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Figure 3. Rotary de Tolosa volunteer tree planting event, South Hills Natural Reserve, 2023. 
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I. Vision and Mission Statements 

 

A. Vision   

 

The City of San Luis Obispo is a community identified and shaded by a diverse, 

resilient, thriving urban forest. Relying on the Community Forest Plan, the City 

actively encourages participation in tree planting and stewardship, preserves 

and protects trees, and promotes public safety and tree health.  

 

The Plan helps the City implement cost-effective enhancement and maintenance 

of the urban forest, increases public awareness of the value of our community 

forest, and maximizes its social, economic, and environmental benefits for 

current residents and future generations. 

 

B. Mission 

 

The mission of the City of San Luis Obispo Community Forest Plan (CFP) is to achieve the stated 

Vision by working with and empowering city residents and partners to establish innovative, 

science-grounded goals and strategies to protect, expand, and nurture ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊŜŜ 

cover and the associated benefits over the coming decades. 

 

 

Figure 4. Carrot wood (Cupaniopsis anacardioides) trees along Chorro Street, downtown San Luis Obispo. 
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II. Goals 

 

The goals of the CFP are as follows:  

 

1. Maintain and expand {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ to maximize social, economic, and 

environmental benefits for all, while minimizing undesirable conditions 

(Maintain/expand forest) 

2. !ŘƻǇǘ ŀ άǊƛƎƘǘ ǘǊŜŜΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΣέ ƭƛŦŜŎȅŎƭŜ-based perspective towards urban trees which 

includes the planting, care, and end-of-life use of climate-ready trees in locations where 

they will have the greatest opportunity to thrive (Sustainability/climate resilience) 

3. Foster a spirit of collaboration between and within City departments that are involved in 

urban forest management, as well as between the City and other local stakeholders 

(e.g., community groups, nonprofit organizations, businesses, utilities, other cities, Cal 

Poly, other State agencies) (Collaboration) 

4. Educate and seek the involvement of City residents and visitors, including underserved/ 

underrepresented groups, in order to obtain their interest and participation in creation 

of a thriving urban forest. (Outreach/equity) 

 

Figure 5. A West Coast Arborists crew prunes Brisbane box trees (Lophostemon confertus) along 
Palm Street in downtown San Luis Obispo, July 2022. 
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III. Summary of Key Findings 

 

This Community Forest Plan (CFP) and the additional 

background information provided in Appendix A are 

based on the results of research conducted in 2021 and 

нлнн ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ 

owned urban forest ς primarily street and park trees, as 

well as those located at City facilities. City open space and 

creek corridor trees are also covered by the plan. The 

projected lifespan of the CFP is 2023-2035.  

 

The contents of the CFP are based on extensive review of 

City of San Luis Obispo documents, published urban 

ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ Ƴŀƴŀgement plans, 

and consultant reports and outreach (including a 

community survey) commissioned by the San Luis Obispo 

Public Works Department.  

 

Additional sources of information included over a dozen 

interviews with knowledgeable urban forestry 

stakeholders, and ongoing interdepartmental 

collaboration primarily between the Public Works 

Department and the Office of Sustainability & Natural 

Resources. 

 

Key plan recommendations for improving the health and 

strength of the urban forest, and thus the well-being of 

City residents and visitors, include the following:   

 

¶ Update and maintain ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ inventory of 

street, park, and City facilities trees  

¶ Continue to use contract services for tree pruning 

and move toward a proactive, 5-to-6-year 

maintenance cycle (refer to Figure 6) 

¶ Update the City Street Tree List to focus on 

species that are both appropriate for urban uses 

and climate-resilient 

¶ Create a City tree planting and care plan and a 

City urban wood lifecycle plan which, although 

citywide, devote considerable attention to ŘƻǿƴǘƻǿƴΩǎ ƘƛƎƘ-profile urban forest trees 

{[hΩǎ ¦Ǌōŀƴ CƻǊŜǎǘ ς 

Fast Facts (2023) 
 

Number of City-owned street, 

park, and facilities trees:  

12,4551 

 

Percent of public street, park, 

and City facilities trees in 

άƎƻƻŘέ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΥ  флΦп1 

 

Total value of street, park, 

and City facilities trees:  over 

$39 million1 

 

Total number of trees 

citywide (public & private) 

within the urban boundary 

(excludes City open space):  

48,7102 

 

Number of tree species  

citywide:  At least 2212 

 

Estimated percent canopy 

cover, citywide (2012):  13.23 

 

άReŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ōŀǎŜƭƛƴŜέ 

percent canopy cover for a 

dry western city:  154 

 

Sources: 
1 West Coast Arborists, 2022 
2 UFEI, no date 
3 Nessen, 2012 
4 American Forests, 2017 
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¶ Strengthen social and environmental equity by assessing and working to enhance tree 

cover in disadvantaged neighborhoods  

¶ Reexamine compensatory planting requirements related to development-related tree 

removals; any changes made may ultimately impact the role, responsibilities, and 

authority of the Tree Committee (please refer to Appendix A, Section D) 

¶ After tree removals on private property, require follow-up monitoring by City staff to 

ensure that replanting took place as required 

¶ Require City arborist review of all development plans  

¶ Implement a comprehensive urban forest database management system that allows for 

multiple administrative functions and facilitates internal/external partner access to the 

inventory for updating purposes 

¶ Restart the Commemorative Grove program as resources become available 

¶ Expand engagement with key stakeholders and the community. 

