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King County Urban Forests Program

Urban forestry is "the art, science, and technology of managing trees and forest resources in and around urban community ecosystems for the physiological, sociological, economic, and aesthetic benefits trees provide society." Society of American Foresters
It is proposed that the WLR Forestry Program organize an Urban Forests Program (Program) that will more effectively deliver forestry services in suburban and urban areas.  Historically, the Forestry Program has focused on the rural area, and more recently the Forest Production District.  However, as more and more rural resource lands are converted to residential and commercial purposes, it is increasingly important to look at urban and suburban tree stands as they relate to the functional integrity of forest habitats and major watersheds.  A crucial counterpoint to rural forest conservation is the effort to make cities livable and inviting, so they will absorb the population growth.  An urban forestry program is a relevant and sensible component of our overall Forestry Program.

The existing urban forestry function in WLR is the Natural Resource Stewardship Network (formerly known as the Puget Sound Urban Resources Partnership).  This is primarily a pass through grant program with one staff position.  It has been funded by the Forest Service, and Washington Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) has committed $90,000 in grant funding to continue the program in 2002.  In addition, the Urban Reforestation and Habitat Restoration program in Resource Lands is a small grant program that funds urban forestry projects.  As a condition of Washington DNR funding from their Community and Urban Forestry Program, they want the King County Program to be clearly identified as urban forestry.  This proposal will accomplish this by identifying the program as "urban forestry" and incorporating it into the Forestry Program.  This proposal also includes a revenue backed supplemental of $90,000 PILT Title 3 funds.  These are federal funds that have very specific categories for which they can be used, one being matching an approved Urban and Community Forestry grant (in this case, the WDNR $90,000).

Problem Statement

King County has seen a steady decrease in tree canopy in recent decades.  Nowhere is this loss more acute than in communities within the Urban Growth Boundary, where population increase and urban development are concentrated.  Recent research by American Forests shows that in Bellevue alone, forest cover decreased by a dramatic 43% between 1973 and 1996, while low canopy (less than 20 percent cover) increased by 41%.  In older inner city and industrial areas of King County, tree canopy can be virtually non-existent. 

The loss of tree canopy comes at a significant cost to the region.  As rural forest is converted to urban development and functioning urban forests are replaced by sparse and fragmented patches of trees, a host of urban forest benefits are lost.  These benefits range from cost effective surface water control to the protection shaded spawning beaches give to the eggs of some fish species.
Other benefits of urban trees are:

· Improved water quality;

· Habitat for wildlife, including salmon; 

· Reduced energy costs for heating and cooling;

· Filtering of airborne pollutants and sequestering of carbon dioxide;

· Aesthetic improvements; and

· Recreational opportunities.

Recognizing the importance of healthy tree cover in their communities, local jurisdictions have looked to the King County Forestry Program for assistance with tree management and urban forest issues.  However, until now there have been no designated points of contact for providing and coordinating such assistance from the County.  The proposed Urban Forests Program will enable the Forestry Program to provide resource management assistance, along with other technical assistance and grants, to jurisdictions and community groups by means of funding from Washington State Department of Natural Resources and the USDA Forest Service.

Major Urban Forestry Activities

The Program’s mission is to protect and enhance urban forests and trees for their environmental, social, and economic benefits.  The Program will add to efforts to enhance and protect the continuity of the County’s forested areas, which extend from large commercial stands in the Forest Zone, through a forest- residential mix in the rural area, to remnant forests and green spaces in densely populated communities.

Management of Urban Forest Stands in County Parks

The County manages numerous parks in urban areas, some of which have extensive tree cover.  The responsibility for managing many of these parks will be transferred to the city in which they are located eventually.  The urban forestry program will assist in the evaluation of the forests on these sites, and make recommendations to improve the long-term health of the stands.  The program can work with the city in developing a long-term management plan for the forests to ensure the continuity of the forest values through the transition in jurisdiction.  Typically the site plans or master plans for urban parks address the facilities and public use of the park.   Management of the forest resource is not addressed.  The program's efforts will augment the existing plan by addressing the resource issues.  The park sites will provide excellent opportunities for public education and volunteer efforts.

