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Introduction
A key piece of the Columbus Urban Forestry Master Plan (UFMP) planning process began in December
2019: a public outreach campaign to engage a wide range of Columbus residents in the future of the city’s
urban forest. The goals of the campaign were to learn about the public’s priorities related to tree canopy,
as well as understand current challenges in Columbus and potential solutions.
This document provides an overview of the outreach campaign as well as a summary of findings. The
project was facilitated and managed by Columbus Recreation and Parks together with consultants Urban
Canopy Works and Designing Local.

Avenues of Input
The public gave input on the Columbus UFMP in five different ways: 1) a public open house, 2) an online
comment form, 3) small-group presentations, 4) individual interviews with stakeholders, and 5) guidance
from two stakeholder groups. Information on each of these avenues follow. Findings from all avenues
combined can be found in the next report section Recurring Themes / Findings.

Avenue #1: “Let’s Talk Trees” Public Open House
March 4, 2020, 6-8pm at Wyandot Lodge
Total Attendees: 135 people
A public meeting was held on March 4 at the Wyandot Lodge with the goal of providing an educational and
interactive way for the community to provide input on the challenges and solutions to increasing Columbus’
tree canopy. The meeting included a fifteen-minute presentation from consultant Urban Canopy Works on
what tree canopy is and why it is important. There were also seven stations set up for residents to visit and
provide input, which were staffed by City staff and UFMP Project Team members. Stations asked
attendees where they lived, where they wanted more trees, ideas on how to encourage tree planting and
preservation on private property, what the challenges are (and solutions to) maintaining and improving tree
canopy in Columbus, how they envision participating in this effort and finally an opportunity to Ask the
Arborist any tree question they had.

Figure 1. 135 people attended the Columbus UFMP “Let’s Talk Trees” public open house on March 4, 2020 at Wyandot Lodge.

Figures 2 & 3. Maps of each of the 41 neighborhoods of Columbus were set out at the Columbus UFMP “Let’s Talk Trees” public open
house for attendees to write in what their neighborhood’s challenges, what they would like to see and any other comments for the
Project Team.

Figures 4 & 5. Multiple stations were available at the Columbus UFMP “Let’s Talk Trees” public open house for attendees to give the
Project Team their input and concerns on multiple topics, including the challenges of planting more trees (above left) and ideas on
ways to encourage more trees on private property (above right).

Figure 6. Word cloud depicting the general comments written on an open board at the “Let’s Talk Trees” Open House.

Avenue #2: Web-Based Survey and Comment Form
Online Comment Form live February 1 - April 15, 2020 at
www.ColumbusUFMP.org
Total Submissions Received: 301
Throughout the project, extensive information on the UFMP process, Columbus trees and canopy cover,
and more was provided on the UFMP
website www.ColumbusUFMP.org.
The site also included an online public
comment option in which anyone
could provide their input and ideas.
Questions mirrored the input
requested at the open house above,
including: what neighborhood you live
in, what does your neighborhood
need, where do you want more trees,
how to we encourage planting and
care of trees on private property, what
should our goals be as a community,
and what are the challenges of (and
solutions to) maintaining and
improving tree canopy in Columbus.
A total of 301 submissions were
completed over the course of 2 ½
months via the project website.
Figure 7. Screenshot of ColumbusUFMP.org.

Avenue #3: Small Group
Presentations
UFMP Project Lead Rosalie Hendon offered to speak to small groups throughout the city during the
Discovery Phase of this project, on request. Presentations included:
●
●
●
●
●

Ohio State University CFAES Career Expo, February 11th
State of the City, February 13th
Sustainable Columbus External Advisory Board, February 20th, approximately 20 attendees
Greenspot Advisory Board, February 21st, approximately 20 attendees
Mid-Ohio Regional Planning Commission Sustainability 2050 - Virtual presentation on March 27th,
approximately 40 attendees

Further presentations were planned with multiple other groups but did not happen due to the emerging
COVID-19 crisis.

Avenue #4: Interviews
In addition, 23 interviews with more than 30 people were conducted to explore existing conditions,
challenges and potential future direction of urban tree canopy in Columbus. These included group
interviews with city departments and elected officials as well as one-on-one interviews with representatives
from organizations across the community.

