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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“

Trees are poems
that the earth writes
upon the sky.

“
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TREE-LINED STREETS IMPROVE NEIGHBORHOODS

2018 ARBOR DAY PARTICIPANTS

ICONIC PALMS TOWER OVER LA

TREE PLANTING IN PICO UNION
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

With the support of a grant from the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) Urban and Community
Forestry Program and USDA Forest Service,
the City of Los Angeles (City) is taking
a progressive step towards developing a
comprehensive Urban Forest Management
Plan (UFMP). The purpose of this First Step
toward a UFMP for Los Angeles (First Step
UFMP) is to provide a clear understanding
of the current urban forest and its management, to provide perspective by comparing
Los Angeles with industry sustainability
standards, and to outline the future UFMP
framework.
This First Step UFMP provides a road map
for preparation of a comprehensive UFMP.
The tasks outlined within this document
would typically be performed as part of
an UFMP. The intent of this First Step
effort is to have a third party review the
City’s urban forestry programs, governance
structure, funding, and other components
to determine the existing baseline and then
compare that with best practices implemented by cities with recognized sound
urban forestry programs.

This evaluation is not intended to single
out departments or individuals for criticism
or praise, but is focused on understanding
urban forestry operations and management
in Los Angeles and determining what would
be necessary for the urban forest to function at a more sustainable level.

How was the First Step UFMP
prepared?
The study and evaluation toward this First
Step UFMP occurred over a 10-month
period from January 2018 to November
2018. A Los Angeles First Step working
group consisting of urban forestry managers, decision makers, sustainers, and advocates from across all City departments,
non-profit organizations, and other stakeholders met monthly to review research and
evaluate opportunities and constraints. In
addition to the working group meetings,
interviews were conducted with numerous
departments and stakeholders to further
understand the role that each member plays
and to gather insights into the City’s urban
forestry programs. This First Step UFMP
was developed through a systematic process
that included extensive information gathering, review, evaluation, comparisons, and
recommendation generation.

“

The City of Los
Angeles has to plant
more trees in the right
places, and has to
maintain them in the
best possible way. To
do this requires an
overall, citywide vision
and the coordination
of the several agencies
that deal with trees
every day.

“

Why was this First Step Urban
Forest Management Plan prepared
for the City of Los Angeles?

1993 URBAN FOREST TASK FORCE
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This First Step UFMP is a multi-pronged
evaluation by an independent team of
urban forestry consultants. This evaluation
was guided by the Urban Forest Management Plant Toolkit (Inland Urban Forest
Council 2012), a step by step guide intended to help city managers and actors answer
critical questions regarding urban forest
management practices. It also included the
consultants having direct interaction with
key urban forestry stakeholders in various
City departments, with the purpose of evaluating the status of the City’s urban forest
management structure, staffing, budgets,
and coordination; the adequacy of existing
urban forest policies and regulations; the
availability of usable tree data; and primary
threats and challenges facing Los Angeles’
urban forest. The evaluation was then used
to compare LA to other cities and to other sustainability metrics. This evaluation
begins the UFMP process and provides a
framework for its completion.

How does this First Step relate to
an Urban Forest Management Plan?
This First Step UFMP provides a launching
pad or “road map” for completion of a
City of Los Angeles UFMP. UFMPs typically provide a long-term strategic framework
to focus and expand a city’s urban forestry
program and ensure that the urban forest
works toward providing optimal function
and benefits/services while meeting safety
and economic goals. UFMPs also evaluate the current status of the urban forest,

explore community concerns, evaluate
management programs and policies, and
provide a set of prioritized and strategic
actions that the city can implement to
assist the program’s success. More recently,
UFMPs aim to provide recommendations
for the reduction of greenhouse gas impacts
through urban forestry. The evaluations,
discussion, and recommendations provided in this First Step UFMP are intended to
inform the creation of a Los Angeles UMFP
and to reduce the initial program evaluation
time by providing guidance on some of the
most notable issues currently facing the
City’s urban forest.

What are the major elements of
this First Step UFMP?
This First Step UFMP reflects more than
1,000 hours of participation by many City
urban forestry managers, decision makers,
sustainers, and advocates who agreed to
participate in a working group. The working group provided critical insight and participated in 10 workshops, each focusing on
one or more aspects of the City’s urban forestry program. This First Step UFMP also
incorporates input from more than 2,600
concerned citizens who provided comments
via a public survey.

The following key elements
provided valuable insight:
Working Group Meetings. A working
group of City urban forest stakeholders

Key Elements of the First Step
UFMP Planning Process

1

Working Group Meetings. A total
of 10 meetings occurred with
representatives from over 60
stakeholder groups.

2

City Department Interviews. Key
personnel from 20 urban forestry
entities were interviewed.

3

Comparison City Evaluation. New
York City, San Francisco, and
Melbourne, Australia were selected as comparison cities.

4

Public Survey. Nearly 2,700 responses were received providing
rich insights into public perception on the importance of trees.

5

Dudek/Urban Forest Innovations
Evaluation. An independent
evaluation of the City’s urban
forestry program was completed,
resulting in this report.
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was assembled via targeted invitations. A
total of 61 City, non-profit, and volunteer
urban forestry representatives attended
at least one working group meeting, with
nearly 40 representatives attending most or
all of the meetings. A total of 10 working
group meetings occurred, held monthly
from February through November. Working group meeting topics were strategically
selected by City Plants and by consultants
Dudek and Urban Forest Innovations (UFI)
to encourage working group members to
provide their opinions and knowledge on a
variety of urban forestry topics, including
issue identification, sustainability, existing
budgets, and tree inventory and tree management applications. Additionally, the
working group meetings provided a forum
for urban forestry actors—those dealing
with City urban forestry management on a
daily basis—to engage in discussions; form
breakout groups for focused activities and
information sharing with colleagues to raise
awareness of issues, opportunities, strengths,
and weaknesses; promote coordination and
cooperation; and inform Dudek/UFI.

City Department Interviews. Key personnel
from 20 urban forestry entities, including City departments, non-profits, elected
offices, and the Community Forest Advisory
Committee, were interviewed. The interviews had a structured format along with
time to freely discuss urban forestry topics
relevant to the organizations and their respective missions. The interviews provided
a setting where urban forestry stakeholders

could provide feedback to Dudek/UFI on
their perception of what is working and
what is not working, biggest issues and
impediments, budget and staffing, views of
other urban forest entities and actors, and
recommendations. Interviewees often expressed frustration with budgets and staffing levels, which are typically less than half
of their pre-recession (prior to 2007) totals.
Interviewees indicated that they do what
they can with available funding, but all recognized that they were unable to perform
most urban forestry tasks at levels needed
for a healthy, functioning urban forest.
Concern was also expressed regarding the
governance structure, where urban forestry
personnel were scattered through numerous
departments with little coordination.

Comparison City Evaluation. One of the
identified tasks was to compare Los Angeles’ urban forest and its management with
three strategically selected cities. The three
cities were selected by Dudek/UFI from
a list of potential comparators generated
by the working group. The selected cities
include New York City; San Francisco; and
Melbourne, Australia. Among the reasons
that these cities were selected included their
recognition as leading urban forestry cities
and their similarities to Los Angeles in various urban forestry issues and opportunities.
For example, New York City faced significant urban forestry funding challenges that
resulted in unique approaches; San Francisco’s urban forestry program was drastically
reduced during the recession (2007–2009)

and has since made creative changes to recover; and Melbourne faces similar climatic
challenges and is focused on building a
resilient urban forest to counter the changing climate. Dudek/UFI performed in-depth
data collection from each city to understand
their current management, funding, planning, and sustainability approaches, and
how they compare with and may be useful
for improving Los Angeles’ urban forestry
program. The results of the comparison city
study indicate that Los Angeles is considerably trailing these cities in achievement
of a sustainable urban forest. The most
notable deficiency is urban forest funding.
On a per-capita basis, Los Angeles is ranked
last, with only $6.30 per person devoted
to trees. New York City is close, but the
amount is misleading due to the density of
New York City’s population, which is on
50% less land area than Los Angeles. Even
more telling, Los Angeles’ annual per-tree
budget of approximately $27 is less than
half of New York City’s and Melbourne’s
$60 per tree, and one-third of the $78 per
tree per year that San Francisco invests in
its urban forest.

Public Survey. A robust public survey was
developed by Dudek/UFI, reviewed and
revised by working group members, and
reviewed for statistical viability. The final
survey was made available to the public in
English and Spanish and was disseminated
through working group participants, City
website, newspapers, events, and social media. Nearly 2,700 surveys were completed
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and provided a rich data set that was statistically evaluated by specialists at the USDA
Forest Service. The survey results indicate
that respondents consider trees an important part of City infrastructure and place a
high importance on tree protection during
land development. Additionally, they feel
the City poorly manages its trees, does not
provide enough resources to urban forest
management, and that there are not enough
trees on streets and parks. The majority of
respondents replied that they are willing to
take steps to improve the urban forest on
public and private land.

the observed deficiencies can be addressed in
the UFMP with clear roadmaps for updating
policies; re-evaluating the governance structure; and defining where the urban forest
needs more attention, what that attention is,
how it will be provided, who is responsible,
and when it will be applied and completed.
Focused efforts related to UFMP preparation
will close the identified gap between Los
Angeles and other cities that are considered
leaders in urban forest management.

Dudek/UFI Evaluation. The First Step UFMP

Some cities’ urban forests include remnants
from naturally forested areas, but Los Angeles’ urban forest was, with a few exceptions,
planted as the City developed and expanded.
As an urban forest created by humans, sustaining it will require ongoing human intervention. The goal of this intervention is a
sustainable urban forest, an urban forest that
optimizes the benefits of trees while meeting established safety and economic goals.
Achieving this requires robust and diverse
funding, appropriate and effective policies,
and management actions consistent with best
practices. A sustainable urban forest can
be defined as, “The naturally occurring and
planted trees in cities which are managed to
provide the inhabitants with a continuing
level of economic, social, environmental and
ecological benefits today and into the future”
(Clark and Matheny et al. 1997). The First
Step study uses this definition as a guide in
its analysis of the sustainability of Los Angeles’ urban forest management.

consultant team performed an independent
evaluation of the City’s urban forestry program. Using a combination of information
obtained through the working group meetings, department interviews, and public survey, augmented by in-depth review of numerous City policies, regulations, initiatives, and
related urban forestry efforts, Dudek/UFI
evaluated the City’s urban forestry program.
The analysis focused on determining the
level of completion of existing UFMP components. One primary task was to evaluate
whether existing tree protection policies, tree
inventory, funding, outreach, canopy cover
equity, and governance structure meet the
minimum requirements to be used to inform
the development of a UFMP. This evaluation
found that the City’s urban forestry program
does not include most of the required components of the Urban Forest Management
Plan Toolkit (Inland Urban Forest Council
2012). However, it was also determined that

LA’s URBAN FOREST

What is a Sustainable Urban
Forest?

Plantings on Private Property.
Trees and plants on private property, including
yards, rooftop gardens, and living walls around
homes and apartment buildings, make up 90%
of Los Angeles’ urban forest, and offer many
opportunities for greening the city.

11

Street Trees and Medians.
Trees planted in the public right-of-way
such as sidewalks and medians offer
opportunities for increasing the tree
canopy in Los Angeles. Although the
palms are iconic throughout the city,
trees with fuller crowns and more leafy
foliage, such as sycamores or jacarandas,
actually provide more benefits with shade,
and reductions in heat island effects and
carbon emissions.

The City’s Urban
Forestry Division
maintains 700,000
street trees across
the City.

Understory: Shrubs, and Sidewalk Planters.
Low-lying plantings in the public right-of-way
such as sidewalks and medians increase the
vegetation and plantable space of the urban
environment. These areas require regular
maintenance to provide a healthy and vibrant
understory of shrubs and planters.

Native trees such as the coast
live oak, black walnut, and
sycamore support local wildlife
and encourage biodiversity.

Parks and Open Space.
Trees and landscaping in city parks and open
space areas offer many benenfits to people and
wildlife alike. There are nearly 300,000 trees
in Los Angeles city parks that require regular
maintenance, but are vital green space and
cooling centers in the community.
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Why Los Angeles needs a Sustainable
Urban Forest Now
Urban forests are increasingly important to urbanized
areas and the people who live and work in these built
landscapes. Trees offer many benefits, some of which
are directly identifiable and quantifiable, and others
that are experienced. Tree benefits are increasingly
being regarded as services. Trees provide these services
every day, similarly to other city infrastructure, like
water mains, electrical transmission lines, streets, and
sewers. Trees are City infrastructure that appreciate
in value and services provided as they mature. It is
estimated that there are in excess of 5.5 billion urban forest trees comprising 21 million acres of urban
forest in American cities, with an environmental asset
value of $18.3 billion (Nowak et al. 2018). In California, every $1 invested in a street tree returns $5.82
in benefits (McPherson et al. 2016). The return on
investment a city’s trees provide are now starting to be
categorized as an asset in a city budget, where other
parts of infrastructure are only an expense.
The environmental and economic services provided by
trees are an essential component to support healthy
residents and vibrant business corridors. Shoppers
are willing to spend 9%-12% more on goods, more
time shopping, and will travel greater distances to
shop in districts with high quality trees (Wolf et al.
2010). Rising temperatures are amplified within a city
through the urban heat island effect, which occurs as
the buildings, roads, and other infrastructure absorb
and reflect heat and can be up to 50-90o F hotter than
the air. Shaded surfaces though can be 20-45o F cooler than unshaded areas (Environmental Protection
Agency 2016). Strategically placed trees can save up
to 56% on annual air-conditioning costs (U.S. Forest

HOW TREES HELP NEGATE THE URBAN HEAT ISLAND EFFECT
NO TREES OR GREENERY

1

Solar energy is
emitted by the
sun.

2

Heat is absorbed and
retained by dark,
urban surfaces.

3

Heat is slowly emitted
throughout the day and
evening, increasing
temperatures.

4

Increased temperatures
discourage pedestrian traffic,
negatively impacting the local
economy.

No trees
to absorb
auto emissions

WITH TREES AND GREENERY

1

Solar energy emitted by
the sun is partially
absorbed by trees.

2

Shaded surfaces
absorb and retain
less heat.

3

Auto emissions
are partially
absorbed by trees.

4

Cleaner air, cooler weather creates a
pedestrian-friendly environment
positively impacting local businesses.
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Service). Further, reducing energy use directly combats
climate change by decreasing the production of associated
air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions (Environmental
Protection Agency 2016).
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Source: Lee, Su Jin, Travis Longcore, Catherine Rich, and
John P. Wilson. 2017. Increased Home Size and Hardscape Decreases Urban Forest Cover in Los Angeles
County’s Single-Family Residential Neighborhoods.
Science Direct Volume 24, May 2017, Pages 222–235.
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A UFMP will provide the foundation for the City to
maintain and grow a sustainable urban forest at a time
when drought, pests, disease, and development threaten
to drastically reduce the tree population. One pest, the
invasive shot hole borer (ISHB), has an estimated potential
to kill 27 million trees in Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside,
and San Bernandino Counties, or roughly 38% of the
total tree population for these areas (Los Angeles Times
2017). The U.S. Forest Service estimates that since 2010,
129 million trees have died in California due to conditions
caused by climate change, drought, and bark beetle (U.S.
Forest Service 2018). Tree loss from environmental factors
are exacerbated by those attributed to human interference.
From 2000-2009 the 20 largest cities in the Los Angeles
basin saw an annual decrease in tree canopy cover of 1.2%
due to increasing home sizes (Lee et al. 2017). These factors suggest Los Angeles is at a critical period for potential
l catastrophic tree canopy cover loss. If estimates of tree
loss from the ISHB are accurate, the cost to remove and replace the affected trees would be roughly $36 billion (Los
Angeles Times 2017). These worst-case scenarios suggest
tumultuous times for urban forests. However, if the City is
willing to invest now towards creating a more sustainable
urban forest, the city’s trees will be healthier, more diverse,
and better cared for and the urban forest better equipped
to respond to the various environmental threats.
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TREES OFFER MANY

COMBATS CLIMATE CHANGE
By reducing energy demand and absorbing
carbon dioxide, trees and vegetation decrease
the production and negative effects of air
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions.

BENEFITS...
CLEANER AIR
100 trees remove 53 tons of
carbon dioxide and 430 pounds
of other air pollutants per year.

SAVES ENERGY
Strategically placed shade trees
can help save up to 56% on
annual air-conditioning costs.

REDUCES URBAN HEAT ISLAND EFFECT
Shaded surfaces may be 20–45°F
cooler than the peak temperatures
of unshaded materials.

CLEANER WATER
A medium-sized tree
intercepts up to 2,300 gallons
of stormwater runoff per year.

CAPTURES RAINWATER
One hundred mature trees
can capture and store about
139,000 gallons of rainwater
per year.

INCREASES BUSINESS
Shoppers will spend 9% to 12%
more for goods and services in
business districts having high
quality tree canopy

GREEN ECONOMY
In 2009 urban forestry
supported 60,067 jobs in
California resulting in $3.3
billion individual income.

IMPROVES PUBLIC HEALTH
People living in polluted urban areas
are far less likely to be admitted to
hospital with asthma when there are
lots of trees in their neighborhood.

IMPROVES MENTAL HEALTH
People living in neighborhoods with
less than 10 percent tree canopy are
much more likely to report symptoms
of depression, stress and anxiety.

FIRST STEP: LOS ANGELES URBAN FOREST MANAGEMENT PLAN

KEY FINDINGS
The following summary provides brief
descriptions of important findings from
this First Step UFMP evaluation:

Trees are not valued in City Budget
and Planning. The urban forest is not
financially supported like other City
infrastructure by City decision makers,
despite published appraisals collectively
valuing private and public trees at over
$12 billion (Nowak, et al. 2011). Further,
providing best practice maintenance levels
has not been a high priority, despite the
upward-trending, City-settled tree damage
payouts that reached nearly $4 million
in 2017.

Urban forest budgets are far below
necessary levels. An estimated budget
increase of $40–$50 million is needed to
manage the urban forest at a sustainable
level. The City’s annual per-tree urban
forestry budget of approximately $27 is
140% to 212% less than what comparator cities invest in their urban forest trees
each year.

Dedicated staff lack direction from City
leadership. The City lacks urban forestry
vision and leadership, which would unite,
coordinate, and support the dedicated and
talented individuals and leaders who fill
urban forestry management roles around
shared goals, objectives and actions.

Historical and ongoing scattered approach with little follow through. The
City’s leadership has attempted to enact
resolutions toward urban forestry improvement, but this often occurs with no
focused, targeted approach toward more
holistically developed goals, and there has
been a significant lack of implementation.

The City does not know enough about
its trees. The City does not have reliable
street tree information from a tree inventory, and consequently does not know
what it has or what is needed, how to set
and achieve short- and long-term goals,
and what path toward an optimized urban
forest is necessary.

The City’s technological urban forest
management tools are incomplete. Only
portions of the City currently use a tree
management program with industry-standard features to manage the urban forest. Recreation and Parks (RAP) uses a
tree management software program and
recently was awarded grant funding to
update its tree inventory, which can be
used as a model for other City agencies
managing public space trees.

The City’s urban forest has significant
gaps to sustainability. A sustainability
gap analysis completed by the Working
Group documented Los Angeles’ current
urban forest sustainability score compared

to the agreed upon sustainability goals
Los Angeles should achieve. The current
score of 2 against its goal score of 109
indicates a significant, but no insurmountable gap to a realization of maximum
urban forest benefits/services and other
sustainability metrics.

Achievable actions can close the gap.
Closing the City’s urban forestry sustainability gap can happen quickly with defined, achievable steps, including completing a UFMP and tree inventory, investing
in a tree management software program,
committing to urban forestry funding, organizing public education campaigns, and
selecting a qualified urban forestry coordinator to support goal achievement.

The City lacks comprehensive urban
forest planning and management guides.
The City has some components of a
UFMP, but most UFMP criteria need to be
developed/created as part of a comprehensive planning effort.

Band-Aid approach hinders more holistic
planning. The City’s urban forestry successes, such as grant-funded tree planting,
RAP maximizing tree care on a dwindling
budget, Urban Forestry Division’s responsiveness to urban forest issues, and others,
may actually be detracting from a more
holistic and strategic approach to urban
forest target-setting and goal achievement.
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PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS: FIRST STEPS TO A SUSTAINABLE URBAN FOREST
Based on the First Step UFMP’s key findings, the following are priority recommendations:

STEP

1

STEP
City Council and the Mayor must
prioritize the urban forest.

City leadership must value the services its urban
forest provides as infrastructure that delivers a
measureable return on investment to the economy, environment, and public health. Until
this is realized, management of the City’s trees
will continue to be low on the priority list for
adequate funding, staffing, maintenance, and
long-term goal setting and achievement. Priortizing the urban forest in public spaces – both
parks and streets – consists of:
A

Assess its condition through a tree inventory and canopy cover analysis so planning
decisions are fact-based.

B

Fund a full urban forest managmenet plan
with a cohesive, unifying vision, so that
short- and long-term planning and strategizing can be completed by knowledgeable
urban foresters in coordination with all
City departments that influence, or are
influenced by, trees.

C

Sustain throughout future budget cycles
and administrations the necessary resources and leadership needed to implement best
management practices within each department managing public trees.

2

Hire an urban forestry coordinator to make holistic changes to LA’s urban
forest management approch.

The City has funded an urban forestry
coordinator position that is currently
positioned to be located within the
Board of Public Works. Dudek/UFI
strongly recommend that the position
be filled by a highly qualified, accomplished urban forester with extensive
experience in city management and
aboriculture/urban forestry. The urban
forestry coordinator should be recognized and empowered as the City’s
urban forestry leader, with responsibility to oversee completion of the
UFMP and tree inventory, and then for
achieving, re-evaluating, and re-setting
urban forestry goals over time. The
term “leader,” however, must not follow the typical top-down
structure. The coordinator
must be a “servant leader”
who provides leadership
by empowering those who
are responsible for enacting day-to-day management, planning, maintenance, planting, outreach,
and other urban forestry
activities. The primary

responsibility of the urban forestry
coordinator should be to ensure that
urban forestry personnel have what
they need to carry out their roles
toward UFMP goal achievement. The
coordinator must also be empowered
to make changes to the urban forestry
program, where necessary, to achieve
goals, streamline work flow, facilitate
coordination and cooperation, and
maximize effectiveness. A thorough
search for qualified candidates and
interviews that involve participation
from a subset of representatives from
the working group described in this
First Step UFMP, should assist in the
selection process.
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STEP

3A

STEP
Increase urban forestry funding to
support sustainable management.

Urban forestry funding has been drastically reduced since the 2007–2009
recession, and this has had significant
impacts on the ability of the City’s
Urban Forestry Division (UFD) and
Recreation and Parks (RAP) to provide necessary tree maintenance. The
UFD pre-recession budget was already
insufficient, and with the cuts the trimming cycle decreased to 50–60 years,
gradually increasing to its current 18
years, compared to 5- to 7-year cycles
that are used by many cities. The budget cuts to UFD and RAP also resulted
in many dead standing trees that were
not removed in reasonable timeframes,
increasing hazardous conditions and
resulting in upward trending tree-related
settlements. Tree planting, an important component of urban forestry, is not
funded by the City; instead, it is funded
through non-guaranteed grants. Overall,
the City’s financial commitment to urban forestry has not recovered since the
recession and must be brought to levels
that will enable effective tree management, risk reduction, equitable canopy
enhancement, and a more sustainable
urban forest.

3B

STEP
Complete an Urban Forestry
Financing Plan.

Funding urban forestry will require commitment from the City Council and the
Mayor’s office, but may also require commitment from citizens. It is estimated that
the current $25.4 million urban forestry
funding (RAP and UFD combined) will
need to be increased to between $70–$80
million to elevate the City’s urban forestry
program to a level more consistent with
sound urban forest management (estimated
from current LA funding and comparison
city funding of New York and Melbourne).
Funding increases are difficult to achieve
and will likely require a diverse revenue
stream. To that end, it is recommended
that a municipal financing consultant be
hired to work with urban foresters and City
stakeholders to develop an Urban Forestry
Financing Plan. This plan would evaluate
what staffing levels are needed to manage
the urban forest at a more sustainable level,
reflecting this increase in the City budget,
and the best available options for the City
to fund its urban forest management. Funding is considered the most significant issue
facing the City’s urban forest. The Urban
Forestry Financing Plan must be accomplished as soon as possible and can proceed
prior to initiation of a UFMP.

