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Executive Summary 
Grand Rapids’ urban forest offers significant economic, environmental 
and quality of life benefits to our community.  A canopy of 85,000 to 
100,000 public trees beautifies our parks, streets, and neighborhoods.  

Trees also enhance property values, reduce storm water runoff, remove 
pollutants and carbon dioxide from the air, and save energy costs. 

 As Grand Rapids strives to create a more sustainable community, we need to 
manage our urban forest as a key green infrastructure investment.  With a present 
canopy cover of 34.6%, well within reach of the 40% canopy target recommended 
by American Forests, we have a solid foundation on which to build. 

 Critical issues facing the urban forest in Grand Rapids include canopy threats 
such as development, invasive species, and diseases.  In addition, insufficient 
data about the City’s public trees, inadequate Forestry Division funding and 
staffing, lack of community support and involvement, and the current economic 
climate challenge our capacity to manage this resource adequately. 

 Addressing these critical issues will require taking advantage of opportunities, 
including leveraging the growing awareness of and interest in environmental 
issues, integrating urban forest issues with key City priorities such as Green 
Grand Rapids, and involving new partners, including residents, neighborhood 
associations, and funders. 

 The blueprint for the future of Grand Rapids’ urban forest includes a vision, 
guiding principles, and goals. 
 
Vision 

 Grand Rapids’ urban forest is a thriving financial, environmental, and 
quality of life asset to the City. 

 Grand Rapids’ urban forest program has broad public support. 
 Grand Rapids’ Forestry Division is recognized for its proactive approach, 

responsiveness to citizens, expertise in addressing urban forest issues, 
and effective use of resources. 

 
Guiding Principles 

 Our urban forest represents a significant infrastructure investment that 
provides critical economic, environmental, and quality of life benefits. 

 We can increase the return on our investment in public trees through a 
proactive approach to tree maintenance. 

 Community support from individuals and organizations providing 
advocacy, volunteer assistance, and funding, is crucial to the success of 
our forestry program. 

 Since a majority of the trees in Grand Rapids are on private property, it is 
critical for the City to involve residents in maintaining and enhancing our 
urban forest. 
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Goals 

 Adopt a 40% urban canopy goal, 
 Develop a database of information about the City’s urban forest, 
 Enact public policy changes to maximize incentives for tree preservation 

and planting, 
 Provide adequate personnel and budget resources to ensure effective, 

proactive functioning of the Forestry Division, and 
 Increase public awareness and involvement as the foundation for 

developing broad public support for urban forest issues. 
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The Planning Process 
In October 2008, the City of Grand Rapids Urban Forestry Committee 
created a task force charged with developing an urban forest plan for the 
City.  Task force participants included:  

  Landon Bartley, Planner 
  Rosalynn Bliss, City Commissioner 
  Pat Bush, Public Works Director 
 * Dotti Clune, Social Issues Research Consultant 
  Rick DeVries, Assistant City Engineer 
  Jay Fowler, Downtown Development Authority Executive Director 
 * Vic Foerster, West Michigan Tree Services 
 * Karen McCarthy, Consumers Energy 
 * Bob Paasche, Forestry Supervisor 
 * Jay Steffen, Director of Parks and Recreation 
  Greg Sundstrom, Acting Deputy City Manager 
 * Darrell VanderKooi, Streets and Sanitation Superintendent 
  Lee Weber, Dyer-Ives Foundation 

  * Members of the Urban Forestry Committee 
 
 The Urban Forestry Plan Task Force met six times between November 2008 
and March 2009.  They focused on the development of a strategic plan 
emphasizing broad direction and goals.  The Task Force sought to develop a 
plan that will: 

 Make the case for a strong urban forest component, from financial, 
environmental, and quality of life perspectives, 

 Outline a vision for the City’s urban forest, including an urban forest 
canopy goal, 

 Include steps to involve the community and address urban forest issues, 
from both public and private property perspectives, 

 Include steps for getting the information needed to create a management 
plan, e.g.,  an inventory of street and park trees, 

 Integrate into the Green Grand Rapids plan, and 
 Focus on these goals for the next one to three years. 

 
 The group agreed to develop the plan without involving an outside urban 
forestry consultant, but with the understanding that consultants may be involved 
in assisting with the implementation of the plan and/or with developing a 
subsequent management plan. 

