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URBAN FORESTRY PROGRAM ASSESSMENT
Introduction and Purpose
San Antonio has long recognized the importance of the urban forest. It plays an integral role in San Antonio’s vitality.
Trees provide social, ecological ,and economic benefits and enhance the quality of life for San Antonio residents. As
the city grows and becomes more complex, trees become an important part of planning for a healthy future.
San Antonio is 300 years old, but up until recently our efforts
have been to preserve the existing forest around us as we
grow into it. As other cities have realized, replanting has
become an important part of urban forestry. San Antonio has
lost tree canopy and it is not just about preservation: it is
about re-forestation of the urban area.

What is an Urban Forest?
An urban forest encompasses all of the
community vegetation within the city.

As part of the SA Parks System Plan, this document provides an assessment of the urban forestry program and
provides recommendations and strategies for expanding the program.
The City of San Antonio has been a Tree City USA city since 2016. To achieve Tree City USA status, the City must meet
four core standards of sound urban forestry management:
·· maintain a tree board or department,
··

have a community tree ordinance,

··

spend at least $2 per capita on urban forestry, and

··

celebrate Arbor Day.

This program offers direction, assistance and national recognition for the community and a framework for sustainable
tree programs, initiatives, and ordinances. San Antonio is one of more than 3,400 communities that have made the
commitment to becoming a Tree City USA.
The first criteria for Tree City USA was met with the inclusion of a City Arborist and City Forester overseeing the
collection and expenditure of funds for planting and maintenance of new trees.
The second criteria of having a community tree ordinance
was met in 1997 with San Antonio’s first Tree Preservation
Ordinance which has been updated several times,
most recently in 2015. The ordinance, enforced by the
Development Services Department, requires preservation of
trees on sites as they are developed or fees for mitigation of
trees removed.
The third criteria, the spending of at least $2 per capita on
urban forestry, has been met in part by the collection of
monies paid into the mitigation funds supporting a $2.48
million tree fund in 2018, according to data reported to the
San Antonio City Council.
The fourth criteria, the celebration of Arbor Day, takes place
throughout the City. There are also many tree plantings,
tree giveaways, and other tree-centered events that occur
throughout the year, including a TREEcentinial Program to
add 300 trees at colleges and universities during the City’s
tricentennial celebration year.
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This SA Parks System Plan process has included many discussions with staff involved in planting and maintaining
trees, with staff involved in the regulation of the tree preservation ordinance, and with other departments. In addition,
public meeting and survey results were evaluated which showed a strong interest in maintaining trees in the city,
including planting trees in neighborhoods and preventing diseases in trees.

SA Tree Preservation Ordinance
The continual increase in development has put a strain on the existing
tree cover of the city. For that reason, the San Antonio City Council
adopted the Tree Preservation Ordinance in 1997 (Section 35-523 of
the UDC). The ordinance seeks to maximize tree preservation and
urban tree canopy. Meeting the ordinance:
·· Requires a tree permit to be obtained prior to any land
development in the city limits or extraterritorial jurisdiction
(ETJ)
··

Requires developers to submit tree preservation plans
showing how they will meet the requirements or pay a fee in
lieu

··

Is implemented by the Development Services Department of
the City

Tree Funds

SA Tree Preservation
Ordinance
Two funds were established
with the ordinance: the Tree
Canopy Fund and the Tree
Mitigation Fund.
These two funds are managed
through two city departments.
The funds are assessed and
collected by the City Arborist
and staff in the Development
Services Department while
the expenditure of the funds
is coordinated through the
City Forester in the Parks &
Recreation Department.

SA Tree Ordinance Tree Mitigation Fund Use: 35-523(o)(3) states:

“The funds collected from civil penalties and mitigation fees in the fund shall be utilized to pay for the planting
of trees, to include a maintenance period not to exceed three (3) years. Generated funds may be used by the city
forester to plant trees on public or private properties. Trees planted with mitigation funds shall not be used to
meet any municipal code requirements for preservation, mitigation, landscaping, buffers, streetscape or other
requirements. Trees planted with tree mitigation funds are considered mitigation trees as defined in appendix A
of the UDC. The funding of tree preservation including the yearly digital imagery and planting programs shall be
administered by the Parks and Recreation Department and City Forester. The Director of the Parks and Recreation
Department shall seek the advice of the Parks and Recreation Board in regard to the selection of projects to be
funded. A portion of the fund may be used, on an annual basis, to fund activities directed towards educating the
public on the importance of trees in the environment, ecological issues and pollution prevention.”
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SA Tree Canopy Investment Fund Use: 35-523(q)(3) states:

“The funds collected shall be utilized to pay for
the planting and maintenance of trees to include a
maintenance period not to exceed three (3) years.
Generated funds may be used by the city forester to plant
trees on public or private properties and the yearly digital
imagery to proactively enhance the city’s tree canopy
area. Trees planted utilizing funds from the tree canopy
fund are protected trees, and if approved to be removed,
shall be mitigated at 1:1 unless heritage size which are
mitigated at 3:1 (with the exception of species listed in
table 523-2 , column B, row 1 which will be mitigated at
1:1) and are to be maintained by the project applicant.
In addition, ten (10) percent of the funds collected will
be kept in a separate budget line to be used for any
litigation necessary in the enforcement of this section.
The program is to be administered by the Parks and Recreation Department. The Director of the Parks and
Recreation Department and the City Forester shall seek the advice of the Parks and Recreation Board on the
selection of projects to be funded.”
The strategy for utilizing these funds has included tree planting initiatives, community education, tree adoptions,
and tree partnerships. Funds available have grown from $240,000 in 2006 to over $2,400,000 in 2018, with
more than 88,000 trees planted. These funds are based on development in the City and ETJ.
Tree mitigation funds require that trees be planted and maintained by City staff on City-owned public properties
including parks, trails, natural areas, public buildings and other such properties. The City also partners with
outside agencies to plant trees on public lands not owned by the City such SARA properties, creeks, greenway
trailheads, public golf courses, and other public sites. Trees are also currently planted on private property but
under limited programs. The Urban Forestry Program has recently
developed projects such as the Neighborhood Tree Program and
collaborated on others such as Under One Roof to facilitate the
City of Dallas
integration of new trees on private property. These trees are
Code text:
maintained by the property owners.

Goals of the Program
Why are trees important? Trees provide social, ecological, and
economic benefits. These include air pollution reduction, water
quality enhancement, and urban heat island mitigation. They
provide habitat for wildlife, increase public health and increase
property values. The goals of the program are to increase these
benefits to the City.

VISION
Place the urban forest as a high priority with respect
to the quality of life and the environment of San
Antonio. To add tree canopy, manage existing tree
canopy, enhance and maintain recently planted trees,
and generally protect vegetation in the City. Provide
education both internally to city staff and externally
to the public at large.
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“The director shall administer
the reforestation fund to
purchase trees to plant on
public property, to create an
urban forest master plan and to
update it periodically, to fund a
staff position for managing and
directing the fund for planting
and forest education, or to
acquire conservation easements
or wooded property. A minimum
of 50% of all funds provided
for each fiscal year must be
available to planting trees on
public property or to acquire
conservation easements or
wooded property.”
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Recommendations and Strategies
1.

Code and Institutional Changes

··

Expand the use of funds for conservation easements or
to buy property to increase or preserve the urban tree
canopy. This will require a change in the UDC (Uniform
Development Code). Other cities including the City
of Dallas allow their tree funds to be used for these
expenditures.

··

Identify and coordinate on other ordinances that might
need to be modified with respect to trees.

··

Explore changes (increases) to mitigation fees amounts
associated with tree removal to preserve more existing
trees.

··

Ensure that all capital improvement projects look at
opportunities for tree planting, above what is required by
code, early in the design process. Every project should
identify opportunities as part of the site design. Additional
trees can be added to capital improvement projects and
paid for under the tree funds. Those trees may be planted
by the contractor for the project who will be paid for labor
and materials or by city staff. Scoping meetings for all City
projects should include a discussion of all things related to
trees (tree save areas identified and recorded on plats, for
example). Trees are not typically considered early in the
planning process.

··

Better coordinate with other departments and review
standard details and specifications for construction with
respect to improvements near trees (example: hand
pruning of roots during sidewalk construction).

Frisco, Texas Urban
Forestry Board
The Urban Forestry Program is
led by a board of volunteers.
that advise the City Council on
the promotion, improvement
and protection of the urban
forest. The board’s mission is
to provide wise stewardship
and leadership to ensure that
the protection of existing
trees and to encourage proper
selection, planting methods and
maintenance of new trees in
order to continually enhance the
quality of life in Frisco.
The board seeks to increase
community understanding of
the value of the urban forest
and takes responsibility for the
education and publicity of those
values. Members participate
in a variety of educational
initiatives in cooperation with
local elementary schools, the
Boys’ and Girls’ Clubs and other
groups throughout the city.

2. Additional Tree Planting Goals
··

Further coordination with groups promoting good arboreal practices.

··

Continue to plant trees in public areas and look for every possible opportunity to plant in public lands
including cemeteries, police stations, areas within the R.O.W., senior and community centers, disc golf
courses, and any other site that might be appropriate.

··

Continue to work with the City’s Sustainability office in formulating a Street Tree Strategic Plan.

··

Place more urban trees in pocket parks - look for potential sites both in the public and private realm
that could result in greater socio-economic impacts on the immediate surrounding area.

3. Management of the Program
··

Consider establishing an Urban Forestry Board (or a sub-committee of the Parks Board) to direct
programs with an associated non-profit organization that can collect and distribute funds outside of
the monies paid into the tree funds for other purposes such as education. This could relieve the Urban
Forestry staff of some of the management responsibilities they now have and let them get back to what
they want to do: plant trees.
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··

··

Consider developing an Urban
Forestry Master Plan (see City of
Austin’s Urban Forest Plan) to be
updated every 5 years with an
established vision, general and
educational goals, plans for future
staff additions (new or current
positions to be filled), and avenues
for the training and recognition of
new staff and volunteers.
Better monitor the distribution
of trees in the tree giveaway
programs to know where they
are going (track zip codes
of participants). This may be
accomplished by a web presence
(asking for videos or photographs
of your tree: How is it? Where is
it?), a form or subscription, or even
using self-addressed stamped
postcards for return to the City
asking recent recipients how their
trees are doing.