4A

Complete a comprehensive tree
inventory as soon as possible.

Knowing the details of an urban forest’s
trees, including their species, sizes, ages, locations, and conditions, along with detailed
vacant tree space information, is critical
to the UFMP process. A tree inventory by
professional arborists must be planned,
funded, and completed in advance of the
UFMP (although portions of a UFMP may
be developed simultaneously). This is a critical component for UFMP completion, and
will cost approximately $3 per tree. RAP
has already been awarded a grant to complete a current inventory of park trees. The
700,000 street trees not part of RAP can be
inventoried for approximately $3 million
(estimate provided by professional inventory company and confirmed by Dudek).
The inventory will require a year or more
to complete and therefore, must be initiated
as soon as possible, preferably prior to the
development of the UFMP.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

STEP

4B

STEP
Implement a tree management
software program to facilitate tree
and urban forest management.

Tree inventory information is critical to
urban forest planning, but without the aid
of a tree management software application,
the data can be cumbersome and ineffective. There are two possible types of tree
management applications appropriate for
Los Angeles: stand-alone tree management
applications that are web-based, ESRI GIS
compatible, include robust mobile access,
are customizable, and are reliable; or enterprise-based asset management software
that incorporates user-interfaces for each
of a city’s assets, including its trees. Each
of these options has advantages, with the
stand-alone software more off-the-shelf
ready and costing considerably less, and the
enterprise system integrating all City data
into one database that is accessible by all
departments for planning purposes. Standalone tree management software may cost
$35,000 or more initially, with ongoing,
annual licensing fees. Enterprise systems
may cost $250,000 or more, with ongoing,
annual licensing fees. The Urban Forestry
Division is in the process of exploring tree
management software and should coordinate with RAP so that they use the same
system, or at least ensure system compatibility to facilitate future urban forestry
planning and monitoring.

5

Implement public outreach to improve urban forest awareness and engagement.

Allocating appropriate funding to the City’s
urban forestry program will require that
City decision makers understand the current urban forest deficiencies and services,
but also requires that the public prioritizes
urban trees. Although the public survey
conducted as part of this First Step UFMP
resulted in more than 2,600 responses that
provided valuable input, it is a very small
percentage of the City’s overall population.
Although the responses showed great interest and value for the urban forest, the general assumption is that many Los Angeles
residents do not value trees and their many
benefits due to a lack of organized and strategic tree education and awareness. Public
outreach has been successfully planned and
executed in Los Angeles for a variety of

important subjects including, most recently,
the One Water campaign for water conservation. The public may, at some point,
be relied upon to help financially support
increases in urban forestry funding. Providing fact-based information regarding
the significant benefits trees return to each
resident is critical to raising tree and urban
forest awareness, acceptance, and appreciation. Providing a strategic, community
based, and focused urban forest outreach
campaign must include the same type of
unified message and approach as other successful programs, with a variety of message
formats in print, on television, across social
media platforms, and at publicized events.
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STEP

6

Develop and Implement an Urban
Forest Management Plan.

This evaluation of the City’s urban forestry program

indicates
that Los Angeles, at various times, has had focused efforts toward a sustainable
urban forest, but the efforts could not be maintained because the City lacked
consistent urban forestry leadership, vision, funding, and planning. The momentum
generated from the adoption of the City’s Urban Forestry Policy in 1993—sporadic
initiatives to strengthen protection of native trees or plant more trees—shortly
dissipated, with success thwarted due mainly to the absence of urban forestry
systems and recognition that urban forests are essential to a vibrant Los Angeles.
These failures have led to disparate tree canopy cover between affluent and
disadvantaged communities; trees as an afterthought as the City develops; and an
urban forest vulnerable to catastrophic losses in the face of climate change, pests,
drought, and disease.
A comprehensive UFMP is a roadmap
toward a sustainable urban forest, and
without it, the City’s urban forest program
lacks direction, vision, public support, goals,
and defined responsibilities. This First Step
UFMP has started the UFMP process, but
these results must be leveraged into an actual UFMP, and this must happen as soon as
possible to take advantage of the generated
momentum. A comprehensive UFMP for the
City will cost an estimated $400,000, which
is only $0.40 per public tree and only $0.04
per public and private tree. This cost is
based off the estimated hours of professional urban foresters needed to complete a Los
Angeles UFMP in comparison to the efforts
needed to complete UFMP’s in other cities.

This can be the moment when Los Angeles takes the steps toward a sustainable
world class urban forest, and follows through on its commitment to create one.
It can be the beginning of an engaged public protecting and promoting trees,
cleaner air to breathe, cooler homes with lower energy costs, more habitat for
local wildlife, less pollution runnng off into the ocean, and reducing and offsetting
greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to climate change. Now can be the
moment that future generations celebrate because the city’s actions saved Los
Angeles’ tree canopy that they enjoy as they walk down a tree-lined street. The
opportunities are abundant and the tree benefits and services are numerous. Success
is readily obtainable with a dedicated Los Angeles working toward a common goal.

This First Step UFMP presents a framework
toward a more sustainable urban forest.
It also indicates that a distinct opportunity
exists now for elected officials, City staff,
and urban forestry stakeholders.
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1.0

INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND

It has been 25 years since the last comprehensive City of Los Angeles (City) urban
forest assessment. That assessment focused
on the governance structural deficiencies
that prohibited Los Angeles from having a
world-class urban forest. The 1993 Urban
Forest Task Force, much like the current
Los Angeles First Step working group that
supported the preparation of this First Step
Urban Forest Management Plan (UFMP),
performed the assessment, identified issues,
and provided recommendations to improve
urban forest management. The 1993 Task
Force’s two major recommendations were
to create the Community Forest Advisory
Committee, and to hire a director of community forestry to be housed in the Board
of Public Works and provide technical
expertise to all departments affecting trees.
The 1993 Task Force based the recommendations on the following findings (LA City
Council File 91-2372):
“There is no centralized urban forest
planning. There is no information clearinghouse on the latest urban forestry
methods. There is no coordination
between departments and agencies on
techniques for maintaining the urban
forest or planning its growth.”

“City budget cuts eliminated funding
for any new street trees, and reduced
the level of routine tree pruning to once
every 17 years.”
“Several City departments and agencies
have oversight over trees on public property, and several additional agencies
are affected by trees or affect trees. This
results in wasteful duplication of effort
and direct contradiction between City
departments on policies governing tree
selection and care.”
“The multitude of agencies that oversee
trees on public property makes it difficult
for members of the public to contact the
right City agency with concerns about
their neighborhood trees. There is no
effective public policy advocacy for the
urban forest, and no avenue for public
participation and support.”
“Conflicting demands for space under,
above, and on the sidewalk currently
limit the number and variety of trees
that are planted, and frequently harms a
tree’s health and stunts its growth. Safety
is jeopardized when a poorly selected or
maintained tree obscures lights and signs
and damages the sidewalk.”

The First Step UFMP process found that
most of these findings are as applicable
today as they were in 1993.
Many of these overarching challenges are
still present in the City’s governance, but
some progress has been made. The reasons for the persistence of these issues are
multi-faceted, but ultimately rest with elected officials and City departments not providing trees the same prioritization as they
give other City infrastructure. However,
recent increases to Urban Forestry Division
(UFD) staffing, passing of the Guaranteed
Tree Fee, updating of the Protected Tree
Ordinance and City Council urban forestry
resolutions could be indicators that the City
is ready to make larger, systemic improvements to its urban forest management.
The following sections provide a summary
of Dudek and Urban Forest Innovations’
evaluation of the City’s urban forestry program. Sections will address urban forestry
concepts, evaluation methods, results and
findings, and recommendations. The goal of
this First Step UFMP is to identify the major issues facing the City’s urban forest and
its management, and to provide a clear path
forward that facilitates UFMP preparation.
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OVERVIEW OF LOS ANGELES’ PRIVATELY-OWNED URBAN FORESTS

SURVEY PARTICIPATION AD

WORKING GROUP MEETING

RESIDENTS LOVE TO GET INVOLVED
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2.0

VISION STATEMENT

One of the first components of UFMP
development will be to establish a vision for
Los Angeles’ urban forest. There are many
possible options that vary by individual and
their unique views, preferences, and priorities. On May 10, 2018, the Los Angeles
First Step Working Group (working group)
broke into subgroups to perform a visioning exercise to discuss and formalize initial
ideas for a specific vision statement. Urban
forestry visioning is a planning process
through which a shared vision is created.
Creating the shared vision facilitates the
process of developing goals and objectives
to achieve that vision, which is the next step
in the UFMP development process.
At its core, a vision statement should
ensure that developers and implementers
of a UFMP have a common understanding
about the desired outcome. That is, the
vision statement should capture the community’s priorities for its urban forest, its
future condition, the care it receives, and
how it is valued. A UFMP will be considered successful at the end of the planning
horizon (typically 40 years) if the vision
statement accurately reflects the then-current state of the urban forest.

The working group vision statements
provided insight into expected outcomes
for Los Angeles’ urban forest. These vision
statements were used to assemble options to
be considered when the vision statement will
be finalized. The primary concepts, priorities, and values will be consistent with the
working group’s vision, but may be re-worded during the initial stages of UFMP development based on additional public input.
These vision statements address the major components of modern urban forestry
programs nationwide. The vision statement
below was developed by Dudek as a synthesis of the working group vision statements
for consideration in the UFMP:

Achievement of the stated vision will
require critical changes in the City’s urban
forestry approach. To fulfill this vision, Los
Angeles must be committed to providing
tree management and maintenance at a strategic and high level. That must start with
the development of a UFMP, but will also
necessitate a commitment to adequately
funding implementation of UFMP actions,
urban forestry planning, protection, monitoring, and tree maintenance and planting
programs. Sustainability is an important
component of an urban forest vision statement. The next section defines sustainable
urban forests and discusses how this First
Step UFMP evaluates the City’s urban forest
in relation to sustainability.

First Step UFMP Vision Statement:
Los Angeles’ urban forest is healthy, diverse, resilient,
and expanding. It sustains vibrant, livable, and unique
communities, and promotes health and well-being equitably
for all of the city’s residents and visitors.

FIRST STEP: LOS ANGELES URBAN FOREST MANAGEMENT PLAN

The following preliminary working group vision statements were also developed:
Given that trees are vital for community well-being, the Los Angeles urban forest will be
intentionally designed, funded and maintained to maximize the essential benefits
trees provide, including shade canopy, pollution mitigation,
and ecosystem function for ALL Los Angeles residents.
Support and celebrate the preservation and growth of Los Angeles’ urban forest
and natural areas for a healthy, vibrant city.
Los Angeles’ urban trees are the lungs of our city. They are a verdant, climate-appropriate,
proactively-managed urban forest growing in all neighborhoods equitably.
They promote the health of our communities, watersheds, airshed, soil, and
unique habitats, and are a beloved point of pride nurtured by all Angelenos.
By 2050 Los Angeles’ urban forest is a sustainably funded, thriving, diverse, resilient and equitable
sanctuary benefiting the environment and our communities cherished and valued by all.
The Los Angeles urban forest will be strategically planned, well-managed and
sustainably funded. It will provide equitable benefits for communities and ecosystems
and foster and inspire stewardship and appreciation.
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3.0

SUSTAINABLE URBAN FORESTS

Sustainability as a goal can be a vague and
unachievable endeavor without an agreed
upon definition of the term or the parameters to measure whether progress is being
made toward the goal. To help define what
a sustainable urban forest means for Los
Angeles, this report used the model of urban forest sustainability first established by
Clark et al. (1997). This model establishes
four principles of sustainability:
1

Sustainability is a broad, general goal.

2

Urban forests primarily provide services
rather than goods.

3

Sustainable urban forests require human
intervention.

4

Trees growing on private land compose
the majority of urban forests.

Understanding these principles infers an understanding that sustainability of an urban
forest is not an end point. There will not be
a moment in the future when a city can stop
actively managing its urban forest and expect the same level of services to continue.
A sustainable urban forest requires continual management of the trees throughout
planting, young tree care, maintenance, re-

moval, re-planting, and wood
re-use.

BENEFITS CORRELATE TO TREE SIZE AND AGE
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of urban forest
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However, sustainability is also
a function of the
level of economic, social, environmental
resources availand ecological benefits today and into the
able to maintain the system, and necessifuture” (Clark and Matheny et al. 1997).
tates boundaries being defined by the city
This definition should help guide all future
where the resources will be provided and
UFMP discussions.
services received.
URBAN FOREST BENEFITS
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These principles and understandings provide a definition for urban forest sustainability as, “The naturally occurring and
planted trees in cities which are managed to
provide the inhabitants with a continuing

With a definition of urban forest sustainability, there must also be a metric to measure
the performance level of the various components of urban forest management. This First
Step UFMP recognizes Vibrant Cities Lab’s
“Community Assessment and Goal-Setting
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Table 1
Comparison Sustainability Scores
City

Total Current Score

Total Goal Score

Current Gap

Melbourne, Australia

65

109

44

Irvine

62

111

49

Toronto, Canada

34

111

77

Los Angeles

2

109

107

Tool” as the best metric for the City to use
as a standard for measuring its progress
toward sustainability. Vibrant Cities Lab was
created in partnership with the U.S. Forest
Service, American Forests, and the National
Association of Regional Councils to be an
online resource providing the most current
urban forest management industry standards
(Vibrant Cities Lab 2018).
The Community Assessment and Goal-Setting Tool is based off the work of Clark
et al. (1997) and subsequent updates and
revisions by Kenney, van Wassenaer and
Satel (2011) and Leff (2016), and establishes criteria and indicators to measure
urban forest sustainability. Each section of
the assessment has multiple questions that
provide different descriptions to define the
current state of a specific area of urban
forest sustainability. The user is asked to
decide what the current state is and what
the goal should be. The low level score of -1
reflects actions that have a negative impact.
The optimal level score of 4 reflects the
best possible standard. The “Total Current
Score” reflects the perceived state of how a

ventory and an UFMP. Of the 28 baselines
in the gap score analysis, the following six
categories should be prioritized for immediate action as they reflect the six key steps
and recommendations.
1

city is functioning, the “Total Goal Score”
reflects where a city wants to be, and the
“Gap Score” reflects how far a city is from
its desired goal (Vibrant Cities Lab 2018).
Self-reported or consultant-developed
Vibrant City Lab scores for Melbourne,
Australia; Irvine, California; and Toronto,
Canada are presented above. The Los
Angeles score was the result of a working
group activity to assess the City’s urban
forestry program Table 1, Comparison of
Sustainability Scores, provides each city’s
current score, goal score, and current gap.
The cities of Melbourne and Irvine (scores
of 65 and 62), and to a lesser extent,
Toronto (score of 34), are known to have
well-run and sustainably funded urban
forestry programs. Even so, they continue
to seek goal achievement that will reduce
their current gap scores.
Despite Los Angeles having a seemingly insurmountable current gap, reducing the gap
can happen quickly with the implementation of some basic urban forestry planning
activities, including completion of a tree in-

2

Trees Acknowledged as Vital Community
Resource: Stakeholders from all sectors and constituencies within municipality – private and public, commercial and nonprofit, entrepreneurs and
elected officials, community groups
and individual citizens – understand,
appreciate, and advocate for the role
and importance of the urban forest as
a resource.
•

Current rating Low (-1): General
ambivalence or negative attitudes
about trees, which are preceiced as
neutral at best or as the source of
problems. Actions harmful to trees
may be taken deliberately.

•

Goal rating Optimal (4): Urban
forest recognized as vital to the
community’s environmental, social,
and economic well-being.

Municipality-Wide Urban Forestry Funding: Develop and maintain adequate
funding to implement municipality-wide Urban Forest Management
Plan.
•

Current rating Low (-1): Little or
no dedicated funding.
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•

3

•

Inventory: Current and comprehensive
inventory of tree resources to guide
management, including data such as
age, distribution, species mix, tree condition, and risk assessment.
•

•
•

4

Goal rating Optimal (4): Sustained,
long-term funding from multiple
municipal, regional, and/or state
agencies, along with private sources to implement a comprehensive
Urban Forest Management Plan
and provide for maintenance and
adaptive management as circumstances change.

Park Tree Inventory (being completed) – Current rating Low (-1):
No inventory, to Fair (1) Complete
or sample-based inventory of publicly owned trees.
Stree Tree Inventory - Current rating Low (-1): No inventory.
Goal rating Optimal (4): Systemic
comprehensive inventory system
of entire urban forest with information tailored to users and
supported by mapping in municipality-wide GIS system. Provides
for change analysis.

Assessment of Publicly Owned Trees:
Current and detailed understanding of
the condition and risk potential of all
publicly owned trees that are managed
intensively (or individually).

5

Park Tree Assessment (assessment
being completed) – Current rating
between Low (-1): No information,
and Good (2): Complete tree inventory that includes detailed tree
condition ratings.

•

Street Tree Assessment: Current
rating Low (-1): No information.
(The information that the City
currently has is old, incomplete,
and lacking industry standard
attributes.)

•

Goal rating Optimal (4): Complete
GIS tree inventory that includes
detailed tree condition and risk
ratings.

Engage Residents in Planning and
Implementation: Enable community
stakeholders to participate in and help
shape the planning process.
•

Current rating Fair (1): Some
neighborhood groups engaged
across the community but no
minimal outreach to assure underserved neighborhoods participate
effectively.

•

Goal rating Optimal (4): Proactive
outreach and coordination efforts
by municipality and NGO partners resulting in widespread citizen
involvement and structure
engagement among diverse
neighborhood groups.

6

Develop Urban Forest Management Plan:
Develop and implement a comprehensive Urban Forest Management Plan
for public and private property.
•

Current rating Low (-1): No urban
forest management plan.

•

Goal rating Optimal (4): New
or recent urban forest and green
infrastructure management plan
that targets public and private tree
planting and protection based on
assessment of anticipated benefits
and ensures these benefits are
distributed equitably among
neighborhoods.

MORE
TREES
MEANS
LESS
STRESS
plant free trees
in your neighborhood!
#thankatree #kyccla
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4.0

COMPARISON CITY RESULTS

An important First Step UFMP task was to
evaluate three cities known to have exceptional urban forestry programs and compare them with Los Angeles. In the March
working group meeting, suggestions for the
comparison cities were made by focused
subgroups, which ultimately led the Dudek
and Urban Forest Innovations consultants
to select New York City, Melbourne, and
San Francisco as the comparison cities.
Urban forestry information gathered on
the comparison cities was provided by city
staff and garnered from publicly available
resources.
The primary factor differentiating the urban
forest programs of the comparison cities
and Los Angeles is that all of the other
cities take full responsibility for their trees
throughout their entire life cycle, from
planting, establishment care, and pruning to
removal and replacement. They collectively
recognize trees as a part of city infrastructure and fund the management of them as
such. San Francisco was the only city with
a complete UFMP for street trees, but all
cities had planning documents or goals that
aligned with urban forest sustainability
standards. One of the important reasons
these cities were able to create UFMPs or
related planning documents is because they

completed tree inventories and they use tree
management applications.

Table 2 provides comparison city results for
several key urban forest program indicators.

Despite Los Angeles trailing these cities in
the management of its urban forest, the
comparison cities provide clear examples of
what Los Angeles can do to close the gap.
The following list reflects the main takeaways from the comparison cities analysis:

UFD = Urban Forestry Division; RAP = Los Angeles Department of Recreation and Parks; UFMP = Urban Forest Management Plan

New York City

•

All comparison cities are responsibile
for the management of their public trees
throughout their life cycle.

•

Best management practices are consistently implemented for each comparison
city (pruning cycles, establishment care,
stocking rates, protection policies, etc.).

•

They all created management and funding
approaches unique to the societal, political, and economic landscape of their city.

•

Each city funds urban forest management at sustainable levels.

•

Melbourne’s climate adaptation strategy can be adapted for Los Angeles as it
mirrors the City’s environmental issues.

New York City has demonstrated commitment to fund urban forest management, but
lacks a clear vision derived from a UFMP
to direct the decision-making process based
on sustainability principles. This dichotomy
was best shown by city leadership that released its sustainability planning document,
PlaNYC, in 2007 that had only one goal
for its urban forest: to reach 100% stocking
rate of all available street tree locations by
2015. This goal was not based on a canopy cover assessment or other sustainability
measurements, but achievement would result
in canopy cover increases and improved city
canopy cover equity. This became known
as Million Trees NYC, and the City invested $350 million (City of New York 2007)
which allowed the tree stocking goal to be
met and 1 million trees planted by 2015.

•

San Francisco’s approach to creating a
UFMP and sustainable funding stream
is a model for Los Angeles.

Knowing where the available tree locations
existed required a tree inventory. Instead
of funding a professional inventory with
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City
Population

Table 2
Comparison City Results
New York City
San Francisco

removal, and sidewalk repair status (City of
New York 2018).
Melbourne

Los Angeles
4,030,000

8,622,698

884,363

135,959

Street Tree Total

666,134

125,000

50,000

700,000

Park Tree Total

140,000

131,000

25,000

150,000–300,000

$57 million

$19 million

$4.6 million

$25,395,000 – Total

Urban Forest Budget

$21,595,000 – UFD
$3,800,000 – RAP
Per-Capita Spending
Per Tree Spending

$6.61

$21.48

$33.83

$6.30

$70.71 (all public trees)

$74.21 (all public
trees)

$61.33 (all public
trees)

$25.40 – $29.87(all
public trees)
$30.85 (street Trees)
$13–$25 (park trees)

UFMP

No

Yes for street trees

Urban Forest Strategy Plan

No

Tree Stocking Rate Goal

Estimated new street
tree potential as of the
2015 Street Tree Census:
240,000

2,500 per year to
2034 to reach goal
of 155,000 street
trees

3,000 per year to
increase canopy
from 22% to 40%
by 2040

None

Tree Establishment Care

2 years

3 years

2 years

None

robust data attribute collection, New York
City used a volunteer-based approach to
collect basic street tree inventory information, which they have updated every 10
years since 1995. The latest count in 2015–
2016 engaged more than 2,000 volunteers
who inventoried 663,134 trees using a
combination of smart phone app-based tree
locating and basic inventory tools, with
a reported 96% accuracy of information
(City of New York 2015). This accuracy

rating conflicts with recent studies that indicate volunteer/citizen based inventories have
much lower accuracy, resulting in suspect
data for planning purposes (Hamilton, et.al.
2018). This inventory is used to update the
publicly available city tree map that shows
species and location, and calculates tree
benefits. It is also used in the “Tree Work
Hub” portion of the New York City Parks
website, which provides the city’s current
tree planting, pruning, dead tree/stump

Before Los Angeles considers a volunteer
model to update its inventory, an inventory
must be completed by professional arborists experienced in assessing tree structure,
health, size, and other essential tree characteristics. After that is completed the City
could look to incorporate a similar Citywide volunteer effort to engage and educate
residents as part of an ongoing inventory
update model. Applying the transparency
of New York City’s Tree Work Hub to Los
Angeles would likely help encourage positive interactions between the public and
urban forest managers.
Another distinguishing factor about New
York City’s urban forest management is its
approach to deter illegal tree pruning and
removal by stating its policy and punishment for these actions on the New York
City Parks’ website. No one is allowed to
work on a tree unless employed by Parks
or employed under a contract with Parks.
Violating this policy is typically a misdemeanor punishable by up to a $1,000 fine
or 90 days in prison, but more serious
cases can result in a fine up to $15,000 or 1
year in prison. Clarity for what constitutes
illegal tree pruning is not clear and can be
confused by the public. Enforcement of
illegal tree pruning and tree removal in Los
Angeles is rare, fines are minimal, and no
information on the City policy is available
online. Further examination of the effective-
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ness of this and other cities’ policies during
UFMP development would help Los Angeles determine an appropriate punishment
and/or fine that considers the real value of
trees and their provided services.

San Francisco
The urban forestry situation in San Francisco in 2012 was very similar to what currently exists in Los Angeles. That year, San
Francisco began a process led by the Planning Department, Urban Forestry Council,
and Friends of the Urban Forest to compile
information for a UFMP through meetings,
workshops, and public forums led by urban
forestry specialists. This process continued
with the completion of an independent
analysis on available municipal funding
mechanisms and the cost of financing San
Francisco’s urban forest (City of San Francisco 2013). This contributed to the 2014
completion of an Urban Forest Plan (City of
San Francisco 2014). The shortcomings of
the San Francisco urban forest were inadequate funding, property owners having responsibility for tree maintenance, and urban
forest management struggling to compete in
the city budget process. Although elected officials professed support for trees and proper
urban forest management, they did not
provide the needed funding. In response to
these conditions, a 2016 ballot measure was
created and passed that placed responsibility
for all public space street trees with the city,
and set aside $19 million a year for their
management (City of San Francisco 2016).

