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Most of us are either planning or 
ready to have our Arbor Day cel-

ebrations. I say Arbor Day season for 
most of us, because it’s celebrated at 
different times of the year depending 
on where you live.

The City of Los Angeles celebrates 
National Arbor Day on April 25. The 
state of California celebrates Arbor 
Day the week of March 7-14 in com-

memoration of Luther Burbank, a botanist, horticulturalist, 
and agricultural scientist credited with developing over 800 
plant varieties. He’s most famous for producing the Burbank 
Russet potato, the most commonly grown potato in the world. 
If you’ve ever eaten French fries at McDonalds, you too have 
paid homage to Mr. Burbank. 

Arbor Day was started in Nebraska by Julius Sterling Morton 
in 1872, and some form of it has caught on in countries 
around the globe. Canadians celebrate National Forest Week 
in September. Mexicans celebrate Día Del Arbol in July. New 
Zealanders celebrate Arbor Day June 5, Philippinos on June 
25. In Sao Paulo, Brazilians have continuously recognized 
Arbor Day since the first Festa das ‘Arvores on June 7, 1902. 
Australians honor Arbor Day in the last week of July. 

Some countries have been celebrating tree planting since 
biblical times. In Israel and in Jewish communities around the 
world, Tu B’Shebat is “The New Year for Trees.” It’s typically 
celebrated on one of the earliest days a tree can set flower. 

Iraq is home of the fabled Hanging Gardens of Babylon, the 
oldest recorded site of humans bringing plants into an urban 
setting for the sheer pleasure of enjoying their beauty. There, 
Arbor Day is celebrated even though the most basic human 
needs are often in short supply or entirely lacking. Planting 
trees provides people psychological benefits and a sense of 
hope and stability. 

From China to Iceland, countries large and small are celebrat-
ing Arbor Day for a myriad of reasons. While Arbor Day will 
always be a local or community event, it is taking on more 
global implications. Climate change is becoming a reality for 
all humankind, and the simple act of planting a tree is a very 
empowering act that can be undertaken by young and old, 
rich or poor, educated or illiterate. And as Dan Lamb of the 
National Arbor Day Foundation said, “Arbor Day has been fight-
ing global warming for over 100 years.” 

So when you participate in your Arbor Day celebration this 
year, rejoice in the fact that people of all races, ethnicities, 
nationalities, and religions will be joining you in expanding 
that web of life that touches all of us and makes our lives bet-
ter by planting and caring for trees. And remember that every 
day truly is Arbor Day.

Happy Planting! 

President’s Message
George Gonzalez

Executive Director’s Message
Jerri J. LaHaie
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SMA President Gonzalez’s column 
about Arbor Day is a good reminder 

that urban forestry is a global issue, and 
should give us all pause to consider 
what role SMA will play in the interna-
tional arena. The current focus on glob-
al climate change certainly amplifies 
the fact that urban forestry knows no 
city, state, regional, or national boundar-

ies. So, how does SMA, whose members may very well be the 
best educated and most experienced group of tree care profes-
sionals in the world, respond to the current issues facing urban 
foresters around the globe? 

Our programs are increasingly focused on peer-to-peer learn-
ing. The MA Exchange Program is a direct one-on-one week-
long learning opportunity. The Municipal Forester Institute is 
designed and taught by a training cadre who spend an entire 
week sharing their combined wisdom with 80 participants 
every February. This year we will begin development of a new 
MA Internship program, where college students can learn and 
practice specific skills needed by urban foresters in on-the-job 
situations with our experienced members who are making an 
investment in training future municipal arborists. 

I hope you have SMA’s mission statement memorized, but in 
case you don’t, here it is:

“Leading the world in building the confidence, com-
petence, and camaraderie of the family of profession-

als who create and sustain community forests.”

SMA is a vibrant and growing organization, with a clear mis-
sion to support our members as we develop programs and 
plan events. We’ve focused on the building part of our mission 
statement, but clearly we have some work to do if we are to 
become world leaders. As the number of non-U.S. SMA mem-
bers increases, we are increasingly called upon to respond to 
issues in urban forestry in countries around the world. Urban 
foresters in Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, Brazil, and Australia, 
just to name a few, look to SMA for guidance. Urban foresters 
around the world are connecting to SMA, whether by plane or 
by Internet, and asking us to make good on our mission state-
ment. Globalization will be a topic during the mid-year board 
meeting, as your SMA leaders will consider how this organiza-
tion can do just that. 