CASE STUDY:
Society of Municipal Arborists
The Society of Municipal
Arborists is a group of
municipal arborists, urban
foresters and others
concerned with the promotion
and protection of tress. Their
mission is: “The Society of Municipal Arborists builds
the confidence, competence, and camaraderie of
professionals who manage trees and forests to create
and sustain more liveable communities.” The Society
offer programs including an exchange program,
conferences, and publications. They strive to promote
and improve the profession, support investigation of
problems, and to promote awareness.
The SA Parks System Plan includes recommendations
promoting coordination between groups and education
of the public.

CASE STUDY:
Cool Schools Tree
Planting and Education
Program
This program between the Los
Angeles Department of Water
and Power partnered with the Los
Angeles Unified School District to
plant trees around school buildings
to make classrooms cooler and
provide a more comfortable
environment while using electricity
more efficiently. The program also
engaged at-risk youth to plant the
trees and educate students.
The SA Parks System Plan includes
recommendations to expand
partnerships for tree planting and
to educate young people on the
importance of trees.
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··

E xpand tree planting programs, particularly to underserved
neighborhoods and properties.

··


Better
monitor the survival rate of trees in the tree
giveaway programs to know how they are doing.

··


Urban
Forestry Inventory analysis has been performed
since the 1920’s. The Texas Forest Service has provided
fixed plots where data is analyzed for a quantifiable
inventory of trees in the City. This important information
provides a data set for the City Forester to track and assess
the urban forest as the City expands.

··


Provide
resources for staff to track and assess the resource
of our urban forest and to assess disease, drought and
other potential factors that may harm the urban forest. This
could include the assessment of each park in the City once
a year, particularly in areas where there are consequences
of the loss of tree canopy, such as those trees shading a
playground. This assessment could be integrated with the
overall city tree inventory.
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4. Education
··

Coordinate with arborist groups to promote
arboricultural practices.

··

Educate citizens on the value of trees through
expanding programs with community partners.

··

Educate citizens on the care of trees, particularly
trees associated with tree giveaways.

··

Offer Urban Forestry courses and expand citizen
forestry courses.

··

Expand courses such as adult education forums on
planting and maintaining trees.

··

Work with the City Arborist and Development
Services to expand landscape industry courses
on proper pruning techniques and other technical
courses.

5. Green Corridors
··

Designate certain areas of R.O.W by City Council as
Green Corridors. This could be modeled similarly to
the City of Houston where green corridors enhance
the beauty of both R.O.W.s and adjacent properties
in high visibility corridors similar to the Gateway
Corridor Ordinances in San Antonio.

6. Promotion

CASE STUDY: TreePhilly
TreePhilly (a program of the Philadelphia
Parks & Recreation Department)
developed their website as a user-friendly
portal to provide general tree information
and resources. The site offers information
on the benefits of trees, care of trees,
invasive pests, where to get a free tree,
etc. Visitors can share their tree story and
upload pictures to the website and their
submissions are posted by the website
team. This interactive approach creates a
site that makes it easy for visitors to find
everything they need to know about trees
suitable for their area.

··

Develop a website dedicated exclusively to Urban
Forestry.

··

Enhance the City’s 311 app so that it has the ability
to report tree issues. Currently, the app does not
enable or support reporting dangerous trees, tree
health, damaged trees on public property, etc.

7.

Partnerships

··

Identify or develop a non-profit organization to collect additional funds (as mentioned above). This could help
maintain a certain level of funding through varying economic conditions as the fund is currently dependent
on the continuing expansion of the City. This could also allow the City to provide equipment and training to
other groups for maintenance and light pruning of public properties. The partner organization could provide
storage for tools, event management, and other active promotion of urban forestry.

··

Expand partnership opportunities for planting trees. This also provides education opportunities for schools.

··

Develop expanded relationships with the courts via restitution and community service programs for
probationers and juvenile offenders to plant trees and rid parks of invasive species.

··

Inform neighborhood and community organizations on all opportunities to increase tree planting, particularly
in underserved areas of the City.

··

Develop volunteer training on maintenance, hand pruning, etc. and expand programs currently coordinated
with the Master Naturalists, etc. This could include volunteers leading others during events.

The SA Parks System Plan includes
a recommendation for the Parks &
Recreation Department to develop a
dynamic user-friendly website for the
Urban Forestry division.

8. Maintenance
··

Educate and train maintenance staff (or outside contractors) to preserve existing and new trees on public
property. For example, mowing contractors should be aware of tree guards, maintaining mulch rings, and
watering pans or bags around trees. “No mow Areas” could also help to preserve the investment of forestry
in parks.

··

Train staff on removal of invasive species (identification and proper removal techniques).
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