San Francisco provides a nearby template
for Los Angeles as another California city.
San Francisco’s model should be explored
during the City’s UFMP process with customizations for the City’s unique challenges
and constraints. The authors of the Los
Angeles UFMP would be well-advised to
consider San Francisco’s approach and successes when developing/finalizing the UFMP
and its goals and objectives.
San Francisco has among the most thoroughly planned and researched approaches
to managing a sustainable urban forest. The
city completed its financial study, performed
an inventory of its 125,000 street trees, and
a performed neighborhood level tree canopy cover assessments. With a researched
urban forest and sound tree information,
future policy and planning decisions can be
confidently made and implemented, leading
toward a more sustainable urban forest.
San Francisco’s Urban Forest Plan illustrates to residents the many benefits/services
they receive from trees, how much their
neighborhood benefits from trees, and what
neighborhood urban forestry goals they
should adopt. It allows targeted messages
to be sent to communities that focus on
the priority issues that, when addressed,
support the larger urban forest vision and
related goals. The Urban Forest Plan process also provides excellent opportunities
for open dialogue with residents about their
urban forest concerns and goals.

Melbourne
Melbourne was selected as a comparison
city because it includes a similar climate to
Los Angeles and faces similar challenges.
Melbourne, like San Francisco, provides
an opportunity to fast-track Los Angeles
UFMP sections due to the well-planned,
solid approaches being implemented toward
urban forest sustainability. Melbourne has
been proactive with planning and implementing urban forestry goals, and is now
considered a global leader in urban forestry. Los Angeles can follow Melbourne’s
lead and reach this status, but only with
City-leader commitment and funding.
Melbourne prepared its Urban Forest Strategy in 2012, establishing a 20-year timeline
for creating a world-class urban forest.
Melbourne’s Urban Forest Strategy goal is
to guide the transition of the landscape to
one that is resilient, healthy, and diverse,
and that meets the community’s needs. This
equates to a sustainable landscape with
trees representing a significant component
(City of Melbourne 2012).
The Urban Forest Strategy identified challenges that the city is currently facing: climate change, population growth, and urban
heating. These factors are expected to place
significant pressure on the city’s built fabric,
services, and people. The City recognized
that a healthy urban forest will play a critical role in maintaining the city’s health and
livability (City of Melbourne 2012).

29

30

SECTION 4.0: COMPARISON CITY RESULTS

Melbourne’s guiding principles toward a
healthy, diverse, and resilient urban forest
are so applicable to Los Angeles, they could
almost be copied directly into Los Angeles’
UFMP. These guiding principles are as follows (City of Melbourne 2012):
•

Mitigate and adapt to climate change

•

Reduce the urban heat island effect

•

Become a “water sensitive” city

•

Design for health and wellbeing

•

Design for liveability and cultural
integrity

•

Create healthier ecosystems

•

Position Melbourne as a leader in
urban forestry

The City of Melbourne is divided into 10
precincts based on each area’s unique character and culture. The Urban Forest Strategy for Melbourne provides each of the 10
precincts with a prepared plan that guides
how the guiding principles are implemented
into local neighborhoods. Precinct plans
were developed in collaboration with the
community and provide information on the
state of the urban forest in that area and
future expected changes (City of Melbourne 2012). Los Angeles could benefit
from a similar strategy by using its UFMP
to inform the 35 community planning
areas. Holding localized meetings would
allow residents of those areas to help direct
how portions of the UFMP are designed,
planned, and implemented in a way that re-

flects that community’s local values, needs,
challenges and opportunities. Providing
more transparency to the community on the
status of their local urban forest can alleviate potential community concerns when
trees need to be removed, minimize questions regarding when trees will be pruned or
sidewalks fixed, and inform the public on
how to help protect and preserve trees. One
possible format for Los Angeles’ UFMP
would be to include a master UFMP that
provides commonly adopted approaches for
sustainable forest management and urban
forest-wide information, along with focused
community plans for each Council District
or other defined areas as appendices. This
approach would be more resource-intensive, but would be customized for the City’s
diverse communities and therefore be more
effective and inclusive.
Melbourne recognizes that 75% of the land
within its municipality is private, and that
the private sector has a large role to play in
urban “greening.” Supporting the greening
of these areas prompted Melbourne to create its Urban Forest Fund to support new
greening projects that would otherwise go
unfunded. The funds for this program are
raised through private organizations and individual donations. Accepted green project
applications are matched dollar-for-dollar
by the city for planting trees, creating green
spaces, installing vertical gardens, and
providing other greening projects that are
on private land but are publicly visible or

accessible. This provides a positive incentive
for companies and private land owners to
add greening elements where typically few,
if any, exist (City of Melbourne 2012). A
similar program in Los Angeles could incentivize those private entities that wish to
physically demonstrate their green/environmental commitment while also providing a
public benefit.

THE FUTURE
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5.0

FINANCING LOS ANGELES’ URBAN FOREST

Vibrant Cities Lab’s Community Assessment and Goal-Setting Tool (Vibrant Cities
Lab 2018) was applied to funding and
financing for this section:
1

Municipality-Wide Urban Forestry Funding: Develop and maintain adequate
funding to implement municipality-wide Urban Forest Management
Plan.
•

Current rating Low (-1): Little or
no dedicated funding.

•

Goal rating Optimal (4): Sustained,
long-term funding from multiple
municipal, regional, and/or state
agencies, along with private sources to implement a comprehensive
Urban Forest Management Plan
and provide for maintenance and
adaptive management as
circumstances change.

Consistently across working group discussions and departmental interviews, funding
was considered well below what is needed
to manage the urban forest at best management practice levels. These anecdotal statements by City staff align with the results of
the comparison cities study that indicates

that Los Angeles spends roughly $27 per
year on a public space tree compared to
Melbourne’s $61.33 and New York City’s
$70.71 per tree. Absent a tree inventory
and short- and long-term urban forest goals
outlined in a UFMP, it is difficult to determine exactly what management actions are
needed to manage the Los Angeles urban
forest at a sustainable level. Based on an
estimated 1,000,000 City trees, and the per
tree spending of Melbourne and New York,
it is estimated that $70–$80 million would
be needed to provide best practice tree
pruning/maintenance and additional funding
for planning, planting, public outreach, and
related urban forestry practices. The appropriate funding levels should be analyzed
either prior to or concurrently with UFMP
development by a qualified third-party municipal financial consulting firm guided by
experienced urban foresters. Identification
of City-specific potential funding sources/avenues will need to occur so that the UFMP is
not prepared without a viable way of being
implemented. San Francisco used this model
to outline a sustainable funding framework
and identify ongoing funding mechanisms
(City of San Francisco 2013).

Budget Comparisons
Based on implementing best management
practices, current City budgets for UFD and
RAP, and the level of service these departments are able to provide with these budgets, some basic assumptions can be made
as to what would be needed to meet best
practices and a more sustainable maintenance level. Tables 3 and 4 provide current
versus estimated needed funding for UFD
and RAP. The estimates are based off of departmental interviews with UFD and RAP
staff, as well as best practices for urban forest sustainability. These assumptions should
not be used to direct budget or policy decisions, but rather to provide an idea of what
the City may require to support sustainable
urban forest management. Another way to
estimate these requirements is to extrapolate from the per-tree funding of Melbourne
and New York City, which both manage
all aspects of their public space trees. Using
this estimate, Los Angeles would need to
increase its annual budget to approximately
$70–$80 million. It is estimated that UFD’s
budget will need to be between $55 million and $65 million per year to maintain
trees, provide tree planting and watering,
and provide for public improvement and
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enforcement of tree policies on private
property. It is estimated that RAP’s budget
will need to be between $16 million and
$20 million per year to maintain trees and
expand the urban forest canopy cover.

Urban Forestry Division
The most recent budget process for Los
Angeles includes funding UFD tree planting
and watering crews. It also increased the
number of tree trimming and dead tree/
stump removal crews. However, the Bureau
of Street Services Financial Management
Division reported the budget actually slightly declined, from a total of $22,222,680
in FY 2017/2018 to $21,595,000 in FY
2018/2019. The increase in staffing resulted from the transfer of existing funds for
contracted tree trimming to in-house UFD
crews (BSS Budget FY 18-19). It is a positive step for the City to recognize its role
in planting and caring for the urban forest,
and to build UFD staffing levels, which have
been inadequate for executing its mission
since the recession (post-2009). Though a
positive move, UFD budgeting and staffing will need to exceed pre-recession levels
to provide best management practices to
street tree management, tree protection and
planning, and growth of the canopy cover.
It should also be further studied and revisited over time what the appropriate mix
of work completed by contractors vs. City
crews would be to maximize efficiency in
delivering City services and minimize cost.

Table 3
Existing vs. Needed Urban Forestry Division Urban Forestry Funding
Tree Planting
Funding
Trees Planted Per Year
UFD – FY 2018/2019

$790,790

800

Replace all removed trees

$3,459,706

3,500

Gap to sustainability

$2,668,916

2,700

Budget

Trees with Establishment Care

$399,689

800–1,500

2- to 3-year establishment care

$3,255,500

7,000–10,000

Gap to sustainability

$2,855,811

6,200–8,500

Budget

Trees Trimmed Per Year

UFD – FY 2018/2019

$4,180,138

27,000

To reach 5- to 7-year trimming cycle

$18,578,391

120,000

Gap to sustainability

$14,398,253

93,000

Budget

Dead Trees/Stumps Removed Per Year

$988,072

1,600

No dead trees left standing at end of year

$2,161,500.00

3,500

Gap to sustainability

$1,173,428.00

1,900

Programs

Total Budget Per Year

FY 2018/2019

$6,358,689

$21,595,000

Sustainable level

$27,455,097

$65,000,000

Gap to sustainability

$21,096,408

$43,405,000

Tree Establishment Care
UFD – FY 2018/2019

Tree Trimming and Related Maintenance

Dead Tree and Stump Removal
UFD – FY 2018/2019

UFD Funding

UFD = Urban Forestry Division; FY = fiscal year
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Table 4
Existing vs. Needed Recreation and Parks Urban Forestry Funding
Tree Planting
Crews
Trees Planted Per Year
RAP FY 2018/2019

1

630

Planting Towards Filling All Vacant Sites

6

1,000

Gap to sustainability

5

370

Crews

Trees with Establishment Care

RAP FY 2018/2019

1

630

2- to 3-year establishment care

6

3,000

Gap to sustainability

5

2,370

Crews

Trees Trimmed Per Year

RAP FY 2018/2019

1

814

5- to 7-Year Trimming Cycle

6

5,000

Gap to sustainability

5

4,186

Crews

Dead Trees/Stumps Removed Per Year

RAP – FY 2018/2019

1

549

No dead trees left standing at end of year

6

2,500

Gap to sustainability

5

1,951

Crews

Golf Courses Managed

RAP – FY 2018/2019

0

0

Manage All RAP Golf Course Trees

3

15

Gap to sustainability

3

15

Programs

Total Budget Per Year

FY 2018/2019

$1,900,000

$3,800,000

Sustainable level

$8,400,000

$16,800,000

Gap to sustainability

$6,500,000

$13,000,000

Tree Establishment Care

Tree Trimming and Related Maintenance

Dead Tree and Stump Removal

RAP Managed Golf Courses

RAP Funding

RAP = Los Angeles Department of Recreation and Parks

Department of Recreation
and Parks
The Los Angeles Department of Recreation
and Parks (RAP) is funded through a percentage of property taxes, which provides
for a sustainable, albeit inadequate funding source. Additional revenue is derived
from leases and event fees at various City
parks and facilities. In 2010, the City began
charging RAP for utilities, waste management, and for the water used to maintain
green spaces and park trees (per departmental interview between RAP staff and
Dudek/UFI in June 2018). The lost funding
is not replaced by the City general fund,
and annually reduces the available budget
for park tree management. Additionally,
RAP staffing was reduced during the 20072009 recession and has still not returned to
pre-recession levels. As a result of increased
costs, reduced funding, and limited staff,
trees receive lower levels of care and maintenance. Coupled with drought stressed
trees being attacked by pests and disease,
park trees are prone to more frequent issues
and increased risk, especially in high-use
parks. The $3.8 million RAP budget is
insufficient to carry out sustainable management practices. It also does not support
tree management activites in the open space
areas of City parks like Griffith and Elysian that have experienced the loss of many
trees, and require management strategies
that are different than a typical park tree.
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6.0

FIRST STEP STUDY DISCUSSION

The following section examines the City’s
current urban forest management program
and its preparedness for a UFMP based
on existing programs, policies, planning
documents, and governance structure.
Tables presented before each section briefly
capture how close the elements are to being
useful in a UFMP, and their alignment with
sustainability metrics.
The element of the City’s urban forest
management closest to functioning at a
sustainable level is the tree planting work
coordinated with multiple non-profits, City
Plants, UFD, RAP, and the Bureau of Sanitation. Despite minimal general fund dollars
to these efforts, these organizations provide
a concentrated tree planting effort in areas
thought to be most needing tree canopy
(although this is not directed by hard data).
Collectively they leverage millions of dollars
in grant funds to support tree planting and
establishment care, whereas the City provides minimal funding. However, despite
the successes of these planting programs,
they still fall well short of reaching an optimal level within the sustainability metric
and ensuring that tree losses are countered
and tree canopy is expanded. Without an
inventory or canopy cover analysis, it is un-

known what the stocking rate should be for
Los Angeles to reach a determined canopy
cover goal, where the trees are most needed,
and would provide the biggest return on
investment.
Other elements of the City’s urban forest
management program needing substantial
improvement to be at a sustainable level are
its lack of vision in planning documents,
protection of trees on private property, and
public education. These three elements contribute to the most overlooked part of the
urban forest. While every effort should be
made to improve the management of public
space trees, the most rapid loss in canopy
cover is coming from the development of
private property. Los Angeles has approximately 10.8 million trees (McPherson. et al.

2011). Accounting for 700,000 street trees
and 300,000 park trees, this approximates
90% of the City’s urban forest existing on
private property and open space. With a
housing crisis and increased density, property development and redevelopment will
continue at a rapid pace, and the UFMP
should not prevent reasonable development.
However, the UFMP must address the value
of trees on private property and make recommendations to protect and preserve these
trees, discourage tree removal, and provide
a well-planned tree removal permit process
with appropriate mitigation supported by a
robust public education campaign.
Table 5 indicates the City’s current urban
forestry status in relation to the UFMP
Toolkit (Inland Urban Forest Council 2012)

Table 5
Los Angeles UFMP Element Completion Level
UFMP Toolkit Element Needed
Complete and
Partially Complete/Usable
to Complete a UFMP*
Usable
with Completion
Vision Statement

Not Usable/Not
Existing

X

Strategic Plan

X

Implementation Plan

X

Monitoring Plan

X

Tree Inventory
* Source: Inland Urban Forest Council 2012

X
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elements and their respective completion
level. As depicted in the table below, none
of the core UFMP elements are complete
and usable. Two of the elements are partially complete and could be usable with
additional focus, and three of the elements
either do not exist or are not usable due
to deficiencies.

Tree Inventory
The most commonly recognized standard
for what elements comprise a tree inventory
come from the guidelines set by Cal Fire.
This is largely due to the grant funding that
is available to municipalities from Cal Fire
to complete tree inventories and UFMP’s. If
Los Angeles anticipates seeking grant funds
from Cal Fire for a street tree inventory or
a UFMP, then it must plan to complete its
inventory on the criteria set by Cal Fire.
Even if the City determines that grant
funding would not be pursued, utilizing the
Cal Fire inventory elements list is a prudent approach to collecting meaningful tree
information. While some of the basic
information could be gathered through
technology or volunteers, much of the data
requires the understanding and experience
of qualified arborists. Below is a condensed
version of the requirements:
•

Mapping coordinate. X and Y coordinate locations (latitude and longitude).
Each tree and planting site will be located using GIS and/or GPS equipment.

•

Block side. Located using a street
name, side of lot, tree number, and
block side information (on street, from
street, and to street).

•

Location. The tree’s physical location in
relation to public Right of Way and/or
public space will be recorded.

•

Species. Genus and species, and by
common name.

•

Diameter. Trunk diameter to the
nearest 1-inch.

•

Stems. Number of stems.

•

Condition. The condition of each tree
will be recorded in categories adapted
from the rating system established by the
International Society of Arboriculture.

•

Maintenance need. Determines pruning
needs, tree removal required, stump
removal, planting location.

•

Clearance Required. Identify trees causing or may cause visibility or clearance
difficulties.

•

Hardscape Damage. Damage to sidewalks and curbs by tree roots are
noted. Notes on potential fixes for
the problem are encouraged (redesign
options etc...)

•

Overhead Utilities. Overhead conductors or other utilities present that could
result in conflicts with the tree.

•

Grow space. Tree Lawn, well/pit, median, raised planter, open/unrestricted,
island, unmaintained area.

•

Space Size. The narrowest dimension
of the Grow Space, in feet. (i.e., 3’x3’
cut-out, 4’ parkway strip, etc...)

GIS-BASED MOBILE APPLICATIONS can
make tree inventory surveys taken from the
field fast, efficient, and highly accurate, with
details about each individual tree captured.
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7.0

LOS ANGELES URBAN FOREST
MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES

The following Vibrant Cities Lab’s sustainability metrics were applied to this section
(Vibrant Cities Lab 2018):
1

Trees Acknowledged as Vital Community
Resource: Stakeholders from all sectors
and constituencies within the municipality—private and public, commercial
and non-profit, entrepreneurs and
elected officials, community groups
and individual citizens—understand,
appreciate, and advocate for the role
and importance of the urban forest as
a resource.
•

•

2

through contracted or volunteer services—to implement municipality-wide
urban forest management plan.

Current, Low (-1): General ambivalence or negative attitudes
about trees, which are perceived as
neutral, at best, or as the source of
problems. Actions harmful to tree
may be taken deliberately.
Optimal (4): Urban forest recognized as vital to the community’s
environmental, social, and
economic well-being.

Urban Forestry Program Capacity (Applies
to In-House and Contracted Staff): Maintain sufficient well-trained personnel
and equipment—whether in-house or

3

•

Current, Low (-1): Lack of personnel and/or adequate equipment
severely limits needed maintenance.
Few resources, if any, available to
achieve new goals.

•

Optimal (4): Team has resources,
and will in the future, to achieve all
goals of the urban forest management plan, to maintain the resource
over time, and to adapt management as circumstances change.

Tree Establishment and Maintenance:
Comprehensive and effective tree
planting and establishment program is
driven by canopy cover analysis and
goals and other considerations according to plan.
•

Current, Low (-1): Some tree
planting and establishment occurs,
but with limited overall municipality-wide planning and post care.

•

Optimal (4): Comprehensive tree
establishment plan provides con-

crete guidance on most of the following criteria: site selection, size,
age, class, diversity of species, and
native plant choice; planting
protocols [e.g., minimum soil volumes, soil conditions]; and young
tree care, including region appropriate irrigation requirements.
Includes provisions and funding
for maintenance.
Table 6 indicates important City urban forest management activities and their evaluated ratings. None of the elements are part of
a strategic plan, even though the activities
are carried out effectively, in some cases.
Without a strategic plan, these activities occur as more of a reactive approach to urban
forest management, which does not result
in urban forest optimization or benefits
maximization.

Tree Planting
Tree planting has been the City’s primary
focus to improving the urban forest, as
indicated by the department interviews
and working group sessions. Since 1998,
the City has had a free tree program first
called Trees for a Green Los Angeles, then
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Table 6
Los Angeles Urban Forest Management Activities Ratings
Programs

Tree Planting

Effective

Functions but Needs
Improvement

X

Tree Establishment

X

Tree Pruning

X

Tree Removal

X

Public Education
Sidewalk Repair

No Viable City
Effort Currently
Made

Collective Efforts
Complement Each
Other

Collective Efforts
Cause Conflicts

X

X

X

Today the City’s tree planting initiative,
City Plants, is largely funded by the Los
Angeles Department of Water and Power
(LADWP). California passed Assemby Bill
no. 2021 in 2016 requiring every public

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

Los Angeles Department of Water and
Power Tree Planting Initiative – City
Plants Partnership

Best Practices are
Consisttently Applied

X
X

Million Trees Los Angeles, and now City
Plants (City Plants 2018). Before that,
several non-profit urban forestry organizations formed in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s and
developed comprehensive community-based
tree planting programs. The combination
of the City free tree programs and outside
grant funding brought in by non-profit
organizations are the main contributors to
sustaining new tree planting and the tree
canopy in public space (per departmental
interview between City Plants and Dudek/
UFI in June 2018).

Part of Strategic
Plan

X

utility to invest in energy efficiency and
reach achievable conservation goals. Since
1998 LADWP has funded tree planting
through its energy efficiency programs, and
City Plants is a component of LADWP’s energy efficiency portfolio. Through its partnership with City Plants, LADWP is able to
provide free shade trees for residents and
property owners, along with information
on where to plant those trees to maximize
energy efficiency in homes or businesses.
City Plants calculates and reports energy
savings to LADWP at the end of each grant
term, using state accepted metrics and computation methods for reporting.
City Plants was established by the City of
Los Angeles to oversee and coordinate the
work of multiple planting partners, including A Cleaner Greener East Los Angeles,
Koreatown Youth and Community Center,
Los Angeles Beautification Team, Los Angeles Conservation Corps, North East Trees,

X

and TreePeople. They work collaboratively
to plant street trees, distribute yard trees
at community events, and supply trees to
residential properties at no cost to residents.
This collaboration helps plant 3,500 public
space trees per year, and contributes another 18,300 trees to residential properties
(City Plants 2018), far exceeding any tree
planting effort supported by the City general fund. This partnership is also able to
leverage matching funds provided by City
Plants that, as reported by the non-profit
partners, won approximately $3 million in
State and Federal grants in FY 16-17 and
in FY 17-18. These leveraged grant funds
support the additional work required to
have a successful tree planting program
by providing funds for establishment
care, creation of new tree wells, and community engagement.
The tree planting programs comprise the
largest overlap of City departments and
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HOW BENEFICIAL ARE TREES?
This graphic represents the total benefits derived from each Council Districts trees 35 years
after the completion of planting 1 million trees, according to the McPherson 2008 Los
Angeles – 1 Million Tree Canopy Cover Assessment study.
TOTAL BENEFITS
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non-profit organizations. Although UFD
is the sole permitting agency for street tree
planting, the marking of planting locations,
species selection, nursery stock selection,
and planting are undertaken by UFD and
multiple other actors, including the Bureau
of Sanitation, Bureau of Engineering, the
six City Plants tree planting partners, and
other non-profit organizations. This collaboration works because of the shared values
and trust among the non-profit partners
who have worked together for many years.
This has led these organizations to partner
on projects and grant applications, assisting
each other in bringing more resources to

the disadvantaged communities where they
focus their work. Despite the functionality
of this collaboration, it should be further
explored whether a system with this many
overlapping efforts could be streamlined to
provide more efficient services.
LADWP funds the City Plants partnership
and tree planting initiative as an energy savings program and not as an urban forestry
program. This distinct difference limits
City Plants and the non-profit partners to
planting trees within 60 feet of a building,
and only then if planting a large-stature tree
(City Plants 2018). This limitation on planting locations and tree types excludes many

vital planting opportunities, including parks
and urban heat centers, such as asphalt
playgrounds and parking lots.
Without any other City-funded tree planting options, school, park, and other open
space plantings become largely dependent
on the inconsistency of grant funding. This
leaves competing interests in the management of one program, and dampens the
ability of City Plants to function more
broadly and successfully.
The program is well managed, but is also
limited in its effectiveness through its
structure. The thousands of trees planted
through City Plants and LADWP funds
are not part of a larger City-wide strategic
planting plan, reducing the impact this program could make. The LADWP tree planting is also largely limited to streetscapes,
and it should be further studied how many
of the free trees given to the public are actually planted and survive to contribute to
the urban forest. Distributing trees through
events and delivering them to residents does
not guarantee trees are planted correctly or
in the location needed to maximize energy
savings. To be able to accurately quantify
the benefits of this part of the program, City
Plants recently began to gather contact information from constituents receiving trees
and electronically verify planting locations.
Additional information is provided on establishment care to encourage watering and
maintenance. City Plants also conducts a
random sample of trees planted and distributed through the program every two years
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to examine tree survival rates as a program
improvement benchmark. While sampling
is conducted to test program survival rates,
the City Plants partnership could achieve
greater success if it was funded to implement an establishment care program.