 

 

Figure 6. ¢ƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ нлнм-2026 Tree Pruning Schedule by Zone (Pavement Area). Source:  City of San 
Luis Obispo Public Works Department. 
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IV. Introduction 

 

Urban forests provide a myriad of social, economic, and ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

residents, visitors, and business owners (Nowak, 2016; Janowiak et al., 2021; see Figure 7). 

Urban trees and landscaping beautify our cities (Schroeder, 1989), cool our buildings through 

shading and evapotranspiration (Ko, 2018), and create wildlife habitat (Strohbach et al., 2013). 

They support public health and safety by cleaning our air (Nowak et al., 2006), reducing flooding, 

erosion, noise, and wind (Livesley et al., 2016), and fighting climate change through the storage 

of greenhouse gases (GHGs) in the form of wood (Nowak and Crane, 2002).  

 

Trees also calm traffic, increasing motorist and pedestrian safety (Dumbaugh and Gattis, 2005), 

extend pavement life (Burden, 2006), enhance property value and increase business traffic 

(Staats and Swain, 2020), increase happiness and social interaction (Kwon et al., 2021), and 

reduce crime (Schertz et al., 2021). Their presence encourages us to engage in outdoor 

recreation, strengthening our physical and mental health (Pretty et al., 2005). Some trees 

warrant special treatment, such as heritage tree designation, because they have outstanding 

traits or significant cultural value (Jim, 2017).  

 

 

Figure 7. A partial list of the benefits provided by urban trees. Source:  AECOM, 2013. 

 

These benefits are worth billions of dollars annually to the 83 percent of Americans who live in 

urban areas (University of Michigan Center for Sustainable Studies, 2021). Trees are a good 

investment as well ς in California, every dollar put into street tree planting and care returns 

nearly $6 to its community in ecosystem services and increased property values (McPherson et 

al., 2016). Yet despite growing recognition of the value created by urban forests, the United 

States is losing many tens of millions of trees per year due to development, pests and disease, 

wildfire, and extreme weather (Nowak and Greenfield, 2018; USDA Forest Service Region 5, 

2023).  
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San Luis ObispoΩǎ urban forest is not immune to this trend. For instance, destructive, non-native 

insects and disease that have wreaked havoc elsewhere in California are approaching our county 

from both north and south, and the record-setting winter storms of 2022-2023 resulted in 

notable tree losses across San Luis Obispo County. Furthermore, until recently ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ 

12,500 public street, park, and facilities trees suffered from a multi-year backlog of deferred 

maintenance due to staff injuries, retirements, and the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

San Luis Obispo residents and officials have long supported efforts to maintain and expand the 

ŎƛǘȅΩǎ urban forest. The City is a 39-year participant in the Arbor Day CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ά¢ǊŜŜ /ƛǘȅ 

¦{!έ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ (Arbor Day Foundation, 2022; Figure 8). Additionally, in adopting the 2020 and 

2022 climate action plans (CAPs) and recognizing urban forest stewardship as part of San Luis 

hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ нлнм-23 Major City Goals, the City Council has endorsed revitalizing tree operations 

and maintenance as well as the planting of 10,000 new trees within the city by 2035 (the 10 Tall 

Initiative). This Community Forest Plan ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ general plan, 

municipal code, CAPs, and other guiding documents to support City efforts to become carbon-

neutral by 2035 and to adapt to the disruptive effects of a rapidly changing climate. 

 

{ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ƻǿƴŜŘ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ {[h ƭƛŦŜέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ 

quality of life enjoyed by residents and visitors alike. By highlighting the valuable benefits 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ǘǊŜŜǎΣ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƛǾƛƴƎ 

to include the public in adaptive management-based forest planning and activities, it is hoped 

that this plan and its future iterations will contribute to enhanced community health and well-

being in San Luis Obispo for many years to come. 

 

 

Figure 8. The City of San Luis Obispo has been a Tree City USA participant since 1983. 
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V. Historical Context 

 

Due to its geographic location and climate, the San Luis Obispo area has historically had 

relatively little native tree cover. However, the planting of many thousands of non-native trees 

in the city over the past two centuries has resulted in the area now having far more trees and 

species diversity than at any previous time in human history (Seymour, 1986, p. 50). 