Urban Forest Management Planning

The draft King County Forest Policy states that the County will promote the conservation of urban and community forests as part of conserving the larger forested landscape.  In order to meet this objective and to better serve the multitude of urban forestry needs in the County, the Program will develop an analysis of the extent and function of urban forest cover using GIS technology and current research.  The analysis can help inform environmental policy decisions and will be coordinated with related resource conservation planning efforts such as the salmon conservation plans in the Green/Duwamish and Central Puget Sound Watersheds (WRIA 9) and the Greater Lake Washington Watershed (WRIA 8).

Technical Assistance

The Program will allow the Forestry Program to expand its forestry technical assistance and customer services to urban areas.  In providing these services the County’s Program will work closely with the Washington Department of Natural Resources to identify needs of communities and to provide technical assistance on model codes, arboricultural practices, urban forest management, and professional education.  Forestry-related customer services may include but are not limited to answering questions from citizens, evaluating tree problems, responding to permitting questions, guidance on common-space enhancement, and assistance in sustainable urban design.  

Urban Forest Stewardship Capacity Building

The Program will help build stewardship capacity in King County by providing organizational development assistance and training in the concepts, methods and practices of urban forestry to county staff, jurisdictions, landowners and community volunteers.  Among the educational products that may be developed for public consumption are a forestry slide show, brochures, technical writings, and feature articles.  The program will draw upon existing expertise in the Master Gardener and Land Water Steward programs and the Native Plant Society.

The Program will also provide opportunities for partnerships with jurisdictions, business groups, and grassroots organizations to plant and maintain urban trees.  Program staff will communicate regularly with decision-makers in urban communities regarding urban forestry and arboriculture programs and practices. 

Financial Assistance

Urban forestry projects will be eligible for grants and technical assistance through the Urban Reforestation and Habitat Program and the Natural Resource Stewardship Network (NRSN).  The NRSN combines the resources of several programs, including WaterWorks and the Forestry Program, with those of outside partners to support forestry projects in urban watersheds.  In FY01 the NRSN will grant approximately $200,000 to municipalities, non-profits, and educational institutions.  Grants will be available in 2002 for activities such as tree planting and riparian/wetland restoration, participatory education, wildlife habitat and urban forest management activities.  

Urban Forests Staffing and Revenues

Program Coordination

In order to achieve its mission the Urban Forests Program will seek to create better linkages between the Forestry Program and other programs that deliver urban forestry services, while qualifying the County for new revenues that will support many of these activities.
The Program will strengthen programmatic links among the following:

· Forestry Program – program coordination and planning; technical assistance to jurisdictions, landowners and community organizations; training; and outreach.

· NRSN – grants to urban forestry and watershed stewardship projects and technical assistance through the County and its external partners.

· WaterWorks – matching grant funds for NRSN with program oversight and cost share for administration of NRSN.

· Urban Reforestation and Habitat Restoration Grant Fund – grants to increase the health and diversity of urban forest stands and wildlife habitats.

· WSU Cooperative Extension and non-profit organization grantees – training and informational outreach on urban forestry topics.

· Basin Stewards and ESA planning – input on project prioritization and technical assistance for riparian and wetland forestry projects.

· Drainage Services - work on low impact development design retaining existing trees in subdivision design.

Revenues

The Washington Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) will award King County a major Urban and Community Forestry grant.  This grant is earmarked by WDNR for grants and the salary of the NRSN Coordinator, who will continue to administer the grants and provide urban forestry technical assistance as in the past.  The proposed Urban Forests Program will match the WDNR funding with existing efforts in the Forestry Program, NRSN, WaterWorks, and the Urban Reforestation and Habitat Restoration Program Fund in order to provide much needed forestry services in suburban and urban communities.

In addition, the WDNR grant qualifies the Forestry Program to use up to $90,000 in federal PILT funds for other urban forestry activities, such as habitat restoration projects or salaries at WSU Cooperative Extension and County Parks.

Summary of Revenues:

· Washington Department of Natural Resources grant to the Natural Resource Stewardship Network, a pass-through USDA FS Urban and Community Forestry Grant = $90,000
Status:  Secured, pending signed agreement.

· Public Law 106-393, Secure Rural Schools and Community Self Determination Act, Title III funding limited to use as match for the above Urban and Community Forestry grant = $90,000.


Other grant matching funds from WaterWorks and technical assistance from external partners will be available to projects through the Natural Resource Stewardship Network.  Urban Reforestation and Habitat Restoration Program grants will also be awarded in conjunction with the Urban Forests Program.
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