Avenue #5: Stakeholder Groups of Community Leaders
Two stakeholder groups were formed to guide the development of this work: the Project Team and
Advisory Group.
Serving as a steering committee, the Columbus UFMP Project Team includes 30 people representing city
departments and community organizations across the city. The Project Team has met regularly throughout
the process and intensively guides the plan’s direction.
Over 100 people served on the Columbus UFMP Advisory Group. Through a series of three workshops,
advisory group members reviewed data and findings, worked through challenges and solutions in small
groups, and helped secure additional public engagement.
The full member list for both of these groups can be found at
https://www.columbusufmp.org/the-process.html.

Figure 8. Columbus UFMP Advisory Group at the first workshop in January 2020.

Reach of Public Input Process
As public comments were submitted, the Project Team worked to include data on where the person
submitting comments lived, in order to ensure that outreach work reached as many as possible across the
entire community of Columbus. Neighborhoods that were underrepresented on the Advisory Group or the
public open house received targeted outreach for the online comment form.
Comments received by neighborhood:
● Clintonville (85)
● North Linden / South
Linden / State of Ohio (50)
● Olentangy West /
University District / Fifth by
Northwest (48)
● Northeast / Airport / East
Columbus (42)
● Mid East (29)
● Greater Hilltop (26)
● West Scioto (26)
● Near East / Wolfe Park /
East Livingston Avenue
(24)
● German Village / Brewery
District (23)
● South Side (23)
● Far Northwest/Northwest
(22)
● Northland (21)
● Southwest (20)
● South East (19)
● Hayden Run/ Far West (16)
● Harrison West / Victorian
Village / Italian Village /
Milo Grogan / Fort Hayes /
Downtown (14)
● Far East (13)
● Far South (9)
● Far North (6)
● Westland (4)
● Dublin Road / Franklinton /
Harmon Road (4)
● Rocky Rock-Blacklick (3)
● North Central (0)

Figure 9. “Let’s Talk Trees” Open
House attendees pinned a dot on a
board to indicate where they lived.

Recurring Themes / Findings
A full transcription of submissions received across all avenues has been submitted to the Columbus
Recreation and Parks Department. For ease of consumption, all comments were grouped into the most
prevalent themes. These are described below with example comments.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

We are not where we should be.
Knowledge and awareness is lacking.
Better management is needed for existing trees.
There are not enough tree protection measures in place currently.
Focus on equity in next steps to improve Columbus tree canopy.
Address the lack of resources and funding.
Need updated data.
Take steps to encourage tree planting and preservation
Address challenges from rentals / landlords.

#1: We Are Not Where We Should Be
Many commented on how far behind the City is in tree canopy cover, that we should have started this
decades ago, and how important this is to maintain a livable city with healthy residents going forward. The
overarching theme to these comments was that this should be a priority going forward.
● “There is no excuse for Columbus to have such a low percentage tree canopy; it significantly
affects quality of life and attractiveness as a city.”
● “This is one of my top concerns for the future of our city. The benefits of improved tree canopy are
incredible. We just need to prioritize it.”
● “We NEED more greenery. Columbus is turning into an apartment world, and we're losing the
home-y feel of the city. We also have significantly less greenery than similar cities, and this is
something that we need to work on.”
● “Thank you for taking on this very important issue. It’s decades late.”

#2: Knowledge and Awareness is Lacking
The most obvious consensus of the public comments expressed the lack of knowledge and awareness of
the reasons trees are critical to cities. There appears to be a general feeling of apathy among the majority
of Columbus residents when it comes to trees. Many do not fully understand the economic, public health,
and environmental benefits of trees, and may not even feel that trees are their responsibility to care for. In
addition, many residents (and even organizations), have little knowledge about how trees are actively
managed in the city.
●
●
●
●

“Public education to teach our residents the importance of trees for air quality, heat dispersion,
beauty, potential food source, tree climbing, etc.”
“People want to do what their neighbors are doing and not break norms. They also want to
maintain easy maintenance. Find a way to change the norm.”
“We are facing the challenge of inertia. It is a low priority for most people and/or businesses.”
“People are not aware of the importance of stuff until it's gone. We need to make people aware of
the threats to our trees and the implications of that. Especially the threats of insects (like Emerald
ash borer) and other things that threaten the lives of trees.”