 

The Chumash people who occupied what is now the city of San Luis Obispo for over 10,000 

years likely lived in a landscape dominated by grassland and chaparral with patchy woodlands of 

coast live oak, California bay laurel, toyon, and perhaps a dozen other tree species. 

Watercourses were dominated by riparian species such as California sycamore, black and 

Fremont cottonwood, and arroyo willow.  

 

The era of Euroamerican settlement and urbanization in the San Luis Obispo area began over 

250 years ago with the establishment of Mission San Luis Obispo de Tolosa in 1772 (Figure 9). 

The arrival of the missionaries saw the beginning of landscape conversion to agricultural and 

eventually urban usesΦ ¦Ǉ ǘƻ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ native tree cover may have been lost fairly 

quickly, as there was a continuous need for building lumber as well as heating and cooking fuel 

(Carotenuti, 2006).  

 

 

Figure 9. Excerpt from an 1874 map of San Luis Obispo. The Mission is seen in the center between 
Broad and Chorro Streets όάммΦ /ŀǘƘƻƭƛŎ /ƘǳǊŎƘέύ, with the Mission orchard and grounds to the north 
and northwest, respectively. Source: History Center of San Luis Obispo archives. 
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With the establishment of the Mission, the missionaries began to grow food crops including 

olive, fig, pear, grape, and prickly pear cactus, as well as grains and vegetables. Olive oil and 

wine were needed for use in religious ceremonies. In the mid-1830s /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ missions were 

secularized by the Mexican government. Despite the resulting changes experienced by the 

residents, Mission San Luis Obispo never ceased being an active church and never fell to 

complete ruin as did some of the other missions (Engelhardt, 1933; Carotenuti and Olson, 2004).  

 

By the post-Civil War era, tree planting and creation of park-like landscapes had begun to 

capture the fancy of the American public. In San Luis Obispo, local newspapers sang the praises 

of urban trees in their pages and lamented the general citywide lack of them, citing their beauty, 

their vaƭǳŜ ŀǎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ άǊŜƭƛŜŦ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƻƭƴŜǎǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ usefulness as sources of lumber, food, 

and medicinal products (e.g., eucalyptus oil).  

 

In fact, the area briefly went through a timber speculation craze when blue gum eucalyptus was 

planted widely in anticipation of a lumber shortage in California (e.g., San Luis Obispo (Weekly) 

Tribune, November 2, 1872, p. 2). Unfortunately for ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ prospective timber barons, blue 

gum makes a poor building material due to its tendency to split and warp while drying and the 

predicted boom fizzled. 

 

Over the years, hundreds of non-native tree and plant varieties from across the globe were 

brought to San Luis Obispo. One notable example is the two rows of camphor trees 

(Cinnamomum camphora) along Mill Street between Pepper Street and Johnson Avenue, which 

were planted in 1912 by D.J. Riley of wƛƭŜȅΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ {ǘƻǊŜ (Zeuschner, 1989). The surviving 

trees are now 110 years old, make the block uniquely beautiful, and indeed define the Mill 

Street Historic District (Figure 10). 

 

 

Figure 10. Mill Street Historic District.  
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Yet despite sporadic efforts to plant trees throughout the city, San Luis Obispo remained largely 

depauperate of greenery for decades (Figures 11 and 12), to the extent that new residents and 

visitors passing through found it worthy of comment (Fairbanks, 1989). Historical photographs 

of downtown San Luis Obispo taken prior to the 1960s show an urban setting that looks utterly 

desolate in comparison to its current verdant state (Middlecamp, 2021 Sep. 11).  

 

Starting in the late 1950s, a beautification program initiated by City Councilman R.L. Graves and 

City Engineer (later Mayor) Dave Romero led to the green downtown we are familiar with today 

(Carotenuti, 2006; Middlecamp, 2021 Oct. 9). About a decade later the segment of Monterey 

Street in front of the Mission was torn out and the area was converted into a car-free pedestrian 

ǎǉǳŀǊŜΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ aƛǎǎƛƻƴ tƭŀȊŀΦ .ŜŀǳǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȊŀ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇƛƴƎ was a high priority 

for the City, which moved mature trees from elsewhere in the city to the Plaza, including two 

ƻƭŘ ƻƭƛǾŜ ǘǊŜŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ƻƴŎŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ƻƭƛǾŜ ƎǊƻǾŜΦ 

 

 

Figure 11. Looking east on Higuera Street at Garden Street, 1963. Source:  Middlecamp, 2021 Sep. 11. 

