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T ree City USA is a powerful force for the promotion of 
tree care and urban forestry. It is a program that has 
caught the imagination of citizens, elected officials, 

and urban tree professionals. More than 3,300 communities 
now fly the flag of accomplishment, a composite area that is 
home to some 137 million Americans.

At the heart of the Tree City USA program are four basic 
requirements: 

The community must have (1) a tree board or 
department, (2) an annual community forestry  
program backed by the expenditure of at least $2  
per capita for trees and tree care, (3) an annual Arbor 
Day proclamation and observance, and (4) a tree   
care ordinance.

Tree ordinances are important for large cities, small towns, and developing 
suburban areas.

The basic steps toward protecting and managing the trees 
in any community are (1) determining what you have (an 
inventory), (2) deciding what you want, i.e., what is right for 
your community (safety, a certain percent crown cover, diver-
sity, etc.), and (3) establishing goals and an implementation 
strategy (a plan). Tree ordinances are part of the latter. They 
are one of the ways of attaining the desires of residents to 
have the kind of community forest they deserve for a quality 
lifestyle.

No tree ordinance is static. As communities grow and 
change, it is essential to review your ordinance and make 
certain it keeps pace with the changing needs and challenges. 
Review what works and what doesn’t work. For example, if 
homeowners in new suburbs are encouraged to plant street 
trees but this is being ignored by non-resident owners of 
duplexes or apartments, what might be changed in the ordi-
nance to solve the problem?

Monitoring is often the overlooked step in urban forest-
ry. It is made easier when a tree board or department sets 
management goals annually and reviews the city’s vision 
statement regularly. It also helps to stay current on what is 
being done in other cities with similar growth patterns and 
challenges. The bottom line is that ordinances are not one-
time documents. They are a tool, and they need to be updated 
or replaced like any other tool in order to serve best.

In this special issue of Tree City USA Bulletin, sections of a 
model ordinance are presented, explained, and illustrated with 
actual examples. Not every section will be appropriate to all 
communities, and there are others in use that are not included 
in this general coverage of the topic.

The purpose of this issue is to encourage all citizens 
to support their town having an appropriate, current tree 
ordinance and to provide a starting point for thousands of 
communities to create or enhance an existing ordinance. 
Although an ordinance is only as good as the administrative 
program that backs it up — including support for education 
and, when necessary, enforcement — a municipal tree 
ordinance and involvement in the Tree City USA program are 
giant strides in the direction of healthier urban trees and a 
quality environment.
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THE TREE CITY USA PROGRAM IS SPONSORED BY THE 
Arbor Day Foundation in cooperation with the U.S. 
Forest Service and National Association of State 
Foresters. To achieve the national recognition of being 
named as a Tree City USA, a town or city must meet  
four standards:

Standard 1:  A Tree Board or Department
Standard 2:  A Tree Care Ordinance
Standard 3:  A Community Forestry Program with an   
 Annual Budget of at Least $2 Per Capita
Standard 4: An Arbor Day Observance and Proclamation

Each recognized community receives a Tree City USA 
flag, plaque, and community entrance signs. Towns and 
cities of every size can qualify. Tree City USA application 
forms are available from your state forester, the Arbor  
Day Foundation at arborday.org/treecity, or your state 
forestry agency.