 The Task Force’s discussions focused on the history and current situation of 
the Grand Rapids urban forest, critical issues and opportunities, an urban forest 
vision, principles to guide the City’s approach to its urban forest, and goals and 
strategies. 
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Introduction:  The Urban Canopy 
Cities have traditionally managed individual trees in the public domain for 
their care, health, and replacement.  It followed that tree resources were 
assessed primarily as a cost factor, and their management relegated to a 

low priority.  Over the years, many cities have experienced significant declines in 
tree canopy due to inadequate maintenance and planting efforts.  For each tree 
planted in U.S. cities, four urban trees are dying—leading to a 21 percent 
increase in the tree deficit over a 10-year period, according to American Forests.  
www.americanforests.org/resources/urbanforests/treedeficit.php and www.americanforests.org/news/print.php?id=120 

 In recent years, cities around the country have begun to place increasing 
emphasis on greening, sustainability, and environmental issues.  In this context, 
the perspective has shifted from an emphasis on individual trees to an 
understanding of the multiple values inherent in the urban forest as a whole – 
that the urban forest, in fact, plays a significant role in addressing high-priority 
sustainability issues by reducing storm water runoff, removing pollution and 
carbon dioxide from the air, and saving energy costs.  More cities are now 
focusing on maximizing the benefits from the City’s investment in its urban forest, 
i.e., generating the greatest possible environmental, financial, and aesthetic 
return on this green infrastructure investment. 

 Cities with pro-active approaches to urban forest issues view their tree 
resources collectively as a valuable asset to be managed in a way that optimizes 
its benefits.  This management approach involves:   

 Assessing the current state of the urban forest, 
 Minimizing loss of mature trees, 
 Identifying tree replacement goals and implementing plans for achieving 

these goals, 
 Educating and involving residents in enhancing the urban forest, 
 Maximizing incentives for private property owners to preserve existing 

trees and plant new trees, and 
 Involving City departments, nonprofit organizations, and utility companies 

in collaborative efforts to optimize the urban forest. 
 

Value of Tree Resources 
 

• A single street tree returns thousands of dollars of direct benefits e.g., reducing 
storm water runoff and treatment costs, reducing pollution, increasing pavement life, not 
including aesthetic and social benefits.  Examples include:   
 Trees absorb the first 30% of precipitation through their leaf systems.  A typical 
medium-sized tree can intercept as much as 2,380 gallons of rainfall per year.  

 Trees cool city heat islands by 10-20 degrees, thus reducing ozone levels and helping 
cities meet air quality standards required for federal highway dollars. 

 Streets with little or no shade need repaving twice as often as those with 30% tree cover. 
 

• Large trees return five times the average annual net benefit of small trees.  
 

Sources:  22 Benefits of Urban Street Trees,Dan Burden,Glatting Jackson,  Walkable Communities, Inc.; Fact Sheet 
#4:  Control Stormwater Runoff with Trees, Center for Urban Forest Research, USDA Forest Service; Trees Make 
Dollars and Sense, Home Depot Foundation; Midwest Community Tree Guide, USDA Forest Service.  
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Grand Rapids Urban Forest 
Background 
Resources devoted to Grand Rapids’ public trees peaked in the 1970s 
and have been declining since then.  According to the City Forester: 

 Augmented in the 1970s through federal employment programs, Forestry 
staffing declined from 22 positions in the late 1970s to 12 positions in 2008. 

 Tree planting dropped from up to 2,000 trees annually in the 1970s to 500 
trees annually between 2000 and 2006.  This level of planting makes up 
for natural die-off; it fosters little growth in the urban canopy. 

 Tree maintenance declined from a seven to eight year pruning cycle in the 
1970s to little pruning in recent decades. 

 Services provided by the Forestry Division shifted from 80% proactive and 
20% reactive in the 1970s to 80% reactive and 20% proactive currently. 

 Municipal budget reductions have clearly played a role in the downward trend 
in forestry resources.  Unfortunately, as resources have declined, threats to the 
urban forest including drought conditions and invasive insects such as the 
emerald ash borer have escalated. 