 

The City ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀƴ !ǊōƻǊ 5ŀȅ CƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ά¢ǊŜŜ /ƛǘȅ ¦{!έ ƛƴ мфуо ŀƴŘ revived its Heritage Tree 

program several years later. Currently, 15 properties within the city host one or more 

designated (historically or otherwise significant) Heritage Trees (Andrews, no date; see 

Appendix B). Perhaps the highest-profile Heritage Tree in San Luis Obispo at present is the 

άaƻƻƴ ¢ǊŜŜΣέ ŀ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ǊŜŘǿƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǇƭŀƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŀǇƭƛƴƎ ƴŜŀǊ aƛǎǎƛƻƴ tƭŀȊŀ for the national 
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Bicentennial Celebration in 1976, five years after having visited the moon as a seed aboard 

Apollo 14 (Sheeler, 2018). 

 

Iƴ мфуф ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ /ƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ DǊƻǾŜ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǘ [ŀƎǳƴŀ [ŀƪŜ tŀǊƪΦ bƛƴŜ 

commemorative trees and 38 windbreak trees were planted for the occasion, with many more 

trees having been planted over the intervening years (City of San Luis Obispo, 2022a).  

 

 

Figure 12. άIƛƎǳŜǊŀ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿΦέ tƘƻǘƻ ŘŀǘŜǎ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴΦ {ƻǳǊŎŜΥ  5ŀǾŜȅ Resource Group, 
2021.
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VI. Relationship to Other City Documents 

 

This Community Forest Plan supports and is supported by existing City of San Luis Obispo goals, 

ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ŦƻǊǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ general plan, municipal code, Major City Goals 

for 2021-2023, climate action plans, and other applicable plans, specifications, and standards. 

The CFP is also informed by the Davey Resource Group Organizational Assessment Report (2021) 

and the West Coast Arborists Urban Tree Inventory Update (2022).  

 

A. General Plan 

 

The Land Use Element (2014), in its Sustainability policies, calls on the City to develop a long-

term tree planting program and recommendations to renew and maintain the urban forest; the 

latter includes planting more trees. 

 

The Conservation and Open Space Element (2006) addresses various facets of the urban forest 

in its policies relating to Materials, Natural Communities, and Views. The element specifically 

mentions fostering the reuse and recycling of lumber from removed trees; protecting 

άǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘέ ǘǊŜŜǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ IŜǊƛtage Trees) and oak woodlands; and creating and maintaining 

άŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎŎŀǇŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŜŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ 

emphasis on California native species. 

 

The Parks and Recreation Plan and General Plan Element Update (2021), also known as the 

Parks + Recreation Blueprint for the Future: 2021-2041, calls for shading of play areas in part 

through the use of trees, and devotes a section to the selection of appropriate park trees.  

 

The Climate Adaptation and Safety Element Update (CASE; 2023) combines two State-required 

general plan elements:  Safety and Environmental Justice. The element addresses individual 

natural hazards such as wildfire, flooding, and extreme heat (and related urban forest concerns) 

in the overall contexts of climate resilience and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). The San 

Luis Obispo County Multi-Jurisdiction Hazard Mitigation Plan is incorporated by reference into 

the CASE. 

 

B. Municipal Code 

 

The San Luis Obispo Municipal Code, Chapter 12.24 ς Tree Regulations, establishes policies, 

regulations, and specifications pertaining to installation, maintenance, and preservation of trees 

within the city. Topics include the City Tree Committee, street tree master lists and 

management, tree removal, tree protection, heritage trees, enforcement, and appeals, among 

others.  
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Figure 13. A West Coast Arborists crew trims a London plane tree (Platanus × hispanica) in front of 
the San Luis Obispo Repertory Theatre, August 2022. 
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C. 2021-23 Financial Plan 

 

In its Major City Goals for the 2021-2023 Financial Plan period, the San Luis Obispo City Council 

included the following direction:   

 

¶ The City will engage in projects and initiatives favoring accrual of the many benefits 

provided by trees, including shading and cooling, beautification, habitat, stormwater 

retention, and carbon sequestration; 

¶ The City should focus renewed efforts on completing several urban forest-related tasks 

that will contribute to the adoption of an integrated, holistic, and equitable approach to 

urban forestry.  

 

D. Climate Action Plans 

 

The 2020 Climate Action Plan for Community Recovery (2020 CAP; City of San Luis Obispo, 

2023a)Σ ǳƴŘŜǊ άtƛƭƭŀǊ сΥ  bŀǘǳǊŀƭ {ƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎΣέ Ŏŀƭƭed for increased carbon sequestration in the 

/ƛǘȅΩǎ ƎǊŜŜƴōŜƭǘ ŀƴŘ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊōƻƴ 

neutrality by 2035. The 2020 CAP included the foundational action Natural Solutions 2.1, which 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘƻ άtǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ¦Ǌōŀƴ Forest Master Plan by 2021 and plant and 

Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ млΣллл ƴŜǿ ǘǊŜŜǎ ōȅ нлорΦέ Detailed implementation recommendations for this action 

include updating the tree inventory, identifying future tree planting opportunities with climate-

ready species, and identifying strategies for ongoing operations and maintenance.  

