
BY DAVID STEPHENSON

ike individual
forest landown-

ers, how communi-
ties manage their
forests differs from
city to city. Small
communities may
focus only on the
very basics with programs run largely
by volunteers, while large cities will
have very robust programs with work
crews and staff to manage hundreds
of thousands of trees. Still, there are
essential components of sound man-
agement programs each community
will have. Focusing on a few commu-
nities in northern Idaho, this article
will cover some of these.

As with management of any natu-
ral resource, the first step is planning.
This is where landowner objectives
are determined; goals set; ordinances,
policies, and practices written and
codified; and needs identified. City
forestry programs primarily focus on
management of public trees—those
along street rights-of-way (ROW) and
in parks. Increasingly, cities are also
setting strategic canopy goals for the
full urban forest—including public
and private trees—to help address
critical environmental issues and
improve the overall health of the
community.

An effective planning process is
continual and involves input and
feedback from other city depart-
ments, citizens, and elected officials.
Most communities have a citizen
urban forestry committee or tree
board that helps guide the planning
process. Similar to “traditional”
forestry, the long-term goal of plan-

ning is sustainable management that
maintains and improves the ecologi-
cal, social, and economic functions
and benefits the urban forest pro-
vides. Development of best manage-
ment practices (BMPs) based on the
most current science is also invalu-
able. A good example is the City of
Post Falls’ Arboriculture Standards
Manual, which covers in detail how
trees will be sited, planted, and main-
tained, and contains a list of
approved and prohibited street trees.
All BMPs described conform to
American National Standards
Institute (ANSI) standards for tree
care operations.

It’s hard to manage a resource if
you don’t know what you have, and
an inventory of public trees with their
condition, species, size, and location
is important for developing annual
and multi-year management plans.

The City of Coeur d’Alene (CDA) uses
a web browser/map-based tree inven-
tory program. City staff collect field
data with tablet computers and the
program displays inventory informa-
tion and queries spatially and in tab-
ular and report formats, making the
data especially useful. Using research-
based formulae, the program also cal-
culates the value of each tree to ener-
gy savings, stormwater reduction,
removal of specific air pollutants, and
the contribution to property values.
City Forester Katie Kosanke uses this
information to educate city leaders
and citizens, plan annual tree plant-
ing and maintenance activities, and
much more. She also notes that hav-
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Engineered soil beneath the sidewalk
along Coeur d’Alene’s Front Street
helps capture stormwater on-site
while providing conditions that allow
trees to reach their full mature size.

PHOTO COURTESY OF DAVID STEPHENSON

Coeur d’Alene City Forester Katie Kosanke in front of some of the diverse
landscapes she helps manage.
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ing the information at her fingertips
is extremely helpful in addressing
calls from citizens on specific trees.

Inventory data also helps man-
agers establish budgets, order trees
for the coming year, prepare mainte-
nance contracts, and more. Larger
communities often have city crews
that do most of the work on public
trees, and many inventory systems
create daily crew work orders based
on established priorities. In medium-
and smaller-sized cities, responsibili-
ty for work on street trees is, by ordi-
nance, often assigned to the adjacent
property owner. Katie notes that
while this approach saves the city
money in the short term, it presents
its own challenges with homeowners
that may lack knowledge and skills in
arboriculture installing and maintain-
ing a city asset. In the end, it may cost
the city much more in lost value from
poor practices or deferred care, but
it’s hard to get past very real funding
challenges.

For this reason, education is key
according to Lewiston City Forester
Riley Stark. Riley holds a series of
educational programs for citizens
each year on caring for trees.
Additionally, he partners with the
local high school to bring education
into the classroom. Over a one-

month period each year, Riley pro-
vides students both classroom
instruction and hands-on experience
on tree care. In CDA, a multi-commu-
nity consortium called Community
Canopy provides targeted education
to landscape maintenance and tree
care companies to help elevate the

quality of tree work on private prop-
erty. Arbor Day is also a great oppor-
tunity for cities to celebrate trees and
help citizens understand their value. 

Tree planting is one of the more
visible urban forestry activities. Each
year, Riley plants 100-150 new trees
within Lewiston’s parks. Since most of
the trees are at least 1.5” to 2” caliper
to withstand potential damage from
park users and have root balls weigh-
ing upwards of 150-300 pounds, it is
hard work. Nonetheless, planting is
his favorite activity; he enjoys watch-
ing the trees he’s planted grow over
time and knowing he’s contributing to
a healthier community. When select-
ing trees, Riley focuses on diversifying
species to avoid potential catastroph-
ic loss of trees when one genus or
species of tree is overplanted, such as
what happened to elms and ash with
Dutch elm disease and emerald ash
borer.

CDA also plants at least 100 street
trees each year in residential loca-
tions. They focus on areas that lack
trees, and new developments are high
on this list. To help pay the cost of
new trees, an ordinance requires all
homebuilders to pay a set fee per
home to the city for street trees. When
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A crane helps lift heavy-balled and burlapped planting stock to an uphill
planting location in Lewiston.
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the new homeowner plants a tree on
the public ROW in front of their
home, the city refunds the fee to the
homeowner. If they don’t, the fee is
forfeited to the city. If the homeowner
still wants a tree, the city will use the
fee to plant one in front of their

home.
Otherwise,
surrendered
fees fund tree
planting in
other priority
locations in
the city. CDA
also plants
several hun-
dred more
trees each
year within
their parks.