We are fortunate to welcome John McNeil from Oakville, 
Ontario as the newest SMA board member. John was appoint-
ed to fill the unexpired term of Dan Hartman, who was elected 
to the position of Vice-President. John’s Canadian perspective 
will add to our diverse and talented board. 



Genesis of the Project
After completing a street tree inventory and analyzing the data 
using the U.S. Forest Service’s STRATUM program, the City 
of Providence had one thing left to do: map urban tree canopy 
(UTC). This mapping project developed after a series of con-
versations between Providence City Forester Doug Still, the 
U.S. Forest Service, the University of Vermont, and NCDC 
Imaging. Ultimately, sub-meter satellite imagery was analyzed 
to produce accurate reports, graphs, and statistics of existing 
and possible UTC based on conditions and infrastructure. A 
blueprint based on the Providence experience is provided here 
for completing a UTC study.

Under the direction of Doug Still, Providence conducted a 
citywide street tree inventory in the summer of 2006 involv-
ing nearly 100 citizen volunteers and 5 paid interns. Using 
STRATUM, the street tree inventory data was analyzed to 
determine the environmental function and value of Providence’s 
street trees. 

According to Doug Still, “The UTC study was the last piece of 
a concentrated effort by the City of Providence to fully under-
stand the size, distribution, and structure of its urban forest.” 
Furthermore, he says, “Scientific data from the UTC mapping 
process was essential for gaining the political support necessary 
for maintaining and expanding planting efforts, because our 
goal setting could be reinforced with quantifiable, understand-

able information. The UTC analysis compliments the inventory 
and STRATUM data by giving us canopy cover information on 
the whole urban forest, not just street trees.” 

UTC assessment protocols recently developed out of a collab-
orative effort between the USDA Forest Service, the Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources, and the University of 
Vermont. Originally applied to Baltimore as part of the 
Baltimore Ecosystem Study, the protocols were refined with 
funding from USDA Forest Service State and Private Forestry. 
The assessment protocols were developed to provide a means by 
which to summarize high-resolution land cover information in 
a way that is meaningful to urban foresters, city planners, and 
elected officials. 

The City of Providence brought in NCDC Imaging & Mapping 
from Colorado Springs, Colorado—a company that has worked 
closely with the U.S. Forest Service to adopt the same method-
ology—to perform the first-ever commercial UTC assessment. 
NCDC is a Native-American-owned, emerging small business 
that develops innovative GIS and Remote Sensing solutions 
for natural resource management, environmental management, 
and emergency response industries. The Helen Walker Raleigh 
Tree Care Trust (a private endowment established for the care 
and protection of trees in Rhode Island) and the Rhode Island 
Foundation provided funding for Providence’s UTC study.

Historic Benefit Street, Providence Photo: Doug Still 

Mapping Urban Tree Canopy in Providence, Rhode Island
by Ian Hanou, Business Development Manager, NCDC Imaging & Mapping

Mapping Urban Tree Canopy in Providence, Rhode Island
by Ian Hanou, Business Development Manager, NCDC Imaging & Mapping

Mapping Urban Tree Canopy in Providence, Rhode Island
by Ian Hanou, Business Development Manager, NCDC Imaging & Mapping
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The Mechanics
A number of geospatial datasets are necessary to perform a 
UTC assessment. At the core, this includes high-resolution, 
leaf-on digital imagery, and GIS land use and parcel data. The 
more datasets available, the more analytical options you have 
when outputting the results. For example, having a GIS layer 
of streets, buildings, driveways and sidewalks means the UTC 
assessment can provide accurate information on existing and 
possible tree canopy over impervious surfaces. 

NCDC collected new two-foot resolution QuickBird satellite 
imagery in September 2007 because Providence did not have 
leaf-on imagery and none existed in satellite imagery archives 
from previous years. NCDC spatially corrected the imagery 
using an elevation model and existing orthophotos* provided by 
the city of Providence to ensure that it would line up with the 
city’s existing GIS data. Once this was complete, four land cover 
classes were classified from the multispectral imagery: trees, 
low-lying vegetation, water, and soil / impervious area. 