 

The 2022 CAP update ς Climate Action Plan Volume 3: 2023-27 Work Program (City of San Luis 

Obispo, 2023a) ς was adopted by the City Council in November 2022. This update continues and 

expands the strategies previously identified in the 2020 CAP and includes the FY 2023-25 work 

program task Natural Solutions 2.1A, directing ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘƻ άAdopt and implement the Community 

Forest Plan and make significant progress on the 10 Tall goal of planting and maintaining 10,000 

ƴŜǿ ǘǊŜŜǎ ōȅ нлорΦέ 

 

E. Other Planning Documents 

 

Urban forest-related matters are further addressed in the following City documents:  

 

¶ Conservation Guidelines for Open Space Lands (2002) and various Open Space 

Conservation Plans 

¶ Waterway Management Plan (2003) 

¶ Community Design Guidelines (2010) 

¶ Public Engagement and Noticing Manual (2015) 

¶ Downtown Concept Plan (2017) (see Figure 14) 

¶ Mission Plaza Concept Plan (2017) 
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Figure 14. ¢ƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ tƭŀƴ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŜǎ 5ƻǿƴǘƻǿƴ {[h ŀǎ ŀ ǾŜǊŘŀƴǘΣ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ 
walkable destination. Source:  City of San Luis Obispo Community Development Department, 2017. 

 

F. Urban Forest Services Organizational Assessment and Tree Inventory Update 

 

This Community Forest Plan is in part informed by an Urban Forest Organizational Assessment 

Report (OA) prepared by Davey Resource Group (DRG; 2021) and an Urban Tree Inventory 

Update completed by West Coast Arborists (WCA; 2022). These efforts were commissioned by 

ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ tǳōƭƛŎ ²ƻǊƪǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ some of the same urban forestry challenges 

that have been experienced by cities nationwide in recent years:  declining tree age and species 

diversity, undesirable effects of climate change (drought-induced water stress, increased 

susceptibility to pest and disease attack, damage from extreme weather events), and reduced 

staffing levels resulting in a significant backlog of deferred maintenance. 

 

DRGΩǎ h! ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ extensive information and recommendations, including the 

results of stakeholder interviews and a month-long community survey, that informed the writing 

of this Community Forest Plan. ²/!Ωǎ updated public tree inventory provides a foundation on 

which annual work plans and budgets, and thus an effective tree care program, can be based.  

 

Certain OA recommendations (e.g., inventory update, expedited contractor pruning, hiring of a 

City volunteer coordinator) have already been implemented, and the WCA inventory update 

was successfully completed in 2022. .ƻǘƘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 

Trees and Urban Forestry webpage at https://www.slocity.org/living/natural-resources/trees-

and-urban-forestry. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.slocity.org/living/natural-resources/trees-and-urban-forestry
https://www.slocity.org/living/natural-resources/trees-and-urban-forestry
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VII. Sustainability 

 

Sustainability is ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άmeeting the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needsέ όBrundtland, 1987). As awareness of 

global climate change, increasing pollution, and other environmental issues has entered the 

general consciousness in recent years, the importance of urban forestry has begun to receive 

more attention from the public.  

 

¢ǊŜŜ ǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ άƭƻǿ-ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊǳƛǘέ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

(Mandel, 2021). In many locales, planting sites are numerous and trees and volunteer labor are 

readily available. The number of tree planting initiatives sponsored by government agencies, 

corporations, and other entities has dramatically increased since the beginning of the 21st 

century. However, planting in the wrong location, planting species that may not be able to 

withstand the local effects of climate change, or failing to provide adequate care to young trees 

until they establish can diminish or negate the desired outcomes. Thus, planning ahead is 

essential to avoid undesirable results. 

 

The preparation of this Community Forest Plan involved extensive research and discussion 

around multiple aspects of sustainability, including the following topics. Please refer to 

Appendix A, Section E for additional discussion on each of these.  

 

¶ The άwƛƎƘǘ ¢ǊŜŜΣ wƛƎƘǘ tƭŀŎŜέ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΦ A thriving, productive urban forest contains a 

mix of species and individual trees that are appropriate for the physical location and 

environmental conditions in which they were planted. Urban trees experience more 

challenging conditions than trees in natural environments, have shorter lifespans 

(averaging 19 to 40 years; Roman and Scatena, 2011), and require regular maintenance 

with associated costs. Like other cities in California, San Luis Obispo has begun to 

reevaluate its approved tree species lists for improved resilience in the face of climate 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ όǎŜŜ ά/ƭƛƳŀǘŜ wŜŀŘƛƴŜǎǎέ ōŜƭƻǿύ.  

