at in the 
resources themselves.

 •   Modify the available public right of way to allow as great an area for tree growth  
  as possible. When in the design phase of new construction, the right of way  
  design should be envisioned around the space needs of the trees at maturity.
 • Plant trees in every vacant tree planting site to have a fully stocked urban forest.
 • Plant larger-scale shade tree varieties, such as disease-resistant elms, oaks  
  and poplars.
 • Determine which tree will be designated for a particular block when scheduling  
  the planting of new trees.
 • Provide for uniformity of species along a street but avoid creating a monoculture.
 • Provide diversity in the overall street tree inventory.
 • Properly maintain trees to current industry standards.
 • Remove trees only as a last option.
 • Administer a Tree Preservation Ordinance governing trees on private property.

For More Information:

Redwood City, CA—Best practices and 
specific detail: 
www.ci.redwood-city.ca.us/publicworks/trees/tree_
management_practices.htm

Montgomery, AL tree maintenance standards: 
http://www.egovlink.com/public_documents300/montgomery/
published_documents/Ordinances/treeord2001.pdf

Province of Ontario on Maintenance and 
Rights of Way: 
http://joa.isa-arbor.com/request.asp?JournalID=1&ArticleID=1
375&Type=2

American Planning Association on Urban Forests: 
http://www.planning.org/forestry/index.htm?project=Print

The International Society of Arboriculture 
sells a “Utility Best Practices Manual” from 
its offices at P.O. Box 3129 in Champaign, IL 
61826-3129. 
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The following section is a guide to inform city officials of the ways to achieve a 
successful urban forestry program. Included is an outline of the things to consider as 
components of an urban forestry division, important partnerships and liaisons, and 
sample ordinances. The outline is followed by case studies of four municipal urban 
forestry programs that highlight different best practices in program development and 
implementation.

Program Organization:
 • Establish a district urban forestry division in order to elevate and bring   
  attention to concerns and budgetary needs of the urban forester.
 • Hire a city urban forester to manage the division and oversee all urban   
  forestry programs.
 • Include district managers, administrative support, maintenance and nursery  
  crews, and field operations staff within the urban forestry division.
 • Support all new staff through an in-house training program to ensure quality.
 • Establish an urban forestry maintenance shop to oversee equipment   
  inventory, maintenance, and repair.
 • Establish a municipal nursery to ensure planting of appropriate and    
  attractive trees and vegetation.

Program Goals and Operations:
 • Establish an urban forest management plan that specifies the goals, best   
  management practices and aspirations of the urban forestry division. 
  Included in this management plan should be a cost/benefit analysis to   
  convince municipal leaders of the viability and advantages of the program.
 • Continuously monitor progress of plan implementation to ensure compliance  
  and make revisions when necessary.
 • Create an inventory of city trees in order to most appropriately manage the forest.
 • Continuously update this inventory with new information including: date and  
  extent of pruning, tree health, signs of disease or infestation, and where and  
  when new trees are planted.
 • Utilize software programs like Stratum or CITYgreen to quantify the benefits  
  of the urban forest.
 • Implement a regular maintenance cycle to ensure that future hazards and   
  risks are avoided by proper pruning, removal, and replanting.
 • Utilize the products of the urban forest in the most cost-effective, efficient, and  
  environmentally friendly manner.
 • Launch a comprehensive outreach and education campaign to educate the  
  public about the benefits of urban forestry and gain support for the program.
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 • Design the urban forestry program to meet community goals and build on civic  
  pride and history.

Partnerships:
 • Partner with local nonprofit groups to supplement municipal with volunteer tree  
  planting and maintenance programs.
 • Encourage the participation of volunteers and neighborhood groups since they  
  are crucial to building support and getting work done.
 • Secure strong support from the mayor, city council, and other municipal leaders  
  in order to elevate programs goals and obtain necessary funding.
 • Create solid liaisons with other city agencies to make sure that the vision of the  
  urban forestry division is not undermined or diluted by other departments. Hiring  
  a staff person to foster and maintain these relationships could be instrumental  
  to the success of a program.
 • Integrate urban forestry into other municipal environmental initiatives, climate  
  action plans, and sustainability plans.
 • Work with local researchers and universities to create, monitor and evaluate  
  management practices to guarantee excellence.
 • Build relationships with educators to involve students in urban forestry by   
  offering internships, training programs, field trips, demonstrations, and lesson plans.
 • Team up with local utility companies to encourage energy reduction through  
  tree planting.
 • Engage with local arborists, landscape architects, landscape maintenance firms,  
  and nurseries to secure their commitment to the goals of the urban forestry division.
 • Construct a resource guide for citizens and municipal leaders of these individuals,  
  companies, and firms to ensure the division’s goals and guidelines are followed.