 Grand Rapids’ sustainability initiatives have garnered national attention, including 
Fast Company magazine’s 2008 citation of the Grand Rapids as “America’s 
Greenest City.”  Unfortunately, urban forest issues have been largely absent from 
local efforts to address sustainability and environmental issues.  However, the Green 
Grand Rapids planning process is bringing much-needed attention to the vital role 
that trees play in the City’s financial and environmental well-being. 

 Several developments that occurred in 2007 and 2008 are indicative of growing 
attention to tree-related matters and have raised the visibility of urban forest issues.   

 The City established an Urban Forestry Committee to provide advice on 
urban forestry issues. 

 The City renewed its participation in the Tree City USA program of the 
National Arbor Day Foundation. 

 Participants in the Green Grand Rapids planning process identified trees 
as important components of the City’s efforts to become more walkable, 
greener, and more sustainable. 

 Several neighborhood groups initiated community-based street tree planting 
programs, with funding from the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, 
Dyer-Ives Foundation, and Grand Rapids Community Foundation. 

 The West Michigan Environmental Action Council launched its Save Your 
Ash! campaign, with funding from the Dyer-Ives Foundation. 

 Concerned citizens worked with the City to develop a pilot emerald ash 
borer treatment program. 

 The City appropriated dedicated funding to address the emerald ash borer. 
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The Current Situation 
Tree Canopy 
 In 2008, the Green Grand Rapids initiative contracted with Grand Valley State 
University’s Annis Water Resources Institute (AWRI) to conduct a study of the 
City’s tree canopy.  Building on AWRI’s findings, JJR Associates, the consulting 
firm managing the Green Grand Rapids initiative, provided additional analysis of 
canopy levels by land use categories.  Key findings of the study include: 

 Grand Rapids has a 34.6% tree canopy. 
 To reach a 40% canopy over the next 30 years, the City would need to 

plant an estimated 185,000 trees. 

 The analysis indicates that canopy percentages differ significantly among 
types of neighborhoods and land uses in the City. 

 The City center has the lowest canopy cover at 4%; while low-density 
residential areas have the highest canopy cover at 51%. 

 Canopy cover in the City center, commercial areas, and traditional 
business districts averages less than 10%. 

 Residential area canopy cover ranges from 34% in medium density 
residential areas to 51% in low-density residential areas. 

 Grand Rapids’ tree canopy compares favorably to that of other Michigan 
cities.  Among Michigan cities, urban forest canopy averages 29.7%.  However, 
the City lags behind the standard set by American Forests, which recommends a 
40% canopy to maximize the urban forest benefits for Michigan’s climate.  
Achieving a 40% canopy over the next 30 years will require planting an estimated 
185,000 trees. 
 

Current 
Canopy 
(2008) 

 
Total Acres in 
Grand Rapids 

 
Acres of 
Canopy 

Additional Acres of 
Canopy Needed to 
Reach 40% Cover 

Additional Trees 
Needed to Reach 

40% Canopy 
 

34.6% 
 

29,020 acres 
 

10,029 acres 
 

1,520 acres 
 

185,000 
 
Public Trees 
 The urban forest includes public trees—street trees and trees in parks, as 
well as, trees on privately-owned residential and commercial property.  For most 
cities, the majority of a community’s trees are on private property.  For example, 
street trees, those planted on the strip of land between the sidewalk and street, 
can comprise only 10% of a city’s urban forest. 
American Forests, www.americanforests.org/resources/urbanforests/treedeficit/php. 

 However, public trees play a critical role because they are a key indicator of 
the vitality of the urban forest and the environmental health of a city and its 
neighborhoods.  Grand Rapids has an estimated 70,000 to 80,000 public street 
trees and 15,000 park trees.  This figure is based on a rough count done in the 
late 1980s. 
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Management Resources 
 There is broad agreement that Grand Rapids’ forestry program lacks 
adequate staffing and financial resources to manage effectively the City’s urban 
forest.  Forestry staffing has declined from 22 in the late 1970s to 11 employees, 
with one unfilled position in 2008.  Although Grand Rapids is Michigan’s second 
largest city and the City is responsible for more than 80,000 public trees, the City 
Forester position includes significant non-forest related duties, primarily 
snowplowing. 

 The current annual Forestry Division budget is $1.3 million.  Funding comes 
entirely from revenues from state gas and weight taxes.  A portion of these taxes 
is allocated to municipalities under a state formula enacted many years ago.  The 
budget does not currently include any General Operating Fund support. 

