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hen most peo-
ple think of a

forest, they envision
a vast tract of trees as
far as the eye can
see. A term perhaps
unfamiliar to them is
“urban forest,”
which, per Wikipedia, is “a forest or
collection of trees that grow within a
city, town, or a suburb.” The USDA
Forest Service defines an urban forest
as “all publicly and privately owned
trees within an urban area—including
individual trees along streets and in
backyards, as well as stands of rem-
nant forest.” For this article, the term
urban forest follows the latter defini-
tion—everything from backyard trees
to patches of trees within an urban
environment. There is no minimum
patch size or area requirement to qual-
ify as an urban forest. Thus, individual
trees and very small patches of trees,
which may seem insignificant across
the greater landscape, collectively pro-
vide meaningful value to native
wildlife species.  

The benefits of street trees and
urban forests have been well studied

and published. Urban forests are cred-
ited for increasing property values,
reducing crime, and providing noise
abatement. In Portland, Oregon, a
study by Donovan and Butry found
that street trees increased the curb
appeal of houses and increased the
median sale price by 3%. In Baltimore
City, Maryland, a 10% increase in tree
canopy was associated with a roughly
12% decrease in crime, according to a
2012 study by Troy et al. According to a
report released by the USDA Forest
Service, wide plantings (around 100 ft)
of tall, dense trees combined with soft
ground surfaces can reduce apparent
loudness by 50 percent or more (6 to

10 decibels). The list goes on for
human benefits from urban forests,
but what about the benefits for
wildlife? 

Wildlife habitat connectivity

With increasing human population,
urban development is a necessity.
When growth expands away from city
cores, the wildand-urban interface
shrinks and intact forest or greenspace
is often fragmented. This fragmented
habitat can result in a loss of habitat
for wildlife species with smaller home
ranges or an inability to travel long
distances. Roads, trails, and fences can
act as physical barriers preventing
wildlife from moving across the land-
scape. As a result, their ability to find
available habitat, mates, and food
resources, and avoid predators could
be limited. To mitigate for this on a
large scale, having connectivity among
urban forests can help provide these
components and enable wildlife
species to move among different
patches of habitat.

At the finer scale, the location of
these habitat patches or urban forests
is also important. Some wildlife
species rely on close proximity to a
water source while others may require
an upland rock pile for hibernation.
Retaining trees or planting an urban
forest near features such as creeks or
wet areas not only provides cover for
wildlife accessing the water, but helps
keep the water shaded and cool.
Alternatively, some wildlife species
prefer upland patches of habitat not
associated with water. With different
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Central Park in New York, located in the heart of Manhattan, contains ponds
and forested areas that serve as a refuge to local wildlife.
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The Mount Adams Wilderness Area is a wildland-urban interface linked to the
valley floor through corridors of vegetation.



wildlife species requiring a variety of
habitats, there are options and flexibil-
ity when it comes to where to place an
urban forest. 

Patch size

All sizes of habitat patches, or even
single trees, have potential to benefit
wildlife species. Generally, the larger
the habitat patch, the wider variety of
wildlife species that could benefit.
Small patches should not be under-
estimated, however, as many small-
bodied species of wildlife have small
home ranges and can fulfill their food
and shelter requirements in relatively
very small areas. Larger patches have
greater ability to provide shade and
regulate temperature. When consid-
ered with location and connectivity, a
variety of patch sizes will likely provide
greater value than uniformly large or
small patch sizes.   

Composition

The trees and other plant species
within urban forests determine how
and which wildlife can utilize them for
food and shelter. Whether you are cre-
ating an urban forest or are managing
one already in place, you should con-
sider how tree composition could
influence wildlife use. Evergreen trees
provide year-round and consistent
cover whereas deciduous trees only
provide temporary cover. However,
oaks and fruit trees provide a bounty
of food resources for a variety of
wildlife. In addition to providing fruits
for insects, birds, and mammals, flow-
ering trees also provide nectar for pol-
linators. By providing both evergreen
and deciduous trees, a wide variety of
wildlife species can be supported.

Age and structure

Tree age is important for two rea-
sons. First, younger trees are not as tall
and therefore provide more cover near
the ground. Some wildlife species do
not utilize the canopy of a tree for its
habitat requirements, so younger (and
shorter) trees can provide that
resource much like other woody vege-
tation. Older (and taller) trees provide
habitat resources for those species that
do live in or move through the canopy.
Second, mature trees produce seeds
and fruit that are food sources for
many bird and mammal species.

Young trees typically do not produce
seeds or fruit for several years. A mix of
younger and older trees can comple-
ment each other and together provide
the cover, habitat, and food resources
required by a variety of wildlife
species.  

Tree age also influences the struc-
ture found within urban forests. Live
green trees may be more vigorous and

healthy than mature legacy trees, but
older trees can offer significant value
as wildlife habitat. Older trees are
often larger in diameter and taller,
which can support large nests, such as
bald eagle nests. Additionally, as these
large trees die and become snags, they
are utilized by cavity-nesting wildlife
species.  

Summary

Urban forests are increasingly rec-
ognized for the benefits they provide
to communities and wildlife. Human
and wildlife benefits from urban
forests are complementary—you can
provide for both when considering the
components described above. ◆
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Snags and dead trees provide
necessary habitat features for
cavity-nesting wildlife species.