City Plants’ Organizational Structure
The City Plants program exists as a hybrid
organization under the fiscal sponsorships of Community Partners as a 501(c)3
non-profit that is housed under the Board
of Public Works and falls under the supervision of the Mayor’s Office of City
Services. The structure of City Plants was
created during the establishment of the Million Trees LA program (MTLA) which was
adopted by the City Council in July of 2006
and placed under the care of the Board of
Public Works (Council Motion 06-1617).
Million Trees LA became City Plants under
Mayor Eric Garcetti’s administration with
a new focus of quality over quantity and
a particular emphasis on planting water
efficient trees to increase their ecological
benefit to city residents.
City Plants is considered the City’s free tree
program, with programs largely funded by
LADWP energy efficiency funds. No general
fund dollars support the program, including staff, daily operations, or constituent
communications. City Plants serves as a
bridge between the departmental “silos”,
connecting bureaus and departments that
manage the urban forest to achieve the

common goal of planting LA’s next generation of trees. In coordinating the City-wide
tree planting program, City departments
and elected officials frequently look to City
Plants to provide data and reports on planting efforts in Los Angeles. Working within
such a complex network of urban forestry
actors, City Plants’ role and place within
the larger City of Los Angeles governance
structure remains undefined and warrants
closer analysis (City Plants, 2018).      

Bureau of Sanitation Tree Planting
The other significant contribution toward
City-based tree planting is from the Bureau
of Sanitation (BOS), which applies for and
is regularly awarded state grants to fund its
efforts. With minimal funding from BOS,
the department is able to leverage matching
funds from City Plants and UFD to win
annual grant amounts of $1–$1.5 million,
giving the City a return of $2.50 for every
$1 matched. The grant projects have ranged
from 2,000 to 2,700 trees planted within
disadvantaged communities. The implementation of these grants is similar to the City
Plants partnership in that BOS staff coordinate where trees will be planted, but the
non-profit partners and UFD do the work of
planting the trees and maintaining them (per
departmental interview between BOS and
Dudek/UFI). If this structure continues, the
grant funding can be enhanced by designing
the scope to fit within a larger City plan
(toward UFMP goals) and coordinating with
the non-profits.

Urban Forestry Division Tree Planting
Until the current budget cycle, UFD did not
have a funded tree planting crew. For fiscal
year 2018/2019, UFD is budgeted to plant
800 trees in parkways and median islands
(Per FY18-19 Budget). Separately, trees are
planted through the Sidewalk Repair Program as replacement trees at an estimated
200 to 300 per year. Other tree planting associated with development project landscaping or mitigation pale in comparison to the
LADWP-funded work undertaken by City
Plants, and are not included in a city-wide
planting strategy. UFD also enforces the
City’s 2:1 street tree replacement ratio which
requires two street trees be planted for every
one street tree that is approved for removal.
The majority of these trees are planted and
established by private property owners.
Chapter 6 of the City of Los Angeles Administrative Code establishes the conditions
by which City Council can create street tree
planting and maintenance districts. These
districts would establish boundaries where
trees will be planted and maintained for
a period of no longer than five years. The
costs of this work are paid for by a combination of the general fund and assessed fees
on the lots and parcels within the district receiving benefit from the project. This is one
avenue for the City to fund its tree planting
and establishment care programs. It will
require public support from the district
property owners who will be asked to pay
for these improvements. These costs could
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be drastically lowered by strategic partnerships with City Plants, BOS, and non-profit
planting partners in leveraging City and
grant funding.

Recreation and Parks Tree Planting
With current funding, RAP is unable to support a full-time crew for planting trees, but
is able to put together a planting crew when
needed from current staff. RAP does not
have funding to purchase trees and planting
materials and must find avenues to pay for
them. Additionally, as previously discussed,
City Plants is funded as an energy efficiency
program through LADWP, which makes
parks and open space largely not eligible
to benefit from this program. These factors
have made it incumbent upon RAP staff to
find funding outside of the City to support
park tree planting. Those methods have
included RAP successfully receiving two
Cal Fire grants funding the completion of a
park tree inventory, and park tree planting.
They also frequently partner with non-profit tree planting partners who have funding
streams to pay for park tree planting and
establishment care. RAP has full control
over the process to plant trees in its parks,
and as such, it is able to streamline the
process for permitting, species selection,
and tree placement. While RAP requires a
minimum of two years of maintenance by
any organization planting trees in its parks,
they also strategically place trees within the
irrigation footprint to help provide supplemental watering.

Discussion
Outside of energy efficiency tree planting
funds provided by LADWP, implemented by non-profit organizations, BOS, and
City Plants, the City general fund has not
paid for street or park tree planting and
replacement of trees lost every year. This
makes the tree planting efforts of the City
Plants partnership a critical component of
the Los Angeles urban forestry program,
and focused attention and support must be
provided through guidance of a UFMP so
these organizations are a coordinated part
of the urban forestry system, and that their
abilities to provide ongoing grant funding
are protected, enhanced, and leveraged.
Not able to utilize LADWP funds for tree
planting, RAP is left without a City funding stream to support park planting. While
RAP has provided creative solutions to fund
tree planting, the City must also support
the planting of park trees including funding
planting crews and the purchase of trees,
planting materials, and equipment.
The roles that City Plants and BOS currently perform and other potential formats for
their work should be further explored in the
UFMP. Each bring unique skills to a Citywide tree planting effort with BOS having
demonstrated its ability to win large grant
funding and City Plants to manage a Citywide tree planting effort. The programs
complement each other in some ways, but
they are also largely redundant, and may
function better with all planting efforts con-

solidated into one department. The UFMP
should also evaluate the role City Plants’
plays within the City tree planting efforts.
One initial option is allowing City Plants to
operate as a completely separate, non-profit
organization, with its own board of directors and ability to seek funding. Another
option is completely merging City Plants
within the City and providing an appropriate funding stream to support its operation.
Both of these options have potential advantages and should be explored within the
UFMP process and in coordination with the
urban forestry coordinator.
Another area that should be clarified
through the UFMP process is tree planting
effectiveness. Currently, it is not possible
to quantify with certainty if the number of
trees planted every year is effectively replacing trees removed, if planting is occurring in
vacant spaces, if canopy issues are mitigated equitably, or if at least a net positive
return on investment is occurring. Without
a tree inventory, canopy cover analysis,
and related canopy cover goals, the City
cannot confidently determine if planting
3,000 to 4,000 public space trees per year is
adequate to achieve its goals (to be established through the UFMP). The City of San
Francisco has a street tree population of
125,000 and a goal to increase the population to 155,000 in 2034 by planting 2,500
trees a year (City of San Francisco 2014).
The City of Melbourne has a street tree
population of 50,000 with a stocking rate
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goal of 3,000 trees annually (City of Melbourne 2012). Based on
these comparisons, it seems likely that Los Angeles will need to
drastically increase its tree planting effort to meet its goals established through a future UFMP, and this will mean that a sustainable funding source will need to be identified.

Tree Establishment
As previously discussed, $3–$4 million dollars (combined between
City Plants, UFD, BOS, RAP, and non-profit partners) is spent
annually to plant new trees in Los Angeles, but almost no funding
is committed to establish and care for the newly planted trees.
Newly planted tree care is critical to successful establishment and
for the development of appropriate tree structure. Healthy and
cared for newly planted trees reflect a positive investment being
made in a community, and demonstrates to residents the City’s
commitment to its urban forest.
Currently, street trees are typically provided establishment care
when funding is in place from a grant or Council District office to
maintain a tree on a commercial corridor. The standard schedule
for establishment care of a street tree is 33 visits over three years.
This provides for weekly watering during summer months, and
less watering during the fall and winter.

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS PROVIDE PLENTY OF VOLUNTEER
OPPORTUNITIES FOR TREE ESTABLISHMENT, BUT LITTLE FUNDING IS
ALLOCATED TO CARE FOR AND MAINTAIN THESE NEWLY PLANTED TREES.

With park trees, RAP designs new tree plantings to be within the
irrigation footprint and requires that the organization that plants
trees must maintain them for the first 2 years. RAP does not have
the funding to support their own tree establishment crews (per
phone conversation with RAP and Dudek/UFI). Another aspect of
establishment care in City parks are the large areas of open space
that will need to be planted as trees are lost to drought, pests, and
disease. Establishing trees in these areas will require a different
approach then the standard care provided to a street or park tree
due to the difficulty in accessing these areas. It may require large
scale capitol improvement projects to have irrigation lines deliver
water to the trees, or dedicated natural area restoration crews.
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Other than these limited establishment
activities, newly planted tree care responsibility typically falls on the property owner
requesting the tree. With the City Plants
program, all residents who receive a tree
sign a commitment to water the tree for the
first 3 years, and are given care instructions
after the tree is planted. The care instructions follow generally accepted standards
for watering a new tree in Los Angeles, but
it is not known if recipients follow them
correctly. Establishment care by property
owners varies widely, and anecdotal evidence
suggests that a large percentage of residents
do not water the trees following planting.
This results in a high mortality rate for
newly planted trees in Los Angeles due to
insufficient water to cope with harsh soil and
growing conditions, hot summers, and dry
winters. Relying on residents to water new
street trees limits the number and types of
locations that can receive street trees. Often,
it is difficult to secure commitment to water
trees in neighborhoods with multifamily
housing units, commercial corridors, and
along school and industrial properties. The
result is that these locations often go unplanted and their residents and users suffer
the lack of tree benefits/services. A robust
tree establishment program would open
new planting areas to the City agencies and
non-profit partenrs working with the City
Plants program.
An improvement for the fiscal year
2018/2019 budget is that a UFD watering
crew was funded with the purpose of taking

care of replacement trees planted as part of
the Sidewalk Repair Program and the 800
trees planted as part of UFD operations
(per an email communication between the
Mayor’s Office and Dudek/UFI).

Discussion
The comparison cities (Melbourne, New
York City, and San Francisco) all recognize
that the only way to have a “world class”
urban forest is to maintain trees throughout
their entire lifecycles. In these cities, tree
establishment care is provided by the city
for virtually all trees planted in public spaces. The Los Angeles UFMP process should
include an urban forestry financial study to
find out how many trees need to be planted
each year to achieve goals and targets, expected costs to provide establishment care
to those trees, and potential options/funding sources to fund this important urban
forestry process. Until these determinations
can be made, the City may benefit from a
reduction in the number of trees that are
planted and an increase in resources devoted to tree establishment to raise the successful establishment rate, reduce tree pruning
costs over time, and maximize the return
on investment associated with each newly
planted tree.

Tree Pruning
Recognized urban forestry best management practices suggest that a typical street
tree pruning cycle is 5 to 7 years, on aver-

age, with exceptions for some species that
require more frequent pruning (Miller and
Sylvester, 1981). According to the Bureau of
Street Services State of the Street Trees Report, UFD has only been funded for a 5-7
year pruning cycle for one year since 2001,
and currently has a pruning cycle of 18
years (City of Los Angeles 2015a). This is
improving from the recession (2007–2009)
staffing cuts that placed the pruning cycle
at 50 to 60 years, but is still far behind the
commonly accepted best practices.
Because park trees are planted in open space
with favorable growing conditions, they
generally are able to grow larger, live longer, and develop a natural branch structure.
They also don’t have the same infrastructure
conflicts of street trees that neccissitates a 5
to 7 year pruning cycle to prevent conflicts.
Because of this, park trees should still be
examined on a 5 to 7 year cycle, but less
frequent pruning may be required. They do
share the same need though to be maintained
free of dead and broken limbs to ensure safety for park users.
Prolonged pruning cycles may result in
increased incidence of tree-related risk
and associated property damage, personal
injury, and adverse impacts upon tree health
and condition. This is corroborated by the
rising City settlements to tree-related claims
and costly reactive tree pruning and removals related to emergencies and tree and
tree part failures. Funding would need to
increase substantially for the City to achieve
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a 5- to 7-year pruning cycle. It would also
require having the staff and equipment
available to form the crews needed to carry
out the work on a sustained basis. These
could pose short-term challenges to UFD
due to a limited pool of qualified applicants
and City processes that delay approved
truck and equipment purchases from timely
delivery for staff use.

Discussion
The UFMP development process should
explore whether it is appropriate for all
street tree pruning to be completed by one
City department. Currently UFD, LADWP,
and the Los Angeles Fire Department all
prune street trees, but operate with different
pruning standards and goals. UFD prunes
trees to maintain health and safety based on

International Society of Arboriculture
(ISA) best management practices and
American National
Standards Institute
(ANSI) standards.
LADWP prunes to
maintain minimum
required electrical
line clearance, and
the Los Angeles Fire
Department prunes
for fire protection. It
’10
’11
’12
’13
’14
is worth noting that
pruning for electrical
line clearance and
fire protection may often not meet ISA/
ANSI standards or promote tree health and
appropriate structure. This situation is not
unique to Los Angeles, but it is recommended that all entities performing tree pruning
follow industry standards that promote tree
health and appropriate structure.

Tree Removal
There are currently an estimated 4,000
known dead street trees and an estimated
4,000 unaccounted for dead street trees
within the City’s public tree inventory.
RAP also has another 5,000 dead trees
inventoried in City parks awating removal
and another estimated 20,000 dead trees
not inventoried (per departmental interviews between RAP and UFD with Dudek/

UFI). The City is short on crews and budget required to keep pace in removing the
known dead trees, with additional dead
trees occurring every year. The threats of
pests, drought, and disease already cause a
significant decline in magnolia, Liquidambar, and sycamore trees, among others, it is
reasonable to assume that the current rates
of annual tree losses in Los Angeles will at
least continue and likely increase in the
near term.

Discussion
The inability to remove dead trees and their
stumps each year prevents thousands of
new trees from being planted. This necessitated deferral results in a declining canopy
cover and delays canopy replacement. It
also significantly hampers efforts to expand
the urban tree canopy and may be affecting
achievement of desired canopy cover equity
in low-income areas, and residents’ appreciation for trees. This loss of tree canopy and
overall condition of the urban forest are
unverified and unquantified because of the
lack of supporting tree data. The deficiency
in standard tree care practices also carries
a liability risk for the City by not removing potentially hazardous dead trees. One
important focus for the UFMP is to explore City funding for UFD such that it can
carry out typical urban forest maintenance
functions, including the removal of dead
trees and replacement tree planting to offset
typical tree loss/removals. The UFMP will
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summarize (based on a comprehensive tree
inventory) how many dead trees currently
exist, and how many need to be removed
on an annual basis, so that the total number
of dead trees is gradually reduced until all
dead trees can be removed within a reasonable timeframe.

Public Education
Public support, in addition to committed
City leadership, is one of the key components of a sustainable urban forest.
City efforts affect the public’s views, and
a strong City outreach program, backed
by committed funding and realization of
the return on investment, demonstrate to
citizens that trees matter. Initial support and
participation by the community may not
be widespread, but as residents learn about
the importance of urban forests to their
daily lives the support and participation
will certainly increase. Like any important
campaign to garner public support and
participation, urban forestry outreach must
be strategic, planned, and coordinated, with
one message to reach the largest audience.
The Vibrant Cities Lab metric that was
selected for Los Angeles as the desired
outcome is the “Urban forest is recognized
as vital to the community’s environmental,
social, and economic well-being” (Vibrant
Cities Lab 2018). The current rating of
public tree appreciation summarized by
the Los Angeles First Step working group
can be described as “general ambivalence.”

The City is not without well-informed and
supportive residents, as was evident in the
online public survey. However, the relatively low survey response rate coupled with
largely positive responses suggests that
those who participated in the survey did
so because they already care about trees.
Public awareness is important for achieving
UFMP goals, which will prioritize urban
forestry funding and may require citizen
participation in that regard. Raising public
awareness about the benefits/services tree
provide will help get more trees planted in
the right spot, watered, pruned properly,
and preserved on private property where
they can grow, mature, and provide measureable services for their owners and all
Angelinos for generations.
In Los Angeles, the Mayor’s Office, City
Plants, BOS, LADWP, tree planting partners, and others have tree and environmental education programs. However, sometimes messages on separate environmental
issues can be confusing or contradictory.
This was the case with the City’s Save the
Drop campaign, which was successful in
educating residents on the need to reduce
water use. Unfortunately, there were many
reports of residents who stopped watering
their trees altogether, prompting the City’s
follow up campaign promoting trees as an
important part of a sustainable landscape
(Save the Drop 2018). Other times, messaging is confusing; for example, community members have received contradictory

messages from different agencies about how
to water a newly planted tree. Contradictory messages may undermine public confidence in and support for City programs
and services, and must be avoided. Once
a certain perception sets in, it can be difficult to reverse course, and in Los Angeles,
negative or uninformed tree perceptions by
the public are pervasive (per the Working
Group discussions).

Discussion
City urban forestry stakeholders should
come to an agreement on the priority tree
and urban forest messages for the public
and aggressively promote those messages.
A simple message like “Save the Shade,”
playing off the “Save the Drop” campaign,
could encompass most of the priorities for
the Los Angeles urban forest to grow, maintain, and preserve the canopy, if it is developed and rolled out in a strategic way. A
high quality campaign should be developed
by professionals, delivered with one voice
by all Los Angeles urban forestry departments and organizations, and encompass
priorities for the Los Angeles urban forest
to grow, maintain, and preserve its canopy.

Sidewalk Repair Program
Background
In 2015, the City reached a settlement to
commit $1.4 billion over 30 years to make
sidewalks compliant with the Americans

FIRST STEP: LOS ANGELES URBAN FOREST MANAGEMENT PLAN

with Disabilities Act (Office of Mayor Eric
Garcetti 2015). Los Angeles trees are linked
with sidewalk damage due to many years
of tree root uplifting. Since some trees may
cause sidewalk damage, it is often necessary to mitigate the effects from the tree so
that it does not occur again after a sidewalk is repaired. Occasionally, trees can be
preserved during sidewalk repair, but tree
removal is often undertaken to prevent recurring sidewalk damage or excessive root
removal, which could destabilize trees. As
reported during the July 2018 Sidewalk Repair Program Executive Steering Committee
status update 460 trees have been removed,
and 791 have been planted through the Safe
Sidewalks Los Angeles program. An additional 1,636 trees have been root-pruned
and retained (Bureau of Street Services
2018). When a tree has to be removed to
fix a sidewalk, the tree is replaced with two
smaller trees, usually a 24-inch box size.
If one or both of the new trees cannot be
planted at the location of the removed tree,
they are planted as close to the location as
possible. According to the sidewalk repair
program policy, 3 years of tree establishment is budgeted for all replacement trees
planted by the City.
With the rebate portion of the program the
property owner is expected to provide watering and maintenance for the replacement
tree(s) planted in their parkway. (Bureau of
Engineering 2018).

TREE SETTLEMENTS
$3,500,000

$3,250,799.30

Dangerous Condition
Trip and Fall

$2,716,915.37

$3,000,000
$2,500,000
$2,000,000

$1,696,813.14

$1,500,000
$796,055.80

$1,000,000
$500,000

FY 2014-15

FY 15-16

Discussion
Although UFD has been able to root prune
and retain 80% of trees impacted by sidewalk repair, retaining street trees is sometimes not feasible given the space provided
for the tree and the sidewalk, the tree
species, and the requirement to repair sidewalks to be compliant with the Americans
with Disabilities Act. Alternative methods
to removal or root pruning, such as meandering the sidewalk, creating curb bulbs,
and enlarging tree wells, are available to
UFD, but are rarely implemented due to site
constraints. Currently the City is conducting a study of alternative materials (other
than concrete) to repair sidewalks, but has

FY 16-17

FY 17-18

0

so far not approved any alternate materials.
The reality of this program is that while
attempts to preserve trees can be successful, problem trees will frequently require
removal. It is recommended that the UFMP
analysis includes additional documentation
and analysis such as when each tree is evaluated that a short form (one page) report
be prepared that summarizes what options
were considered, what action was implemented, and why it was implemented, with
photographic documentation. This would
support implemented actions and provide
those who would rather see trees preserved
with documented reasons why a tree could
not be preserved. Valid reasons to remove
a tree include, among others, increased risk
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SIDEWALK REPAIR REPRESENTS AN OPPORTUNITY TO EXPAND THE URBAN FOREST WHILE REDUCING POTENTIAL LIABILITY.

following root removal, readily-foreseeable
decline, or tree preservation costs significantly exceeding tree benefits values.
Based on the current rate of tree removals,
it is likely that 7,000 to 10,000 trees will
need to be removed throughout the sidewalk
repair program, but until the City’s EIR is
completed, the actual loss of trees is unknown. Assuming total tree loss at the higher end of 10,000 would equate to roughly
330 trees being removed each year. This may
seem like an insignificant number of trees in

a public forest of some 700,000 trees, but
this is a measureable loss of community benefits/services, since the majority of the trees
removed are likely to be larger trees that
contribute exponentially higher urban forest
benefits. Each tree that can be preserved
makes a difference, and it is worthwhile to
expend efforts to creatively resolve issues so
that trees are preserved. It is equally important to know when a tree cannot be preserved
and to not expend limited financial or other
resources attempting to save trees that will

be lost or otherwise are highly susceptible to
near-term issues if preserved.
The 2:1 replacement of each of these trees,
assuming they survive and grow for the next
30 to 50 years or more, will offset the lost
benefits over time, but there will be a period of reduced benefits and landscape-level
changes. The replacement of lost benefits is
also hindered by parkway sizes that require
smaller stature trees to be planted to replace
the larger stature trees that were not appropriate for the space provided. Although the
intent of this program is to repair sidewalks,
if properly coordinated with a strategic
tree planting goal, it can have a net positive impact on canopy cover. Factors that
will contribute to this include an adequate
replacement ratio and dedicated funding for
tree establishment care after planting. The
tree replacement approach must utilize methods that replace the lost canopy on a faster
timeline than occurs now. This is unlikely to
be achieved by planting two small trees for
every large tree removed (as is current practice). Likewise, with guidance from a UFMP,
policies should encourage replacement tree
plantings in areas where tree canopy is low
and the benefits would have an even higher
net impact.
The optional sidewalk repair rebate program provides a partial rebate for the cost
of the repair to the adjacent homeowner,
who is responsible for the overall cost.
In the case that the street tree cannot be
retained, the program includes rebates for
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removing street trees and requires replacement trees be planted and maintained by the property owner. In 2016, the City implemented a
“Fix and Release Policy,” that requires property owners to be responsible for repairing damaged sidewalks on their property after a warranty period (20 years for residential properties, 5 years for commercial properties). To be a vibrant city with a sustainable urban forest, the
City should be financially responsible for its trees, from planting through removal, including any damage they cause to public and private
property. Without this City responsibility, budgeting urban forest management becomes a lower priority. With that responsibility, the City
would be more motivated to implement the following strategies.

City Responsibilities for a
Sustainable Urban Forest
1

Plant the right tree in the right
place.

2

Enlarge planting areas where necessary to accommodate trees and
their long, healthy lives.

3

Provide watering and young tree
care to enhance establishment
and minimize future structural
issues.

4

Provide ongoing tree maintenance
at industry-standard levels and
use accepted practices that result
in structurally sound trees and
minimized tree-related claims.

5

Provide for a diverse urban forest
that meets equity goals.

6

Invest financially in the urban
forest at levels that nurture a robust urban forest, with managed,
acceptable risk.

AN OFTEN OVERLOOKED ASPECT OF A SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS DISTRICT ARE ITS TREES.
WELL MAINTAINED AND HEALTHY TREES ON COMMERCIAL CORRIDORS CREATE A WELCOMING
SHOPPING EXPERIENCE AND HELP INCREASE ECONOMIC ACTIVITY TO LOCAL BUSINESSES.
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8.0

LOS ANGELES URBAN FOREST POLICIES
AND REGULATIONS

The following Vibrant Cities Lab’s sustainability metrics were applied to this section
(Vibrant Cities Lab 2018):
1

2

Policies that Foster Good Urban Forestry
on Private Lands: Because private lands
comprise the majority of canopy cover
for most municipalities, plans and
policies should address—through rules,
fees, and incentives—how owners
contribute to the overall health of the
urban forest and the benefits it delivers.
•

Current, Low (-1): No tree protection ordinance, or one that’s weak
and rarely enforced.

•

Optimal (4): All relevant municipal
policies require or incentivize adherence by private owners to standards incorporated in the UFMP.
Incentives and sanctions applied
when appropriate.