 In 2007, the City increased its refuse millage to address the need to remove 
and dispose of ash trees infested with the emerald ash borer.  Funds derived 
from the millage can be used only for tree removal and disposal, not for replacing 
removed trees.  The millage increase should generate about $1.5 million over a 
three-year period. 

 Between 2000 and 2006, the Forestry Division removed approximately 500 
trees annually and planted roughly the same number each year.  Removals 
increased significantly in 2007 and 2008, with the City’s emerald ash borer plan 
calling for removing 1,000 ash trees annually.  Between May 2007 and 
November 2008, the City removed 1,200 ash trees.  In 2008, the City increased 
tree planting to 900 trees to address the ash tree removals. 

 The Forestry Division plants 1-1/2” caliper bare root trees.  It lacks 
appropriate equipment to plant larger trees.  Planting costs are approximately 
$91 per tree, including the cost of equipment, labor, topsoil, and the tree.  On 
average, 23% of newly planted trees do not survive and must be replaced. 

 The Forestry Division contracts services including ash tree removal and 
disposition, tree acquisition, and downtown area tree plantings.  The City handles 
tree planting related to street improvement projects such as combined sewer 
overflow projects as part of the contract for the street improvement work.  This 
generally involves larger trees than those planted by the Forestry Division. 

 Standard urban forestry practices call for regularly scheduled pruning, e.g., on 
a five to seven year cycle.  However, because of its limited staffing, the Forestry 
Division no longer has a pruning cycle.  As a result, a growing number of trees 
are lost to insects, diseases, and storm damage.  Also reflective of inadequate 
maintenance resources is that the Forestry Division’s work is primarily (80%) 
reactive, i.e., in response to citizen requests, rather than proactive.  Inadequate 
maintenance also increases the City’s liability related to hazardous trees. 
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Community Resources 
 Many cities around the country are benefiting from the involvement of 
community residents and organizations in helping to support urban forest 
initiatives.  Organizations such as Casey Trees in Washington, DC.; the 
Savannah (Georgia) Tree Foundation; the Sacramento (California) Tree 
Foundation; and TreeVitalize in Pennsylvania generate public awareness, 
involvement, and support through activities such as tree tours and educational 
programs, neighborhood-based tree planting initiatives, and volunteer-driven tree 
maintenance programs. 

 Some organizations, such as the Mary Elizabeth Street Tree Endowment in 
Providence, RI, provide funding to support city tree planting efforts.  These 
groups generate significant funding from local, state, and national sources 
including individual donors, local and national foundations, and government 
grants to support their urban forest work. 

 Grand Rapids does not have the benefit of a nonprofit organization or 
endowment focused solely on trees, but it has the potential to draw on the 
resources of other groups, such as the recently established Friends of Grand 
Rapids Parks, West Michigan Environmental Action Council (WMEAC), and 
neighborhood associations.  The Friends of Grand Rapids Parks could play a 
significant role in strengthening the significant portion of the City’s tree canopy 
that is located in City parks. 

 WMEAC, which leads the Save Your Ash! campaign, could be a valuable 
partner in the City’s urban forest efforts.  Neighborhood associations, including 
East Hills, Oakdale, and Ottawa Hills are already involved in tree planting 
initiatives and could play a much larger role, particularly in planting and 
maintaining street trees, as well as encouraging residents to plant trees on 
private property. 

 Grants from local foundations and from the Urban and Community Forestry 
Program of the Michigan Department of Natural Resources could augment 
funding for urban forest efforts in Grand Rapids.  For example, over the past 
three years, the East Hills neighborhood has raised nearly $40,000 from local 
foundations, the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, and residents for its 
tree inventory, planting, and maintenance projects. 

 Grand Rapids can also learn from other communities that have created strong 
working relationships with utility companies to strengthen urban forestry initiatives. 

