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THE COUNCIL

Briefing Paper Of The Infrastructure Division

Marcel Van Ooyen, Legislative Director

COMMITTEE ON PARKS AND RECREATION

Helen D. Foster, Chair

September 22, 2004
Oversight:  The State of New York City's Street and Park Trees.

The Committee on Parks and Recreation, chaired by Council Member Helen D. Foster, will hold a hearing on Wednesday, September 22, 2004 concerning the state of the street and park trees throughout the City of New York.  The Committee will be focusing on tree planting, pruning, threats to the City’s urban forest (i.e. the Asian Longhorned Beetle, construction removal, invasive vines, etc.).  Previous hearings on the status of the City’s urban forest were held on April 12, 2000, September 18, 2000, April 8, 2002, February 8, 2003 and April 25, 2003, concerning the Asian Longhorned Beetle infestation.  Invited to testify are representatives from the Department of Parks and Recreation, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, New Yorkers for Parks, the New York Tree Trust, the Horticulture Society of New York, Queens Coalition of Parks and Green Spaces, District Council 37, United States Department of Agriculture, Bronx Coalition for Parks and Green Spaces, Environmental Action Coalition, Cornell Cooperative Extension, Greening for Breathing, The Point Community Development Corporation, and other community activist groups.

Background:


The Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) is responsible and has jurisdiction over all trees growing in the public right-of-way, including trees along streets, parkways, and in all City parks.  DPR is responsible for the maintenance of over 2.5 million street and park trees that make up the City’s urban forest.  In addition to their aesthetic value, these trees improve air quality by capturing small particles that can be harmful and reducing pollution.  DPR’s Central Forestry Division and the forestry divisions of each borough are responsible for the maintenance of the nearly 500,000 street trees in the City.  According to a 1996 report by DPR entitled “The State of our Street Trees,” Queens was shaded by 217,111 (43.6%) street trees, Brooklyn had 112,400 (22.5%) street trees, Staten Island had 75,171 (15.1%) street trees, the Bronx had 47,995 (9.6%) street trees, and Manhattan had 45,793 (9.2%) street trees.  According to DPR, there are internal discussions currently being held considering another tree census in the future.


Besides providing shade and positive aesthetic qualities, trees also provide economic advantages.  According to a study by Trees New York and Trees New Jersey, entitled Trees Mean Business, tree cover provides a number of economic benefits.  First, the study concluded that in 1975, $1.1 million in benefits were provided by having tree cover in relation to the removal of air pollutants.  This was reduced to $896,000 by 1995, and is projected to drop to $715,000 by 2015.  The study’s findings found, although not scientifically quantifiable in dollar amounts, that trees on commercial and residential sites provided benefits and values to many parties.  For example, the study found that commercial developers found that forest elements helped save money because it lowered the amount of money spent on on-site stormwater management systems, increased the long-term value of the property and provided a competitive edge for tenants and buyers.  Owners of commercial establishments found that trees attracted customers and guests, helped define traffic patterns and encouraged neighbors to upgrade their landscapes, increasing the property value.  Tenants and merchants found that trees influenced their decision to buy or rent, attracted customers and guests, made them more competitive and created environments that were more comfortable and places people would stay longer, which translated into better financial returns.  


The report also indicates that for the municipality and region there are a number of benefits.  First, tree cover gave the physical appearance of a human scale and provided a sense of security.  Also, trees mitigate the impact of commercial development, creating vegetative buffers from noise, light and traffic.  In addition, trees improve air quality by removing air pollutants and store carbon, conserve energy by shading buildings and the street (thus lowering the ambient air temperature during hot days and creating a wind buffer on cold days), decreases the amount of stormwater runoff, and can provide a greenway link to parks that are often separated by commercial developments.

Tree Planting and Removal
There are two ways to have a tree planted in front of private property on a City street.  The first option for planting trees is to contact the local community board, which submits a list of tree requests twice a year to DPR.  These trees are planted on a first-come, first-served basis citywide.  According to DPR, there is usually a greater demand for trees than can be serviced in any one season, and there can be a one to two season lag time between a request and planting.  The tree planting seasons run roughly from March 15 to May 15 and from October 15 to December 15.  The second option is to apply for a free permit through a Borough Forestry Office and arrange for a private planting at the owner’s expense.  If a sidewalk tree pit does not exist, a permit must be obtained from the Department of Transportation.


Newly planted trees are under a guarantee for 2 years.  If a dead tree is reported that was planted less than 2 years before the reporting, the tree will be put on a list for an immediate replacement.  DPR pledges that dead trees in front of homes will be inspected and removed within 30 days of notification.  According to the FY 2004 MMR, 96% of the trees that were reported as dead were removed within 30 days.

