Sacramento Shade Tree Act

Patterned after the successful model established by the Sacramento Municipal Utility District (SMUD), the Energy Conservation Through Trees Act seeks to save Americans dramatic amounts of money on their utility bills and reduce outside temperatures in urban areas.  The program conducted by SMUD has been proven to lower energy bills, make local power utilities more cost-effective, and reduce air pollution.

Planting shade trees around homes in a strategic manner is a proven way to lower energy demand in residential areas.  According to research conducted by the Department of Energy, three shade trees strategically planted around a house can reduce home air-conditioning bills by about 30 percent in some cities, and a nationwide shade program could reduce air-conditioning use by at least 10 percent.  Shade trees also help to:

· Improve public health and air quality by absorbing particulate matter;

· Store carbon dioxide to help slow global warming;

· Reduce the risk of flooding in urban areas by absorbing stormwater runoff;

· Improve private property values and increase residential aesthetics;

· Preserve public infrastructure, such as streets and sidewalks.

 

The legislation requires the use of science-based tree-siting guidelines to ensure that trees are not planted in locations that will disrupt pre-existing infrastructure, block solar panels and wind turbines, or damage power lines.  Consultation during the development of these guidelines must be provided by Technical Advisory Committees (TACs) that are composed of local energy and arboricultural experts.

It also requires utilities that receive assistance to partner with nonprofit tree-planting organizations or other municipal infrastructure groups to run the technical side of the program.  These nonprofit groups are meant to serve as tree-planting experts to complement utilities' financial interest in lowering peak energy demand and reducing consumption.  They will provide technical and outreach assistance, work with tree recipients, and ensure that trees are planted in the right place to maximize energy conservation.

The Benefits of Urban Forests

The benefits of the Initiative are manifold, involving both hard dollar-and-cents returns as well as 'soft' benefits that are, at present, unable to be set down in fiscal terms but which are invaluable.

'Soft' Benefits:
1: Increased Environmental Awareness: Focusing on the urban forest will heighten awareness about the urban environment as a system that needs to be cared for, and maintained by working with natural principles.

2: Neighborhood Pride: Increasing the number of trees will enhance neighborhood pride especially in areas where trees along streets and thoroughfares are rare. Certainly, this greenery will raise property values overall, but it will also instill a sense of pride of place.

3: Community Building: A focus on tree planting, care and maintenance will help develop neighborhood organizations and community groups. Indeed, in most cases, tree-planting programs are only viable when they work in conjunction with neighborhood groups that may have to be developed or created with the help of veteran tree planting organizations. Once formed to plant trees, and then maintain them, these neighborhood organizations can also serve to cohere Neighborhood Watch committees, increased participation in local schools etc. Thus planting trees helps 'grow' communities.

4: The Educational Component: Focusing on the urban forest, and the increased presence of trees in a neighborhood and in schoolyards help increase environmental awareness for schoolchildren, and affords them the opportunity to use local trees and the urban forest as part of a curriculum that includes natural and environmental studies.

Hard Benefits:
1: Battling the Heat Island Effect: As asphalt, concrete, houses and buildings cover the ground, replacing natural ground cover, the temperature can skyrocket. This outcome, known as the 'heat island effect' can raise temperatures many degrees helping create smog-causing chemicals, and requiring increased amounts of energy consumption to cool buildings.

Studies have shown that increased canopy cover in our cities will substantially alter the heat island effect, with concomitant decreases in energy consumption and smog production.

2: Reducing Air Pollution and Carbon Sequestration: Increased canopy cover in cities - that is, more and larger trees systematically arranged - not only helps reduce the heat island effect, thus reducing smog causing compounds, but trees also absorb many pollutants or mitigate their effects. Included among the chemicals that foliage can combat are: PM10, S02, NO2 , O3, and CO. Similarly, trees sequester carbon, removing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, a goal to which the United States has subscribed by signing Climate Change agreements in Kyoto recently. Urban forests can play an important part in the reduction of carbon dioxide, and thus help combat global climate change and increased global temperatures caused by human intervention and the production of greenhouse gases as outlined in studies carried out by the United Nations and other institutions.