Tree Protection Policy and Enforcement:
The benefits derived from trees on
public and private lands are ensured by
the enforcement of municipality-wide
policies, including tree care best management practices.

•

Current, Fair (1): Policies in place
to protect public trees and employ
industry best management practices,
but rare or inconsistent enforcement.

•

Optimal (4): Integrated municipality-wide policies and practices to
protect public and private trees,
consistently enforced and with penalties sufficient to deter violations.

Table 7 lists urban forest policies and planning guides and ratings. One strength of the
City’s tree protection standards is that some
of the elements of each policy/regulation are
based on current best management practices. The major weakness is the inconsistent
and inadequate policy enforcement, even
though the policies are enforceable.
The following sections discuss the strengths
and weaknesses of additional Los Angeles
urban forest policy and regulation.

Protected Tree Ordinance –
Ordinance No. 177404
Background
The Protected Tree Ordinance was established to protect five Los Angeles native
trees species: coast live oak (Quercus

agrifolia), valley oak (Quercus lobata),
southern California black walnut (Juglans
californica var. californica), western sycamore (Platanus racemosa), and California
bay (Umbellularia californica). These trees
are protected when they have a cumulative
trunk diameter at standard height of 4 inches, and are naturally occurring or planted to
replace a protected tree. Application of this
ordinance is largely limited to development
projects on private residential properties.
This ordinance is currently being updated
to include Mexican elderberry (Sambucus
Mexicana) and Toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia), and is being reviewed for any additional changes that may be needed. This
ordinance has some elements that move Los
Angeles toward a sustainable urban forest,
and many challenges in enforcement and
application.
Although these trees are protected, the ordinance does not make them immune to legal
or illegal removal. Prosecuting the illegal
removal of a protected tree is extremely
difficult. Unless the offender is caught in
the act and that act is properly documented, UFD would have a hard time moving
forward with a case against the offender. If
an illegal removal occurs on a development
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Policy

All Elements
Based on Current
BMPs

Urban Forest
Policy
RAP Tree
Protection Specs

Table 7
Urban Forest Policies and Regulations – Los Angeles Ratings
Some Elements
Not Based
Dept. Cooperation
Dept. CooperaDept. CooperaBased on Current on Current
Optimal in
tion Inconsistent
tion Prohibits
BMPs
BMPs
Enforcement
in Enforcement
Enforcement
X

X

X

X

Policy Is
Enforceable
X
X

Street Tree
Protection

X

Guaranteed
Tree Fee

X

BSS Tree Planting
Standards

X

X

X

BSS Street Tree
Selection Guide

X

X

X

BSS Tree
Spacing Guide
Protected Tree
Ordinance

X

X

X
X

X
X

Policy Is
Difficult to
Enforce

X
X

X

X = yes; BMP = best management practice; RAP = Department of Recreation and Parks; BSS = Bureau of Street Services

project and prosecution is successful, a developer can be prevented from any work on
the site for up to 10 years. This was notably applied in the Sullivan Canyon project
case where the developer removed three
protected trees not permitted for removal.
Although the developer did get severely
punished for removing the three protected
trees, the Protected Tree Ordinance did not
prevent another 56 protected trees from
being permitted for removal with mitigation
(BSS 06-24-2016). The regulation should
not prevent all tree removals, but it should

adequately mitigate lost trees in a meaningful way, whether that includes monetary
fees, tree planting, and/or tree preservation.
Tree protection ordinances and policies
should provide guidance on how to preserve
trees and have qualified arborists develop
and help implement effective solutions for
enabling development while preserving
trees. This will not always be possible, so
once tree preservation has been duly evaluated and deemed infeasible, the Protected
Tree Ordinance must provide equitable
mitigation measures that are based on real

values of lost canopy, lost benefit values,
lost tree value, or other appropriate metrics.
The UFMP should explore several options
for valuing impacted native trees so that
when they are removed, there is adequate
funding available to replant and provide
care for replacement trees and maintain
protected trees.
The current Protected Tree Ordinance does
not address the larger urban forest threat
known as “mansionization.” A study
completed by the University of Southern
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California’s Spatial Sciences Institute examined the effects that increasingly larger
home size is having on green cover, including tree cover. According to the study, from
2000–2009, the 20 largest cities in the Los
Angeles basin saw an annual decrease in
tree canopy cover of 1.2% due to increasing
home sizes. According to the study, “The
results suggest that protection of existing
green cover in neighborhoods is necessary
to meet urban forest goals, a factor that is
overlooked in existing programs that focus
solely on tree planting” (Lee et al. 2017).
Most of the trees lost in these areas would
not be covered by the City’s Protected Tree
Ordinance, but would account for a significant portion of canopy cover.

Discussion
Through its UFMP, the City should examine
the overall definition of a protected tree and
examine the ordinances of other cities, such
as Pasadena, which protect both select native
tree species and other trees with defined
significant characteristics (e.g., size, heritage
value, location, etc.) This may mean that
there is a sliding scale for tree value based on
species and size. In some cases, project planting within a landscape plan may be all that
is needed to adequately address any canopy
loss, but in other cases, project landscaping
might not be adequate and off-site planting
may be part of the mitigation program. The
City’s Guaranteed Tree Fee program can be
the conduit for mitigation projects, but without a UFMP to guide where the mitigation

is applied, it is doubtful that tree planting
would occur in priority areas. It should also
be determined which department would have
the responsibility to enforce tree protection
ordinances so that tree preservation is automatically triggered at the beginning stages
of a project and planning and design considerations will include properly preserving
trees. Property owners must understand the
value of protecting and preserving trees as an
essential component of a vibrant neighborhood and city.

1993 Urban Forestry Policy
Background
In 1993, Los Angeles City Council adopted
an Urban Forestry Policy that outlines the
need for healthy trees and the multiple benefits/services that they provide to the City.
The policy consists of three main resolutions:
1

Street Trees are recognized as an essential part of the City of Los Angeles
urban forest infrastructure, an infrastructure system identified in the City’s
General Plan Framework, and as such
will receive equal consideration with
other City infrastructure systems.

2

The benefits derived from Street Trees
will be optimized by establishing urban
forest programs that ensure that the
collective population of Street Trees
and their management:

3

•

Mitigate urban heat island effect
and maximize ecosystem benefits.

•

Ensure the survival of newly planted trees.

•

Maintain a street tree inventory
management system.

•

Protect and care for existing street
trees.

•

Increase awareness of trees through
a City-wide education effort.

The Street Trees of Los Angeles will
be properly maintained and enhanced
through policies and programs.

Discussion
The City’s 1993 Urban Forestry Policy
captures many of the elements needed for
a sustainable urban forest. Based on review for this First Step UFMP effort, it is
apparent that the policy’s resolutions have
been largely marginalized, and most of the
policy methods have not been implemented
effectively. This policy should be comprehensively reviewed and updated through the
UFMP process to ensure that it directs Los
Angeles to a sustainable urban forest and is
aligned with the UFMP’s vision. The policy
includes relevant resolutions and methods,
and a revised and updated version of this
policy would likely be effective if the City
provided the necessary resources to support
its implementation.
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Recreation and Parks Tree
Protection Specs
Background
In 2014, RAP updated its tree protection
specifications to improve clarity and use
specifications more closely aligned with
current accepted practices. This policy
applies to all trees that fall within a “work
zone” and are not slated for removal. The
City Native Protected Tree Ordinance (No.
177404) applies to the native trees defined
in the ordinance. The replacement ratio
calls for each one-inch of diameter at breast
height of an existing tree that is removed
to be replaced at a minimum, with a oneinch caliper tree. This applies to all tree
species in City Parks, and is not exclusive
to native protected trees. Replacement trees
must have a minimum of one quarter inch
caliper. Since RAP has responsibility for all
park trees its ability to enforce these policies
consistently is significantly enhanced.

Discussion
The RAP tree protection specifications are
progressive for the City in that they protect
all trees, and have a replacement ratio that
better approaches replacement of the total
lost tree benefits/services. Although RAP
manages all park trees, it is still subject to
other City department’s projects that may
impact park trees. This often results in tree
impacts through poor coordination when
those who oversee trees are not included in

a project design process. Such projects are
occasionally planned to be placed within
parks yet have little regard for existing
trees (per departmental interview between
RAP and Dudek/UFI in June 2018). These
tree impacts and losses could be avoided if
better communication and coordination existed throughout the City and within RAP.

Street Tree Protection
Background
On October 10, 2018, a report was submitted by the City Administrative Officer
to Council File 15-0448 providing a recommendation from a working group consisting
of the City Administrative Officer’s office,
Chief Legislative Analyst, Bureau of Street
Services (BSS), Bureau of Engineering, Los
Angeles Department of Building and Safety,
and the Planning Department to require
clearance from BSS prior to issuance of a
building or land use permit. This change is
intended to prioritize street tree protection
at the beginning of the planning process
and to avoid unnecessary tree removals or
lengthy changes to site plans. The report
cited that from July 31, 2018 to September
11, 2018, BSS received 45 requests for site
inspections in building and land use permit
requests that totaled 27 trees (18 locations
had no trees). Of those instances, UFD permitted the removal of eight trees, but also
enacted plan design changes to preserve 10
trees and root pruned another five instead
of permitting their removal (Council File

15-0448). This new policy is an important
step in the right direction for the City to
protect its existing tree canopy and enable
UFD to provide creative tree preservation
solutions before the only remaining option
is tree removal. However, further review is
needed to establish enforceable penalties for
illegal tree removal that compensate for the
value of the lost trees.
In 2009, City Council adopted a motion
(Council File 09-1664) to allow the Investigation and Enforcement Division of BSS
to issue monetary citations for violations of
UFD policies regarding tree planting, pruning, removal, maintenance, and protected
trees. In 2016, City Council again adopted
a motion (Council File 15-0467-S4) to improve enforcement standards by instructing:
1

The City Attorney to draft an ordinance to incorporate all tree pruning
and removal violations into the
Administrative Citation Enforcement
(ACE) program.

2

The City Attorney to draft an ordinance
with a fine structure for illegal tree
pruning and illegal tree removals under
the ACE program that would be the
maximum amount allowed under law.

3

BSS to work with the City Attorney to
pursue criminal charges and restitution
for violations resulting in a tree not
being salvageable.
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4

BSS and City Attorney to report within
60 days to the Public Works Gang
Reduction Committee on ways to
improve collaboration and communication between the two agencies when
pursuing criminal charges.

The ACE system was designed to take
certain nuisance violations out of the court
system and convert them to offenses that
can be handled with a ticket serviced by a
City staff member. Through ACE, the City
is able to keep all the funds generated. In
addition, issues are handled out of the court
system and the offense is not registered
on the offender’s criminal record. Current
violations listed on the ACE website include
drinking alcohol in public, dogs on a beach,
and bicycle riding on sidewalks. None of
the 42 violations include destruction of
public infrastructure (Los Angeles City
Attorney Mike Feuer 2018). The malicious
destruction or damage of trees owned by
the City would align more closely with the
California State definition of vandalism
(California Penal Code 594). Although the
ACE system helps to improve efficiency in
prosecuting illegal tree removal and illegal
pruning, it might not be a strong enough
deterrent to prevent this from occurring,
which is an important metric in a sustainable urban forest.
The City Attorney’s office determined that
the maximum penalty that can be levied is
$1,000 for illegal tree removal and illegal

pruning. Additionally, the UFD may ask for
the offender to replace the removed or damaged trees, but cannot enforce this citation.
With potentially tens of thousands of dollars of monetary value and environmental,
economic and social services mature trees
deliver, the current fine does not align with
potential lost value when trees are illegally removed. Through the UFMP process,
Los Angeles should look at the penalties of
Pasadena and Santa Monica, which include
a provision allowing the courts to require
restitution for the lost value of the tree in
addition to a $1,000 fine and replacement
of the tree.

Discussion
No matter what the strength of the policy is
or the amount of the fine, the ability to protect trees is partly based on the City being
able and willing to enforce the penalty. The
main difficulty in enforcing tree protection
laws in Los Angeles is related to observing
and properly documenting offenses, which
often occur outside of regular working
hours. Without this, the City Attorney’s
office is unable to prosecute these reported
instances. However, as stated above for the
adopted motion (Council File 15-0467S4), item #4 clearly indicates that more
can be done by the City Attorney and the
BSS to enforce these penalties. It is unclear
how much effort is currently put forth to
prosecute offenders, even when the proper
information is documented.

Guaranteed Tree Fee–Ordinance
No. 185573
Background
Like many other Cities, Los Angeles created
an in-lieu fee to cover the cost to procure,
plant, and provide water for 3 years for
each replacement tree required pursuant to
a development tree planting requirement or
a public works tree planting requirement,
when the required tree cannot be planted
on site. The creation of this fee was controversial, with some arguing it provides a
path for developers to buy their way out of
planting trees. Others saw it as a method to
ensure that trees that would not be sustainable on a site are part of a planned tree
planting project that would include establishment and maintenance and are planted
nearby or elsewhere in the City.

Discussion
The effectiveness of this ordinance should
be measured against the sustainability metrics standards for tree preservation, and, as
a new ordinance, established in July 2018,
it should be studied within 6 months of
implementation to determine if any amendments are needed. One of the items that
should be reviewed is if the fee for replacing
a removed tree accurately captures the lost
benefit/service value, and what evaluation
method the City will use to determine the
value of the tree. Without this understanding it is not known if the fee amount may
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be undervaluing each tree and updates may
be warranted. Public attention and interest
in this new ordinance is high, and as such,
the City should be transparent regarding
when and how the fee is applied. Public
notifications, a timeline, and a publicly accessible map or database would be helpful
tools in conveying how the ordinance is
functioning.

Bureau of Street Services
Standards for Tree Planting, Tree
Selection, Spacing Guidelines
Background
The Bureau of Street Services standards for tree
planting, tree selection,
and tree spacing have been
developed over the years
to reflect the current best
management practices and
anecdotal UFD staff experience. The current Street
Tree Selection Guide (Bureau of Street Services, Urban Forest Division; City of
Los Angeles n.d.) has been
reviewed in meetings by
UFD, non-profit partners,
and other urban forestry
stakeholders, and is waiting
to be finalized as a task of
the urban forestry coordinator.

Discussion
Tree selection is a critical aspect of growing
the canopy and mitigating conflicts between
trees and other infrastructure. The next iteration of the BSS tree selection guide should
be undertaken as part of the UFMP evaluation and based on trees that will be appropriate for the City’s changing climate,increased pest activity, reflect biodiversity and
sustainability goals, and detailed neighborhood assessments. The Melbourne model
can be replicated for this effort. It should
also consider that disadvantaged communi-

ties generally have spacing limitations that
require smaller stature trees. Because of
this, smaller species need to be examined so
a variety of options exist compared to what
is currently available for 3- to 4-foot-wide
parkways. The standard details for tree
planting, staking, and root control barriers
(S-465-2 and S-663-1) were last updated
in 2013 and should go through a similar
review process on a regular basis to ensure
they reflect the current industry standards.

ONE STRENGTH OF THE CITY’S GUARANTEED TREE FEE IS BEING ABLE TO FOCUS TREE PLANTING EFFORTS ON LOWCANOPY AREAS AND PROVIDING ESTABLISHMENT CARE TO ENSURE TREES ARE PROPERLY MAINTAINED AFTER PLANTING.
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9.0

PLANNING DOCUMENTS

The following Vibrant Cities Lab’s sustainability metrics were applied to this section
(Vibrant Cities Lab 2018):
1

Develop Urban Forest Management Plan:
Develop and implement a comprehensive urban forest management plan for
public and private property.
•
•

1

Current, Low (-1): No urban forest
management plan.
Optimal (4): New or recent urban
forest and green infrastructure
management plan that targets
public and private tree planting
and protection based on assessment, and ensures these benefits
are distributed equitably among
neighborhoods.

Forestry plan integrated into other municipal plans: Forestry plan designed
to reinforce and be reinforced through
comprehensive plans, sustainability
plans, park development, storm water
and watershed plans, neighborhood
revitalization, and climate mitigation
plans, etc.
•

Current, Low (-1): No plan.

•

Optimal (4): All agencies whose
goals are served by urban forestry
practices, participate in creation of
forestry plan and commit to designated roles and responsibilities.

Table 8, on the following page, provides
a summary of the urban forest planning
documents and guides commonly created to
help cities plan for a healthy urban forest,
protect existing trees, and aim for vibrant,
sustainable tree populations. As Table 8
demonstrates, none of the City’s existing
planning documents sets a vision, goals, or
objectives for an urban forest based on sustainability models. This is partly the reason
this First Step UFMP places a high priority
on funding the preparation and implementation of the UFMP.

Street Tree Master Plan
Background/Discussion
A Los Angeles Street Tree Master Plan has
not been created to date. The UFMP should
address this with a separate chapter or a
comprehensive Street Tree Master Plan
framework. Creating a Street Tree Master
Plan will rely on a comprehensive tree in-

ventory so that street-level tree information
can guide the master plan’s content, guidelines, recommendations, and requirements.
The Street Tree Master Plan must be integrated with the rest of the UFMP, so that
shared goals, objectives, targets and actions
are reflected.

City of Los Angeles General Plan
Background/Discussion
The City’s General Plan contains many elements that influence the City’s urban forest.
Chapter 9, Infrastructure and Public Services, of the Citywide General Plan Framework Element addresses the urban forest
with standards that are consistent with the
City’s 1993 Urban Forestry Policy (City of
Los Angeles 1995). Some of the more relevant policies found in the General Plan are:
9.41, Ensure that the elements of urban
forestry are included in planning and
programming of infrastructure projects
which involve modification of dedicated parkway, sidewalk and/or raised
median islands.
9.41.2, Encourage the use of permeable
paving wherever possible.
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Planning
Documents

Table 8
Urban Forest Planning Documents and Guides – Los Angeles Ratings
Sets a Vision, Goals, Objectives
Recommendations
Has Elements of
Makes
Updated
for the Urban Forest Based on
are Based on
Sustainability Model Recommendations to within Last
Sustainability Models
Sustainability Models in Recommendations Improve Urban Forest
5 Years

General Plan

X

Sustainability Plan
Biodiversity Plan

X

Resilient Los
Angeles

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

Bureau of Street
Services State of
the Trees Report

X

X

RAP Urban Forest
Plan

X

X

Can be Used to Inform Policy
Makers on Changing Current
Policy/Ordinance

X

X

Street Tree Master
Plan

X = yes

9.43, Improve City tree selection,
placement and maintenance.
9.43.2, Adopt planting standards
which provide for sufficient quantity
and quality of soil to help trees reach
their optimum size.
The OurLA2040 initiative led by the City
Planning Department is currently seeking
public input and determining all of the
elements and chapters that will comprise an
updated General Plan (City of Los Angeles
2018a). Inclusion of urban forest-related
topics should be directly derived from a
UFMP to ensure a cohesive plan for City
tree management. Urban forestry topics
should be interspersed throughout the Gen-

eral Plan, where appropriate, but should
also be included in a specific section with
the guiding policies and goals identified
through the UFMP process. With OurLA2040 expected to be developed over a
2- to 5-year period, it should be possible to
make significant UFMP progress such that
it can inform and guide the General Plan
update if the UFMP development process
begins in the near term.

Sustainable City pLAn
Background
Created in 2015, the Sustainable City pLAn
is a roadmap used to provide the vision of
Mayor Eric Garcetti for operating a sustain-

able city and the metrics that will be used
to determine if Los Angeles is progressing
toward the “sustainable city” goal. The
Sustainable City pLAn provides methods
for achieving the Mayor’s sustainable city
priority. This plan has 14 chapters: Local Water, Local Solar, Energy-Efficient
Buildings, Carbon & Climate Leadership,
Waste & Landfills, Housing & Development, Mobility & Transit, Prosperity &
Green Jobs, Preparedness & Resiliency,
Air Quality, Environmental Justice, Urban
Ecosystem, Livable Neighborhoods, and
Lead by Example. These topics are broken
down into long-term outcomes, near-term
outcomes, strategies, and priority initiatives
that provide the goals, vision, and methods
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of implementing each topic (City of Los
Angeles 2015b).

Discussion
Even though trees directly impact numerous aspects of the Sustainable City pLAn,
the urban forest is noticeably absent. The
Sustainable City pLAn demonstrates the
City’s low urban forestry priority and value
perception. Trees or urban forests are mentioned in the report the following number
of times (City of Los Angeles 2015b):
0 of the 36 long-term outcomes
1 of the 62 short-term outcomes
0 of the 71 strategies
5 of the 200+ priority initiatives

population and its diversity, condition, and
sustainability. Further, it does not provide
information on the urban forest canopy,
and is not useful in being able to direct tree
planting to neighborhoods most in need.

Resilient Los Angeles
Background
The Resilient Los Angeles strategy was
released in March 2018 as a framework to
address current and future challenges facing
Los Angeles. The strategy sets goals to grow
a more equitable tree canopy by 2028 and
develop a strategy to sustain the region’s
biodiversity and tree health. However, apart
from these two actions, urban forestry is
still only briefly mentioned in the document
(City of Los Angeles 2018c):

Specifically, three of the five priority initiatives reference planting more trees, engaging
residents through tree planting events, and
creating a tree canopy registry (City of Los
Angeles 2015b).

Discussion

According to the Sustainable City pLAn 3rd
Annual Report, the tree and tree-canopy
registry was considered complete based on a
combination of a GIS-based location inventory merged with UFD’s 1996 street tree inventory (City of Los Angeles 2018b). While
the 22-year-old tree inventory contains
some accurate information about the City’s
street trees, it falls short of a comprehensive
inventory that would provide information
on the current conditions of the City’s tree

This strategy has innovative approaches to
many of the problems Los Angeles faces,
but the lack of meaningful inclusion of the
urban forest as an important component of
urban sustainability and resilience seems to
echo the status quo response the City has
long offered for improving the urban forest:
plant more trees. While planting trees is
important, it overlooks the larger threats to
the City’s trees/urban forest such as pests,
diseases, climate change, and development

0 of the 15 goals
2 of the 96 actions

intensification. It also fails to take into
account that a tree must be cared for and
maintained throughout its life in order to
achieve the benefits sought. Any updated
goals set in the Sustainable City pLAn and
Resilient Los Angeles plan should be derived from a UFMP that is based on a complete street tree inventory and canopy cover
analysis. A complete inventory and canopy
cover analysis will help guide decisions so
they are made using the best available information to create factually based goals and
strategic objectives.

2018 Biodiversity Report
Background
The 2018 Biodiversity Report was initiated
with a City Council motion in April 2015
in response to Mayor Garcetti’s Sustainable
City pLAn goal of having a “no-net-loss”
biodiversity strategy. A team of City departments and stakeholders, led by the Bureau
of Sanitation, conducted an analysis of Los
Angeles using the internationally recognized
Singapore Index. The Singapore Index is
a tool to quantify biodiversity and create
goals, and develop strategies and policies to
meet those goals. One of the 28 indicators
for the Singapore Index is “Urban Forest
Canopy,” for which Los Angeles scored a 1
out of 4, with 19% tree canopy cover (City
of Los Angeles 2018d).
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Discussion
The 2018 Biodiversity Report resulted in
seven recommendations that should be considered for the management of Los Angeles’
trees. Four of these recommendations focus
on the tree species that should be planted,
with native species, ability to sequester carbon, future climate adaptability, and bird
habitat as priorities (City of Los Angeles
2018d). These recommendations are generally consistent with conventional ideas
on species selection, but are too narrow in
regards to native species, since there are
not enough native trees that are tolerant of
Los Angeles’ difficult growing conditions to
provide for adequate urban forest species
diversity levels.
The UFMP should address how to incorporate biodiversity goals using best urban
forest management practices, including
species and age diversity and canopy cover
and distribution. Further conversations and
evaluation of important biodiversity-related
topics include the following:
1

2

3

Identifying native species and appropriate naturalized species or other non-natives that will function similarly.
Determining the appropriate percentage
of native and non-native species resulting in urban forest pest and disease
resiliency.
Achieving and maintaining biodiversity
and species diversity goals.

4

Researching trees appropriate for Los
Angeles’ future climate.

increase tree canopy along the public
right-of-way.

5

Developing a diverse palette of native and
non-native species that can be planted in
disadvantaged communities with limited
space in public rights-of-way.

Increase the number of tree plantings
in order to improve the street tree
stocking rate.