The land cover was then merged with the city’s GIS data to 
produce existing and possible UTC (in area and percent) for 
parcels, land use, neighborhoods, and ward boundaries. Existing 
UTC was a simple calculation of current tree canopy to total 
area. Possible UTC was defined as anywhere canopy could 
biophysically exist, meaning it excluded all land where there is 

Figure 1. Providence canopy cover by Ward boundary - Graphic by NCDC Imaging and Mapping

existing canopy, water, buildings, or roads. The system is liberal 
from a bottom-up perspective because all non-road, non-build-
ing land is considered available for tree planting. It is conserva-
tive from a top-down perspective in that it does not include area 
where any new canopy will overhang streets and buildings. 

With the land cover classes mapped and GIS layers in place, a 
series of tools, graphs, charts and reports begin to tell the full 
story of existing and possible UTC. The deliverables in the 
protocol typically include a detailed report of methods and 
findings, a copy of the imagery and land cover GIS data, and the 
UTC calculator spreadsheet. This Excel database enables the 
user to model outcomes by increasing UTC in specific land use 
types. For example, Providence can use the UTC calculator to 
increase the percent tree canopy cover in public rights-of-way to 
see the overall effect on other land cover types in the City.

Project Results
The UTC assessment makes parcel-level statistics and graphs 
available for a variety of target geographies. Currently, Providence 
has approximately 2,814 acres of existing UTC comprising 23% 
of the City’s total land area, which is approximately 12,038 acres 
(20.5 square miles). Of the City’s total land area, 53% is possible 
UTC—that is, where there are no roads, buildings, existing 
trees or water bodies.

www.urban-forestry.com 7

Providence Urban Tree Canopy by Ward
Ward Existing UTC (%) Possible UTC (%) Not Suitable (%)
1 24% 43% 32%
2 46% 35% 19%
3 30% 46% 25%
4 23% 54% 23%
5 29% 48% 23%
6 29% 47% 23%
7 29% 48% 23%
8 17% 56% 27%
9 30% 45% 24%
10 9% 66% 25%
11 11% 73% 17%
12 15% 54% 31%
13 11% 77% 12%
14 23% 50% 27%
15 14% 54% 32%

TOTAL 23% 53% 24%
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For future planning purposes, Providence was most interested 
in seeing the canopy cover results by ward and neighborhood 
boundary. Of the 15 ward boundaries, existing UTC cover 
ranged from 9% (Ward #10) to 46% (Ward #2). This can 
be seen in Figure 1. UTC by neighborhood ranged from 6% 
(Washington Park) to 40% (Blackstone and Manton).

The incorporation of land use information and UTC in 
Providence’s Valley neighborhood is featured in Figure 2. 

When looking at the data by land use, existing UTC was high-
est in public lands (open space, cemeteries, etc) at 40%. Existing 
UTC on residential land use came next at 26%. Commercial 
land use existing UTC (11%) and industrial existing UTC (9%) 
were substantially lower, but Possible UTC shows that signifi-
cant gains can be made in these areas. 

Of the 23% existing UTC throughout Providence, 62% comes 
from residential areas, 7% is in commercial areas, 6% in indus-
trial, and 25% from open space or public land use areas. Says 
Doug Still, “Although residential zones account for more than 
half of our Existing UTC citywide, the data was surprising 
because these same zones have only 26% tree cover. Residential 
zones still possess the greatest opportunity (47% of the Possible 
UTC) for increasing our tree canopy, with the additional bonus 
of potential stewardship offered by the residents themselves. In 
addition to targeted neighborhood planting by the City’s street 

Urban Tree Canopy Assessments

in the Northeast U.S.

City Existing UTC

Baltimore, MD 20%

Boston, MA 29%

Burlington, VT 43%

Frederick, MD 12%

New York, NY 24%

Pittsburgh, PA 38%

Providence, RI 23%

Table 1. Existing Urban Tree Canopy in the 
Northeast U.S. Source: USDA Forest Service 
Northern Research Station and University of 
Vermont. Data courtesy Jarlath O’Neil-Dunne, 
University of Vermont Spatial Analysis Laboratory.

Figure 2. Incorporating land use information and UTC in the Valley Neighborhood of Providence Graphic by NCDC Imaging and Mapping
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The final Providence UTC results are being assessed by Doug 
Still, the superintendent of parks, the mayor’s staff, and the 
Providence Tree Advisory Committee. Based on the existing 
UTC and potential UTC, and in conjunction with budget 
projections and other City factors, a canopy cover goal will be 
established and incorporated into the developing Urban Forest 
Management Plan. The data will also help to target neighbor-
hoods for planting initiatives and identify geographies that have 
the greatest potential for increasing tree cover. Additionally, 
the city of Providence and NCDC Imaging plan to host a 
Web-based presentation describing the project and make the 
recorded version available online. 