According to the Mayor’s Management Report (MMR) for fiscal year 2004, DPR planted 9,997 trees, while removing 11,412.  As the table below indicates, this is the first time since fiscal year 1995 that more trees were removed than planted.
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The following chart indicates DPR’s capital budget for street tree planting (in millions):

	FY 2001 
	8.352

	
	

	FY 2002 
	7.251

	
	

	FY 2003 
	8.005

	
	

	FY 2004   
	4.887


Tree Pruning and Root Shaving

According to the FY 2004 MMR, requests for forestry services such as tree or branch removal, and reports of dead trees, accounted for the largest number of calls for DPR services to the 311 Citizen Service Center.  Street tree pruning or branch removal accounted for 13.3% (11,557 calls) of all calls to 311, and dead tree removal in Queens accounted for the fourth highest volume, with 2.8% (2,402 calls).  The total number of 311 calls for DPR in FY 2004 was 86,890.  In comparison, according to the FY 2003 MMR, out of 8,769 total calls, emergency tree or branch removal was the highest with 10.7% (936 calls), and dead tree removal in Queens was 4th with 4.4% (388 calls) and dead tree removal in Brooklyn was 5th, with 2.7% (234 calls).


Although the highest number of calls to the 311 Citizen Service Center concerning DPR has been emergency tree or branch removal, the number of trees that are pruned has declined.


DPR’s forestry divisions respond to homeowner requests for tree inspections, remove dead trees and stumps, perform hazard pruning, and respond to emergencies.  DPR has a separate program for routine block-by-block maintenance for street trees.  This program, which began in fiscal year 1997, assures that every street tree will be pruned once every 10 years in a planned, systematic and economically efficient pruning cycle.  Prior to this block plan, DPR pruned trees on a 50-year cycle.  Where there is an issue with root systems heaving sidewalks, the homeowner is responsible for coordinating between the contractor and DPR.  DPR will shave the roots free of charge, after a contractor has removed the sidewalk and completely exposed the root system (cleaning all soil and debris).  The following chart indicates DPR’s budget for street tree pruning (in millions):

	Funding Source
	Admin.
	Council
	Boro. Pres.
	Baseline
	TOTAL

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2000
	
	1.1
	2.9
	0.287
	0.328
	4.615

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2001
	
	1.1
	2.4
	0.287
	0.328
	4.115

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2002
	
	1
	2.25
	0.287
	0.328
	3.865

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2003
	
	0.62
	0.6
	0.287
	0.328
	1.835

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2004
	
	0
	1.85
	0.212
	0.328
	2.39


Asian Longhorned Beetle

Previous hearings about the City’s trees primarily focused on the effectiveness of federal, state and city efforts to control and eradicate the seven year-old infestation that has imperiled New York City’s 5.2 million trees.  
The Asian Longhorned Beetle, Anopolitora Glabripennis, (ALB) is native to China and is believed to have entered the United States about 13 years ago in wooden crates and packing materials.  The ALB has a shiny, black veneer and white spots.  They range from one to one and a half inches in length, and have long antennae with similar coloring.

Adult Asian Longhorned Beetles are usually found when they emerge from their burrows beginning in May. Females, which live approximately ten weeks, are capable of laying 30 to 70 eggs during their life cycle. The insects bore into the bark of a hardwood tree to lay their eggs that hatch in 10 to 15 days. When the eggs hatch, the beetle larvae bore into the limbs killing tissue and cutting off the tree's supply of nutrients. The ALB is known to feed on more than 25 species of hardwood trees.  More than half of the city's 2.5 million trees are hardwoods.  
ALB infestations were first detected in New York City in 1996 when 1,600 trees in the Brooklyn communities of Williamsburg and Greenpoint had to be destroyed. By 1998, infestations were discovered in the Bayside and Woodside sections of Queens requiring the destruction of more than 200 additional trees. In 1999, infestations necessitated the destruction of 40 trees in Flushing, Queens, and two dozen in parks located in close proximity to Manhattan's Central Park. Also in 1999, the ALB was the subject of a pest alert issued by the United States Department of Agriculture. The alert stated that the beetle "... has been discovered attacking trees in the United States. Tunneling by the beetle larvae girdles tree stems and branches. Repeated attacks lead to dieback of the tree crown and, eventually, death of the tree." 