2015 Bureau of Street Services
State of the Street Trees Report
Background
The 2015 Bureau of Street Services State of
the Street Trees report examined five aspects of urban forest work in Los Angeles
and assigned a letter grade. The report gave
the following grades (City of Los Angeles
2015a):
Species Diversification: A

Conduct a street tree inventory in order
to more adequately assess and manage
street tree health.
Establish a regular maintenance program in order to sustain a healthy
street tree population by funding tree
pruning and removal crews.
Rebuild the City’s Urban Forestry
Division with high level leadership that
incorporates street tree management
into the City’s larger sustainability
objectives.

Age Diversification: D

Discussion

Tree Stocking Rate: B+

Using UFD’s outdated tree inventory from
1996 severely limits understanding the current status of the City’s urban forest. The
accuracy of the grades assigned are suspect
without a complete inventory and accompanying tree assessment. The tree stocking
rate grade of B+ is determined based off
an estimated 700,000 existing street trees
and a potential for 800,000 street trees, or
88% of available spots planted. This grade
doesn’t account for how many trees have
been removed since 1996, provide a number of trees that must be planted to replace
all removed trees, and how many must be

Tree Health: D
Tree Maintenance: F
The result was an overall assessment grade
of C- for the City’s street trees, with the
following recommendations (City of Los
Angeles 2015a):
Create a street tree removal and replacement program in order to minimize the impact of dying trees, create a
more sustainable age distribution, and
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planted to reach a canopy cover goal. The
State of the Street Trees report determined,
similarly with this First Step UFMP, that
performing a professional tree inventory
and having high level leadership working
toward the City’s sustainability goals should
be the top priorities. It is not readily observable how the State of the Street Trees report
was used to inform policy makers, and
what changes, if any, were made based on
its recommendations.

PARKS AND RECREATIONAL AREAS GENERALLY FOLLOW BEST PRACTICES FOR TREE MAINTENANCE
AND CARE.

2003 Recreation and Parks Urban
Forest Program
In 2003 Recreation and Parks developed an
Urban Forest Program (UFP) document that
outlines all the standards for management
and preservation of park trees. It establishes
a mission statement for RAP Forestry Division (RAP Urban Forest Program):

“

To provide an attractive, safe,
and beneficial urban forest
through high quality tree
management and maintenance
practices that respect the
ecosystem, while serving the
needs of the Department of
Recreation and Parks, the
community, and all park visitors.

“
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The UFP recognizes that the natural landscape of Los Angeles has been disrupted to
accomodate a developing City, and having a
sustainable urban forest will require ongoing
human intervention. The UFP detailed standards were developed out of the best arboricultural practices at the time for tree protection
during construction, pruning, replacement
ratios, and other maintenance activities. The
UFP clearly explains what is expected from
City staff and any contractor that may perform
work on or around a park tree.

Discussion
The RAP Urban Forest Program is successful in
creating a standard of maintenance, care, preservation, and protection that would support a
sustainable urban forest. Most standards of

the UFP are still relevant today, but should
be reviewed and updated to reflect current
arboricultural best practices. While the UFP
does define a mission statement for the RAP
Forestry Division, it does not provide a vision,
plan, or goals toward sustaining a healthy
urban forest in City parks. The management
activies of the UFP ensure the work is done to
best practices, but it does not guide that work
in a holistic manner. The “Tree Care Manual”
portion of the UFP, when updated to reflect
current best practices, could be included in a
City UFMP to direct management activities of
park trees. However, the vision and goals for
the City’s urban forest created during the UFMP
process should be incorporated into the RAP
UFP so all urban forestry work in Los Angeles is
directed toward a unified vision.
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10.0 STRUCTURE OF GOVERNANCE
The following Vibrant Cities Lab’s sustainability metrics were applied to this section
(Vibrant Cities Lab 2018):
1

Align Municipal Departments: Align
affected municipal departments, county
and regional authorities, and state
agencies behind common agendas.
•

•

Current, Fair (1): Municipal
departments/agencies recognize
potential conflicts and reach out
to urban forest managers on an ad
hoc basis, and vice versa.
Optimal (4): Municipal policy implemented by formal interdepartmental/interagency working teams
on all municipal projects.

Background
The City has a decentralized structure of urban forestry governance, with many departments, non-profit organizations, and other
stakeholders supporting various and frequently overlapping urban forest management functions. A positive outcome of this
is that the urban forest is being considered
in various departments that are otherwise
not directly related to urban forest manage-

ment. The downside has been dysfunction
within the City in its ability to protect and
preserve trees and prioritize the allocation
of resources, and this structure has fostered
competition and distrust among some departments. These issues underscore the importance of hiring an urban forestry coordinator to be the key player in ensuring that
the City works cohesively toward building a
world-class urban forestry program.

Identified Issues
This analysis identified the following major
areas of City urban forestry overlap and
dysfunction:
Urban forestry personnel include talented individuals who are passionate
about urban forestry and are doing
their best to improve Los Angeles’
urban forest. However, the decentralized urban forestry governance structure means that there is a significant
lack of communication and cooperation. Departments tend to work in
silos, completing their daily tasks and
achieving some successes, but are not
strategically working toward City-wide
urban forestry goals. This is applicable

in all departments that are involved
with urban forestry.
City Plants is a public/private partnership that exists as a non-profit organization in the City Board of Public
Works. This hybrid nature means City
Plants is responsible to raise its own
funding in carrying out a City function,
often competing with UFD to win tree
planting and tree care contracts.
UFD and RAP both manage significant
portions of Los Angeles’ urban forest, but the focus of urban forestry
in Los Angeles has been centered on
street trees. This, along with charging
RAP for water and waste management services, isolates RAP staff and
encourages them to take steps to fund
improvements to the RAP urban forest
program through grants. This proactive approach has resulted in a soon-tobe completed park tree inventory and
additional funding for tree planting
and maintenance. This success, and a
widely recognized opinion by City staff
that RAP is providing sound urban forestry management on a severely limited
budget, has also led to the further iso-
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lation of RAP staff who are willing to
improve management practices based
on arboriculture industry standards but
feel no obligation to change or improve
practices based on City initiatives or
directives, including the establishment
of an urban forestry coordinator.
The City Council has passed motions requesting reports from City departments,
mainly UFD, to improve standards for
urban forest management, but has not
received those reports in a timely manner or at all. UFD’s lack of response to
these requests by City Council members
hinders efforts to return to pre-recession
(pre-2009) budget and staffing levels. In
turn, it fosters City Council members’
lack of confidence in UFD’s ability to
manage the City’s urban forest. Recent
change toward a more pro-active BSS/
UFD may be early signs that tree management is becoming a higher priority
for the City.
UFD is responsible for managing all the
trees in the public right-of-way, but
Council Districts may independently
remove, prune, and plant trees without
UFD’s knowledge. Without UFD’s project review, they are unable to ensure
that ISA standards are met, that the
work was even necessary, or that other
trees in the Council District weren’t
considered a higher priority. Such uncoordinated urban forest management
actions by individual Council Districts

are largely unprecedented among other
municipalities, and may significantly
undermine efforts towards coordinated
and sustainable urban forest management. The UFMP should closely review
tree management by individual Council
Districts and, barring strong evidence
to suggest otherwise, should recommend that such activity cease.

Discussion
The organizational chart on the following
page depicts one possible scenario for the
City of Los Angeles to revise its current
structure to clarify urban forest management roles and responsibilities. The vision
created through the UFMP is placed at the
top of the chart as this is the guiding principle for all the decisions and actions of the
actors who influence urban forest management. All of the overarching actors are
placed on the same level as they each play
an equally important role in Los Angeles
having a sustainable urban forest.
Urban Forest Coordinator: This position
is placed at the bottom of the chart to
represent the strategic role they will
play in supporting and directing all of
the urban forest activities and actors
toward the vision created in a UFMP.
The ability to lead the City towards a
collective vision is the main responsibility of this position. It will require
the skillful unraveling of the conflicts
of the current governance structure so

all staff and departments are aligned in
one direction.
Mayor and City Council: The main
responsibilities of elected officials are
similar to the current expectations.
These responsibilities include budgeting urban forest management at
sustainable levels, updating and writing
policies and ordinances, and promoting the urban forest to Los Angeles
residents to raise public support and
awareness. However, with a completed
UFMP and Urban Forest Coordinator,
elected officials will have the resources
needed to continually make decisions
that will lead Los Angeles toward a
sustainable urban forest.
Department of Planning: In this scenario
Planning would be responsible for all
inspections, permits, ordinances, and
enforcement for street trees and private
trees. This would require staffing being
placed in Planning that are knowledgeable arborists able to assess trees for
health and risk issues, protection and
preservation vs. removal, make determinations on available planting locations,
and ensure City standards for pruning,
planting, and establishment care.
Bureau of Street Services Urban Forest
Division: By Planning having the responsibility of handling the administrative side of managing street trees, UFD
would be able to focus solely on the
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VISION: URBAN FORESTRY
MANAGEMENT PLAN

City of Los Angeles
Departments

CFAC

LADWP

Divisions

BSS

OCB

Support Organizations

Activities

Mayor and
City Council

BPW

Oversight,
advising,
community
outlet

Planning

RAP

All inspections,
permits,
ordinances,
enforcement for
street trees

All park tree related
work, permits,
ordinances,
enforcement

UFD

City Plants/
LACC

City Plants

Tree planting
done by
non-profit
partners

Citywide tree
planting, public
education
campaigns, grants,
data, fundraising for
urban forest

Budget, Public
support,
Ordinances/policies

All physical street
tree maintenance
work: establish,
prune, remove,
root prune,
replacement tree
planting

URBAN FORESTRY COORDINATOR
Supporting all functions of Los
Angeles’ Urban Forest Management
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task of coordinating the pruning, planting, establishment care,
and removal of it’s 700,000 street tree population. A sustainably
funded UFD will need to manage the pruning of 100,000 trees
per year, plant 3,500 trees per year, provide establishment care
for 7,000-10,000 trees, and remove 3,500 trees each year. The
scale of this scope of work deserves the full attention of UFD
management and supervisors so it is well coordinated and managed efficiently.
•

Recreation and Parks: Since RAP has full authority and
control over all aspects of City park management, it could
continue to function in its current capacity with RAP staff
handling both the administrative and field component of
managing park trees.

•

City Plants: In this scenario City Plants is placed within the
Board of Public Works Office of Community Beautification
(OCB) as official City staff. OCB currently oversees the City
graffiti removal program, with mulitiple organizations contracted to do this work. This model is similar to the role City
Plants currently plays and could be incorporated as another aspect of ‘community beautification’. City Plants would
continue to serve in its current role of overseeing the LADWP contract that is managed by the Los Angeles Conservation Corps, and implemented by the planting partners, and
coordinating the City-wide tree planting effort. They would
also lead the City’s public education campaign effort, grant
writing, and collect urban forest data.

•

Community Forest Advisory Committee: The Community Forest
Advisory Committee (CFAC) would continue in its current
role as an advisory committee to the Board of Public Works
and elected officials. CFAC plays the important role of
providing a platform for community members to bring local
tree issues to the City. Additionally CFAC reviews the current
standards, practices, and decisions of the City to ensure best
practices are being followed.

CITY PLANTS DISTRIBUTES FREE TREES TO RESIDENTS WHO WANT TO
HELP REFOREST LOS ANGELES BY PLANTING TREES ON THEIR PROPERTY.
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11.0 DEPARTMENTAL INTERVIEWS
This First Step UFMP included interviews
with Los Angeles urban forestry departments and organizations. The goal of the
interviews was to gain an understanding of
how urban forestry works in Los Angeles
from those who carry out the day-to-day
operations, planning, and management.
The interviews were intended to supplement
the consultant team’s analysis of the City’s
urban forest management issues, successes,
structure, funding, and coordination.
Interviews were scheduled with City departments and other entities for four consecutive days during the week of June 4, 2018,
as depicted in Table 9.
Interviews followed a similar format, and
questions were provided to interviewees
two weeks prior to the scheduled interview.
Interview questions are detailed in the Appendix. Questions were broken into five
broad categories and are discussed below.
1

Operations

Six operations-related questions were asked
of interviewees to provide an understanding
of the types of activities each department/
organization performs and whether there
may be ways to improve coordination in-

Date
June 4, 2018

Table 9
Urban Forest Management Interview Dates and Organizations
DEPARTMENT/ORGANIZATION
Bureau of Engineering – Sidewalks
Council Member Huizar’s Office
Planning Department

June 5, 2018

Department of Recreation and Parks
Bureau of Street Services – Urban Forestry Division
Board of Public Works – Commissioner
Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
Department of Public Works – Office of Community Beautification

June 6, 2018

Mayor’s Office
Bureau of Sanitation
Council Member Blumenfield’s Office
Board of Public Works – Commissioner
Council Member Bonin’s Office

June 7, 2018

Planting Partner Organizations – Non-Government Organizations
Community Forestry Advisory Committee

ternally and with other Los Angeles departments/organizations. Questions centered on
evaluating existing roles, whether efficiencies could be gained internally or externally,
and whether changes to the overall urban
forest governance structure may help with
the urban forestry’s prominence and sustainability.

Interview Response Summary
Important outcomes of the operations questions revealed that departments responsible
for providing physical tree maintenance
(UFD and RAP) feel they are understaffed.
These departments understand that they are
not able to provide maintenance at industry
standards, and creatively stretch available
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funding to perform mostly reactive maintenance tasks. Departments and organizations
that perform planning and tree planting
roles indicate that staffing is not a large
issue, but that they see many inefficiencies
and ways that the governance structure
could be improved. All interviewees indicated that available budget was the primary
issue with their operation’s effectiveness.
2

Budget

Ten questions were designed to ascertain
departmental/organization budgets, their
adequacy, and overall sustainability. The
questions explored whether tree-related budgets are reliant on one source and
whether decision makers have identified
other sources of potential revenues. The
process for requesting budget increases was
assessed, and ways to leverage budgets,
such as relying on non-profits or other
means, were discussed.
Interview Response Summary
Interview responses indicated that the
primary urban forestry City departments
feel that they are significantly underfunded
and that the lack of funding prohibits their
effectiveness. The two largest City departments managing trees expressed significant
budgetary impacts. Lack of funding significantly affects UFD and RAP in terms
of staffing, equipment, and contracting for
basic urban forestry maintenance tasks.
Departments that focus on urban forestry
planning and grant funding indicated that

budget inadequacy is an issue, but that
they were providing alternative methods of
meeting expectations, including relying on
grant funding, not providing early project
plan checks for tree impacts, and using
non-urban forestry specialists to perform
day-to-day functions.
Non-profit organizations indicate that
their work is entirely funded by grants,
donations, and other sources, and that
their budgets vary year to year but provide
adequate funding for planned projects.
There was substantial focus on how many
trees are planted each year, with acknowledgement that there is only minimal tracking of whether the trees establish or not.
Interviewees all indicated that inadequate
budgets continue to plague Los Angeles
urban forestry sustainability and is a serious
problem that will need to be addressed.
Council Districts and the Mayor’s Office
indicated an understanding that budgets are
not at levels needed, but they also did not
indicate that significant urban forestry budget increases were the focus of near-term
priorities. Other important social issues,
including homelessness and graffiti removal,
along with planning for the 2028 Olympics,
seemed to be higher priorities.
3

Staffing

Three staffing questions were presented to
interviewees with a goal of determining
the quantity, quality, and effectiveness of
each department/organization’s staff. The

questions were targeted at learning whether
urban forest-related staffing was sufficient,
whether there were staff with necessary tree
and urban forestry expertise, and the level
of ongoing tree/urban forest training/continuing education.
Interview Response Summary
Staffing was indicated by most interviewees
to be an issue, with UFD and RAP indicating significant reductions in staffing from
their peaks and slow recovery, with staffing
at levels nearly half of what would be needed to provide maintenance at industry-standard levels. Staffing within the planning
and management departments was less of
a concern to interviewees, who indicated
that their departments were adequately
staffed or could be augmented by minimal
staffing with urban forestry expertise. Staff
experience and qualifications within each
interviewee’s organization was considered
appropriate for current functions, but there
were comments about other City departments and organizations, which indicated
a lack of confidence. Ongoing training and
incentivizing tree worker and supervisor
continuing education has been offered for
several years with mixed success and participation.
4

Policies

Seven questions in this category probed
whether interviewees understood and could
define what urban forest policies governed
their daily operations. The questions fur-
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ther explore whether the policies are relevant, result in a sustainable system, are
consistently applied, are effective, and are
enforceable. Specific questions included
whether fines for illegal tree damage are adequate and if there were changes to the tree
protection policies that they would support.
Interview Response Summary
The City’s policies and regulations were
understood by most interviewees, who
expressed doubt that the policies were
appropriate, included adequate penalties to
reduce tree impacts or incentives to preserve
trees, or were applied and enforced consistently. Adequate staffing was indicated as
one issue related to application and enforcement of tree-related policies. Interviewees
differed by department or organization
regarding whether changes to the tree protection policies were needed. Departments
charged with project review indicated that
additional staffing would enable them to
better apply existing policies. Planning-related departments and organizations indicated that enforcement of the existing policies was seriously lacking, citing examples
of tree removals that resulted in little or no
fines or other ramifications.
1

Long-Term Urban Forest
Management Planning

Five questions within this category focused
on understanding the recognition by interviewees that the City’s urban forest and its

management are considered to be far below
industry standards. The questions revolved
around whether interviewees think that Los
Angeles’ urban forest should be managed
to achieve “world class” status—that is, an
urban forest that is sustainable, provides
maximum benefits, and is protected and
maintained at levels at least consistent with
industry averages. One of the important
questions in this category was related to
the timing for Los Angeles’ urban forest to
achieve world-class status.
Interview Response Summary
All interviewees responded that Los Angeles
should strive to create a world-class urban
forest. Most of +the interviewees suggested that it was not a feasible goal without
significant changes in the available urban
forest funding, staffing, tree protection
policies, and public education. Interviewee
opinions on the timing for achievement of
a world-class urban forest varied from 20
years to 50 years.

Interview Response Conclusions
These interviews were an important process
for the consulting team’s overall understanding of the current Los Angeles urban
forest management structure. The interview
process provided a first-hand view of the
governance structure and of the individuals
involved in urban forestry protection; planting, pruning, and removal; policy making;
and funding.

Interview feedback revolved around common themes, including lack of funding and
staffing, successes in tree planting and tree
pruning (stretching available dollars), lack
of strategic planning, and a desire to obtain
a world-class urban forest. Lack of vision,
strategy, and cohesive urban forest leadership emerged as major areas for improvement. In many ways, the various entities
that are influenced by or influence the
urban forest work in silos with infrequent
communication and coordination. There
also appears to be a level of duplication and
redundancy in urban forest roles, particularly for tree planting services. This may
be a result of, or necessitated by, current
budget constraints.
Los Angeles’ urban forest system follows
a decentralized approach to urban forest
management. It is doubtful that this structure is by design, given that urban forestry
strategic planning has not been an integral
component of the City’s tree management
approach, which appears to be more reactive than strategic. Sometimes, dispersing
urban forestry tasks among multiple departments can raise the prominence of urban
forestry and result in urban forest management efficiency. With few exceptions,
however, a decentralized system does not
achieve these outcomes within Los Angeles,
and urban forestry appears to be an afterthought at most levels of City government.
City executives have not shown an appreciation for the value of urban trees and the
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urban forest services, as evidenced by the
requests for sustainable funding, that to
date, have been largely ignored.
Trees should be part of the initial consideration during project planning so trees are
avoided in design and preserved. As relayed
by the interviewees, trees are considered
late in the project planning process, if at all,
when tree protection is no longer an option
and mitigation is the only path forward.
Tree protection is a vital component of a
sustainable urban forestry program, but
was not consistently addressed by interviewees, who primarily focused on the lack
of tree maintenance and the self-described
robust tree planting programs.
All interviewees agree that a sustainable
urban forest is desired and that achievement
will require major changes to the current
governance structure, its funding, and its
processes for planning and managing the
urban forest. The consulting team concludes
that following the most common urban
forestry sustainability models provides an
opportunity to evaluate the various aspects
of the City’s urban forest and compare it
with industry standards. This comparison
will shed light on the areas where Los Angeles will need to provide focused attention
to improve the urban forest and its management structure to at least an industry average level, with an ultimate goal of achieving
a world-class urban forestry program.

UNMAINTAINED TREES CAN POTENTIALLY CAUSE INTERRUPTIONS AND LIABILITY IN OTHER CITY
SERVICE AREAS SUCH AS UTILITIES, STREET MAINTENANCE, OR PUBLIC RIGHTS OF WAY.
There are numerous areas that are not
functioning sustainably, and as a result, are
hindering the City’s urban forestry achievement and management, but starting the
UFMP process is shedding light on these
gaps. Funding, preparing, and beginning to
implement urban forestry goal achievement

will rapidly improve the City’s sustainability
scores, resulting in a healthier urban forest
and substantial increases in real tree benefits for every Los Angeles citizen.
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12.0 WORKING GROUP MEETINGS
An urban forestry Los Angeles First Step
Working Group was established to bring
together the urban forest leaders, decision
makers, advocates, funders, and community
representatives. The working group members included representatives from the following City departments, non-government
organizations, and other entities:

Federal and State Agencies
CAL FIRE
U.S. Forest Service

City of Los Angeles Government
Board of Public Works
Bureau of Engineering – Sidewalk Division
Bureau of Sanitation
Bureau of Street Services – Urban Forestry
Division
City Plants
Community Forestry Advisory Committee
Council Districts 3, 5, 11, 13, 14, and 15
Department of Building and Safety
Department of City Planning
Department of Recreation and Parks
Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
Office of Mayor Eric Garcetti

Non-Government Organizations
A Cleaner Greener East Los Angeles
Climate Resolve
Koreatown Youth and Community Center
LA Conservation Corps
Los Angeles Beautification Team
Natural History Museum
Neighborhood Council Sustainability Alliance – Trees Committee
North East Trees
Studio MLA/Grown in LA
Theodore Payne Foundation
TreePeople

Project Consultants
Dudek – Urban Forestry Division
Urban Forest Innovations, Inc.

Working group meetings occurred once per
month from February through November
2018. Meetings were well-attended and participation was facilitated through breakout
sessions and smaller group discussions that
were integrated into the larger group setting
toward the end of each meeting.
Working group meetings were invaluable
for many reasons. The meetings brought

together the City’s leading urban forestry
constituents for lively discussion on focused
study areas concerning the City’s urban forest. In addition, the working group members’ collective institutional knowledge was
shared with the consulting team as part of
the information transfer process. The meetings also resulted in working group member
communication and relationship building
that would not likely have occurred absent
these focused, monthly urban forestry gatherings.
Table 10 provides a summary of the working group meeting dates and the topics
discussed.

Working Group Meeting Topic
Summaries
Meeting 1 (February 2018): The kickoff
meeting included relationship-building
exercises and a discussion about whether
Los Angeles needs a UFMP. The discussion
focused on numerous reasons why Los
Angeles needs a UFMP, including the lack
of defining goals and objectives, lack of
strong urban forest leadership, and serious
funding challenges. The conclusion was
that the City needs a comprehensive UFMP
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Date

Table 10
Working Group Meeting Details
Meeting Topic

example of path forward (Melbourne and
San Francisco), and industry reputation as a
leading urban forestry city (Melbourne, San
Francisco, and New York City).

February 8, 2018

Kickoff – Discuss Why Los Angeles Needs an Urban Forest Management Plan

March 8, 2018

Public Survey Design and Selection of Comparison City Analysis

Meeting 3 (April 2018): At the third meet-

April 12, 2018

Mapping Urban Forest Actors in Los Angeles

May 10, 2018

Developing a Vision Statement

June 14, 2018

Most Pressing Issues Facing Los Angeles’ Urban Forest

July 12, 2018

Dudek Presents Findings on Task 1

August 9, 2018

Expanding and Maintaining Los Angeles’ Urban Forest – Brainstorming Key Growth Strategies

September 13, 2018

Tree Inventory – Status and Needs

October 11, 2018

Financing the Urban Forest – Examining Funding Sources and Structures

November 8, 2018

Looking Ahead – Maintaining Momentum for a Full UFMP

ing, focus was placed on determining who
is responsible for various urban forestry
activities. The conclusion was that there
are many actors dispersed throughout City
departments and non-government organization partners who have a role in urban
forestry management. Section 10 includes
a summary and chart of the various actors
responsible for Los Angeles urban forestry
management.

due to the lack of an overall urban forest
management strategy, a declining urban
forest canopy, governance structural issues,
budgetary and staffing deficiencies, and lack
of urban forestry prioritization.

