
Indicators of a Sustainable 
Urban Forest 

THE TREES Low Moderate Good

Urban Tree Canopy

Tree canopy cover has been shown to 
be dropping: 
2002 - 48%

2008: 46.5%
2012: 47%

50% by 2050 canopy goal.  Rela�ve 
canopy is 66% (% reached of what is 

possible)

Canopy is decreasing. 

Canopy is not dropping, 
but not on a trajectory to 
achieve the establishted 

goal.

Canopy goal is achieved, or 
well on the way to 

achievement.  

Achieve the desired tree canopy cover 
according to goals set for the en�re city and 

neighborhoods. 

Alterna�vely, achieve 75% of the total canopy 
possible for the en�re city and in each 

neighborhood.

Size and Age Distribu�on

City-wide, age distribu�on of public 
trees is propor�onately distributed:

0-8" DBH:  62%
9-17" DBH:  26%
18-24" DBH:  6%

Over 24" DBH: 6%

However, select neighborhoods are 
dealing with large percentages of 
aging canopy - further small scale 

analysis will likley reveal more 
pressing concerns.

Age distribu�on is not 
propor�onately 

distributed across size 
classes at the city level.

Age distribu�on is evenly 
distributed at city level, 

though unevenly 
distributed at the 

neighborhood level.

Age distribu�on is 
generally aligned with the 
ideal standard diameter 

classes at the 
neighborhood level.

Establish a diverse-aged popula�on of public 
trees across the en�re city and for each 

neighborhood. Ideal standard:
0-8" DBH:  40%

9-17" DBH:  30%
18-24" DBH:  20%

Over 24" DBH: 10%

Condi�on of Publicly Owned 
Trees (trees managed 

intensively)

Data is available on approximately 
85% of public trees.  Over 90% of 

those are recorded as fair, good or 
excellent condi�on.

No current informa�on is 
available on tree condi�on 

or risk.

Informa�on from a par�al 
or sample or inventory is 

used to assess tree 
condi�on and risk. 

Informa�on from a 
current, GIS-based, 100% 

complete public tree 
inventory is used to 

indicate tree condi�on and 
risk.

Possess a detailed understanding of tree 
condi�on and poten�al risk of all intensively-

managed, publicly-owned trees. This 
informa�on is used to direct maintenance 

ac�ons.

Condi�on of Publicly-Owned 
Natural Areas (trees managed 

extensively)

Sample-based inventory data 
(species and size) is available on 

publically-owned nature preserves.

No current informa�on is 
available on tree condi�on 

or risk.

Publicly-owned natural 
areas are iden�fied in a 
sample-based "natural 
areas survey" or similar 

data. 

Informa�on from a 
current, GIS-based, 100% 

complete natural areas 
survey is u�lized to 

document ecological 
structure and func�on, as 

well as usage pa�erns.

Possess a detailed understanding of the 
ecological structure and func�on of all 
publicly-owned natural areas (such as 

woodlands, ravines, stream corridors, etc.), 
as well as usage pa�erns.

Trees on Private Property
Tree canopy assessments in 2002, 

2008 and 2012 provide basic canopy 
loca�on informa�on.

No data is available on 
private trees.

Current tree canopy 
assessment reflects basic 
informa�on (loca�on) of 
both public and private 

canopy combined.

Detailed informa�on 
available on private trees. 

Ex. bo�om-up sample-
based assessment of trees.

Possess a solid understanding of the extent, 
loca�on and general condi�on of trees on 

private lands.

Diversity

Public trees exceed species diversity 
thresholds for Crape Myrtle (16%) 

and Willow Oak (13%).  No genus or 
family exceeds target levels.

Fewer than five species 
dominate the en�re tree 

popula�on citywide.

No species represents 
more than 20% of the 
en�re tree popula�on 

citywide.

No species represents 
more than 10% of the 
en�re tree popula�on 

citywide.

Establish a gene�cally diverse popula�on of 
publicly-owned trees across the en�re city 

and for each neighborhood. Tree popula�ons 
should be comprised of no more than 30% of 
any family, 20% of any genus, or 10% of any 

species.

Suitability

Approx. 9,200 trees (6% of all public 
trees) are considered unsuitable 

(8,000 large trees under power lines, 
1,200 ash).

Less than 50% of trees are 
considered suitable for the 

site.

50% to 75% of trees are 
considered suitable for the 

site.

More than 75% of trees 
are considered suitable for 

the site.

Establish a tree popula�on suited to the 
urban environment and adapted to the 

overall region. Suitable species are gaged by 
exposure to imminent threats, considering 
the "Right Tree for the Right Place" concept 

and invasive species.

Equitable Distribu�on
Canopy cover is not currently the 
primary driver for tree plan�ng 

campaigns.

Tree plan�ng and public 
outreach and educa�on is 

not determined by tree 
canopy cover or benefits.

Tree plan�ng and public 
outreach and educa�on is 
focused on neighborhoods 

with low tree canopy.

Tree plan�ng and public 
outreach and educa�on is 
focused in neighborhoods 
with low tree canopy and a 

high need for tree 
benefits.

Ensure that the benefits of tree canopy are 
available to all, especially for those most 
affected by these benefits. Achieve low 

varia�on between tree canopy and equity 
factors citywide by neighborhood.

Charlo�e Today
Performance Levels

Overall Objec�ve
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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