In October 2002, 98 trees on a nine-acre plot in the Newport section of Jersey City, New Jersey, were found to be infested. In April of 2002, additional infestations were found in the city’s largest oak forest, Forest Park, in Woodhaven, Queens.  To date, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) officials have removed and destroyed more than 5,900 trees in New York City and   its   surrounding   areas.   Approximately   8,000   trees   have   been   destroyed nationwide.  On September 17, 2004, DPR announced that the ALB reappeared this summer, and new infestations were found among trees in the Upper East Side of Manhattan, Long Island City in Queens, and in the neighborhoods of Bedford-Stuyvesant and Prospect Heights in Brooklyn.
When the USDA alert was issued in 1999, the beetle had been discovered in numerous trees of the maple species, including box elder, Norway, red, silver, sugar and sycamore maples. Other infested species included horse chestnut, black locusts, elm, birch, willow, poplar and green ash.  At the time of the alert, the only recognized means of combating the spread of infestation was to remove infested trees and destroy them by chipping and burning. This approach proved to be ineffective in New York City, and, by January 2002, the beetle had migrated from Brooklyn and Queens to Manhattan, and, into Central Park. The infestation threatens all hardwood trees, which represent nearly half of Central Park’s 26,000 trees. Unfortunately, the ALB has no natural enemies in the United States, and is likely to continue to spread across North America unless aggressive measures are taken to stop it. Experts have predicted that if the beetles spread throughout the United States it will decimate our forests. 
After the initial invasion by the beetle in 1997, the USDA office of Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) took the lead in combating the ALB outbreak.  APHIS set up the “ALB Coordinated Eradication Project,” which combined the resources and efforts with the U.S. Forest Service, the Agricultural Marketing Service, the United States Department of the Interior Bureau of Land Management, the New York State Department of Agriculture and Markets (NYSDAM), the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR), the Illinois Department of Agriculture, the Chicago Department of Streets and Sanitation, and the Chicago Bureau of Forestry.  Since 1997, the ALB Coordinated Eradication Project has received funding from two accounts in the federal budget to combat the outbreak.  The first is set-aside in the agriculture appropriations bill and has grown substantially as the outbreak has grown more serious.  The second is from emergency funds from the “Commodity Credit Corporation,” controlled by the President’s Office of Management and Budget.  Federal funding has provided more than 90% of the project’s budget.

Other Hazards to New York City’s Trees


Besides the Asian Longhorned Beetle, there are other hazards that imperil the trees that make up New York City’s urban forest.  Automobiles, toxic chemicals, dogs, bikes, other plants, disease, insects, and even pedestrians threaten the health of the City's trees.  Some of these hazards to street trees can be solved by installing tree pit guards, which mitigate the hazards faced by trees in the City.  A tree pit guard is a low fence, usually made of wood or iron, which is installed at the edge of a tree pit.  According to Trees New York, a good tree pit guard:

· Prevents dogs from depositing waste on tree trunks and in tree pits. Dog urine is acidic and the feces are high in nitrates and both are harmful to trees. 

· Prevents pedestrians from stepping on the soil in the pit. Foot traffic can compact the soil and restrict the flow of air and water to the tree's root system. 

· Protects a tree from mechanical damage caused by car doors, bumpers, bike locks, and other sidewalk traffic. 

· Prevents chemical, salt and other toxins from flowing into the tree pit. 

Trees New York also indicated that a good tree pit guard must not restrict the growth of a tree, since a mature tree can grow to be two feet in diameter or even larger.  Also, the tree pit guard should not raise the level of soil around the tree, since elevated soil levels compress the soil around the root system and rot the bark on the tree's trunk. In addition, the tree pit guard may not pose a trip hazard to pedestrians, and DPR and DOT recommend a minimum height of 18 inches.

Besides hazards caused by the public, invasive vines and plants also threaten the City’s park and street trees.  For instance, Japanese knotweed is typical of an invasive alien species, in that it aggressively crowds out indigenous plants and has no natural predators to keep it in check outside of its native Japan. The plants have bamboo-like hollow stems, hand-sized, heart-shaped leaves and long clusters of tiny white flowers.  Japanese knotweed was introduced to the United States a century ago as an ornamental, has been found in 36 states, with heaviest infestations in the East.  In New York City, for example, the Bronx Park Preserve is an example of a  floodplain forest, and DPR has announced that as of Labor Day 2004, the park is in the midst of a major restoration project. The river bed itself is being modified to re-create the floods which give rise to the floodplain forest and Japanese knotweed, which had taken hold of almost all of the riverbanks, is being removed.
� Trees Mean Business, report published by Trees New York and Trees New Jersey, no date available, pp. 9-11
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		Year		Data		Total

		1995		Sum of Planted		6680

				Sum of Removed		7682

		1996		Sum of Planted		13545

				Sum of Removed		9174

		1997		Sum of Planted		17415

				Sum of Removed		11188

		1998		Sum of Planted		16592

				Sum of Removed		12338

		1999		Sum of Planted		14319

				Sum of Removed		11410

		2000		Sum of Planted		19235

				Sum of Removed		9604

		2001		Sum of Planted		13321

				Sum of Removed		10217

		2002		Sum of Planted		13658

				Sum of Removed		9476

		2003		Sum of Planted		12382

				Sum of Removed		10496

		2004		Sum of Planted		9997

				Sum of Removed		11412

		Total Sum of Planted				137144

		Total Sum of Removed				102997
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		Year		Planted		Removed		Pruned

		1995		6,680		7,682

		1996		13,545		9,174

		1997		17,415		11,188

		1998		16,592		12,338

		1999		14,319		11,410

		2000		19,235		9,604

		2001		13,321		10,217		50,520

		2002		13,658		9,476		52,275

		2003		12,382		10,496		33,615

		2004		9,997		11,412		36,685
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