 

¶ Climate Readiness. Climate readiness refers to the resilience of an urban forest to 

environmental stressors caused or amplified by the effects of global climate change 

(McPherson et al., 2018). Climate change has been predicted to inflict increasing heat, 

drought, wildfire, and extreme weather events on California in the coming years, along 

with secondary effects including increased urban tree exposure to insect and disease 

attack. The San Luis Obispo Public Works Department and City Tree Committee have 

recently worked ǿƛǘƘ /ŀƭ tƻƭȅ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ¦Ǌōŀƴ CƻǊŜǎǘ 9ŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ό¦C9Lύ 

to revise ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ¢ǊŜŜ [ƛǎǘ, emphasizing climate-resilient trees and eliminating 

types no longer considered appropriate for projected hotter and drier climatic 

conditions. 
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¶ Urban Forest Diversity. Diversity is a core ecological concept that refers to the variety 

and relative abundance of a species (Magurran, 1988). High species diversity, age 

diversity, and geographic distribution are believed to lead to greater overall ecosystem 

resilience. Although urban forests in the United States ς ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ς 

typically have far higher species diversity than adjacent native forests or woodlands 

(Robertson and Mason, 2016), 80 percent of inventoried communities in California were 

identified as being over-reliant on a single species of street tree, typically either London 

plane, sweetgum, Chinese pistache, velvet ash, or Callery pear (McPherson et al., 2016). 

When one of these trees dies or is removed, it may be wise to consider replacing it with 

a different type to enhance both diversity and climate resilience of the urban forest.  

 

¶ Pests and Disease. With each passing 

decade the number of non-native, 

invasive pests and diseases in California 

increases through commercial activity or 

other means of transportation from 

distant areas, over time resulting in 

significant economic damage and 

mortality to crops, wildlands, and urban 

plants and trees. Furthermore, the effects 

of climate change actively contribute to 

the spread of invasive species (Finch et 

al., 2021). San Luis Obispo County has 

been living with one such invasion since 

at least the early 1990s ς Fusarium 

circinatum, a.k.a. Monterey pine pitch 

canker ς which has caused enormous 

morbidity and mortality of pines. 

Numerous additional threats including 

sudden oak death (SOD) and invasive 

shothole borer/fusarium dieback (ISHB/FD; 

Figure 15) are either confirmed to be or 

are potentially headed towards SLO County from both north and south. Thus, 

monitoring and early detection are essential. The City should work with its partners to 

keep up with the latest information and best practices, and must be ready to respond to 

fast-ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀƴ άŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǊŀǇƛŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέ ƳŀƴǘǊŀΦ 

 

¶ Adoption of a Lifecycle Perspective. The United States generates 46 million tons of 

urban lumber annually (Nowak et al., 2019). This potential job- and income-producing 

resource is worth anywhere from $89 million to $786 million, yet it is largely wasted. 

The material is commonly chipped, burned, cut into firewood, or buried in a landfill. In 

Figure 15. Invasive shothole borer-
infested tree in southern California. 
Source: Nobua-Behrmann, 2018. 
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each case, the carbon stored in the wood returns to the atmosphere, exacerbating the 

effects of global climate change. This Community Forest Plan includes a 

recommendation for the City of San Luis Obispo to develop and implement an urban 

wood lifecycle plan, which would require consideration of end-of-life use in addition to 

other desired characteristics when choosing tree species to plant. The lifecycle plan 

would also include a replacement program based on planned rotation (replacement age; 

probably 20-30 yearsύ ŀƴŘ άǊƛƎƘǘ ǘǊŜŜΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǇƭŀŎŜέ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΦ The lumber retrieved could 

be used in a variety of ways, including for handcrafted furniture, benches, sheds, cabins, 

flooring, paneling (see Buffalo, 2016), or as public art. Additional uses for urban lumber 

include cogeneration (energy production from waste biomass), biochar (Hawken, 2017, 

pp. 64-65), feedstock for engineered woods, landscape mulch, soil conditioner, animal 

bedding, compost additive, sewage sludge bulking medium, and boiler fuel (CalRecycle, 

2022c).  