 Ultimately, the success of the City’s efforts to create and maintain a thriving 
urban forest will depend on its ability to involve community partners—individuals 
and businesses, neighborhood associations, groups focused on the environment, 
and funders to generate broad support for urban forest initiatives.  Resident 
involvement is particularly important for two reasons:  first, the majority of trees in 
the City are on private property, and second, the City depends on residents to 
care for the street trees in front of their homes. 
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Critical Issues 
 Ongoing threats to the canopy 
• Continued development has reduced the City’s canopy. 
• The City may lose 10% to 20% of its large trees to diseases and 

invasive insects, i.e.,  emerald ash borer, asian longhorn beetle, oak 
wilt disease. 

• Lack of a pruning cycle results in increased tree mortality from storm 
damage. 

• Street construction projects result in loss of mature trees, but an 
increase in the number of trees. 

• Tree planting is not keeping up with losses. 
 

 Insufficient financial and personnel resources to maintain and enhance the 
urban forest 
• Inadequate budget for tree maintenance and planting 
• Inadequate staffing 

 
 Insufficient data about our public trees 
• Without an up-to-date tree inventory, it is difficult to: 

♦ Assess the status of the urban forest, i.e.,  age and species 
diversity, tree conditions and maintenance needs, 

♦ Prioritize tree maintenance and planting to maximize the 
effectiveness of the urban forest program, 

♦ Monitor the effectiveness of tree planting and maintenance activity, 
and 

♦ Make a compelling case for funding from local, state, and national 
funders. 

 
 Lack of community support and involvement 

 There are no organized, well-publicized opportunities for 
individuals, businesses, funders, and neighborhood organizations to 
become aware of and involved in urban forest issues, including 
providing advocacy and financial support. 

 
 Current economic climate 

 The economic recession has impacted the potential for funding 
from local, state, and national public and private sources, including 
government and foundation funding. 

 
Opportunities 

 We can leverage the growing awareness of and interest in 
environmental issues.  We can help people make the connection 
between trees and environmental issues and energy savings, as well 
as, the economic and quality of life benefits of trees. 
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 Urban forest issues are consistent with the City’s priorities. 
• Sustainability/Green Grand Rapids 

♦ Environmental benefits  
♦ Energy savings 
♦ Storm water retention 
♦ Walkability 

• Street reconstruction/combined sewer work 
• Maintaining property values and quality of life to retain homeownership 

base and attract new residents 
• Reforesting and beautifying parks. 

 
 Many resources are available to support urban forest initiatives. 
• Funders on the local, state, and national levels, i.e.,  foundations, 

government programs 
• Community residents and businesses 
• Utility companies 
• Community organizations, i.e.,  neighborhood associations, WMEAC, 

Friends of Grand Rapids Parks, universities, tree services, nurseries, 
garden centers, faith-based organizations 

• New technologies, i.e.,  tree inventory and mapping tools, technology 
support for communicating with the public, maintaining donor 
databases 

 
 The emerald ash borer infestation makes urban forest issues more visible. 

 
 We have a starting point:  the urban forest canopy study. 

 
 We have an experienced forestry crew. 
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A Blueprint for the Future 
A Vision for the Grand Rapids Urban Forest 

 Grand Rapids’ urban forest is a thriving financial, environmental, and quality 
of life asset to the City. 
• The tree canopy meets or exceeds recognized canopy standards. 
• The urban forest is diverse in both species and age. 
• The urban forest is a green trademark, recognized for its critical role in the 

City’s leadership on sustainability issues. 
• Public trees are proactively maintained to ensure public safety and to 

protect and enhance the City’s urban forest investment. 
 

 The Grand Rapids Urban Forest program has broad support from the public. 
• Residents, property owners, and businesses are educated about the value 

of the urban forest and involved in maintaining and enhancing the City’s 
tree canopy. 

• The City, in partnership with community organizations, offers a variety of 
opportunities for citizens to learn about urban forest issues and to provide 
financial and volunteer support to improve the City’s tree canopy, including 
tree planting and maintenance on both public and private property. 

 
 The Grand Rapids Forestry Division is recognized for its proactive approach, 

responsiveness to citizens, expertise in addressing urban forest issues, and 
effective use of resources. 
• The Division’s operational plan includes strategic priorities for tree planting 

and maintenance. 
• The Division enhances its urban forest program by accessing volunteer, 

financial, and technical assistance resources available locally and at the 
state and national levels. 

 
Guiding Principles 

 Our urban forest represents a significant infrastructure investment that 
provides critical economic, environmental, and quality of life benefits. 