Cities are
also using
trees for their
functional
value. In
Sandpoint, all
downtown
sidewalk
reconstruc-
tion now uses
“engineered
soil,” a specif-
ic formula of
angular rock
mixed with
soil and a
hydro-gel
binder. Placed
beneath the
entire sidewalk, this mixture can sup-
port sidewalks and street pavement,
while providing necessary space for

roots, water, and oxygen. Runoff from
buildings, streets, and sidewalks is
directed beneath the sidewalk, so the
planting site is also a stormwater util-
ity, mitigating runoff on site in the
most challenging areas. Downtown
trees are no longer “potted plants”
with roots restricted to 4x4-feet “tree
coffins.” Instead, they grow large and
healthy, intercepting even more
stormwater as they reach their
mature size while providing myriad
other benefits.

Once planted, keeping those trees
alive and thriving is one of the more
challenging aspects of the job.
Drought, storms, construction, and
people make these challenges even
greater. As noted earlier, while most
cities maintain their park trees, adja-
cent property owners are often
responsible for street tree mainte-
nance. This, of course, means it does-
n’t happen as often as it should. 

Through annual inspections, citi-
zen calls, and inventory work, public
trees in CDA with safety issues—those
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This is what happens when you
plant a tree green-side down (in
front of Sandpoint City Hall).
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Three 50”+ DBH American Chestnuts (c. dentata) in CDA’s
City Park represent one of ~175 different tree species and
cultivars growing in and along the city’s parks and streets.
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blocking signs, in significant decline,
and having poor structure or other
safety risks—are identified and priori-
tized for work. Trying to resolve these
issues with the adjacent landowner
can be difficult. Fortunately, Katie has
a limited amount of cost-share dollars
she can use each year to address
these priority issues. Otherwise, if the
homeowner still refuses, the city does
the work and the cost is collected
through a special assessment levied
against the property. To help ensure
proper tree care, both CDA and
Lewiston require all tree services
doing work in their cities to have a
city license. To be eligible, companies
must have at least one International
Society of Arboriculture Certified
Arborist® on staff, adhere to city
arboriculture BMPs, and have ade-
quate insurance.

As with most natural resource
management, the seasons guide the
work. Planning, preparing for the
upcoming year, and some tree main-
tenance activities tend to be winter-
time activities. Spring is busiest with
tree planting, Arbor Day celebrations,
and education programs being the
priorities. Summer and fall sees urban
foresters working on their inventories,
moving down their task lists, adminis-
tering contracts, answering citizen
requests, addressing priority issues,

and maintaining trees. And the cycle
repeats.

Effective urban foresters wear many
hats. They must have working knowl-
edge and skills in planning, arboricul-
ture, horticulture, landscaping, educa-
tion, public relations, mediation, pub-
lic speaking, engineering, public
works, technology, and the list goes on.
Still, for many there is no better occu-
pation. As Riley notes, on a personal
level it’s a perfect fit. Despite occas-

sional cranky homeowners, drought,
storms, skinny budgets, and high
expectations, he couldn’t ask for a
more rewarding job.  ◆

David Stephenson is the Urban
Forestry Program manager for the
Idaho Department of Lands in Coeur
d’Alene. He can be reached at 208-666-
8621 or dstephenson@idl.idaho.gov.
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The City of Coeur d’Alene’s
Volunteers in Pruning (VIP) program
trains citizens such as Janet
DeVeny and Dean Sutton to prune
young city trees for good structure.

Tenacious Roots: From Urban Forest Ecology
to Social Media

CYNTHIA ORLANDO

The Washington State Department
of Natural Resources, in partnership
with Seattle Audubon, has been suc-
cessful in engaging a diverse group of
high school students from southeast
Seattle to build both healthy urban
forests and a healthy Puget Sound.
Their “Tenacious Roots” program com-
bines classroom learning with commu-
nity-based restoration work.

Under the leadership of Seward
Park Audubon Center Director Joseph
Manson, the program trained 10 high
school students in principles of urban
forest ecology through field trips, work-
shops, and two community restoration
events, and provided 473 high school
students with hands-on urban forestry
workshops demonstrating the relation-
ship between healthy urban forests and
water quality. 

During the workshops, students
used samples from Lake Washington to
test for key chemical parameters and
learned about impacts of human activi-
ty on water quality within the water-
shed. A select group of students also
learned about invasive plants, success-
fully clearing .20 acres of invasive ivy and blackberry, planting 66 native trees and
shrubs, and preparing 1,100 square feet of ground for planting in the fall. Students
also received a special guest workshop in social media, which they used to reach
775 people with their experience in urban forestry.

That wasn’t all: through the Tenacious Roots program, students not only
designed and presented stations on birds and native plants for International
Migratory Bird Day, but also traveled to Olympia to advocate for the environment
with state legislators, where they also met with the governor.

Cynthia Orlando, a Certified Arborist, recently retired from the Oregon Department
of Forestry.

Urban Forestry Profile
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Through the Tenacious Roots
program, students gain in-depth
experiences in forest ecology,
botany, and environmental science.
Students can earn 40 hours toward
their service learning high school
graduation requirement.