 

¶ Soil Enhancement and Stormwater Management. Street trees often exist in harsh 

urban environments with large amounts of impervious surface, lack of growing space, 

poor soil and drainage conditions, and high exposure to pollutants. These conditions can 

significantly limit tree health and lifespan (Lawrence et al., 2012). The City could 

consider piloting or continuing the use of new technologies developed for the dual 

applications of stormwater infiltration/water quality improvement and urban tree 

growth enhancement. These products are designed to improve infiltration and remove 

soluble pollutants while facilitating the growth of larger trees than would otherwise be 

possible in confined urban settings, without damaging sidewalks, streets, or utilities. The 

City is also subject to a 2022-2026 compost procurement target of 3,685 tons per year 

(CalwŜŎȅŎƭŜΣ нлннōύ ǳƴŘŜǊ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΩǎ {ƘƻǊǘ-Lived Climate Pollutant Reduction law (SB 

1383). This material could potentially be used in City tree planting and care if various 

concerns, including plastic contamination, can be addressed. 

 

¶ Public Safety. Both thŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 2023 General Plan Climate Adaptation and Safety Element 

(CASE; City of San Luis Obispo, 2023b) and San Luis Obispo /ƻǳƴǘȅΩǎ нлмф aǳƭǘƛ-

Jurisdiction Local Hazard Mitigation Plan (LHMP; County of San Luis Obispo, 2019) 

address potential hazards to public health and safety that may relate to San Luis 

hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ urban forest; specifically, these include wildland fire, adverse weather, 

flooding, and tree mortality resulting from drought stress and pathogen attack. The 

Community Forest Plan recommends that the City continue to work with CalFire, SLO 

County, and other City partners to identify and proactively work to reduce these 

hazards.  

 

¶ Water Conservation. Despite the record-setting rainfall seen across California in early 

2023, the overall trend towards increasing unreliability of winter rains in central 

California means that water conservation will necessarily continue to be an important 
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ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΦ bŜǿ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ 

and technologies ς as well as increased reliance on existing ones ς are needed going 

forward. Substantial and as yet unrealized water savings are possible in California 

through more stringent water conservation, recycling, and stormwater capture efforts 

(Gleick et al., 2014). The City currently uses tree watering bags and recycled water 

(indicated by purple signs and piping) for irrigation of street and park trees (City of San 

Luis Obispo, 2022b), and has piloted the use of water-retaining hydrogels in new 

plantings. The Community Forest Plan makes several recommendations around water 

conservation; please refer to Table 5, Implementation Matrix.   

 

¶ Sustainability Indicators. Sustainability indicators are an urban forestry analysis tool 

described by Clark et al. (1997). The tool uses specific criteria that can be used in 

conjunction with measurable indicators to evaluate current urban forest conditions and 

therefore identify areas in need of improvement. The Davey Resource Group 

Organizational Assessment (OA) report provides a sustainability indicators analysis for 

{ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘ ŀǎ ƻŦ нлнм. DƻƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ¦Ǌōŀƴ CƻǊŜǎǘ 

Services program may choose to use this tool to assess, evaluate, and indicate 

performance levels. Please refer to Appendix A, Section A.5, and the OA report for 

additional discussion.  

 

 

Figure 16. Cork Oak (Quercus suber), Lincoln Street ς a City Heritage Tree.
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VIII. Public Engagement and Outreach 

 

San Luis Obispo has worked with a variety of external partners to maintain and expand its urban 

forest for many years now, and the potential exists for additional partnerships in the future 

(Table 1). These relationships are essential for increasing awareness of the value of our urban 

tree cover and promoting public interest and participation. Volunteers bring their energy and 

enthusiasm to both tree planting and the long-term care that is necessary for young trees to 

establish and grow. In 2023, the City created a new Volunteer Coordinator position that will 

work across all departments to facilitate and increase volunteer involvement. 

 

Table 1. Selected Existing and Potential City Urban Forest Partners. 

California Conservation Corps 

California Department of Transportation (CalTrans), District 5 

California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo (Cal Poly) 

Downtown SLO (Downtown Foresters program) 

The Environmental Center of San Luis Obispo County (ECOSLO)  

Northern Chumash Tribal Council (NCTC) 

One Cool Earth 

Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) 

Rotary de Tolosa Service Club 

San Luis Coastal Unified School District 

San Luis Obispo County Fire Safe Council 

ȅŀƪ ǘƛǘ ǳ ǘƛǘ ǳ ȅŀƪ ǘƛƱƘƛƴƛ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ /ƘǳƳŀǎƘ όȅǘǘύ 

 

Several types of outreach helped inform this Community Forest Plan. Over a dozen stakeholder 

interviews were conducted, some by Davey Resource Group (DRG) in the preparation of their 

Urban Forest Organizational Assessment Report, and some by a Cal Poly San Luis Obispo 

graduate student working on a MasterΩǎ in City & Regional Planning degree. Davey also 

conducted an urban forestry community survey for the City. This online survey received 644 

responses, a relatively high response rate for this type of outreach.  

 

In addition, the Office of Sustainability & Natural Resources held three technical stakeholder 

meetings όάNatural Solutions forumsέύ as part of its climate action planning outreach in 2022 

(Figure 17). Finally, preparation of the CFP has also benefited from continued collaboration 

between the City Public Works Department, the Office of Sustainability & Natural Resources, 

and the City Tree Committee throughout the 2022-23 period.  

