
Indicators of a Sustainable Urban 
Forest

THE MGMT APPROACH Low Moderate Good

Tree Inventory

GIS-based inventory is in place, though 
only 75-85% of public trees have been 
inventoried.  Data is not consistently 

updated, therefore assumed 
somewhat inaccurate.

No inventory or out-of-date inventory 
of publicly-owned trees.

Par�al or sample-based inventory of 
publicly-owned trees, inconsistently 

updated.

Complete, GIS-based inventory of 
publicly-owned trees, updated on a 

regular, systema�c basis.

Comprehensive, GIS-based, current inventory 
of all intensively-managed public trees to 
guide management, with mechanisms in 

place to keep data current and available for 
use. Data allows for analysis of age 

distribu�on, condi�on, risk, diversity, and 
suitability.

Canopy Assessment
Regular, county-wide canopy 

assessments are available, and plans 
for another are in the works.

No tree canopy assessement.
Sample-based canopy cover 

assessment.

High-resolu�on tree canopy 
assessement using aerial photographs 

or satellite imagery.

Accurate, high-resolu�on, and recent 
assessment of exis�ng and poten�al city-wide 

tree canopy cover that is regularly updated 
and available for use across various 

departments, agencies, and/or disciplines.

Management Plan
There have been past efforts to create 
and implement a management plan, 

though have not yet come to frui�on.

No urban forest management plan 
exists.

A plan for the publicly-owned forest 
resource exists but is limited in scope, 

acceptance, and implementa�on.

A comprehensive plan for the publicly 
owned forest resource exists and is 

accepted and implemented.

Existence and buy-in of a comprehensive 
urban forest management plan to achieve city-
wide goals. Re-evalua�on is conducted every 

5 to 10 years. 

Risk Management Program

Inventories have provided informa�on 
on risk issues.  Imminent threats are 

addressed, though much of remaining 
risk abatement work is done reac�vely.

Request-based, reac�ve system. The 
condi�on of publicly-owned trees is 

unknown.

There is some degree of risk abatement 
thanks to knowledge of condi�on of 

publicly-owned trees, though generally 
s�ll managed as a request-based 

reac�ve system.

There is a complete tree inventory with 
risk assesment data and a risk 

abatement program in effect. Hazards 
are eliminated within a set �me period 

depending on the level of risk.

All publicly-owned trees are managed for 
maximum public safety by way of maintaining 

a city-wide inventory, conduc�ng proac�ve 
annual inspec�ons, and elimina�ng hazards 
within a set �meframe based on risk level. 

Risk management program is outlined in the 
management plan.

Maintenance Program of Publicly-
Owned Trees(trees managed 

intensively)

Maintenance work is primarily reac�ve 
in nature.

Request-based, reac�ve system. No 
systema�c pruning program is in place 

for publicly-owned trees.

All publicly-owned trees are 
systema�cally maintained, but pruning 

cycle is inadequate.

All publicly-owned trees are proac�vely 
and systema�cally maintained and 

adequately pruned on a cyclical basis.

 All intensively-managed, publicly-owned 
trees are well maintained for op�mal health 
and condi�on in order to extend longevity 

and maximize benefits. A reasonable cyclical 
pruning program is in place, generally 

targe�ng 5 to 7 year cycles. The maintenance 
program is outlined in the management plan.

Maintenance Program of Publicly-
Owned Natural Areas(trees managed 

extensively)

Many of Charlo�e's natural areas have 
been assessed and inventoried, though 
few mechanisms are in place to ac�vely 

care for these areas.

No natural areas management plans 
are in effect.

Only reac�ve management efforts to 
facilitate public use (risk abatement).

Management plans are in place for 
each publicly-owned natural area 
focused on managing ecological 

structure and func�on and facilita�ng 
public use.

The ecological structure and func�on of all 
publicly-owned natrual areas are protected 

and enhanced while accomoda�ng public use 
where appropriate.

Plan�ng Program

Currently approximately $900,000 is 
allo�ed to annual plan�ng work across 

departments.  Plan�ng loca�ons are 
more opportunis�c, less strategic.

Tree establishment is ad hoc.
Tree establishment is consistently 

funded and occurs on an annual basis.

Tree establishment is directed by needs 
derived from a tree inventory and 

other community plans and is sufficient 
in mee�ng canopy cover objec�ves.

Comprehensive and effec�ve tree plan�ng 
and establishment program is driven by 

canopy cover goals, equity considera�ons, 
and other priori�es according to the plan. 

Tree plan�ng and establishment is outlined in 
the management plan.

Tree Protec�on Policy

Regula�ons are in place via a tree 
ordinance and development code.  An 
arborist is involved in plan reviews and 

inspec�ons.  Code is enforced.  
TreeSave program uses in-lieu funds to 
purchase land for canopy preserva�on.