For a full project report, a glossary of UTC terms and information 
on similar projects please visit www.ncdcimaging.com or contact 
Ian Hanou at ihanou@ncdcimaging.com.   

*An orthophoto is an aerial photograph that has been scanned 
and rectified to eliminate distortions.
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Resource is Our
Middle Name

 ince our inception in 1992, Davey Resource Group has been the 
leader in urban forestry consulting services. Our team of ISA Certified 
Arborists and highly trained scientists has both the experience and 
cutting-edge technology necessary to help you succeed in managing 
and understanding your urban forest. 

Whether communicating the importance of the urban forest to key 
decision makers or the public, our customized services provide 
essential resources to help you achieve your goals.

After all, Resource is Our Middle Name.

Our Services Include:

~ GIS-based street and public tree inventories
~ Management and master plans

~ Tree management software
~ Contract forestry and training

~ Storm damage assessment and emergency response plans
~ STRATUM and UFORE inventories and reports
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put you in control: to 
reduce water maintenance 
and plant stress, increase 
growth rates, improve soil 
porosity and do more with 
less... beautifully.
     Available in the forms, 
formulas and custom blends you need, eco-safe Soil Moist granules, disks, 
tabs and spikes absorb water, then release it gradually as the soil dries.    
     Whether it’s original Soil Moist, Soil Moist Mycorrhizal for stronger 
root development, or Soil Moist Plus nutrient blends, each watering lasts up 
to 50% longer for 3-5 years.   

Soil-Moist.  There’s never been a better time to call for technical data 
and expert advice.

With
Mycorrhiza

Without
Mycorrhiza

 

JRM Chemical, Inc.
4881 NEO Parkway, Cleveland, OH 44128

1-800-926-4010 • 216-475-8488
fax: 216-475-6517

www.soilmoist.com

™

tree program, we may want to initiate a public awareness cam-
paign to encourage citizens to plant and protect trees in their 
own backyards.”

So how does existing UTC in Providence compare with other 
cities in the Northeast? Table 1 shows results from recent UTC 
Assessments using sub-meter resolution imagery. 
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WANT TO WRITE FOR 

CITY TREES? 
The rewards are many, 

if not monentary.

Send an e-mail to City Trees 

Editor Michelle Buckstrup at:

CityTrees@rochester.rr.com  

and request the 

Writer’s Guidelines.
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Heading off EAB in Bowling Green

Emerald Ash Borer (EAB) was dis-
covered in Southeastern Michigan 
in 2002 and in Northwest Ohio 
in 2003. The federal government 
and state government agencies of 
Michigan and Ohio have attempted 
to eradicate the EAB outbreak, but 
EAB continues to spread through 
Northwest Ohio and Indiana. 

The City of Bowling Green, Ohio 
hired me as its first municipal arbor-
ist in July of 2004. My first assign-
ment: Mayor John Quinn and City 
Administrator John Fawcett wanted 
to know how the City was going to 
prepare for a future infestation of 
EAB and its impact on the urban for-
est canopy and city budget. 

The first objective was to complete 
a GPS survey of all trees on public 
property. In addition to inventorying 
the total number of trees, species, 
and tree locations, we evaluated the 
condition of each tree, maintenance 
requirements, and infrastructure 
concerns. This would allow us to 

Bowling Green and OSU Collaborate on Research 
to Save the North American Ash 
 by David S. Bienemann, Municipal Arborist, City of Bowling Green, Ohio

develop a long-term urban forest-
ry management plan to justify the 
future budgets for labor, equipment, 
and resources. The data would let 
us know exactly how many ash trees 
Bowling Green has and determine 
the total cost to remove and replace 
the trees. 

Using this data, the City created its 
EAB Management Plan in January 
2005. To prevent an EAB infestation 
and stabilize future city budgets, 
the plan calls for the removal and 
replacement of 662 public ash trees 
over eight to ten years. In 2005, we 
received an EAB Tree Replacement 
Grant from the Ohio Division of 
Natural Resources (ODNR) Division 
of Forestry for $20,292, which the 
City of Bowling Green matched. We 
removed 115 ash trees and replant-
ed with 144 non-ash shade tree 
species. Thankfully, the City did not 
have any EAB infestations in 2005.

