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F ew readers of this bulletin need to be reminded of the 
benefits trees provide to our communities. However, 
thinking of trees in terms of public health is a relatively 

new insight into the importance of the urban forest. With 
nearly 80 percent of all Americans living in densely populated 
areas, the implications of trees benefiting public health are 
huge. This also helps underscore the necessity of planting and 
caring for trees.

It has been an exciting adventure watching the field of urban 
forestry emerge and mature through the years. The term itself was not 
coined until 1965. It still sounded a bit strange to many ears in 1972 
when the Arbor Day Foundation was created and in 1976 when the 
Tree City USA program was launched. Today urban forestry is widely 
accepted as an important part of communities of all sizes. Like any 
good idea, however, it continues to grow and change.

Among the changes I’ve noticed are the underlying reasons why 
trees in our cities deserve attention. When we published the first issue 
of Tree City USA Bulletin in 1987, the emphasis was on planting trees 
for their shade and beauty. These are good reasons and remain so 
today. But by the 1990s, research results coming from the U.S. Forest 
Service and others showed that community trees provide far more 
services. Moreover, it was found that their benefits can be quantified. 
For example, we could point out to municipal officials that planting 1 
million trees in the Sacramento area would save $10 million in annual 
energy costs. Or that the 979,000 trees in Minneapolis remove 384 
tons of air pollutants each year. We learned that in Boise, Idaho, the 
city spends about $33 a year per tree in its rights of way but in return 
receives $43 per tree in energy savings, reduced stormwater runoff 
costs, increased property values, and improvements in air quality. 
Thanks to the i-Tree suite of computer programs, this wealth of infor-
mation can be calculated for any community and can provide manage-
ment guidance, including tips on the best species of trees to plant.

In this issue of the Tree City USA Bulletin, we introduce anoth-
er giant step forward in why we should value trees and why their 
stewardship should be considered part of a city’s essential infrastruc-
ture. Trees are increasingly linked to public health. In the pages that 
follow, we provide some of the growing body of evidence that shows 
the importance of trees to both the physical and mental health of 
our citizens. We encourage you to add these benefits to the messages 
you communicate to residents and city officials in seeking support 
for trees and urban forestry in your community.

We have always said, “Trees are terrific.” Now we have more rea-
sons to say why.

    
    Matt Harris, Chief Executive

In the field of social research, one of the most difficult 
challenges is to establish cause and effect. That is, we may 
know there is a correlation between the presence of trees and 
various health benefits, but what exactly is the reason for it?

A good example was an intriguing study conducted in 
Portland, Oregon, by Geof Donovan and his colleagues at the 
U.S. Forest Service Pacific Northwest Research Station. The 
researchers found a relationship between healthy babies and 
trees within 50 meters (164 feet) of their homes. For each  
10 percent increase in tree canopy in this zone around a 
house, the rate of undersized newborns decreased by 1.42 per 
1,000 births. By applying this finding to the improvement of 
public health and the reduction of medical costs, we can see 
that if the city were to increase tree cover by 33 percent, there 
would be three fewer undersized newborns per 1,000 births. 
That, of course, is not even mentioning the other benefits 
described in this bulletin.

The research question is: What is the exact role of trees 
in producing healthier babies? Other research suggests that 
exposure to nature can reduce stress levels. Stress in pregnant 
women is known to be harmful to the developing fetus and 
can increase the probability of underweight birth. Perhaps 
that is the cause of the beneficial effect. Or is it that women 
of a certain background are more drawn to living in an area 
with trees? Perhaps that same kind of woman is more likely 
to take better care of herself?

“In our model we tried to account for about 100 variables,” 
Dr. Donovan said. “This isn’t the final word.”

The conclusion is that there is definitely an important 
link identified by the research. Whatever the explanation, the 
bottom line is that trees are involved. It is one more piece of 
evidence that trees are important to public health.