No tree protec�on policy.
Policies are in place to protect trees, 

but the policies are not well-enforced.

Protec�ons policies ensure the safety 
of trees on public and private land. The 
policies are enforced and supported by 

significant deterrents and shared 
ownership of city goals.

Comprehensive and regulary updated tree 
protec�on ordinance with enforcement 
ability is based on community goals. The 
benefits derived from trees on public and 

private property are ensured by the 
enforcement of exisitng policies.

City Staffing and Equipment

Trained staff, but further TRAQ (risk 
assessment qual.) needed for 

inspectors.  Three addi�onal inspectors 
added.  Poor condi�on of equipment 

and lacking mobile technology 
significantly slow work and accuracy of 

data.

Insufficient staffing levels, insufficiently-
trained staff, and/or inadequate 

equipment and vehicle availability.

Cer�fied arborists and professional 
urban foresters on staff have some 
professional development, but are 

lacking adequate staff levels or 
adequate equipment.

Mul�-disciplinary team within the 
urban forestry unit, including an urban 

forestry professional, opera�ons 
manager, and arborist technicians. 

Vehicles and equipment are sufficient 
to complete required work.

Adequate staff and access to the equipment 
and vehicles to implement the management 
plan. A high level urban forester or planning 

professional, strong opera�ons staff, and 
solid cer�fied arborist technicians.

Funding

Public funding supports primarily 
reac�ve tree care.  TreeCharlo�e 

effec�vely leverages private funding 
sources.  

Funding comes from the public sector 
only, and covers only reac�ve work.

Funding levels (public and private) 
generally cover mostly reac�ve work. 
Low levels of risk management and 

plan�ng in place.

Dynamic, ac�ve funding from engaged 
private partners and adequate public 

funding are used to proac�vely 
manage and expand the urban forest.

Appropriate funding in place to fully 
implement both proac�ve and reac�ve needs 

based on a comprehensive urban forest 
management plan.

Performance Levels
Overall Objec�veCharlo�e Today

Indicators of a Sustainable 
Urban Forest

The Players
Low Moderate Good

Neighborhood Ac�on

There are a small number of 
ac�ve neighborhood groups.  

Common public comment that 
there was no local way to get 

involved.

Li�le or no ci�zen 
involvement or 

neighborhood ac�on. (2)

Some ac�ve groups are 
engaged in advancing urban 
forestry ac�vity, but with no 

unified set of goals or priori�es. 
(21)

The majority of all neighborhoods 
are organized, connected, and 

working towards a unified set of 
goals and priori�es. (0)

Ci�zens understand, 
cooperate, and par�cipate in 
urban forest management at 

the neighborhood level. 
Urban forestry is a 

neighborhood-scale issue.

Large Private & Ins�tu�onal 
Landholder Involvement

General there are no 
established outreach or 

awareness by large 
landholders. Some efforts have 

begun speareheaded by 
TreeCharlo�e.

Large private land holders 
are unaware of issues and 
poten�al influence in the 

urban forest. No large 
private land management 

plans are currently in place. 
(16)

Educa�on materials and advice 
is available to large private 

landholders. Few large private 
landholders or ins�tu�ons have 

management plans in place.  
(12)

Clear and concise goals are 
established for large private land 
holders through direct educa�on 

and assistance programs. Key 
landholders and ins�tu�ons have 
management plans in place. (0)

Large, private, and 
ins�tu�onal landholders 

embrace citywide goals and 
objec�ves through targeted 
resource management plans.

Green Industry Involvement
The green industry has been 
involved in past projects, but 
only on short term projects.

Li�le or no involvement 
from green industry leaders 

to advance local urban 
forestry goals. (5)

Some partnerships are in place 
to advance local urban forestry 
goals, but more o�en for the 

short-term. (18)

Long-term commi�ed 
partnerships are working to 

advance local urban forestry goals. 
(3)

The green industry works 
together to advance citywide 

urban forest goals and 
objec�ves. The city and its 
partners capitalize on local 

green industry exper�se and 
innova�on.

City Department and 
Agency Coopera�on

City departments interact and 
cooperate well, though in 

more informal ways.  County 
managed parks within city 

boundaries add another layer 
of coordina�on.

Conflic�ng goals and/or 
ac�ons among city 

departments and agencies. 
(10)

Informal teams among 
departments and agencies are 

communica�ng and 
implemen�ng common goals 

on a project-specific basis. (11)

Common goals and collabora�on 
occur across all departments and 
agencies. City policy and ac�ons 

are implemented by formal 
interdepartmental and 

interagency working teams on all 
city projects. (8)

All city departments and 
agencies cooperate to 

advance citywide urban 
forestry goals and objec�ves.

Funder Engagement
There are sizable founda�ons 
in the area, o�en engaged by 

TreesCharlo�e.