Bowling Green is on the front line 
of EAB planning, mitigation, and 
management. We cooperate with 

the USDA Forest Service, APHIS 
EAB Task Force, Ohio Department 
of Agriculture EAB Coordinator, 
ODNR Division of Forestry, and Ohio 
State University (OSU) Extension. In 
July of 2007, OSU Extension EAB 
Coordinator Amy Stone contacted 
the City of Bowling Green about 
partnering with OSU on an EAB 
research project to save the North 
American ash. City administration 
granted approval to assist and coop-
erate on the EAB research project, 
and the utilities department director 
and water pollution control superin-
tendent set aside acreage for the 
research site.

The OSU Study 

The OSU research is being con-
ducted by principal investigators Dr. 
Pierluigi (Enrico) Bonello (Department 
of Plant Pathology), Dr. Dan Herms 
(Entomology), and Dr. Jennifer Koch, 
USDA Forest Research Scientist. 
Most of the field and lab work for the 
project will be conducted by Justin 

The project site, provided by the City Of Bowling Green, where volunteers and crew planted 192 ash trees representing six varieties 



Bryant Chambers, research associate for the Department of Entomology at OSU Wooster, teaches Penta Career Center Landscape stu-
dents the proper planting techniques for container stock. 

www.urban-forestry.com 15

Bowling Green Tree Commission Chairman Tom Striggow and Marianne Prue, ODNR Division of Forestry urban forester, plant a 
Manchurian ash (Fraxinus mandshurica). 
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Teen volunteers plant a Manchurian ash tree

Back in Bowling Green ... 

To prepare the field plot, a team 
from Bowling Green’s engineering 
division surveyed and staked 192 
planting sites. Staff from the public 
works department completed the 
site preparation. We dropped three 
loads of mulch and three loads 
of topsoil and prepared two water 
tanker trucks for the planting. 

Twenty-five volunteers assisted 
staff from Bowling Green and OSU 
Extension (Wood County, Wooster, 
and Columbus) in planting and 
watering 128 ash trees in the field 
plots. On November 2, 2007, we 
staked all 128 ash trees with bam-
boo and began to place tree wrap 
on the lower eight inches of each 
tree to prevent animal damage. We 
planted the remaining 64 ash trees 
on November 8, 2007. To help with 
watering, all trees received a soil 
berm with mulch. The grass will 
be mowed around the field plot to 

keep the animals away from the ash 
trees. The arborist division staff will 
water the 192 ash trees using tree 
irrigator bags provided by OSU’s 
Department of Plant Pathology. 

The City contributed the following to 
the research project: app. $850 in 
mulch and other green material; app. 
$5800 in labor; and app. $2000 in 
equipment. It’s a substantial sum 
for tight city budgets, but this sort 
of cooperative EAB field research 
is desperately needed to identify 
sources of genetic EAB resistance 
within the genus Fraxinus, so resis-
tant trees can be produced, planted, 
and hybridized for future use in the 
urban forests of North America.    

David S. Bienemann 

Municipal Arborist 

304 N. Church Street 

City of Bowling Green, Ohio 43402 

(419) 353-4101 Ext. 6190 

arborist@bgohio.org

Whitehill, a PhD candidate advised 
by Dr. Bonello in collaboration with 
the other principal investigators. 

The objective of the research is 
to use six different ash species—
green ash (Fraxinus pennsylvanica), 
white ash (F. americana), blue ash 
(F. quadrangulata), European ash (F. 
excelsior), Chinese ash (F. chinensis), 
and Manchurian ash (F. mandsh-
urica)—to “identify possible resis-
tance genes, proteins, and second-
ary metabolites that can be used as 
markers for resistance.” According to 
the research team, identifying these 
markers allows both for selection of 
resistant individuals but also the pos-
sibility of breeding for resistance.

A “natural” EAB infestation of the 
research trees is expected, but if 
necessary, researchers will introduce 
infested material to the site. The study 
is slated to last three years, with ulti-
mate “harvest” of trees in summer 
of 2010. For additional details on the 
research, contact Justin Whitehill at 
whitehill.5@osu.edu. 
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We have a brochure to publicize our commemora-
tive tree program, and most trees go into parks. 

Schools and libraries also participate, but we don’t con-
trol that land, so unlike park trees, those trees are on 
their own after planting. Trees are usually 2- to 2.5-inch 
(5-6 cm) caliper, and cost is a flat rate $180. We plant 
98% of them, and location/species are determined by 
mutual agreement between the donors and me. We try 
to be flexible regarding ceremonies to accommodate 
donors, and some get pretty creative. We also have fam-
ilies that decorate “their” trees for major (and minor) 
holidays or otherwise pamper their special trees.