3: Reducing Urban Stormwater Runoff: Trees break up the rain as it falls on the ground, dispersing its erosive effects. Trees act as something Iike sponges the city, absorbing rainwater that would otherwise flow into gutters and down storm sewers. Trees thus slow and lower the stormwater runoff that usually ends up scouring city streets, sending a witch's brew of toxic pollutants into the storm sewer system. Cities in California currently spend billions of dollars in efforts to control this runoff, which now constitutes the single largest non-point source of water pollution, and which has been placed federal guidelines under the Clean Water Act to be cleaned up by cities over the coming decade. Trees and other efforts to 'depave' cities are rapidly being accepted by cities as important elements among the range of solutions to cleaning up urban runoff.

4: Using the Urban Forest as a Source for Lumber: At present almost all of the trees removed from the urban forest are chipped, used as mulch, cut into firewood or tossed into landfills. In fact, many of these trees could be processed as valuable hardwood lumber. The CDF is currently promoting a program to do just that, developing small urban saw mills to process the wood, perhaps funding them through Recycling Market Development Zone Loan Programs. This would increase job opportunities, and provide for Job training, as well as the production of value-added lumber items (furniture, butcher blocks etc.) that could be sold or exported. In fact, a study commissioned by CDF (California Urban Woody Green Waste Utilization, Draft February 1999) indicates that overall, returns on urban tree plantings, if harvested, could yield a 5 -6% return on the value of the wood fiber alone. At present rates of tree removal (1.5% of all urban trees) assuming that 25% would supply an average lumber volume of 75 bd. ft, then the volume of street trees removed annually from all sources would amount to some 220 million bd. ft. each year.

The value of urban trees as potential lumber can be seem clearly from the example of a single valley oak whose diameter is 2 feet. As a dead tree its value is nothing or worse - it actually constitutes a dangerous liability and costs up to S28/ton to dispose of in a landfill. Cut into kiln-dried lumber this dead tree would yield, however, $600. By the same token, a healthy living valley oak could be worth as much as $14,000 using the International Society of Arboriculture's trees valuation criteria. (i.e. $31 /in 2 DBH) Therefore, some thought should be given to trees in this Initiative planted on private property with easements for their future harvesting at the end of their normal life.

Doing the Math: Adding Up the Benefits of the Urban Forest:

All these individual benefits - pollution and stormwater reduction, carbon sequestration, and reduction of energy consumption - can be given actual dollar values.

Improvements in air quality garnered by trees can accurately be measured and given actual dollar figures by converting tons of the pollutants by 'externality costs," that is, what these pollutants cost to society in terms of rising health care. In this regard, N02 and ozone are $6,750 per metric ton, PMIO is $4,500 and so forth.

At present there are computer programs, such as CITYgreen, developed by American Forests, that maps changes in canopy cover using aerial photography and satellite photos and accords dollar values to these changes. Using Tucson Arizona as an example, this program shows that an increase of canopy cover from 8% to 42% in a single city block results in increased runoff reduction of 18%, increased summer energy savings of $1,500.00 and an increase in carbon sequestration of 2 tons/year. For cities throughout California results would vary, but the benefits accrued by increased tree canopy could be accorded actual values in every instance.

A dollar value can also be placed on tree cover by measuring the cost of building a storm water storage facility, or increased flood control measures, equal to the work the trees do naturally. This relationship has been studied extensively by the Natural Resource Conservation Service, Washington D.C. and converted into an engineering formula called TR-55, which is widely used by governments.

For example, in Puget Sound, one area studied extensively in this regard, storm water storage costs are conservatively estimated at $2 per cu/ft. While costs may vary, the impact on California cities is considerable, especially in those cities where stormwater runoff runs into the millions (or, in Los Angeles' case, billions) of cubic feet each year.

Thus increasing the urban forest even by a small percentage carries with it a major fiscal benefit- In terms of controlling stormwater and watershed management