Meeting 2 (March 2018): At March’s
meeting, Dudek presented an urban forestry public survey to be used to gain public
input. The draft survey of 18 questions was
provided to the working group, and members were asked to break into subgroups to
review the survey and provide comments.
Comments included ways to more clearly
ask questions, additional questions to obtain more specific information, removal of
questions, provisions for ranking responses,
and ways to make the survey meet scientific/statistical standards. The finalized survey
incorporated most of the comments and
edits, and was expanded to 22 questions.

A stronger urban forest public survey was
developed based on the Los Angeles-specific
insight of working group members.
The second portion of this meeting was
aimed at developing a list of cities that
could be used to select three comparison
cities for closer evaluation. It is useful to
compare Los Angeles to other cities that are
considered to have strong or developing urban forestry programs. The working group
developed a list of 13 candidate cities. From
the list of candidate cities, Melbourne, Australia; San Francisco; and New York City
were selected for direct comparisons based
on a variety of factors, including similarity
of climate (Melbourne), issues faced (Melbourne, San Francisco, New York City),
budgetary cuts and financing strategies (San
Francisco and New York City), size (New
York City), proximity (San Francisco), good

Meeting 4 (May 2018): The fourth meeting
focused on developing a vision statement
for the City of Los Angeles’ UFMP. The
working group brainstormed two-word descriptions of ideal urban forests as a lead-in
to vision statement development. The working group broke into subgroups and each
subgroup developed a Los Angeles-specific
vision statement and presented it to the
other subgroups. Common themes were apparent in the five vision statements, and the
working group voting indicated that one of
the vision statements was considered superior and can be used as the starting point for
UFMP vision statement development. More
information on the potential Los Angeles UFMP vision statement is provided in
Chapter 13, Recommendations.

Meeting 5 (June 2018): Discussion at the
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fifth meeting centered on identifying the
most pressing issues Los Angeles’ urban
forest faces. Subgroups were established
(Policy, Management, Holistic, Public
Engagement, and Equity) that developed
specific issues, probed why the issue exists,
and in some cases ranked the issues in order
of importance. The conclusion reached
was that there are many issues facing Los
Angeles’ urban forest that will need to be
resolved if the City desires a sustainable urban forest and the benefits that it provides.
These issues are discussed throughout this
First Step UFMP.

Meeting 6 (July 2018): Dudek provided
a presentation summarizing preliminary
findings from the department interviews.
The presentation provided a refresher on
urban forest sustainability, then included a
working group activity to take the Vibrant
Cities Lab’s Urban Forest Sustainability
Gap assessment. The presentation provided
a comparison of urban forestry components that are working versus those that are
not, and evaluated them in terms of their
sustainability. Included in the presentation
was a summary of the online public survey
results to that point, a brief overview of
comparison city data, and initial recommendations. The conclusion was that the initial
evaluations revealed that the City’s urban
forestry program is extremely unsustainable, is vastly underfunded, and manages to
accomplish basic urban forestry functions
through a diverse assemblage of partner-

WORKING GROUP MEMBERS ENGAGE IN A TEAM BUILDING ACTIVITY TO ENCOURAGE OPEN
COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION DURING THE FIRST STEP PLANNING SESSIONS.
ships, funding sources and techniques, but
compares unfavorably to even average
urban forestry programs.

Meeting 7 (August 2018): This meeting included a brainstorming of key urban forestry growth issues. The subgroups established
during the June working group meeting
were reconvened to address the specific
issues identified during that meeting. Each
group discussed the issues and developed
a list of potential solutions. This brainstorming session resulted in many feasible,
implementable solutions to Los Angeles’
urban forestry issues. These results should
be carefully examined during UFMP
preparation and goal establishment

exercises, and those found to represent
high-priority solutions that can be
achieved within a reasonable timeframe
should be integrated into the UFMP for
implementation.

Meeting 8 (September 2018): The top-ic
of an urban forest tree inventory was
discussed in detail, with each City entity
that currently has or at one point had tree
inventory data presenting the status. There
is no comprehensive tree inventory or tree
management software system available in
Los Angeles. There are at least five partial
inventories with varying tree characteristic
details, varying tree information relevancy
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(date, age), varying mapping accuracy, and
limited use for planning and goal generation purposes. The City would benefit
greatly from understanding its urban forestry assets. Basic urban forestry information,
including species diversity, tree conditions,
maintenance needs, calculated values and
return on investment, and vacant planting
spaces, are not known with useable accuracy. Portions of a UFMP can be completed
without the inventory, but it is impossible
to support and justify long-term goals and
achievement of the urban forest vision without a solid understanding of the trees that
make up Los Angeles’ urban forest. Further,
Cal Fire UFMP grants typically require an
inventory to be completed prior to or simultaneously as the UFMP.

Meeting 9 (October 2018): The October

Meeting 10 (November 2018): The last

meeting concerned financing urban forest
management and examining funding sources and structures in Los Angeles. The discussion sought clarity on how urban forestry is funded in Los Angeles, and provided a
report on the budgets of the comparison cities of Melbourne, San Francisco, and New
York City. Current funding levels for RAP
and UFD, and additional funding to Los
Angeles urban forestry efforts were provided. Funding comes from a variety of sources, with UFD being funded by the General
Fund; RAP funded by tax allocations,
facility revenues and grants, City Plants
being funding through LADWP, grants, and
donations; and BOS funding largely from
grants. The conclusion was that the City’s
funding is inadequate for a sustainable
urban forest and is not at levels needed for
meeting minimum
industry standards. Funding
should be from a
variety of sources,
but a significant,
stable revenue
sources must be
identified and may
include a special
tax, establishment
of a special district, or a general
obligation bond,
amongst others.

working group meeting was a recap of what
was learned and a discussion of what role
members can take as the UFMP process
begins. The last working group meeting was
a recap of what was learned and a discussion of what role members can take as the
UFMP process begins. Working group
members discussed what they had learned
through the First Step process and comments generally fell into broader categories
of deficient funding for urban forestry, the
complexity of how many City departments
interact with trees, and that a dedicated
group of urban forest stakeholders and City
staff exist that want to work collectively to
improve urban forest management in Los
Angeles. In reviewing the 10 month process, working group members were asked
to identify any issues that had not been
addressed in the meetings. The main identified issue was having immediate actions
that can be taken to improve the urban
forest while a tree inventory and UFMP are
completed. This lead into a discussion on
what actions individuals would be willing
to take to continue the momentum of the
working group. Overwhelmingly the group
responded that sharing the information
found in the First Step report with elected
officials, neighborhood councils, social media, and community members was the most
important action to take.

WORKING GROUP MEMBERS CONTEMPLATE URBAN FORESTRY ISSUES.
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13.0 ONLINE PUBLIC SURVEY
A total of 2,641 online urban forest public
surveys were completed. These surveys provide valuable input regarding the public’s
understanding of Los Angeles urban forestry. The intent of the questions was to gauge
the public’s priorities for urban forestry,
understanding of how the City manages
its urban forest, and the value the public
places on trees and the urban forest. The
highlights of the survey results of the survey
are illustrated in the graphs starting on page
74. The figure at right indicates where
survey responders reported their residence
zip code.

Method of recruitment and response
representative nature.
Potential respondents were invited to participate in the survey through a variety of
outlets, including prominently City Plants
listserve and social media posts, including
via Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Constant
Contact, Mail Chimp, and general emails.
More, several local and regional municipal
and nonprofit offices invited participation
through their listservses and social media .
In particular, several city council member
offices emailed the survey to constituents in
the City of Los Angeles, enhancing its

representative nature. See the image below for the number of survey
responses obtained from different
areas.
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Survey results.
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The questions of the survey can
be reduced to five categories – (1)
knowledge and importance of trees,
(2) aware of city tree management
(3)perceptions of how well the city is
managing trees (4) interest in engaging and supporting trees and (5) the
top ranked benefits of trees, threats
to trees, and perceived problems with
trees in a resident’s neighborhood.
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importance of trees, residents
rated their knowledge of trees
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trees were equally as important
as other forms of infrastructure
and that it was very important
for them to be protected or
replaced during construction
activities.
In terms of awareness of city
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more aware of that the city ‘manages
its trees’ generally and have staff dedicated towards this goal (~80%; 85%)
than they were of specific tree policies
and ordinances (~60).
3

In terms of how well the city manages
its trees, respondents indicated that
trees are currently being managed quite
poorly and that there is not enough
resources spent on trees. Many respondents felt there were not enough trees
on the streets and in the neighborhoods
of their neighborhoods.

4

In terms of respondents interest in future
engagement, most expressed interest in
assisting in initiatives and activities to
improve the urban forest on city or private property with a slight preference
for the latter.

5

In terms of the questions asking respondents to rank the top benefits of trees,
threats to trees, and perceived problems
in a resident’s neighborhood, it is difficult to make any determinations from
the survey results. The highest ranked
responses tended to follow what was
presented first on the list, which is
methodologically problematic. The
respondents ranked health as the most
important benefit, disease the most important threat to trees, sidewalks and
pavement cracking as the most important problem in their neighborhood,
and low canopy cover and funding as

the most important issues to be addressed in an UFMP.
In a linear regression exploring what factors
(of all those provided in the survey) might
predict interest in engaging in urban forestry initiatives on private property in the
future, several factors were roughly equally
significant in their predictive power, including urban forestry knowledge, seeing trees
as equally important as other infrastructure,
feeling there are not enough trees on your
own streets and in parks nearby and rating
trees as important to protect, sustain and/or
replace pre-during, and post development
and construction activities. Urban forestry knowledge was the strongest predictor
among these. Awareness that the city manages its trees and city policies, as well as
perceptions of how well the trees are being
managed were not significant predictors.
Interest in supporting similar activities on
city owned property showed similar results
except that those who were more aware of
city policies and ordinances expressed greater interest in engaging in activities with this
land-type in the future. Statistical models
can be made available upon request.
Activities and budget for outreach and
education. Inquiries to New York City and
San Francisco determined that outreach and
education funds were not always directly
displayed in an urban forestry management
budget. For San Francisco, a nonprofit
working closely with the city established a
campaign to support the initiative, using

Survey Participant Comments:

“

I would LOVE to see this
city truly value its trees,
especially mature trees,
over permits for builders,
litigious sidewalk issues,
tree root issues and other
issues that can be solved
with some thoughtful
compromises, new
technologies, or by just
saying no. We need our
urban forest now more than
ever and I feel the City’s
current policies very poorly
reflect that need. Educating
residents to the tremendous
value of trees will surely be
important as well.
Thank you!!

“
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unique fear-inducing imagery (trees falling
on the street), and repeated announcements
at public events providing the key messages. In New York City, initial and ongoing
outreach and educational efforts revolve
around a staff person organizing volunteer
citizen science activities across the city to
measure tree canopy.

•

Graph 13 – 72% of respondents expressed that their street did not include
enough trees

•

Graph 14 – 71% of respondents expressed that their parks did not include
enough trees

•

Highlighted survey results include:
•

Graph 1 – 98% of respondents are Los
Angeles residents

•

Graph 2 – Most respondents rate themselves as having some (69%) or substantial (21%) tree knowledge

•

Graph 3 – 80% of respondents consider trees equally as important as other
infrastructure

•

Graph 4 – 90% of respondents consider it very important to protecte trees
during construction

•

Graph 5 – 81% of respondents are
aware that the City manages its trees
with a 19% unaware

•

Graph 6 – 60% of respondents are
aware the City has urban forest ordinances, leaving 40% who are unaware

•

Graph 7 – 86% of respondents know
that the City maintains trees

•

Graph 8 – 50% of respondents consider
the City’s tree management as poor with
46% considering it acceptable.

•

Graph 16 – the most urgent tree activity
identified was maintenance (38%), with
tree planting (29%), and tree protection
(16%) rounding out the top three
Graph 17 – 49% of respondents stated
that they would be willing to participate
in initiaties to improve the City’s urban
forest with another 43% indicating
“maybe”

•

Graph 18 – 62% of respondents indicated they would be willing to participate
in activities to improve private urban
forest with another 31% indicated
“maybe”

•

Graph 19 – support for tree maintenance
and protection was as follows: new
policies would be supported by 33% of
responders, 16% would support development of a UFMP, and 15% would
support being able to plant trees in the
public right of way. Only 2% indicated
they supported new fines, fees, or taxes
to fund tree management.

•

Graph 20 – in contrast to Graph 19,
80% of responders indicated that the
City spends too few resources on tree
maintenance.

The final survey question provided an
opportunity for specific write-in comments.
The majority of these public comments
related to the following topics:
•

Planting native trees

•

Conflicts between trees and
development

•

Young tree care

•

Climate change

•

Urban forestry funding

In some instances, public comments astutely
analyzed an issue, while in other cases, the
public did not know about basic City urban
forestry features, like the free tree program.
Although some themes did emerge, it is evident by the wide range of written responses
that residents are not receiving a clear message on Los Angeles urban forestry issues.
Survey responders do have a strong desire
to see more trees planted, cared for, maintained, pruned, preserved, and protected,
and a willingness to help support the City
in achieving these goals.
Public understanding of Los Angeles’ urban
forest and its management policies varied
widely. Some informed citizens provided
written comments that seem to reflect the
general consensus of the urban forestry
stakeholders, as indicated in the survey
participant quotes on the previous page and
at the end of section 14.
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14.0 FIRST STEPS TO A SUSTAINABLE URBAN FOREST
The current Los Angeles urban forestry
program was analyzed using Vibrant Cities
Lab’s Community Assessment and Goal-Setting Tool (Vibrant Cities Lab 2018). Analysis of sustainability metrics; information
provided during working group meetings
and department interviews; and analysis of
policies, budgets, and programs resulted
in the recommendations provided below.
These recommendations encompass the
larger, systemic issues since they represent priority urban forestry weaknesses.
The themes of these recommendations are
leadership, funding, vision, and public
education. Additional recommendations
are briefly described following this section.
These additional recommendations are considered important, but are deferred to the
UFMP analysis for additional vetting and
development.

Leadership
Recommendation: Hire an urban forestry
coordinator who is experienced, funded,
and empowered to achieve important Los
Angeles urban forestry goals.
With Los Angeles’ governance structure,
the urban forestry coordinator must play a
key role in unifying and coordinating the

key urban forestry departments and staff.
Among the most important and over-arching responsibilities is ensuring that the
various departments, policies, programs,
and elected officials work in unison toward
reaching the City’s vision and goals, which
are currently not developed, but must be
detailed through the UFMP process. This
key coordinator position should function as
a “servant leader” who is recognized as the
director of the City’s urban forestry program, but who achieves success by ensuring
that all City urban forestry departments
and staff have the resources they need
to reach their urban forestry goals. This
requires a bottom-up approach, as opposed
to the traditional top-down approach. The
urban forestry coordinator should also lead
development of the City’s UFMP and implementation of UFMP strategies throughout
all City departments. The urban forestry coordinator should be a permanently funded
position that is a part of the City’s annual
budget without requiring annual justification.

Analysis of Current Condition:
City departments, nonprofit organizations,
and elected officials all manage different
City urban forest functions, either in-

dependently or through interconnected
responsibilities. Sometimes this leads to
effective partnerships, and other times
redundancies, competition, and mistrust.
Lack of centralized leadership has the positive affect of trees being a consideration in
various departments that may not otherwise
be directly related to urban forest management. The challenge is achieving continuity
in urban forestry standards, expertise, and
decision making with the many urban forestry departments and staff who are not all
centered on, and guided toward, a shared
vision. The current system functions at a
level that fails to achieve even basic sustainability tenets. The opportunities available
to change this situation are significant, but
implementation of the urban forestry coordinator position, the UFMP and associated
tree inventory, ongoing funding at industry-standard levels, and other important
urban forest opportunities must be carefully
designed and executed with a vision for
a vibrant, sustainable urban forest as the
end goal. Because there are large, complex
urban forestry tasks that need to be accomplished, and there is no single coordinator
who can work across departments and
organizations toward achievement of these
tasks, there is an identified need for this
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role. The City has funded this position and
will be seeking candidates, but it is recommended that a subset of existing City urban
forestry staff, preferably representation
from the First Step UFMP Working Group,
are included in the position’s search, interviews, and selection process.

Funding
Recommendation: Provide urban forestry
funding that is steadily increased to comparison city levels, which will significantly
close the sustainability gap.
The current City urban forestry budget of
$25.4 million represents only 30% to 40%
of the estimated $70–$80 million needed to
manage the City’s trees at a sustainable level. This is a significant increase in funding,
but is necessary for many reasons, including
reducing risk and maximizing benefits and
return on investment. Trees are important
components of the City’s infrastructure
and require ongoing management beyond
current levels. Continued deferral of the
needed management, planning, and actions risks significant future costs related to
urban forest rehabilitation from widespread
tree mortality and replacement.
The recommended urban forestry budget
increase is needed for improving currently
funded City actions, including pruning and
tree planting, but also implementing new
programs like young tree care and public
education. It is recommended that a munic-

pre-recession levels. This reduction in labor
immediately resulted in a significant tree
maintenance frequency impact (per departmental interview between UFD and Dudek/
UFI in June 2018).

ipal financing consultant conduct a detailed
analysis, guided by experienced urban
foresters, to determine what additional Los
Angeles urban forestry funding sources
are available. This process can be initiated
immediately, and is considered the highest
priority in terms of urban forest sustainability achievement.

Department of Recreation and Parks
As with UFD, RAP staffing levels were
reduced in the 2007-2009 recession and
have not been restored to pre-recession levels. RAP is provided a designated funding
stream established by City charter, but this
does not guarantee that funding is directed
toward RAP’s urban forest management
programs. Additional financial stress was
placed on RAP when City policy was revised to require RAP to pay for water it receives from LADWP, which has reduced its
park tree management ability. (per departmental interview between RAP and Dudek/
UFI in June 2018).

Table 11 provides the current funding for
major tree-related tasks, and the estimated
financial need.

Analysis of Current Condition:
Urban Forestry Division
After the 2007–2009 recession, funding
for the City’s UFD was drastically reduced,
but the department’s basic functions were
expected to continue at pre-recession levels.
Staffing was reduced by two-thirds, and has
only recently recovered to roughly half of

Table 11
Current vs. Estimated Needed Urban Forestry Budgets
UFD
UFD
RAP

RAP

Fiscal Year
2018/2019 Funding
(millions)

Estimated Need
(millions)

Fiscal Year
2018/2019 Funding

Estimated Need

Total Budget

$21.6

$55–$65

$3.8 million

$16–$20 million

Tree Planting

$0.8

$3.5

1 Crew

6 Crews

Establishment Care

$0.4

$3.3

1 Crew

6 Crews

Tree Trimming

$4.2

$18.6

1 Crew

6 Crews

Dead Tree/Stump
Removal

$0.5

$2.2

1 Crew

6 Crews
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Tree Planting
The City makes a minimal tree planting
investment by allocating roughly $800,000
from the general fund for this purpose.
The majority of City-related tree planting
is dependent on LADWP funding the City
Plants program. Almost all young tree care
is supported by grants from non-profit
organizations and BOS. Minimal funding
is provided to City Plants for marketing
the City’s free tree program and educating
residents on proper tree selection, planting, and maintenance practices. The tree
planting budget will need to be considerably increased to support the anticipated
UFMP’s goals for canopy cover and benefit
optimization. Reliance on LADWP and
grants will continue to be a part of the tree
planting funding, but additional funding
from these or other sources will be necessary for replacing lost trees and expanding
the urban forest. Comparison cities spend
considerably more on tree planting than
Los Angeles. Using them as a baseline, the
City tree planting funding will need to be an
estimated $3.5 million, with the additional
LADWP funding through City Plants and
leveraged non-profit grants for a sustainable
tree planting program.

Vision
Recommendation: Create an Urban Forest
Management Plan.
The City of Los Angeles must have a clear
vision, plan, and measurable goals for

its urban forest. The tool that has been
specifically designed for this purpose is
the UFMP. This First Step to a UFMP
process has benefited from commitments
and energy invested by Los Angeles urban
forest stakeholders. This First Step UFMP
has taken the first step toward preparing a
UFMP. This First Step UFMP’s preparation
included strategic UFMP component discussion, analyses, and documentation. Much
of this information can be directly placed
within a UFMP or repackaged for inclusion.
This First Step UFMP required more than
10 months of effort by more than 60 urban
forestry stakeholders, and will facilitate
UFMP preparation by identifying the top
urban forest issues and challenges, providing guidance where additional analysis is
necessary, and focusing efforts on building a
sustainable urban forest and closing the gap
between Los Angeles’ current scores and its
goal sustainability scores.

Analysis of Current Condition:
No current City planning document outlines a vision, goals, and objectives for the
City’s urban forest. In addition, no previous
or current elected official has presented a
vision for Los Angeles’ urban forest or an
implementable plan. The Los Angeles City
Council adopted a motion on November
30, 2016, to create an urban forest management plan (Council File 15-0467-S6), but
there has been no measurable movement
toward a UFMP until this First Step UFMP
was championed by City Plants.

The advocacy efforts of non-profit organizations, along with dedicated urban forestry
professionals and stakeholders, has led to
improvements in Los Angeles’ urban forestry management practices, but has failed
to address the City’s larger systemic urban
forestry issues. Despite these challenges,
through dedicated staff and stakeholders,
urban forestry work has successfully moved
forward and the City has maintained a
basic level of functionality, albeit far short
of industry standards. The urban forestry
stakeholders, guided by a somewhat loosely
defined goal to help disadvantaged communities, has moved forward with efforts to
enhance canopy cover where needed most,
and has been successful in obtaining significant tree planting grant funding. These successes have been critically important for the
City’s urban forestry program, but appear
to have detracted from a more strategic
approach to urban forest target setting and
goal achievement. It has allowed decision
makers to defer addressing urban forestry
deficiencies to a later date, accumulating
deficiencies year after year.

Recommendation: Complete a street tree
inventory and invest in a tree management
software application.

Tree Inventory
Although it is not mandatory that a tree
inventory be completed prior to initiating a UFMP, there are critically important
analysis and UFMP sections that, in the
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absence of accurate inventory data, cannot be completed. Looking into the urban
forest’s future requires an understanding of
the existing urban forest. Without a solid understating of the current status, it is
almost impossible to envision what changes
are needed, what the roadmap to an optimal condition looks like, and what actions
will be needed to get there. A comprehensive street and public facility tree inventory
is essential for understanding the urban
forests’ current status, including ecological
benefit values, appraised value, health and
structural condition, species and relative age
diversity, distribution, maintenance needs,
hazards, and hardscape and infrastructure
issues. The inventory must meet industry
standards in terms of data type and quality,
and is most reliably collected by trained
field arborists using a consistent tree attribute collection format.
Tree Management Software Application
In addition to tree inventory data collection, urban forest management requires the
assistance of a tree/urban forest management application/software. This is particularly true for a city like Los Angeles, which
manages approximately 1 million trees. The
ability to quickly and easily query the urban
forest database for specific tree information
and mapping is a powerful tool. The importance of tracking and easily recalling work
histories for every tree cannot be understated in terms of risk management. Day-to-day
activities are easily managed and tracked

with these programs. Short- and long-range
planning relies heavily on these tools, as
they enable urban foresters/planners to
understand tree-related issues, where they
are occurring, and where there are trends,
and from that information, to develop
fact-based planning. UFMP goals are more
easily developed and achieved with the use
of a tree management software application.

used a tree management application since
having abandoned its previous system over
a decade ago. RAP has successfully used its
tree management application (TreeKeeper),
recently updating to Version 8. This tree
management application enables RAP basic
urban forestry planning and management
functions that are useful for carrying out
daily tree-related tasks.

Analysis of Current Condition:

Urban Forestry Coordinator Role
Managing the completion of a tree inventory and preparation of a UFMP requires
a primary coordinator and cooperation
by virtually all Los Angeles urban forestry
stakeholders. To ensure progress is made
toward completing an inventory and UFMP,
the urban forestry coordinator position
should be filled as envisioned by this First
Step UFMP, and a stakeholder working
group should continue to meet on at least a
quarterly basis.