 

Davey Resource Group Benchmark Community Survey 

In September and October 2021, DRG conducted a Benchmark Community Survey as an initial 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊΣ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ 
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online survey was widely advertised by the City through a press release, social media 

advertisements, Tree Committee and City Council meetings, and signage at City parks and open 

space trailheads. 644 responses were obtained. The complete survey and responses are 

available as part of the DRG Organizational Assessment report on ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ¢ǊŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ¦Ǌōŀƴ 

Forestry webpage.  

 

 

Figure 17. Climate Action Plan Natural Solutions Forum in Mission Plaza. Source:  City of San Luis 
Obispo Office of Sustainability & Natural Resources, 2022. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩǎ ƴƛƴŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ that included the most important benefits provided 

by urban trees (further split out into environmental and socioeconomic benefits), most 

important planting locations, how to encourage planting on private property, and community 

awareness of and satisfaction with the /ƛǘȅΩǎ Urban Forest Services (UFS) Program. Respondents 

were also encouraged to expand on their answers and offer thoughts and suggestions at the end 

if they desired. 

 

According to survey respondents, the top five benefits of {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ urban trees are 

shading/cooling, beautification, wildlife habitat, improved air quality, and connection with 

nature (Figure 18). Additional high-level takeaways from the survey included the following:   

 

¶ Top three most important places to plant trees:  residential streets, parks, open space 
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¶ Top three best ways to encourage tree planting on private property:  free or low-cost 

trees, water bill rebate, rebate on purchased tree 

¶ Awareness of the UFS Program:  75 percent 

¶ Level of satisfaction with UFS:  somewhat satisfied, 38 percent; neutral/no opinion, 32 

percent  

¶ Equality of access to UFS services:  unsure, 63 percent; not equal, 20 percent; equal, 16 

percent.  

 

 

Figure 18. San Luis Obispo community member opinions on the most important benefits of trees. 
Source:  Davey Resource Group, 2021.  

 

Respondents also expressed interest in receiving more tree education and outreach from the 

City. The most common requests pertained to information about which trees to plant in San Luis 

Obispo, how often to water during drought conditions, and how to plant a tree. 

 

Overall, survey respondents, CFP interviewees, and others consulted during the preparation of 

ǘƘŜ /Ct ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǳǊōŀƴ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΦ Any outreach 

actions chosen for implementation will be conducted in accordance with ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ Public 

Engagement and Noticing Manual. For a full listing of proposed outreach actions, please refer to 

Objective 7.0 in Table 5, Implementation Matrix.  
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IX. Equity 

 

Urban neighborhoods throughout the United States that historically experienced systematic 

discrimination commonly lack adequate tree cover and other landscaping (Locke et al., 2021). As 

a result, residents of these areas are deprived of access to the many benefits associated with 

urban trees (e.g., shading and cooling; see Wilson, 2020) and experience disproportionately 

poor public health and safety outcomes as compared to individuals in wealthier neighborhoods. 

Furthermore, disadvantaged populations have the greatest vulnerability to the increasingly 

severe effects of climate change, such as extreme heat, drought, wildfire, and flooding (Islam 

and Winkel, 2017).  

 

!ǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ŀƴ [ǳƛǎ hōƛǎǇƻΩǎ нлно /ƭƛƳŀǘŜ !ŘŀǇǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ŀŦŜǘȅ 9ƭŜƳŜƴǘ ό/!{9ύΣ 

άThe City is committed to integrating diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in its operations and 

delivery of community services. The intersection of equity, environmental justice, and public 

safety is particularly important as the impacts of climate change will inequitably affect 

vulnerable and disadvantaged communities.έ DEI is both a Major City Goal in the 2021-2023 

Financial Plan and an important component of the /ƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ and other plans.  

 

Davey Resource Group addressed equity in their 2021 Urban Forestry Organizational 

Assessment Report for the City Public Works Department, which contained the following 

recommendations:  

 

¶ Conduct an assessment to explore the distribution of public tree canopy and associated 

benefits by neighborhood, census tract, and/or other geographic metrics (refer to CASE 

Section C.2, Equity and Environmental Justice, for additional information on this topic) 

¶ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ 5ƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ 9ǉǳƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ¢ŀsk Force to identify gaps in 

equity as regards urban forest access and benefits 

¶ Develop equity strategies around the urban forest. 

 

Please refer to Table 5, Implementation Matrix, for proposed actions regarding equity, and refer 

to Appendix A, Section H for additional discussion on this topic.  

 

 

Figure 19. The Santa Lucia Range and Terrace Hill frame SLO's urban forest. 












































































































































