 We can increase the return on our investment in public trees through a 
proactive approach to tree maintenance. 

 Community support from individuals and organizations providing advocacy, 
volunteer assistance and funding is crucial to the success of our forestry 
program. 

 
 

For every dollar a city invests in trees, it receives benefits of up to $3.74 
 

Trees Make Dollars and Sense, Home Depot Foundation 
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Goals 

 
Strategies 

Leadership, Potential 
Partners, and Timeline 

 
Adopt a goal of 
40% urban forest 
canopy 

 
 Incorporate 40% urban forest canopy goal in 
Green Grand Rapids plans 
 Identify canopy goals for specific land uses 

 
Planning Department, 
Landon Bartley 
Completion:  2009 

 
Develop a 
database of 
information about 
the City’s urban 
forest in order to 
develop prioritized 
maintenance and 
planting plans  

 
 Short term:  Develop a sample-based 
inventory profiling of several areas of the City 
and identify maintenance and planting 
priorities for each area. 
 Long-term:  Develop a complete inventory of 
the City’s public trees, as the basis for 
creating Citywide tree maintenance and 
planting plans 

 
Public Works, Pat Bush 
 
 
 
 
 
Completion:  First round of 
sampling, FY 2010 

 
Enact public policy 
changes to 
maximize tree 
preservation and 
planting incentives  

 
 Update the tree ordinance, planning and 
zoning policies, and other tree-related City 
policies, based on a review of the existing 
ordinance and policies and promising 
practices from other communities 

 
Planning Department, 
Landon Bartley 
Urban Forestry Committee, 
Dotti Clune 
Completion:  December 2009 

 
Provide adequate 
personnel and 
budget resources 
to ensure effective, 
proactive 
functioning of the 
Forestry Division  

 
 Devote 100% of the forestry supervisor 
position to forestry-related duties 
 Develop an urban forest management plan 
 Provide adequate funding to implement the 
management plan, including resources to 
support outside fund development and 
community/volunteer involvement  

 
City Commission, 
Rosalynn Bliss 
City Services, 
Greg Sundstrom 
Public Works, Pat Bush 
Completion of management 
plan:  2009-2010 

 
Increase public 
awareness and 
involvement as the 
foundation for 
developing broad 
public support for 
urban forest issues 

 
 Create opportunities for public education and 
volunteer involvement in urban forest issues, 
including tree tours, workshops, planting and 
maintenance projects 
 Create opportunities for public and private 
sector financial support 

 
Parks and Recreation, 
Tom Zelinski 
Urban Forestry Committee, 
Dotti Clune 
WMEAC, MSU Extension, 
Land Conservancy, 
Universities, Kent County, 
Foundations, Trade 
Associations (Arboricultural 
Society of Michigan, Michigan 
Nursery and Landscape 
Association) 
Completion:  2010 

 
Explore 
opportunities for 
increasing 
collaboration with 
other jurisdictions 

 
 Engage in discussions with neighboring 
municipalities and Kent County about 
collaborative efforts, including cost savings 
through joint efforts 

 
Public Works, Pat Bush 
Parks and Recreation, 
Tom Zelinski 
 
Completion:  2009 
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Grand Rapids Forestry Program 

 
1950s-1960s 
• Post WWII housing 

developments with tree 
planting requirements 

• Dutch Elm disease:   
Significant loss of trees,  
related costs 

 
1970s 
• Federal programs help 

fund personnel and street 
tree planting 

• Personnel:  Ice storm of 
1975 drew attention to 
tree maintenance 
issues—more forestry 
positions added 

• Planting:  City committed 
to replacing trees that are 
removed; 1,500-2,000 
trees planted annually; 
spring & fall plantings, 
new development 
plantings, target areas 

• Services:  80% proactive, 
20% reactive, with 7-8 
year pruning cycle 

 

 
1980s 
Personnel:  19 positions, 
including two forestry 
supervisors.  Supervisory 
staffing reduced to 1 position 
with both forestry and 
snowplowing responsibilities. 
 