Currently, Los Angeles has several tree
inventory databases, none of which are
considered complete, current, or inclusive
of industry standards. Of these tree datasets, RAP’s is considered the most useful.
Further, RAP was recently awarded a grant
to complete an inventory update, which will
be a comprehensive tree inventory with industry-standard data fields. This same type
of inventory must be provided for the City’s
street trees.
For tree management applications, there is
no City-wide, uniform application in use
except Navigate LA. Navigate LA was often
referred to during interviews by City department staff as their tree inventory. Navigate LA is not considered a tree management application, but is a reasonable tool
for viewing 1996 tree locations with very
little in terms of tree attributes and no current tree information. Navigate LA would
not enable meaningful urban forest tree
analysis, querying, valuing, or the related
UFMP goal setting activities. UFD has not

Public Education
Recommendation: Provide a uniquely treebased public education campaign.
An estimated 90% of the urban forest,
or some 10 million of Los Angeles’ trees,
are located on private property (analysis
of McPherson. et al. 2011). Clearly, Los
Angeles residents have taken advantage of
the City’s favorable growing weather and
the large variety of tree species it supports.
This vast quantity of trees suggests that a
majority of citizens place some value on
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Garnering the attention and shaping the
views of residents about their urban forest,
both public and private, will require a funded outreach effort. The City must implement a large-scale, ongoing marketing and
education campaign to help residents understand the true benefits of trees, introduce
them to tree industry vernacular and basics,
and provide reasons for them to value trees
and the urban forest as a necessary, but
beautiful component of the City’s vibrancy
and livability. A City-wide education effort
should be distinctly tree based and on a
similar scale to the “Save the Drop” water
conservation campaign to begin changing
the public attitude toward trees and lack
of tree knowledge and appreciation. The

campaign’s message should be crafted by
Los Angeles urban forestry and marketing
experts for high impact, user-friendliness,
resonating concepts, and delivery approach
and methods. Initial ideas include “Save
the Shade,” “One Canopy,” or adoption
of other nationally marketed tree outreach
messages.

Analysis of Current Condition:
A consistent quantity of tree and urban
forestry information is shared with the Los
Angeles public through various non-profit organizations, City Plants, and other
tree-related entities. While most of the basic
information on how to plant, water, and
prune trees is the same, the messages lack
a unifying theme that resonates with the
average resident. This has led to a public
advocating for different priorities for Los
Angeles’ trees and elected officials following
suit, without being focused toward goals
generated by scientific evaluation of the
urban forest and moving toward a sustainable condition. The existing approach
does not help mitigate the misperceptions
and negative connotations associated with
trees in Los Angeles, which include that
trees are too expensive, are disruptive, are
maintenance nuisances, or are not valued
by the City. For example, some actions by
UFD have resulted in residents receiving
an unintended message that trees are not
valued and are easily removed to accommodate development. UFMP goals must

address changes in the tree removal application process so that, ideally, developments
are designed to avoid trees, where possible,
and options to preserve trees are thoroughly explored prior to the approval of a tree
removal permit.

Survey Participant Comments:

“

For such a green thinking
city we lack severely in the
actual ‘green’ department.
Let’s change the nation’s
view of Los Angeles as a
concrete jungle to something
we can all be proud of.

“

them, most likely related to landscaping
aesthetics. Whatever the reason, there are
many opportunities to leverage the privately
owned urban forest and its many benefits
with Los Angeles’ citizens. It is recommended that public valuation of trees and the
urban forest is explored at greater depth
during the UFMP process. It is also recommended that the 10 million tree estimate
is validated, which may occur as part of
the non-profit Los Angeles urban forestry
group Tree People’s canopy cover analysis,
expected to be completed in early 2019.
The results of that analysis must be integrated into the UFMP and used to establish
canopy cover goals at the City and more
focused levels, with priority given to equitable canopy distribution.
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15.0 FIRST STEPS TO A UFMP
This First Step to a UFMP is only the first
step. Additional steps to be completed prior
to or concurrently with the formal UFMP
preparation are listed below. Table 12 lists
tasks that can be completed prior to completion of the UFMP.

Step 3: Conduct a tree inventory prior to
or coinciding with the UFMP; will require
budgeting up to approximately $2.8 million to $3.0 million (estimate provided by
professional tree inventory company).
•

Step 1: Fill coordinator position.
•

Define the position as a coordinator
who is empowered to make change
within urban forestry.

•

Include a committee of cross-department representatives in interview and
selection process.

•

Recognize that the person hired will
need to have extensive experience working in a large city with complex urban
forestry issues, actors, and policies.

Step 2: Budget for an Urban Forest Financing Study to be completed by a
qualified financial analyst working with
the UFMP consultant.
•

Professional analysis of funding sources

•

Focus group effort for support

•

Comprehensive study is estimated to
cost up to $200,000 (based on San
Francisco financing study costs)

Professional inventory with consistent
data

Step 4: Fund the purchase of a reliable,
proven tree management software application.
•

Reputable and stable company

•

Proven product in multiple cities with
large tree inventories

•

Customizable for City’s preferences

•

Cloud-based, robust mobile capability
so City crews can update tree data when
maintained

•

Work tracking

•

ESRI GIS compatible

•

Estimated cost is between $25,000 and
$300,000 (or more, depending on type)
plus annual licensing fees

•

Must include comprehensive training
and adequate hardware to ensure ongoing utilization

Step 5: Budget for a comprehensive UFMP
and provide a near-term timeline for its
completion.
•

Estimated cost: $400,000 (estimated
hours of professional urban foresters needed to complete a Los Angeles
UFMP in comparison to the efforts
needed to complete UFMP’s in other
cities).
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Table 12
Actions that Can Be Accomplished Prior to the UFMP
Vibrant Cities Lab Metric

Priority

Goal

1

Assessment of Publicly Owned Trees
– Inventory

Complete GIS tree inventory that includes detailed tree condition and risk ratings.

2

Inventory Management System

Systemic comprehensive inventory system of entire urban forest with information tailored to users and supported by mapping in municipalitywide GIS system. Provides for change analysis.

3

Tree Canopy Cover Assessment

Complete, detailed, and spatially explicit, high-resolution Urban Tree Canopy (UTC) assessment based on enhanced data (such as LIDAR) –
accompanied by comprehensive set of goals by land use and other parameters. As described for “Better” rating and all used effectively to
drive urban forest and green infrastructure policy and practice municipality-wide and at neighborhood or smaller management level.

4

Assessment of Trees on Private
Property

Bottom-up sample based assessment, as well as detailed UTC analysis of entire urban forest, including private property, integrated into
municipality-wide [multi-agency] GIS system. LIDAR and hyper-spectral imaging most helpful.

5

Trees Acknowledged as Vital
Community Resource

Urban forest recognized as vital to the community’s environmental, social, and economic well-being.

NEW SURVEY TECHNOLOGIES USING DRONES EQUIPPED WITH LIDAR CAN GREATLY REDUCE THE TIME AND COST OF COLLECTING CITYWIDE URBAN FOREST DATA.
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16.0 ROADMAP TO UFMP AND BEYOND
The information in Tables 13 and 14 provides additional UFMP roadmap steps toward a sustainable urban forestry program that can begin
immediately if appropriate resources are allocated to these efforts. The action items listed are in various states of initiation and completion
in the City, with the majority of the actions requiring significant work efforts to achieve their successful completion.
Table 13
Actions that Can Be Accomplished during UFMP Preparation
Vibrant Cities Lab Metric

Priority

Goal

1

Develop Urban Forest Management
Plan

New or recent urban forest and green infrastructure management plan that targets public and private tree planting and protection based on
assessment of anticipated benefits and ensures these benefits are distributed equitable among neighborhoods.

2

Forestry Plan Integrated into Other
Municipal Plans

All agencies whose goals are served by urban forestry practices, participate in creation of forestry plan, and commit to designated roles and
responsibilities.

3

Engage Residents in Planning and
Implementation

Proactive outreach and coordination efforts by municipality and non-government organization partners resulting in widespread citizen involvement and structured engagement among diverse neighborhood groups.

3

Engage Large Private Landowners
and Institutions

Tree management plans developed with input from community, and public access to the property's forest resource.

3

Green Industry Embraces Goals,
High Standards

Shared vision and goals and extensive committed partnerships in place. Solid adherence to high professional standards, and commitment to
credentialing and continuing education.

4

Tree Establishment and Maintenance

Comprehensive tree establishment plan provides concrete guidance on most of the following criteria: site selection, age class, diversity of species, native plant choice; planting protocols [e.g. minimum soil volumes, soil conditions]; young tree care, including region appropriate irrigation
requirements. Includes provisions and funding for maintenance.

5

Assessment of Publicly Owned
Natural Areas

Management plan focused on sustaining and, where possible, improving overall ecological structure and function while facilitating appropriate
public use. Plan should consider impacts on contiguous natural areas [open space corridors] outside the community's borders.

6

Management of Publicly Owned
Natural Areas

Management plan for each publicly owned natural area focused on sustaining and, where possible, improving overall ecological integrity (i.e.,
structure and function) – while facilitating appropriate public use.

7

Urban Wood and Green Waste
Utilization

Comprehensive plan and processes in place to utilize all green waste one way or another, to the fullest extent possible.
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Timeframe

Goal

Table 14
Actions that can be Accomplished After UFMP Preparation
Vibrant Cities Lab Metric

Short

Tree Protection Policy and
Enforcement

Integrated municipality-wide policies and practices to protect public and private trees, consistently enforced and with penalties sufficient to
deter violations.

Short

Align Municipal Departments

Municipal policy implemented by formal interdepartmental/interagency working teams on all municipal projects.

Short

Policies that Foster Good Urban
Forestry on Private Lands

All relevant municipal policies require or incentivize adherence by private owners to standards incorporated in the plan. Incentives and sanctions
applied when appropriate.

Short

Tree Risk Management

Policies and ordinances in place to minimize tree damage and removal on commercial developments and public capital. Protection measures
conform to ANSI A300 standards and ISA best management practices. Includes “better” but with TRAQ-qualified contractors on City projects.
Educate tree care companies and public about importance of TRAQ qualifications.

Medium

Environmental Equity

Equitable planting and outreach at the neighborhood level is guided by strong resident involvement in low canopy/high need areas. Residents
participate actively in identifying needs for their neighborhoods, planning, implementation and monitoring.

Medium

Use of Native Vegetation

Native species are widely used on a project-appropriate basis in all areas; invasive species are proactively managed for eradication to the full
extent possible (subject to species diversity limits based on Los Angeles’ low native tree species numbers).

Medium

Urban Forestry Program Capacity
[Applies to in-house and contracted staff]

Team has and will in the future achieve all goals of the urban forest management plan, to maintain the resource over time, and adapt management as circumstances change.

Medium

Municipality-Wide Urban Forestry
Funding

Sustained, long-term funding from multiple municipal, regional and/or state agencies, along with private sources to implement a comprehensive
urban forest management plan, and provide for maintenance and adaptive management as circumstances change.

Long

Canopy Cover

The existing canopy is >75%–100% of desired – at individual neighborhood level as well as overall municipality.

Long

Relative Performance Index by
Species

Six most common species have higher RPI scores than the average of all species in community.

Long

Monitoring

Monitoring adheres to the standards and protocols established by the Urban Tree Growth and Longevity network.

Long

Growing Site Suitability

All trees planted on sites with adequate soil quality and quantity, and with sufficient growing space and overall site conditions to achieve their
genetic potential and thus provide maximum ecosystem services. Where growing conditions are poor, guidance provided on how to improve soil
volume, quality, other factors.

Long

All Utilities Work within Municipality Employ Best Management
Practices

Utilities are included in informal municipal teams that communicate regularly and collaborate on a project-specific basis.

Long

Cooperative Planning with Other
Municipalities

Widespread regional cooperation resulting in development of regional urban forestry strategy.
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SECTION 17.0: ADDITIONAL GOAL ACHIEVEMENT RECOMMENDATIONS

ADDITIONAL GOAL ACHIEVEMENT
17.0 RECOMMENDATIONS
The additional recommendations in Table 15 were developed as part of the First Step UFMP, but could not be thoroughly vetted within the
constraints of the First Step UFMP’s scope. Many of these recommendations will become objectives or action items within the UFMP. They
should be thoroughly analyzed and incorporated into the UFMP.

Topic

Table 15
Additional Recommendations Requiring Vetting During UFMP Analysis
Areas of Further Exploration During UFMP Process

Bureau of Street Services Standard Planting Details

Review existing details to ensure they are consistent with current industry standards.

City Plants

Determine where City Plants can be most effective within the urban forestry governance structure.

City Plants and Bureau of Sanitation

Explore the roles City Plants and Bureau of Sanitation should fulfill in City tree planting, and whether they may function better as one
unit within one department.

Equitable Tree Canopy Coverage

Use canopy cover study results to develop a strategy to raise the canopy cover in the most vulnerable communities.

Guaranteed Tree Fee

Measure the effectiveness of this ordinance against the sustainability metrics standards for tree preservation to determine if any
amendments are needed.

Guaranteed Tree Fee

Determine if the fee adequately reflects the lost environmental and economic value of the tree using industry-standard methods for tree
evaluation.

Guaranteed Tree Fee

Provide transparency in the application of the fee through public notifications, a timeline, and a publicly accessible map or database.

LADWP Residential Shade Trees

Options for further verification and oversight of this portion of the program is needed to determine its effectiveness.

Protected Tree Ordinance

Revise the protected tree ordinance to include a wider variety of trees based on species, size, location, and/or other metrics.

Protected Tree Ordinance

Adopt a methodology for tree valuation that meaningfully captures the lost benefits/services of the native and other trees to determine
mitigation measures.

Protected Tree Ordinance

Evaluate the current replacement ratio with a methodology that would inform appropriate tree replacement values.

Recreation and Parks Open Space Tree Management

Explore how to properly manage the trees that exist outside of the irrigated footprint within City parks.

Recreation and Parks Urban Forest Program

Review the program to ensure it reflects current best management practices and is aligned with the UFMP vision.

Sidewalk Repair Program

Determine the number of possible future tree removals to understand potential impact on canopy cover and loss of environmental
benefits.

Sidewalk Repair Program

Expand efforts to preserve trees that provide high levels of environmental, economic, and social benefit.

Sidewalk Repair Program

Evaluate the 2:1 replacement ratio to ensure a net positive impact on canopy cover following a methodology that replaces canopy cover
on a faster timeline.
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Topic

Table 15
Additional Recommendations Requiring Vetting During UFMP Analysis
Areas of Further Exploration During UFMP Process

Sidewalk Repair Program

Determine feasibility to plant trees where canopy is low and benefits would have a higher net impact.

Sidewalk Repair Program

Transfer the financial responsibility for planted trees throughout their lives, including any damage they cause to public or private
property, to the City.

Street Tree Master Plan

Develop a Street Tree Master Plan.

Street Tree Protection

Ensure the penalties for illegal tree removal and illegal pruning are strong enough to act as a deterrent.

Street Tree Protection

Create an enforcement policy and provide additional enforcement resources that makes it feasible for the prosecution of offenders.

Tree Establishment

Determine the appropriate mix of UFD, RAP, and contractors/non-profits to provide establishment care in the most cost effective manner.

Tree Planting

Determine what the stocking rate should be to meet an established canopy cover goal.

Tree Pruning

Evaluate if all City street tree pruning should be accomplished by UFD, and potentially remove the Los Angeles Fire Department and
LADWP from street tree pruning (except in emergencies).

Tree Pruning

Evaluate the appropriate mix of contracted and City staff tree pruning to maximize efficiency in services and cost effectiveness.

Tree Removal

Create a tree removal strategy to remove all current standing dead trees that will lead to annually removing all dead trees.

Tree Species Selection Guide

Ensure the species selection guide is based on trees that will be appropriate for Los Angeles’ changing climate and increased pest activity, reflect biodiversity and sustainability goals, and accounts for the spacing limitations for tree planting in disadvantaged communities. Adopt guide as single standard for all City programs.

Urban Forest Policy

Review the policy to ensure it reflects current industry standards and is aligned with the UFMP vision.

Adaptive Management Strategy

Implement an adaptive management strategy for urban forestry to ensure a continual process of improving management practices and
policies by learning from the results of previous policies and practices.

Biodiversity Report

Determine how to best incorporate biodiversity goals with best urban forest management practices.

City Urban Forestry Web Sites

Consolidate urban forestry web pages such that they provide consistent messaging, valuable urban forestry policy information, tree
facts, and an easy to use interface.

General Plan

Inclusion of urban forest related topics should be directly derived from the UFMP, interspersed throughout the General Plan, and also
include a specific section guiding policies and goals.

Sidewalk Repair Program

Generate a one-page report on each tree removal documenting with photos the need for removal and why preservation was not an
option.

Sustainable City pLAn
Resilient Los Angeles

Goals set in these plans are derived from a UFMP based on a complete street tree inventory and canopy cover analysis to ensure factually based goals and strategic objectives.

Tree Establishment

In the near-term, decrease tree planting numbers and direct those funds to tree establishment. Long term, ensure resources are available to provide establishment care to increase success toward UFMP goals.
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APPENDICES

DEPARTMENTAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
The six universal questions and themes
department interviewees will be asked are
as follows:
VISION
1.
How do you envision Los Angeles’
urban forest in 20 years?
2.
What steps are needed to get there?
CHALLENGES TO THE URBAN FOREST
3.
What are the greatest challenges
facing Los Angeles’ urban forest?
OPPORTUNITIES FOR THE URBAN FOREST
4.
What opportunities do you think
exist to better sustain and enhance Los
Angeles’ urban forest?
PARTNERSHIPS
5.
How might the City’s management
help you (or your organization) sustain and
enhance Los Angeles’ urban forest?
6.
What contributions might you (or
your organization) be able to make to sustain or enhance Los Angeles’ urban forest?
In addition to the 6 general questions for
each stakeholder, the following Specific
Questions will be asked:
OPERATIONS
What are the various tree and urban forest
related functions of your Department/Office?

How does your Department/Office interface with other Departments that manage
trees? Is there frequent communication or
is it only occasional?
Are there aspects of your tree-related duties
that are inefficient, cumbersome, or overkill
or could otherwise be improved?
Do you have suggestions for improving
your/the Department’s/Office’s role in tree
management?
In your opinion, would an alternative tree
management governance structure be
desirable to improve the focus, effort, and
priority of the urban forest?
BUDGET
What is your annual tree management
related budget?
Does your budget rely fully on general fund
allocations?
Have you identified any alternative sources
of tree management related funding? Do
you need additional staffing or other resources to pursue additional funding?
In your opinion, is your annual tree related
budget sufficient? If not, approximately
how much additional budget is considered
necessary to carry out existing responsibilities? What estimated additional budget
would be necessary to achieve “world class”
urban forestry management levels for your

department/office?
What is the process for requesting additional funding? When was the last time a
budget increase was requested? What was
the result?
Do you rely on non-profits or other organizations to complete all or a portion of your
Department’s responsibilities? Does this
system work effectively and can/should it
be expanded?
STAFFING
In your opinion, is your department’s/office’s tree related staffing sufficient? If not,
approximately how many more staff members are considered necessary?
Do you have the necessary tree expertise in
your department/office to effectively execute required tasks?
Is urban forest/arboriculture training provided to all tree-related staff positions?
POLICIES
What procedures/policies define your urban forestry/tree related work?
In your opinion, are existing policies considered appropriate for efficient and sustainable tree management?
Are the existing policies appropriate for
achieving your department’s/office’s goals?

Are the existing policies routinely applied?
Are they ever ignored because they do not
work for some situations?
In your opinion, are the existing fines for illegal tree pruning, cutting, or other impacts
sufficient?
Would you support changes to the tree
protection ordinance, including the fine
amount?
Do you have ideas for improving the tree
protection ordinance?
LONG TERM URBAN FOREST MANAGEMENT PLANNING
In your opinion, is it important for the City
of Los Angeles to move toward achievement of a “world class” urban forestry program that is recognized around the world
as a shining example of sustainability and
tree benefit maximization?
In your opinion, what key changes are needed for LA’s urban forest and/or its management to reach a “world class” status?
In your opinion, what timeframe is reasonable for LA to reach a world class urban
forest status?
In your opinion, what are the biggest obstacles/challenges to LA’s urban forest being recognized as a dynamic, well-managed, funded,
and sustainable resource (world class).
In your opinion, what are the biggest opportunities regarding LA’s urban forest and
achievement of this status?
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Minimum Data Collection Attributes for CAL
FIRE Grant-Funded Urban Tree Inventories

Stems.
- The number of stems a tree has will be
recorded.

Mapping coordinate.
- X and Y coordinate locations (latitude
and longitude). Each tree and planting
site will be located using GIS and/or GPS
equipment.

Condition.
- In general, the condition of each tree
will be recorded in one of the following
categories adapted from the rating system
established by the Intern ational Society
of Arboriculture:
• Excellent 100%
• Very Good 90%
• Good 80%
• Fair 60%
• Poor 40%
• Critical 20%
• Dead 0%

Block side.
- The location of each street tree and
planting site so that they can easily be
identified for future work. Street trees and
planting sites will be located using a street
name, side of lot, tree number, and block
side information (on street, from street,
and to street).
Location.
- The tree’s physical location in relation to
public Right of Way and/or public space
will be recorded.
Species.
- Trees will be identified by genus and species, and by common name.
Diameter.
- Tree trunk diameter will be recorded.
This should be to the nearest 1-inch.

Maintenance need.
The following maintenance categories (or
similar approved by CAL FIRE prior to
collection) will be collected:
1. Priority 1 Removal. Trees designated for
removal have defects that cannot be cost-effectively or practically treated. The majority
of the trees in this category will have a large
percentage of dead crown, and pose an elevated level of risk for failure. Any hazards
that could be seen as potential dangers to
persons or property and seen as potential
liabilities CAL FIRE Urban & Community

Forestry 18/19 California Climate Investment Grant Guidelines Page 66 of 72 would
be in this category. Large dead and dying
trees that are high liability risks are included in this category. These trees are the first
ones that should be removed.
2. Priority 2 Removal. Trees that should be
removed but do not pose a liability as great
as the first priority will be identified here.
This category would need attention as soon
as “Priority One” trees are removed.
3. Priority 3 Removal. Trees that should be
removed, but that pose minimal liability to
persons or property, will be identified in
this category.
4. Priority 1 Prune. Trees that require priority one pruning are recommended for
trimming to remove hazardous deadwood,
hangers, or broken branches. These trees
have broken or hanging limbs, hazardous
deadwood, and dead, dying, or diseased
limbs or leaders greater than four inches in
diameter.
5. Priority 2 Prune. These trees have dead,
dying, diseased, or weakened branches between two and four inches in diameter and
are potential safety hazards.

6. Large Tree Routine Prune. These trees require routine horticultural pruning to correct structural problems or growth patterns,
which would eventually obstruct traffic or
interfere with utility wires or buildings.
Trees in this category are large enough
to require bucket truck access or manual
climbing.
7. Small Tree Routine Prune. These trees require routine horticultural pruning to correct structural problems or growth patterns,
which would eventually obstruct traffic or
interfere with utility wires or buildings.
These trees are small growing, mature trees
that can be evaluated and pruned from the
ground.
8. Training Prune. Young, large-growing trees
that are still small must be pruned to correct or eliminate weak, interfering, or objectionable branches in order to minimize
future maintenance requirements. These
trees, up to 20 feet in height, can be worked
with a pole-pruner by a person standing on
the ground.
9. Stump Removal. This category indicates a
stump that should be removed.
10. Plant Tree. During the inventory, vacant
planting sites will be identified by street and
address. The size of the site is designated as
small, medium, or large (indicating the ultimate size that the tree will attain), depend-

ing on the growing space available and the
presence of overhead wires.
Clearance Required.
Trees, which are causing or may cause visibility or clearance difficulties for pedestrians or vehicles, will be identified, as well as
those trees blocking clear visibility of signs
or traffic signals.
Hardscape Damage.
Damage to sidewalks and curbs by tree
roots are noted. Notes on potential fixes
for the problem are encouraged (redesign
options etc...)
Overhead Utilities.
The inventory indicates whether overhead
conductors or other utilities are present at
the tree site that could result in conflicts
with the tree. CAL FIRE Urban & Community Forestry 18/19 California Climate
Investment Grant Guidelines Page 67 of 72
Grow space.
The area within the growing space is categorized as:
• T-Tree Lawn
• W-Well/Pit
• M-Median
• P -Raised Planter
• O-Open/Unrestricted
• I –Island
• U-Unmaintained Area

Space Size.
The narrowest dimension of the Grow
Space, in feet. (I.e., 3’x3’ cut-out, 4’ parkway
strip, open parkland, etc...)
Notes.
Additional information regarding disease,
insect, mechanical damage, etc. can be
included in this field.

URBAN FOREST MANAGEMENT PLAN TOOLKIT STEPS

“

A man doesn’t plant
a tree for himself.
He plants it for
posterity.

“

ALEXANDER SMITH
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