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the creation and revisions of local and international 
industry standards. The results of conversations with the 
key informants highlight the TREE Fund grant pro-
gram’s role in supporting research that has a notable 
impact on the industry.

TREE Fund Research Influences 
Our Common Beliefs and Practices
While assessing the program’s outputs, outcomes, and 
impacts, one interesting outcome became very apparent: 
TREE Fund-supported research has created a wealth of 
knowledge that we now take as common beliefs and 
apply through practice. Below we outline these findings 
and some of the associated research. 

We can engineer better planting spaces 
Through research on topics such as tree growth in struc-
tural soils (Grabosky and Bassuk 2016) and different types 
of pavements (Fini et al. 2017), TREE Fund-supported 
work has contributed to our understanding of how to 
modify the built environment to better support trees. 

Smaller trees establish faster than larger 
trees
Work by researchers like Gilman et al. (2013) has dem-
onstrated that smaller trees tend to establish sooner, 

become well rooted, and grow faster after transplanting. 
This supports the idea that smaller trees establish faster in 
the landscape than larger, more mature ones. 

Deep planting is bad…kind of
Planting a tree with its root collar or main structural roots 
below grade can lead to root defects such as stem girdling 
roots (Gilman et al. 2010) and can impact its long-term 
survival. However, the severity of the defects depends on 
planting depth, species, and remediation actions (Arnold 
et al. 2007; Day and Harris 2008). 

Fertilization at planting doesn’t help
A popular question from the general public is whether 
they should fertilize their newly planted trees. Research 
conducted with several different environments and spe-
cies indicated that fertilizing newly planted trees did not 
increase tree growth and establishment (Day and Harris 
2007), even in stressful urban sites (Harris et al. 2008). 
This does not mean that fertilizers and nutrients are not 
needed at planting, just that the broad application of fer-
tilizer aimed at shortening the establishment period 
resulted in no improvements.

Mulching is good for trees
Several TREE Fund-supported studies have pointed 
towards the benefits of mulching trees. Lugo-Perez and 
Lloyd (2009) reviewed the literature on the topic and 
found evidence that organic mulches can affect soil water 
and nitrogen availability, which in turn can affect tree 
physiological responses. Scharenbroch (2009) looked at 
175 existing studies and found organic mulching is gen-
erally beneficial, but effects can vary depending on the 
type and method of application. Gilman et al. (2012) 
also suggested that the benefits of mulching might be 
more complicated than they seem. 

Reduction cuts can be an effective 
strategy
Reduction cuts are used in reduction, subordination, and 
directional pruning. Research has demonstrated that 
reduction cuts can effectively subordinate codominant 
stems (Gilman and Grabosky 2009), and the cut branches 
can successfully compartmentalize decay (Gilman and 
Grabosky 2006; Gilman and Grabosky 2009) so long as 
the cut branch is not too large (Grabosky and Gilman 2007).

Mass dampening helps disperse load
James et al. (2006) studied the response of trees with dif-
ferent canopy shapes and sizes to wind, a dynamic load. 
They found that branches act to dampen the wind load 
on the trunk by swaying in many different, unharmoni-
ous directions. This mass dampening effect highlights 
how trees are not simply poles with sticks attached, but 
complex, dynamic systems that have evolved to respond 
to load in equally complex ways.

Plant I.D.
Can you identify this tree?

Find more information on page 57.
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Summary 
In conclusion, TREE Fund-sponsored research has led to 
many outcomes, outputs, and impacts over 15 years. 
These have in turn produced many practical applications 
through basic and applied research. Key findings include:

• TREE Fund has distributed over $3.9 million in 
grants through 2017, with five research grant pro-
grams currently in place and two additional ones 
to begin in 2019. 

• We found a total of 175 TREE Fund-sponsored 
peer-reviewed papers, with an average of 20.8 cita-
tions per paper in other peer-reviewed articles.

• Since 2015, the TREE Fund co-sponsored webi-
nar series has had 4,800 attendees.