Sample Ordinance Topics: 
 • Require tree planting with all new development, construction, and roadway  
  improvements.
 • Require new tree planting on public and private property to attain a goal of
  at least 25 percent canopy cover. Approval for tree removal in the form of   
  a permit should be required to assure new tree are planted in place of trees  
  being removed.
 • Require new and refurbished parking lots to attain 50 percent canopy after 15 years.
 • Require tree planting by specifying species and placement of trees.
 • Require developers of new construction or significant redevelopment to meet 
  a certain percentage of canopy coverage, pay impact fees that the local
  government can use to preserve tree tracts, and/or plant trees in other   
  locations.
 • Require an assessment and approval of tree removal requests.
 • Protect historic, memorial, and native trees by restricting and regulating terms  
  of removal.

Examples of ordinances 
Swiecki, T.J. and Bernhardt, E.A.
Guidelines for developing and Evaluating Urban Forestry Ordinances
International Society of Arborists 2001
www.isa-arbor.com/publications/ordinance.aspx 
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Sample Tree Ordinance

The sample tree ordinance that follows is adapted from that offered by the Iowa State 
University Extension Service. It fulfills the requirements for Tree City USA designation 
by the National Arbor Day Foundation and the Iowa Urban and Community Forestry 
Council. It is not the only way in which to word such an ordinance. It is offered as an 
aid for developing your specific ordinance. A tree ordinance should be a workable 
document developed for the specific needs and plans of the individual city and 
community. Links to other websites that can give further samples and advice appears 
at the end of the sample ordinance. 
 
SAMPlE TREE ORDINANCE

This ordinance shall be known as the municipal tree ordinance for the community of 
__________________ County, State of _____.

Purpose
It is the purpose of this ordinance to promote and protect the public health, safety, 
and general welfare by providing for the regulation of the planting, maintenance, and 
removal of trees, shrubs, and other plants within the town/city of __________________ 

Definitions
Large trees—Those trees attaining a height of 45 feet or more. 
Parks—All public parks having individual names. 
Tree lawn—That part of a street or highway not covered by sidewalk or other paving, 
lying between a property line and that portion of the street or highway usually used for 
vehicular traffic.

Tree Board
There is hereby created and established a tree board for the town/city of __________, 
which shall consist of five members, including __ citizens and residents, who shall be 
appointed by the mayor with the approval of the city council. Members of the board 
shall serve without compensation. The term of the tree board shall be three years, 
except that the term of two members appointed to the first board shall be only one 
year and the term for two members of the first board shall be for two years. In the 
event that a vacancy shall occur during the term of any member, his or her successor 
shall be appointed for the unexpired portion of the term. The city’s urban forester will 
serve as ex-officio member of the tree board.
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The tree board will assist the city urban forester in the development of a 
comprehensive plan for the city of_____________________, including planning, tree 
planting, and maintenance programs for all public trees. The board will promote the 
goals of the tree program.

Urban Forester
The city of ____________ shall employ a city forester, urban forester, or arborist. This 
individual shall be employed by the parks department and serve as an ex-officio 
member of the tree board.

The urban forester shall have the following general powers and duties: (1) To direct, 
manage, supervise, and control the city street program, to include all planting, 
removal, maintenance, and protection of all trees and shrubs on public areas; (2) To 
guard all trees and shrubs within the city to prevent the spread of disease or pests and 
to eliminate dangerous conditions that may affect the life, health, or safety of persons 
or property; (3) Such other powers and duties as are provided by the laws of the state 
of ______; by ordinance of the city; and the tree board.

Authority
The urban forester shall have the authority and jurisdiction of regulating the planting, 
maintenance, and removal of trees on streets and other publicly owned property to 
ensure safety or preserve or enhance the aesthetics of such public sites. The urban 
forester shall have the authority to supervise or inspect all work done under a permit 
issued in accordance with terms of this ordinance. The urban forester shall have the 
authority to formulate and publish a master tree plan with the advice, hearing, and 
approval of the tree board.

Permits
No person shall plant, spray, fertilize, prune, remove, cut above or below ground, or 
otherwise disturb any tree on any street or municipal-owned property without first filing 
an application and procuring a permit from the urban forester or specified municipal 
authority. The person receiving the permit shall abide by the arboriculture specifications 
and standards of practice adopted by the urban forester. Removing trees 10” or more 
in diameter on private property requires a permit.