Li�le or no funders are 
engaged in urban forestry 

ini�a�ves. (7)

Funders are engaged in urban 
forestry ini�a�ves at minimal 
levels for short-term projects. 

(13)

Mul�ple funders are fully engaged 
and ac�ve in urban forestry 

ini�a�ves for short-term projects 
and long-term goals. (6)

Local funders are engaged 
and invested in urban 

forestry ini�a�ves. Funding is 
adequate to implement 

citywide urban forest 
management plan.

U�lity Engagement
U�li�es are engaged and 

par�cipate when possible.

U�li�es and city agencies act 
independently of urban 

forestry efforts. No 
coordina�on exists. (4)

U�lites and city agencies have 
engaged in dialogues about 
urban forestry efforts with 

respect to capital improvement 
and infrastructure projects. 

(17)

U�li�es, city agencies, and other 
stakeholders integrate and 

collaborate on all urban forestry 
efforts, including planning, site 

work, and outreach/educa�on. (4)

All u�li�es are aware of and 
vested in the urban forest 

and cooperates to advance 
citywide urban forest goals 

and objec�ves.

Developer Engagement

Developers are aware of urban 
forestry efforts, primarily due 
to impact of tree protec�on 

ordinances.  TreeCharlo�e has 
also started a dialogue with 

developers to assess poten�al 
progress via partnership.

Li�le or no coopera�on 
from developers in (or 

awareness of) municipality-
wide urban forest goals and 

objec�ves. (10)

Some coopera�on from 
developers and general 

awareness and acceptance of 
municipality-wide goals and 

objec�ves. (11)

Specific collabora�ve 
arrangements across devlopment 

community in support of 
municipality-wide goals and 

objec�ves. (2)

The development community 
is aware of and vested in the 
urban forest and cooperates 
to advance citywide urban 
forest goals and objec�ves.

Public Awareness

Charlo�e residents cite the 
tree canopy as a defining 

character of the city. This is 
primarily an aesthe�c 

iden�fica�on currently.

Trees are generally seen as a 
nuisance, and thus, a drain 

on city budgets and personal 
paychecks. (7)

Trees are generally recognized 
as important and beneficial. 

(18) 

Trees are seen as valuable 
infrastructure and vital to the 
community’s well-being. The 

urban forest is recognized for the 
unique environmental, economic, 
and social services its provides to 

the community. (7)

The general public 
understands the benefits of 
trees and advocates for the 
role and importance of the 

urban forest.

Regional Collabora�on
There is li�le partnership with 
regional en��es related to tree 

canopy.

Li�le or no interac�on 
between neighboring 

communi�es and regional 
groups. (15)

Neighboring communi�es and 
regional groups share similar 

goals and policy vehicles 
related to trees and the urban 

forest. (3)

Regional urban forestry planning, 
coordina�on, and management is 

widespread. (1)

Neighboring communi�es 
and regional groups are 
ac�vely coopera�ng and 

interac�ng to advance the 
region's stake in the city's 

urban forest.
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Tree Inventory

GIS-based inventory is in place, though 
only 75-85% of public trees have been 
inventoried.  Data is not consistently 

updated, therefore assumed 
somewhat inaccurate.

No inventory or out-of-date inventory 
of publicly-owned trees.

Par�al or sample-based inventory of 
publicly-owned trees, inconsistently 

updated.

Complete, GIS-based inventory of 
publicly-owned trees, updated on a 

regular, systema�c basis.

Comprehensive, GIS-based, current inventory 
of all intensively-managed public trees to 
guide management, with mechanisms in 

place to keep data current and available for 
use. Data allows for analysis of age 

distribu�on, condi�on, risk, diversity, and 
suitability.

Canopy Assessment
Regular, county-wide canopy 

assessments are available, and plans 
for another are in the works.

No tree canopy assessement.
Sample-based canopy cover 

assessment.

High-resolu�on tree canopy 
assessement using aerial photographs 

or satellite imagery.

Accurate, high-resolu�on, and recent 
assessment of exis�ng and poten�al city-wide 

tree canopy cover that is regularly updated 
and available for use across various 

departments, agencies, and/or disciplines.

Management Plan
There have been past efforts to create 
and implement a management plan, 

though have not yet come to frui�on.

No urban forest management plan 
exists.

A plan for the publicly-owned forest 
resource exists but is limited in scope, 

acceptance, and implementa�on.

A comprehensive plan for the publicly 
owned forest resource exists and is 

accepted and implemented.

Existence and buy-in of a comprehensive 
urban forest management plan to achieve city-
wide goals. Re-evalua�on is conducted every 

5 to 10 years. 

Risk Management Program

Inventories have provided informa�on 
on risk issues.  Imminent threats are 

addressed, though much of remaining 
risk abatement work is done reac�vely.

Request-based, reac�ve system. The 
condi�on of publicly-owned trees is 

unknown.