• Knowledge generated from TREE Fund-supported 
research has influenced daily practices and common 
beliefs in our industry.
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WWhy is it that people love trees until there is one planted 
in their front yard? Between the root conflicts, tree litter, 
limb failures, maintenance requirements, water demands, 
and other potential problems, trees seem to pose a significant 

inconvenience to many individuals. Obviously, this is a 
broad and overly inclusive statement that doesn’t apply to 
everyone. However, as most City Arborists, Urban For-
esters, Consulting Arborists, or Certified Tree Workers 
may have experienced, many of their interactions regard-
ing private property owners and trees involve dealing with 
someone that is being unmanageably inconvenienced, 
overburdened, or in some cases flat out terrified by a tree. 

This opinion piece addresses the challenges industry 
professionals and administrators face in communicating 
and convincing people in their communities, primarily 
property owners, of the value in planting, maintaining, 
and preserving the trees of the urban forest. As most tree 
professionals will agree, opinions regarding the subjects 
discussed here are highly subjective based on individual 
experiences in their local urban forest. In no way is this 
article intended to turn opinions formed based on these 
experiences into statements of fact. This article will sum-
marize the benefits and value of the urban forest, affirm 
the importance of the services that are needed to improve, 
maintain, and grow the tree canopy, and discuss who is 
responsible for providing those services. If successful, the 
reader will gain an understanding of the different chal-
lenges facing communities and identify an efficient path 
forward to increase the care, protection, and oversight of 
urban forest management. Given the political, adminis-
trative, and public relation issues that surround this very 
sensitive and high-profile issue, the path forward may be 
challenging, but as President Theodore Roosevelt coined, 
“Nothing in the world is worth having or worth doing 
unless it means effort, pain, or difficulty…” Hopefully, 
this article is interpreted as a call to action that encour-
ages deliberate thought, discussion, and even debate 
about the underlying topics of tree responsibility, ser-
vices, funding, protection, and oversight.

What is so important that is driving the subject of 
Urban Forest Management to the forefront of current 
political, social, and financial discussions? Without pro-
viding a complete course on environmental impact, miti-
gation, and sustainability, the answer is simple: greenhouse 
gasses are increasing, global temperatures are rising, and 

Maintaining the Urban Forest 
Everyone’s Responsibility

By Kit P. Jory Sr., ISA Municipal Specialist

One of the negative effects of progress is development-driven urban canopy 
decline. Google Maps.
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urbanization and industrialization are replacing more 
and more greenspaces and clean air with hardscape and 
pollutants. The urban forests that were established in 
communities at the turn of the century as landscaped 
areas, mostly for beautification appeal, are actually key 
weapons in the fight to mitigate greenhouse gasses. 
Unfortunately, this asset and the connected resources are 
being maintained poorly and, as a result are declining 
and reaching the end of their lifecycle. Adding to this, 
increasing development and urbanization of rural areas 
causes surface damage, topography changes, and a mostly 
negative environmental impact. All of these require a 
substantial increase in mitigation efforts to offset the new 
buildings and infrastructure being built. 

As the world struggles to further analyze, understand, 
and identify ways to adapt to global climate change, there 
are many formulas that estimate the benefits that trees 
provide in reducing greenhouse gasses. Every state in the 
U.S.A. has policies that inform some type of plan to miti-
gate climate change, and all these plans have some com-
ponent proposing that one of the key strategies in 
reducing harmful greenhouse gas emissions is to increase 
urban tree canopies. While not every state ties these poli-
cies to greenhouse gas emissions, nor do they all have 
formal Climate Action Plans, 23 states plus the District 
of Columbia have adopted Climate Action Plans that 
specifically address greenhouse gas emissions (C2ES 
2019). In addition to combatting climate change, there 
are many other benefits that trees provide in the form of 
increased property values, reduced storm water runoff, 
and social benefits such as crime reduction. An essential 
metric that determines these benefits is the size and con-
dition of the urban tree canopy. According to the San 
Francisco Urban Forest Plan (2014), San Francisco’s 
Urban Forest consists of approximately 669,000 trees 
with an approximate capital value of $1.7 billion USD, 
provides annual environmental benefits of approximately 
$9.4 million USD, and accounts for an estimated $98.2 
million USD annual increase in property values. Yet con-
vincing the general public that benefits are only fully real-
ized when proper planning, planting, and long-term 
maintenance is followed has presented itself as a chal-
lenge in most communities.