The urban forester shall have the authority to require posting of a bond adequate to 
fully repay the city of __________ for any and all costs attendant to the completion of the 
work under the permit.

In addition, the contractor is required to show adequate insurance coverage from 
potential damages during the execution of the work.

Maintenance
All trees planted shall have trunks not less than 1/2-inch in diameter at 6 inches above 
the ground. No tree shall be planted closer than 3 feet from the curb line or outer line 
of the sidewalk. Parkings must be at least_________ feet wide for large tree plantings 
and at least ___feet wide for medium and small trees. All trees shall be planted in line 
with each other and at a spacing of 40 to 60 feet depending on the species planted. 
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No street tree shall be planted under or within 10 lateral feet of any overhead utility 
wire, or over or within five lateral feet of any underground utility wire. No trees shall be 
planted within 50 lateral feet from corners or intersections.

All trees and shrubs on public or private property which have branches overhanging a 
public street or sidewalk shall have said branches trimmed to a clearance height of 14 
feet on the street side and 10 feet on the sidewalk side.

All public trees designated for removal shall be completely removed from the growing 
site and disposed of in an authorized manner.

Species, Cultivars, and varieties
The tree board develops and maintains a list of desirable trees for planting along 
streets in three size classes: small, medium, and large. A list of tree species not 
suitable for planting as street trees will also be created and enforced by the tree 
board.

Obstruction
It shall be the duty of any person or persons owning or occupying real property 
bordering on any street upon which property there may be trees to prune such trees 
in a manner that they will not obstruct or shade the street lights, obstruct the passage 
of pedestrians on sidewalks, obstruct vision of traffic signs, or obstruct the view of any 
street or alley intersection. The minimum clearance of any overhanging portion thereof 
shall be 10 feet over sidewalks and 14 feet over all streets.

When a person to whom an order is directed shall fail to comply within the specified 
time, it shall be lawful for the city to prune such trees with the cost assessed to the 
owner as provided by law in special assessments.

Nuisance and Condemnation
All street trees planted in violation of, or not maintained in strict compliance with, the 
provisions of this ordinance, or that are dead or dangerous, are declared to constitute 
a public nuisance. The urban forester shall cause written notice to be served on the 
property owner requiring such nuisances to be corrected within 30 days or the cost of 
correction will be assessed against the property owner.

Protection of Trees
During development, redevelopment, razing, or renovating, no more than 50 percent 
of the trees shall be cut, damaged, or removed except by specific permit. No person 
shall excavate any ditches, tunnels, trenches, or lay any drive within a radius of 20 feet 
from any tree.

No person shall intentionally damage, cut, carve, attach any rope, wire, nails, 
advertising posters, or other contrivance to any tree; allow any gaseous, liquid, 
chemical, or solid substance that is harmful to such trees to come in contact with 
them; or set fire or permit fire to burn when such fire or the heat will injure any portion 
of any tree.

Tree topping is not allowed on any tree.
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Appeals
Any person who receives an order from the urban forester and objects to all or a part 
thereof, may, within eight days of receipt thereof, notify the urban forester and city 
council, in writing, of the nature of the objection and request a hearing thereon. The 
hearing shall be held within eight days of notice to the appellant. Within eight days after 
such hearing, the mayor shall notify the appellant and the urban forester of the final 
decision.

Interference
No person shall prevent, delay, or interfere with the urban forester or forester’s 
assistants in the execution or enforcement of the ordinance.

Penalties
Any person, firm, or corporation violating or failing to comply with any of the provisions 
of this ordinance shall be guilty of a misdemeanor, and upon conviction thereof shall be 
fined a sum no less than $ l, nor more than $5,000, or may be imprisoned for a term 
not exceeding 60 days, or both.

Appropriate Signatures and Date

lINKS TO GUIDElINES FOR WRITING TREE ORDINANCES:

www.urbanforestrysouth.org/Resources/Ordinances

www.isa-arbor.com/publications/ordinance.aspx

www.umass.edu/urbantree/factsheets/8treeordinance.html

www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/PM1429b.pdf

www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/PM1429c.pdf

www.gfc.state.ga.us/CommunityForests/documents/2005TreeOrdinance-100.pdf

www.scenic.org/planning/model_ordinance

www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/sfenvironment/meetings/ufc_planning/supporting/2006/RecommendationsonLand
markTreeOrdinance040105v1.3finaldraft.doc

www.sfenvironment.com/aboutus/openspaces/urbanforest/ufc2005_annual_report.doc

www.statesboroga.net/media/Entire%20Tree%20Ordinance%20pdf.pdf