1986 Tree Count:  67,000 
street trees and 15,000-
20,000 park trees (rough 
estimate) 
1989 Operational Review calls 
for added personnel, tree 
inventory, more staff training, 
updated policies & practices 
 
1990s 
• Forestry Division 

transferred from Parks & 
Recreation to Public 
Works, from general 
operating funding to gas 
funding 

• Forestry competes with 
streets, refuse, etc. for 
gas funds 

1980-1999 

 
Planting: 500 trees annually 
(+ 100-200 new/replacement 
trees in CSO street 
construction projects 
annually, 
resulting in net gain in tree 
numbers & diversity but loss 
of mature trees)  
 
Services:  Increase in 
service calls (result of 
reactive program, more 
avenues of communication 
for citizens) 
 
EAB - 2007  
• Ash trees inventoried 

(GIS); 7,000 ash street 
trees, 1,500 in parks and 
cemeteries   

• EAB plan developed, 
calling for removal of 
1,000 trees annually 

• EAB issues consume 
.50 position 

 

2000-2007 

 
Budget:  $1 million, plus 
$500,000 for ash removal 
and disposal (from refuse 
millage increase); no 
General Fund 
Personnel:  11 positions + 
vacancy and seasonals.  
(Tree acquisition, ash 
removal, downtown tree 
plantings contracted) 
Planting:  1,200 trees, 
including ash replacements 
Services:  80% reactive, 
20% proactive, no pruning 
cycle; 400 stump removals 
backlog 
Canopy study:  35% 
canopy in Grand Rapids 
EAB 
Pilot treatment program 
implemented (137 trees) 
1,200 ash trees removed in 
18 months (May 2007-Nov. 
2008), combination of 
infested trees and thinning 
Ash replacement plantings 
target areas of large-scale 
removal (Shawnee, Lyon, 
College) 

2008 1950-1979 

Declining Budgets, 
Reduced Personnel 

Service Shift from  
Proactive to Reactive

Continuing Canopy Loss 
(e.g., EAB, development) 
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Grand Rapids Forestry Program Background 
 
1950s-1960s 

 After World War II, many trees were planted in new developments (where 
tree planting was required) 

 Dutch Elm disease resulted in significant loss of trees and significant costs 
to address the disease and plant replacement trees 

 
1970s 
Personnel 

 Serious ice storm of 1975 drew attention to tree maintenance issues; as a 
result, forestry staffing was increased. 

 CETA and other federal programs provided funding for personnel 
 
Planting 

 City committed to replacing trees that were removed (at no cost to 
residents; previously residents had to pay for replacement plantings). 

 Federal funding (Community Development Block Grants) helped pay for tree 
plantings in neighborhoods (Heritage Hill, West Side).  Trees were planted 
wherever there was an 18-20” opening 

 1,500-2,000 trees planted annually (typically 1700-1800), with spring and 
fall plantings, new development plantings and target area plantings  

 
Services 

 80% proactive, 20% reactive, with 7-8 year pruning cycle (late 1970s) 
 

1980s 
Budget cuts… 
 
Personnel 

 19 positions (FY 1981), including two forestry supervisors 
 Supervisory staffing reduced to 1 position with both forestry and 

snowplowing responsibilities. 
 
1986 Tree Count 

 67,000 street trees, 15,000-20,000 parks & cemeteries (rough estimate) 
 

1990s 
Budget 

 Forestry transferred from Parks and Recreation to Streets and Sanitation in 
1990; moved from general funding to gas funds. 
o Advantage:  Additional personnel resources to react to storm damage, 

e.g., 1998 wind damage, limb pickup 
o Disadvantage:  Forestry competes with streets, sanitation for funding 
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2008 
Budget 

 $1 million, plus $500,000 for EAB.  The EAB funds come from increasing 
the refuse millage by ½ mill—which pays for ash removal and disposal, but 
not replanting. 

 All of forestry funding comes from gas funds, none from the general fund. 
 Budget stagnant or decreasing. 
 Now need to look to other funding sources.   

 
Personnel 

 11 permanent positions, 1 vacancy, + seasonal 
 Less than 1 supervisory position (the position includes snowplowing 

responsibilities); EAB consumes almost ½ position. 
 

Planting 
 Have been averaging 500 trees annually, but with EAB, 1,200 planted in 

current year; this is not sustainable unless the millage increase is extended 
(millage money funds ash removal and replacement, freeing up some funds 
for replanting).  EAB replacement plantings target areas where there have 
been large scale ash removals, e.g., Shawnee, Lyon, College. 