Many factors limit the ability to maximize the environ-
mental benefits that urban forests could be providing. 
Two of the biggest factors in this process are proper tree 
selection and regular urban forest maintenance activities. 
Proper tree choice and placement in the future will result 
in reversing the current trend of growing tree mainte-
nance demands for preventing premature failure or loss 
of trees that are not in the most suitable and ideal plant-
ing location. Adhering to the industry standard of put-
ting the ‘Right Tree in the Right Place’ results in increased 
benefits, efficiency, and long-term preservation of trees 
within the urban forest. Following these basic guidelines 
will result in a more resilient urban forest and increased 

tree canopy growth with minimal negative impact on 
hardscapes, structures, and city infrastructure. According 
to McPherson et al. (2016), “California surveys identi-
fied several troubling trends: increased planting of small, 
short-lived species due to lack of space for street trees; 
declining species diversity; average city tree budget has 
declined in real dollars from about $3 per capita in 1988 
to $2 in 2003; higher percentages of programs report 

u

Small and Shrinking Tree Canopy. San Francisco Urban Forest Plan. Image 
courtesy of San Francisco Planning Department (2014).
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removing more trees than they plant (18% in 1988–22% 
in 2003); and a reduction in the average number of trees 
per km street length, from 65.6 in 1988 to 64.3 in 1993 
(105.5–103.5/mile).” 

These trends represent a broader problem of urbaniza-
tion requiring more oversight. While some agencies have 
passed ordinances to include the entire urban forest, most 
agencies restrict jurisdiction only to trees on public prop-
erty, parks, and street trees. Street trees are commonly 
defined as trees planted and growing within public street 
right-of-way. These planting locations are typically found 
to be in planting strips, road verges, along sidewalks, in 
private landscaped areas, yards, or backup lots adjacent to 
structures. According to Dandy (2010), “people interact 
with street trees (gaining value from them and being 
impacted by them) in ways that can be different from 
how people interact with trees located elsewhere. All this 
means that street trees in urban areas are thus worthy of 
considerable attention from policy, practice, and research.” 
Although private trees are commonly found to make up 
most of the trees located within urban forests, the lack of 
access to and authority over these trees makes inventory-
ing and evaluating them difficult. Because of the lack of 
data, quantifying all the metrics needed to make conclu-
sions on their impact is limited to top-down canopy 
assessments that are conducted over time using satellite 
imagery. This is challenging the ability to accurately model 
whether urban forests are growing, static, or declining, 
leading to a more general and delayed projection of the 
current condition and benefits of street trees. As such, the 
processes currently in place are entirely too reactive instead 
of being proactive.

Maintaining the Urban Forest (continued)

The other major consideration that is responsible for 
failing to capture maximum environmental benefits is the 
lack of regular maintenance, preservation, and replanting 
of lost trees. Convincing the public of “The Exponential 
Benefits of Trees” is vital to getting them to buy-in to 
maintenance (London Tree Officers Association 2019). 
Urban forest efforts need to focus substantial resources to 
the process of educating the public on proper tree main-
tenance practices. Regular tree maintenance activities can 
decrease overall operational costs in the form of reduced 
requests for service, fewer emergencies due to tree failures 
and hazards, and decreased liability for damage to per-
sonal property or even death. 