There is some degree of risk abatement 
thanks to knowledge of condi�on of 

publicly-owned trees, though generally 
s�ll managed as a request-based 

reac�ve system.

There is a complete tree inventory with 
risk assesment data and a risk 

abatement program in effect. Hazards 
are eliminated within a set �me period 

depending on the level of risk.

All publicly-owned trees are managed for 
maximum public safety by way of maintaining 

a city-wide inventory, conduc�ng proac�ve 
annual inspec�ons, and elimina�ng hazards 
within a set �meframe based on risk level. 

Risk management program is outlined in the 
management plan.

Maintenance Program of Publicly-
Owned Trees(trees managed 

intensively)

Maintenance work is primarily reac�ve 
in nature.

Request-based, reac�ve system. No 
systema�c pruning program is in place 

for publicly-owned trees.

All publicly-owned trees are 
systema�cally maintained, but pruning 

cycle is inadequate.

All publicly-owned trees are proac�vely 
and systema�cally maintained and 

adequately pruned on a cyclical basis.

 All intensively-managed, publicly-owned 
trees are well maintained for op�mal health 
and condi�on in order to extend longevity 

and maximize benefits. A reasonable cyclical 
pruning program is in place, generally 

targe�ng 5 to 7 year cycles. The maintenance 
program is outlined in the management plan.

Maintenance Program of Publicly-
Owned Natural Areas(trees managed 

extensively)

Many of Charlo�e's natural areas have 
been assessed and inventoried, though 
few mechanisms are in place to ac�vely 

care for these areas.

No natural areas management plans 
are in effect.

Only reac�ve management efforts to 
facilitate public use (risk abatement).

Management plans are in place for 
each publicly-owned natural area 
focused on managing ecological 

structure and func�on and facilita�ng 
public use.

The ecological structure and func�on of all 
publicly-owned natrual areas are protected 

and enhanced while accomoda�ng public use 
where appropriate.

Plan�ng Program

Currently approximately $900,000 is 
allo�ed to annual plan�ng work across 

departments.  Plan�ng loca�ons are 
more opportunis�c, less strategic.

Tree establishment is ad hoc.
Tree establishment is consistently 

funded and occurs on an annual basis.

Tree establishment is directed by needs 
derived from a tree inventory and 

other community plans and is sufficient 
in mee�ng canopy cover objec�ves.

Comprehensive and effec�ve tree plan�ng 
and establishment program is driven by 

canopy cover goals, equity considera�ons, 
and other priori�es according to the plan. 

Tree plan�ng and establishment is outlined in 
the management plan.

Tree Protec�on Policy

Regula�ons are in place via a tree 
ordinance and development code.  An 
arborist is involved in plan reviews and 

inspec�ons.  Code is enforced.  
TreeSave program uses in-lieu funds to 
purchase land for canopy preserva�on.

No tree protec�on policy.
Policies are in place to protect trees, 

but the policies are not well-enforced.

Protec�ons policies ensure the safety 
of trees on public and private land. The 
policies are enforced and supported by 

significant deterrents and shared 
ownership of city goals.

Comprehensive and regulary updated tree 
protec�on ordinance with enforcement 
ability is based on community goals. The 
benefits derived from trees on public and 

private property are ensured by the 
enforcement of exisitng policies.

City Staffing and Equipment

Trained staff, but further TRAQ (risk 
assessment qual.) needed for 

inspectors.  Three addi�onal inspectors 
added.  Poor condi�on of equipment 

and lacking mobile technology 
significantly slow work and accuracy of 

data.

Insufficient staffing levels, insufficiently-
trained staff, and/or inadequate 

equipment and vehicle availability.

Cer�fied arborists and professional 
urban foresters on staff have some 
professional development, but are 

lacking adequate staff levels or 
adequate equipment.

Mul�-disciplinary team within the 
urban forestry unit, including an urban 

forestry professional, opera�ons 
manager, and arborist technicians. 

Vehicles and equipment are sufficient 
to complete required work.

Adequate staff and access to the equipment 
and vehicles to implement the management 
plan. A high level urban forester or planning 

professional, strong opera�ons staff, and 
solid cer�fied arborist technicians.

Funding

Public funding supports primarily 
reac�ve tree care.  TreeCharlo�e 

effec�vely leverages private funding 
sources.  

Funding comes from the public sector 
only, and covers only reac�ve work.

Funding levels (public and private) 
generally cover mostly reac�ve work. 
Low levels of risk management and 

plan�ng in place.

Dynamic, ac�ve funding from engaged 
private partners and adequate public 

funding are used to proac�vely 
manage and expand the urban forest.

Appropriate funding in place to fully 
implement both proac�ve and reac�ve needs 

based on a comprehensive urban forest 
management plan.
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Overall Objec�veCharlo�e Today