We don’t allow plaques, as we don’t want our parks to 
look like cemeteries, nor do we want to constantly buy 
new plaques when they become damaged or disap-
pear. Instead, we list donations in the Commemorative 
Tree Book at the library, and we present certificates to 
donors/honorees. This alternative to dozens of mis-
matched plaques has worked well for us. For those 
who really want a plaque, we offer commemorative park 
benches ($800). The donor must provide the bronze 
plaque at their own expense (after we approve text), and 
we set it in the wet concrete pad when installing the 
bench. Some folks donate a tree and a bench so they 
can relax in the shade while visiting their favorite park.

Information about our program is on our Web site at 
www.ua-ohio.net/parksrec/forestry/comm.

–Steve Cothrel, Superintendent of Parks and Forestry,  
Upper Arlington, Ohio

In Los Angeles our policy is easy: The city attorney 
said that we shall not allow memorial trees—and we 

don’t. That has served us well for many years; however, 
now with the Million Trees LA Initiative (MTLA), we have 
found that many people want to plant memorial trees 
and/or groves. 

Now we’re trying to change our long-standing policy to 
allow these types of memorials. I have mixed feelings 
about it because once you allow this, the trees take on 
a symbolic meaning—and for urban forest managers it 
becomes more difficult to deal with these trees as sim-
ply infrastructure elements. But since we are under a 
lot of pressure to increase the number of trees planted, 
particularly by community groups, this looks like a can 
of worms that we may be willing to open ... stay tuned 
for the results!

–George Gonzalez, Chief Forester, Los Angeles, California 

I don’t fully embrace the idea of memorial trees for one 
simple reason. Frequently the donor associates one 

specific tree with their newly departed loved one. Then 
the donors/loved ones transfer all of the emotion from 
their loved one to that special tree, and heaven help you 
if a leaf on that tree turns brown! I’ve been down that 
unhappy road and I don’t intend to make a return trip. 

I handle memorial tree requests in the following man-
ner. When I get one of these requests I say that we’ll 
plant a tree somewhere in the City as part of an overall 
planting plan. For this purpose I’ll charge $250.00. We 
can tell you the street, but we won’t designate an indi-
vidual tree nor do we permit special plaques for a tree. 

R O U N D T A B L E  
Memorial Trees

Memorial plaque in Strongsville, Ohio Photos: Jennifer Milbrandt

The concept of honoring a loved one with a 

tree has universal appeal, but the reality of 

managing memorial trees in our urban for-

ests is complex. Here, we get perspectives 

from Steve Cothrel of Upper Arlington, Ohio; 

George Gonzalez of Los Angeles; Gene Hyde 

of Chattanooga, Tennessee; Nick Kuhn of 

Albuquerque, New Mexico; Gordon Mann of 

the Sacramento Tree Foundation; and Walt 

Warriner of Santa Monica, California.
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And as the city forester, I choose the species that gets 
planted. Take it or leave it. Some do, some don’t.

If you do decide to pursue memorial plantings as an 
option for your program, develop a very firm set of rules 
that favors the realities of your operations. 

–Gene Hyde, City Forester, Chattanooga, Tennessee

At my last city, when requests came in for a memorial 
tree, folks would get to pick the tree species from 

my approved list and then we picked the spot. If they 
had a spot in mind, we told them what species could go 
there. We bought the tree or allowed them to get it from 
an approved nursery. They paid for the cost of the tree 
and cost of their choice of marker, a little metal sign 
($75) or a carved rock ($250). We paid for maintenance 
thereafter. 

One time a guy come onto city property and topped his 
memorial tree, so we cut it down. I didn’t know it was 
him, so I called to tell him the tree is gone but I would 
replace it. He was angry since he felt he had just done 
a great pruning job and all his work was a waste. The 
city leaders didn’t like him doing work on city property 
without talking to us first, so his many complaints about 
the tree removal were ignored. I also had someone who 
kept sprinkling Sevin dust all over a memorial cherry 

Memorial tree in Strongsville, Ohio 
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placed at a playground, and we had an ongoing battle 
over that. 