Who is responsible for maintaining the urban forest? 
This question is meant to be the primary focus for this 
article. According to the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO), “urban forest management incurs significant 
costs—such as for planting, maintenance, and infrastruc-
ture repair (e.g., broken sidewalks and sewer pipes). Yet 
an assessment in five cities in the United States of Amer-
ica (McPherson et al. 2005) showed that the benefits of 
urban trees outweighed the costs by ratios of between 
1.37 and 3.09. Costs included in the analysis were: tree 
planting and maintenance, including pruning and the 
removal and disposal of damaged trees; infrastructure 
damage; inspection; litter clean-up; and trip-and-fall 
damage claims” (FAO 2016). As previously noted, urban 
forest budgets were reduced by approximately 30% 
between 1988 and 2003. Budget reductions correlate to 
reduced benefits. Stewardship means, paraphrasing the 
Virginia Department of Forestry, “taking ownership over 
your tree, your land, your plan, and your legacy!” There is 
an abundance of data that proves a significant high return 
on investment for urban forests despite the lack of 
research identifying where the funds should come from 
and who should maintain the urban forest. Many chal-
lenges have been identified, and yet despite all the 
research, scholarly articles, and intellectual thought that 
has been exhausted on explaining all the benefits and val-
ues they provide, there is almost no supporting evidence 
to inform us who should be responsible for stewardship 
of the urban forest. 

The lack of understanding of how truly intertwined 
people and trees are within the urban forest is trouble-
some. When considering the many documented benefits 
of trees, whether we are talking about the thousands of 
species of birds, animals, and insects that inhabit trees, or 
storm water capture, shade, clean air, and financial ben-
efits, people are mostly shortsighted about how impor-
tant their relationship with trees is. Unfortunately, when 
balancing the benefits of this relationship against the pain 
in the pocket book caused by necessary tree maintenance, 
the value of the tree tends to drop sharply. For many rea-
sons, and especially due to the lack of leadership and The Exponential Benefits of Trees. Image courtesy of Halifax Regional 

Municipality.
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outreach within individual communities, people lack the 
obligation to tree preservation in the same context that 
they would, let’s say, to water conservation. In this com-
parison, some may argue that despite years of cautious 
advice and warnings from government agencies, water 
conservation education and efforts went ignored. It wasn’t 
until water agencies began the broader shift from flat-fee 
billing for water use to metered billing that most people 
began conserving use. Perhaps it will take the same manner 
of financial accountability and fee driven services to attract 
attention and bring about change for tree conservation. 

There is limited research available that takes different 
data-inputs and measures, compares, or evaluates these 
metrics to inform the “who” component in urban forest 
stewardship. Should trees of the urban forest be protected 
and managed by government agencies under a manage-
ment plan that dictates when, how, and for what purpose 
trees are to be maintained? Or, should all trees in the 
community, except for trees located specifically on pub-
licly owned properties, be treated as privately owned trees 
with the maintenance responsibility being left to the 
property owners? What roles would agencies have in this 
process? Many of the arguments from the general public 
for urban forest maintenance services being provided by 
government agencies involve caring for a tree that was 
either planted or required by the local agency, at times 
many years ago. These arguments surrounding who and 
how urban forest management services should be funded 
are generally separated into two oppositional arguments: 
1) government agencies should have stewardship and 
financial responsibility for maintaining the urban forest, 
and 2) property owners should have stewardship and 
financial responsibility for maintaining of the urban forest. 

Agencies that have historically provided all stewardship 
responsibilities for urban forests are facing more and 
more challenges in providing these services. When ques-
tioning responsibility for stewardship, consider accepting 
the theory that what was done in the past should not 
dictate what is done in the future. For years, many gov-
ernment agencies have shouldered the responsibility of 
urban forest management, only to be regularly challenged 
with reducing services during every economic downturn. 
This results in unstable and unmanageable urban forestry 
programs that cannot maintain the demand for the pres-
ervation, maintenance, and replanting activities required 
to grow the urban tree canopy. Most tree-related com-
plaints that come into agencies argue that this should be 
a service provided through general tax revenue funds. 
That being a common theme, what should the mecha-
nism be for prioritizing this service given the ever-increasing 
demand on agencies to focus funding elsewhere? Despite 
the challenges agencies face providing these services and 
the almost certainty that operational budgets for these 
services will continue to rise, many of the general public 
insist that this should be a governmental service that is 
funded from existing tax revenue. 