 1,200 ash trees have been removed since May 2007 (under the goal of 
1,000/year); most were infested, some were remove and replace/thinning 
(e.g., Richmond). 

 100-200 trees planted annually for the past several years in connection with 
street construction (for combined sewer work).  These are larger trees (2-
1/2” caliper), some are replacing trees damaged in construction, others are 
new plantings—there’s a net gain in numbers and diversity but loss of 
canopy as large trees are replaced by 3-4 times as many smaller trees. 

 Spring and fall plantings scheduled, but personnel issues and lack of 
funding to buy trees create problems 

 Opportunities for residents to request trees (for which they pay part of the 
cost) are not publicized; about 80 requests are received annually.  

 The memorial tree planting program has also not been publicized; at its 
peak there were about 18 participants a year. 

 
Services 

 80% reactive, 20% proactive, no pruning cycle per se   
 Increased calls for service over the past five years:  the longer the program 

is reactive, the more calls there are for service; also there are more 
opportunities for residents to communicate with the city now. 

 Identification of hazard trees is a priority 
 Backlog of 400 stumps to be removed 
 Most of the requests for service are for trimming or removals (see above re 

lack of publicity about tree planting) 
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Contracted Services 

 Ash removal—90% of contract work + work on private property, which is 
charged back to code enforcement, etc.  (Contracting work on private 
property avoids liability issues.) 

 Some plantings:  street construction plantings, the current project involving 
planting 70 trees in the downtown area—trees acquired from contractors. 

 
Record-Keeping 

 Currently records are maintained by address (computerized system) 
 The only records by individual trees are the ash trees, which have been 

inventoried and mapped (GIS); only location and diameter have been 
documented, no other information such as condition. 

 There is no systematic inventory, because an inventory is costly to 
implement and manage—difficult to keep current. 

 
City Nursery Concept 

 Idea was explored when the EAB plan was created; decided it wouldn’t be 
cost effective; it’s less expensive to purchase trees from contractors 

 What about exploring possibilities for working with the county, other 
governmental units, schools, and other potential partners? 

 
 
 
Parks and Recreation 

 The Bicentennial celebration included a give-a-tree program.  There was a 
good response, but the record-keeping was problematic, there were location 
issues, and problems with plaques being stolen.  Plaques are no longer 
used because of theft issues. 

 Parks and Recreation used to have 4 landscape architects, during the 
period when there was a growth of parks and schools.  The focus was on 
diverse, interesting plantings in parks and cemeteries.  In the 1960s and 
1970s there was even a TV show. 

 Now there are no landscape architects on the Parks and Recreation staff.  
For the past 10-15 years there’s been no plan for trees and shrubs. 

 Now more focus on natural stands vs. developing all park land. 
 Interest in trees tends to increase around Arbor Day.  Some interest from 

businesses (e.g., MidTown Green). 
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 The following information is in regard to the request of tree planting costs for 
the City of Grand Rapids.  Below are the fees included in planting a city tree, this 
includes labor fees, equipment fees, tree fees and the percentage rate of 
replacing the dying trees in Grand Rapids.  This information is based on our 
standard production rate of 60 trees being planted a day. 
 
 
The equipment costs are as follows: 
 Back Hoe =  $42.39 
 Dump Truck =  $41.97 
 Post =  $5.46 
 Chipper Truck =  $9.83 
 Chipper Truck =  $9.83 
 Flat Bed to Water Wagon =  $17.05 
 Flat Bed to Water Wagon =  $17.05 
 
Equaling a total of: $143.58 
 
 
The direct labor costs are as follows: 
 3 Tree Trimmer I @ $17.54 an hour = $52.62 
 3 Tree Trimmer II @ $19.56 an hour =  $58.68 
 4 MA II @ $16.81 an hour =  $67.24 
 
Equaling a total of: $178.54 
 
 
The equipment and labor cost per day equals: $2,576.96 
 
 
The equipment and labor fees per tree equals: $42.95 
 
 
The average cost of a tree is: $47.32 
 
 
The cost for topsoil, support posts, 
handling fees for placing in the nursery 
would add per tree $1.00 
 
 
The average total cost to plant a tree is: $91.27 
 
 
The average replacement (die off) rate is 23%. 
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