Here in Albuquerque, we have a short list of approved 
species for memorial planting. We approve the site; 
they pay cost of tree and a very small marker. Problems 
occur when vandalism or some project damages or 
restricts access to the tree, but replacements are cov-
ered by the city. Trees cost more here and the markers 
are very small and kept inside the mulch ring.

My observation about such programs is that they are 
good PR for the city, but they can be a headache when 
people become not just attached, but obsessed with tree 
care or every little problem. However, in my opinion, it’s 
worth the headache if you set up some good rules first. 

–Nick Kuhn, City Forester, Albuquerque, New Mexico

When I was Redwood City’s urban forester, we plant-
ed an Arbor Day tree every year honoring a com-

munity member. The Native Daughters hosted a great 
community event, there was a council proclamation, 
our local non-profit donated the redwood tree, and the 
mayor accepted the tree and recognized the deserving 
citizen. A plaque was placed at the base of the tree: a 
simple four-by-six-inch plate set on a concrete base at 
grade and placed in the soil outside the soil berm sur-
rounding the root ball. The park has a large number of 
memorial trees and most people seem to be okay with 
that, as the plaques are pretty inconspicuous and there 
is room for many more trees. People who have had 
trees planted in their honor pay attention to the condi-
tion of the trees and contact staff if they think the tree 
needs some attention.

We reviewed other memorial tree requests on a case-
by-case basis. There were no plaques allowed other 
than the City’s dedicated trees, which are all planted in 
a park area. If a resident wanted to plant a dedicated 
tree, they could plant it on their own property or take out 
a street tree permit—and we’d note it was a dedicated 
tree. We treated it like a street tree. We did consider 
planting dedicated trees without plaques in some vis-
ible medians or islands that had space for trees. We 
did allow one large boxed Magnolia soulangiana to be 
planted as a memorial to replace a tree that died in a 
park several years ago. The tree is doing well, and we 
haven’t heard from the donor.

I suggest minimizing concerns by selecting the species 
you are confident are going to be very hardy, setting the 
expectation that the tree is the City’s and will be main-
tained like the other trees, and if for some reason, the 
tree fails, dies, or is vandalized, it will be replaced with a 
new tree of “x” size, unless the donors wish to upgrade 
the nursery stock.

If you provide someone a thank you letter stating the 
memorial tree will be cared for under the City’s mainte-
nance policies and set the expectations that trees are 
living things and their longevity cannot be guaranteed, and 
explain the rules for replacement, it minimizes the follow-
up complaints and gives you something to point back to.

In Redwood City, we didn’t publicize memorial trees. If 
we advertised, we probably could have received more 
requests. Since the funding for tree planting was not an 
issue, donations weren’t a necessity to plant trees. If fund-
ing is an issue, memorial trees or trees funded by individu-
als could be a way to obtain money to plant trees. 

We can have similar resident concerns over a street or 
park tree that is not doing well whether it is a memorial 
tree or not. The sentimental issue is a consideration to 
take into account in your maintenance program. Good 
up-front rules and expectations on the tree planting 
and care help to deflect and respond to the individual 
requests for special attention.

At the Sacramento Tree Foundation, we are working on 
both Carbon Offset planting and memorial planting pro-
grams as sources of funding tree purchases. We see 
an increased need to track these locations (using GIS) 
and verify the survival and continued existence (even 
through replacement) of these trees—and the purchase 
prices will include prorated future replacement costs 
based on historical survival data. 

–Gordon Mann, Urban Forest Services Director, Sacramento 
Tree Foundation 

We have several memorial trees around Santa Monica 
that we have to pay special attention to on a regular 

basis because of their sentimental value. If they show 
any kind of stress, we’ll get a call from someone. 

When I was city forester for another city I had to remove 
a Liquidambar tree as part of a large median landscape 
project. As soon as that tree was down I got a call from 
the woman who planted the tree 15 years earlier in 
memory of her son who had died; she was incredibly 
upset (and rightfully so). She even had a special little 
certificate that the City had given to her, which I knew 
nothing about.

I always try to discourage people from planting a memo-
rial tree on public property, as that tree then becomes 
subject to any kind of changes that may take place in the 
near and/or distant future and the person that planted 
the memorial tree has no control over that action.

Santa Monica’s new policy is that when residents want 
to plant a tree, they can donate money to a special 
reforestation fund which is used to plant trees. We 
don’t indicate where the tree was planted, or even what 
kind, just a letter thanking them for their donation.

–Walt Warriner, Community Forester, Santa Monica, California   