For those that make this argument, I propose the fol-
lowing questions: where should the tax revenue come 
from to fund these services? Should it come from reduc-
tions in budgets that fund other services such as police, 
fire, parks, etc.? Even by redirecting these funds in a 
growing economy, the risk of having to eliminate this ser-
vice in the event of another recession would be a looming 
threat. It can be viewed as poor decision-making or even 
fiscal mismanagement for an agency to make these capi-
tal investments only to eliminate them if the economy 
were to experience future recessions. While some local 
agencies have been as successful as San Francisco in 
diverting general fund dollars into these service funds, 
other communities have refused such measures. Because 
of this, general fund revenue diversion is not a long-term 
viable solution. For many communities, continuing to 
provide these services can only be accomplished by iden-
tifying new and dedicated funding methods. Some agen-
cies have allocated funding for urban forestry tied to 
green waste, recycling, sustainability fees, garbage fees, 
sales taxes, and additional taxes on gas, transportation, 
and tolls. Many agencies have passed tree maintenance 
and protection ordinances, emergency response fee 
recovery, or accident response fees, where the agency can 
charge fees and recover costs for any service that the city 
needs to provide as a public service. This has also been 
applied to situations where the property owner fails to 
maintain trees when properly notified, and the agency 
subsequently completes the maintenance on their behalf. 
Because the public is generally uninformed on how all 
these governmental financing processes work, it isn’t 
uncommon for them to be surprised at how something 
that appears to be as simple as planting some trees and 
then providing water and maintenance every few years 
can become burdened with such convoluted and compli-
cated challenges. Even after explaining the obstacles and 
barriers that agency administrators must navigate, many 
citizens are stilled confused about why the solutions for 
these issues are so elusive. 

Property owners are the biggest beneficiaries of the trees 
on their property and in their neighborhoods, yet despite 
the incredible financial and environmental benefits prop-
erty owners receive, they are increasingly choosing to 
remove large shade trees and plant smaller and smaller 
trees or forego tree planting altogether. As stated above, 
the oppositional argument for agency-provided tree stew-
ardship and financial responsibility is that maintenance 
of the urban forest should be directly shouldered by 
property owners. In recent years, some agencies that have 
historically provided tree maintenance and preservation 
services for street trees have eliminated these activities 
from their core-services. This has led to a shift in mainte-
nance responsibilities from local agencies to property 
owners, resulting in the neglect of maintenance preserva-
tion. The general observation for the decrease in tree 
canopy is the lack of understanding by property owners 

u
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Maintaining the Urban Forest (continued)

of the need to provide regular maintenance services. In 
some cases, even where the property owner understands 
how this maintenance can preserve and extend the life of 
the tree, extending the long-term benefits that these trees 
provide, they tend to be blinded by the short-sightedness 
of the costs involved. Transferring stewardship of the 
urban forest raises many questions about engagement, 
education, guidance, support, sufficiency, maintenance, 
ordinances, enforcement, and consequences. These ques-
tions challenge whether agency managers and political 
representatives are being passive or active in fulfilling 
their obligations to manage the business of daily govern-
ment operations balanced with the task of developing 
and implementing policy that provides a long-term vision. 

Until property owners accept the realization that they 
are benefiting the most from a healthy and vibrant urban 
forest, getting them to bear the responsibility for main-
taining it will be challenging. Research has shown that 
due to negative past experiences in the relationship 
between property owners, street trees, and agencies, 
property owners are rejecting the planting and maintain-
ing of street trees (University of Vermont 2019). Evi-
dence suggests that in areas where tree stewardship has 
been turned over to the public, there was an increase in 
tree mortality rates. In Sacramento County, California, 
new trees planted by the community and property own-
ers with little to no guidance or oversight experienced a 
mortality rate over 50% (Aames 2010). In some areas, 
turning over tree stewardship has resulted in the 

deterioration of the urban forest and loss of tree canopy 
due to neglect. In San Francisco, where the city turned 
over stewardship to the citizens in 2011, the decline in 
mature tree canopy and refusal of property owners to pre-
serve and maintain trees forced a general ballot measure 
that passed by 79%, which diverted $19 million annually 
from general fund monies to create an operational bud-
get for the City to take back stewardship of the urban 
forest (Fracassa 2017). If these results are representative of 
what would happen to most urban forests as a result of 
transferring stewardship from public entities to private 
hands, then we can begin to get a picture of what the 
result would be if property owners were to assume these 
responsibilities without having well-defined and enforced 
ordinances in place to set maintenance expectations and 
requirements. 

When considering the ability of property owners to 
bear the cost of tree maintenance, another concern that 
needs to be addressed is the social inequality and injustice 
that plagues many cities and towns throughout the coun-
try. How are the property owners of poverty stricken, 
low-income, and disadvantaged communities going to 
maintain the urban tree canopy with no available 
resources? How are disadvantaged communities, whose 
resources are mainly utilized for public safety services, 
expected to afford the capital investment in growing and 
maintaining an urban forest? While some financial 
resources exist, specifically for tree planting in disadvan-
taged communities, these programs fail to provide 

Street Trees in Affluent Neighborhood in Kansas City. Photograph by Victor Dover, source CNU Public Square.

AN201912.indd   40 11/14/19   12:18 PM

http://www.isa-arbor.com


DECEMBER 2019 | 41

long-term funding for tree care, which results in the long-
term maintenance for these trees being unfunded and 
unsustainable. Investing in tree planting in these areas 
without making funding available for long-term mainte-
nance is a poor strategy to bring disadvantaged areas into 
balance with the rest of the community. To address the 
problem of social injustice as it pertains to urban forests, 
the general public cannot be expected find and imple-
ment solutions on their own. Some communities, chal-
lenged by decreasing public funds for maintenance and 
lack of participation by property owners, have relied on 
nonprofit community groups and organizations to fill 
the void in stewardship. While these organizations can be 
an invaluable tool to the long-term sustainability of the 
urban forest, their activities can be minimally impactful 
when they lack guidance or are not part of a larger man-
agement plan. According to Christine Carmichael (Uni-
versity of Vermont 2019), even well-intended nonprofit 
group efforts can be minimally effective, as they “often 
focus on narrow outcomes—such as the number of trees 
planted per year—without also prioritizing deeper com-
munity engagement due to limited resources, watchful 
donors, and poor guidance.” These are complicated prob-
lems, and the answer to these problems must come from 
leadership, community involvement, public officials, and 
a combined application of all community resources. 

Envision a path forward for urban forest management 
that involves finding common ground, where the politi-
cal, administrative, and public level of expectation can be 
managed with a balanced solution. What obligation do 
members of the community have in doing more than 
what is constitutionally or legally required of them? The 
answer comes when people realize that doing the mini-
mum of what is required, such as paying taxes, obeying 
the law, and being a contributing member to the com-
munity, is not enough if you want to live in an advanced 
society where the real benefits come not from the privi-
leges we are afforded by law, but in the abundant life that 
exists through the social contract with other people of 
that community. Part of this social contract is under-
standing that every resident should be willing to be 
inconvenienced in order for the entire group to benefit. 
Each property owner’s tree is providing benefits to the 
whole. What is lacking is the understanding that people 
are intimately attached to all the trees in their environ-
ment, and where the attachment is realized, it is often 
observed as a love-hate relationship. The dynamic that is 
often overlooked is that this attachment should be rela-
tional, not unlike their attachment to their community, 
neighbors, friends, or family. Communicating this mes-
sage to the public and convincing them that their invest-
ment in the urban forest extends beyond property, sales, 
and enterprise taxes is a challenging task. 

The fundamental plan that creates specific, quantifi-
able, and enforceable standards in all activities that affect 
the urban tree canopy is the Urban Forest Management 

Plan (UFMP). This document is a long-term, 40- to 
50-year plan that is meant to inform all decisions regard-
ing the urban forest. It confirms and formalizes authority 
of tree management, memorializes the priority placed on 
trees, identifies the urban forest as an essential pillar of 
infrastructure and as a capitol asset, may identify pro-
tected landmark or heritage trees, and defines policy, pro-
tection and management of trees within its Area of 
Influence. Funding for establishment, administration, 
and updating the UFMP needs to be dedicated, specific, 
and not open to downward revision in the event of a 
challenging economic environment. Identifying funding 
opportunities will require an informed and interactive 
community process, as well as public input to define and 
prioritize the urban forest, identifying who, what, when, 
where, why ,and how the community will implement, 
administer, and enforce the management plan. There are 
many variations of the UFMP. 

Some successful examples of urban forest management 
strategies can be found in the City of New Westminster’s 

Street Trees in Disadvantaged Community in Baltimore. Photograph courtesy 
of Baltimore Tree Trust.

u
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New Westminster Urban Forest Management Strategy. Image courtesy of Diamond Head Consulting.

Maintaining the Urban Forest (continued)

plan (New Westminster, BC, Canada). Here we see a 
common theme to “prevent further loss and increase 
urban forest canopy” (New Westminster 2015). Using 
the Urban Forest Management Plan Toolkit (2019) as a 
guide, the first step involves the Work Plan, or what’s 
considered preplanning efforts. This includes identifying 
a timeline for the project, a checklist of information to 
gather, and assigning tasks for gathering and analyzing 
information. Once complete, this data is balanced with 
public input obtained using surveys and town hall meet-
ings. The resulting information will inform the commu-
nity’s next steps in the urban forest planning process. 
Once the Work Plan is complete, the management plan 
components should include: 

1. A public outreach process: what does the community 
expect? 

2. Creating a vision statement: what do you want? 
3. Conducting an inventory and assessment: what do 

you have? 
4. An action plan: who will act and when? 
5. A monitoring plan: how will you know when you 

are achieving the goals or when adjustments need 
to be made to the plan? 

6. An ongoing engagement process: how will commu-
nity expectations be managed? 

7. Funding: how will management and administration 
of the plan be financially supported? And;

8. Creating an enforcement structure: what actions 
will the plan recommend ensuring compliance?

The vital role that agencies need to undertake is lead-
ing the way to act as a facilitator of this process. Some 
City Arborists and Urban Foresters may even need to 

become people-tree therapists, learning to successfully 
communicate the broad scope, purpose, and fine details 
of the plan while managing the expectations of the com-
munity. This includes starting to communicate the funda-
mental message that urban forest management 
responsibilities cannot continue to be borne solely by 
government agencies. It is up to the residents of the com-
munity to take the torch in these sensitive subjects and 
inform governing bodies of what they expect in the form 
of leadership and action. Some agencies already appear to 
be adjusting urban forest management practices to 
include a shared stewardship with the public, while oth-
ers are using funding methods such as development, 
mitigation, and service response fees in order to fund the 
continued urban forest operations. While public initia-
tives to dedicate public funds to urban forest mainte-
nance worked for a large municipality like San Francisco, 
not all cities, counties, and towns could withstand this 
type of general fund reallocation. Whether or not any of 
these methods is signaling a fundamental shift in the 
broader management philosophy remains to be seen, and 
the question of ‘who’ remains to be answered. 

Responsibility for driving urban forest management 
as a priority falls on everyone. Public agencies do not 
have the resources to bear all responsibility for the costs of 
the needed maintenance activities of the urban forest, 
and unfortunately, even when informed of all the benefits 
that trees provide, property owners have proven unwilling 
to assume these responsibilities and on average will take 
actions that result in negative long-term consequences. 

The framework that provides the greatest chance for 
successfully meeting the current and future needs of urban 
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forest management is a structure that includes a partner-
ship between the community and local agency. The pub-
lic would be responsible for preserving, maintaining, and 
growing the urban forest, while the agency would pro-
vide guidance, oversight and enforcement. This will 
mean intense and interactive public outreach, establish-
ing long-term policies, providing guidance and oversight 
to property owners for planting, maintenance, and pres-
ervation; and, when needed, maintaining an enforce-
ment arm that ensures strict adherence to the Urban 
Forest Management Plan. The concept of property own-
ers, developers, community groups, homeowners’ associ-
ations, property managers, nonprofits, businesses, 
industrial operators, urban forestry alliances, and local 
agencies all working together to meet the ever-increasing 
needs of urban forest preservation and growth is promis-
ing. As citizens, we have local agencies, elected officials, 
and appointed managers to lead us; let’s empower them 
to lead. With this support, local agencies can facilitate 
Urban Forest Management as a top priority, just as 
important as infrastructure and transportation, budget-
ing, economic development, or even public safety. The 
philosophy of communal living, citizenship, and social 
justice is a highly debatable topic in today’s political envi-
ronment. Regardless of political, social, cultural, reli-
gious, or any other element of societal living, the 
environment provides the resources for our survival, and 
we must try and preserve and replace these resources for 
future generations. 

The obstacles raised in this article can be inordinate 
and complicated when considered as a whole. Even the 
individual parts can be daunting, challenging, and at 
times seem insurmountable; however, throughout the 
history of human life it has been proven that the com-
bined efforts of a group of people are always more 

impactful then the individual efforts of its parts. Every 
one of us is responsible for what happens to our urban 
forest next.
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Dirr, M.A., and K.S. Warren. 2019. The Tree Book: Superior Selections 
for Landscapes, Streetscapes, and Gardens
Portland: Timber Press. ISBN: 978-1-60469-714-8.

The new reference by Michael Dirr and Keith Warren is exactly what you would 
expect from two expert plantsmen. It is a tome with over 2400 entries, filled 
with useful information and pictures of species and cultivars. Michael Dirr, 
who many consider the expert in tree identification with encyclopedic tree 
knowledge, has teamed up with Keith Warren, who for 40 years at the J. 
Frank Schmidt & Son nursery in Oregon has selected some of the most suc-
cessful cultivars in the trade. Perhaps due to this collaboration, The Tree Book 
includes not only descriptions of selections, but also interesting histories of 
crosses, relatives, and plant availability.  

Covering over 900 pages, this book contains a remarkable number of tree 
descriptions. There are 46 pages devoted to the oaks alone, and there are 24 
pages of crabapple cultivar entries. For a complicated genus like Malus with 
so many varied cultivars (red, white, pink, weeping, full-sized, dwarf), Dirr 
and Warren break them down into both flower color and growth habit, 
which is very useful in identification and their application in the landscape. 

Comparing this book to other references in my library, the obvious first 
choice is Michael Dirr’s Manual of Landscape Plants, which, while more comprehensive in culture and details, lacks the practical 
images found in The Tree Book. While this new book has less information on propagation and culture, it includes notes on the 
tree’s native range, soil adaptability, and hardiness. Whereas the Manual delves into taxonomic details, The Tree Book has a focus 
on the tree in the landscape and where it may fit in landscape design. 

Another comparison is the Royal Horticultural Society’s Encyclopedia of Garden Plants, which is packed with short notes on 
over 15,000 plants of all types. While Dirr and Warren’s book covers trees only, it is much more up-to-date on cultivars and has 
the very helpful addition of great images of many of the trees covered. The Tree Book has an emphasis on form and function, 
very useful when choosing a plant for a specific application. 

This book is a comprehensive reference of trees for most areas of the U.S.A. If there is a weakness in it, it might be in the 
coverage of trees for the dry Southwest (where I happen to practice). For example, the Platanus genus covers London plane, 
American sycamore, and even Arizona sycamore, but doesn’t include Mexican sycamore, a very common tree in the area. 

Nonetheless, The Tree Book sets the standard for a comprehensive and helpful book for identification and application of tree 
selections. It is a fascinating read for any tree lover, but if your work includes reviewing planting plans, making recommenda-
tions for species and cultivars for design, or if you work in public gardening or nursery production, I believe you would find this 
a very useful book. 

Patrick Brewer, Austin, Texas
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