●
●

●
●

●

“Also would like to see more tree giveaways with professionals to help you plant and follow-up
with questions about tree health.”
“Include public education about the health benefits and impacts of trees in the jurisdiction of the
Health Department, while being sure that staff members of ALL city departments are trained to be
aware of this as they carry out their respective responsibilities.”·
“Trees are expensive and can take a year or two before you can see great results. However those
results will last far longer than a community garden.”
“I am on the Hilltop, and many people either do not know about trees or cannot afford tree
service. We have lost trees to disease & to people cutting them down because they do not know
better or know what else to do with a large tree. Some very nice older trees were removed as they
were cracking the sidewalk. Thus, we have lost too many trees within the last five years. People
really do not know how to take care of them. People also do not generally appreciate them as
much as they should -- thinking that the work of taking care of a tree is more than it is worth.”
“Educate developers, city officials, and the public about the economic value of trees.”

As such, stakeholders wanted to see education as a priority with future public engagement and marketing
efforts. Educating the public was cited as the most effective solution to the challenges presented above not only in regards to the benefits of tree canopy in general, but also in terms of tree species, maintenance,
and resources available. Residents would like to see this on an individual level, as a public marketing
campaign, and as a part of the school system to educate youth.
●

●

●
●

●
●

“Provide some fact sheets or other literature to educate residents about the tree species growth
habits, what to expect, care, lifespan, etc. so they hopefully do not see the tree as a burden, but a
valuable asset.”
“Make the economic development case; make the climate improvement case; make the air
quality/public health case; get other city departments/leaders to champion these cases and
talking points.”
“Creative, informative, and engaging PSAs about the value of trees/tree canopy.”
“Education in the form of telling residents the benefits of having a tree canopy in these
neighborhoods: lowering temperatures in the summer and providing oxygen into the atmosphere
and clearing urban pollution.”
“Research to demonstrate the value of trees to combat climate change, improve the local quality
of life, and increase property values.”
“A brochure or website page with instructions on how to choose the right trees in a landscaping
plan to include appropriate places in a yard such as not under a power line, next to a building
foundation, or too close to a neighbor's yard to avoid a potential confrontation with a neighbor if a
tree drops leaves or branches.”

#3: Better Management is Needed for Existing Trees
All parties agree that the current status quo regarding management of existing tree canopy is not working.
While all want to see an increase in trees and better protection for them, they also want to see better
management of what they currently have. This includes addressing the conflicts between City departments,
each of which have their own priorities to fulfill, creating conflicts of interests in most projects.
●

“More resources need to be devoted to the care and maintenance of existing trees all over
Columbus. There are many trees with limbs damaged by passing cars and pedestrians, serious
structural issues (girdling, roots, rubbing, limbs, etc.) and significant split limbs.”

●
●

●
●

●
●
●
●

●
●

“Newly planted trees must be regularly watered for at least the first year or the failure rate will be
high.”
“Have urban forestry under 311 online so people can report trees that need trimmed or evaluated
for disease or suggest a place where a tree is needed. Currently, 311 just has a place where you
can report a dead tree.”
“One of the best vestiges of mature trees are the city’s ravines. Please focus on these areas for
preservation and conservation.”
“Currently, the various divisions, offices, and departments of the City work at odds to each other.
Forestry seeks to increase tree cover while Development works to maximize the acreage of
cement construction; Planning tries to create proactive & inclusive guides for neighborhood
growth while BZS sees itself as only governed by statute and thus ignores the plans that are
‘merely policy’.”
“Large numbers of existing trees in the right of way that were chosen and planted incorrectly,
requiring intense utility trimming that ruins their looks and impacts their longevity.”
“The lack of coordination with other master plans will be a major challenge. “
“Your project is needed and sounds good. But, you will be working at cross-purposes with other
projects that have the backing of city administration.”
“The lack of coordination and communication across city departments is the major challenge.
These master plans are developed in silos. So, both city administration, the neighborhood office,
public works, economic development, and the council have to figure out how to coordinate
projects.”
“Make sure every city department is abiding by the City's Tree Executive Order.”
“It’s not that the departments do not want to cooperate; they all have their own priorities. Too
much compartmentalization. Roadblocks. Change is difficult to implement. “

#4: There are Not Enough Tree Protection Measures in Place Currently
The general consensus from both stakeholders and residents is that there are not enough tree protection
standards. Many hope the UFMP will kickstart the process to update the tree protection ordinance and
make changes in multiple areas of city code to ensure new development standards that prioritize tree
canopy, mandatory planting ratios, and tree removal permits.
●

●
●
●
●
●
●

“We are rapidly losing existing trees. Planting trees won’t matter today. City needs to track tree
removal through development at plan review to understand real impacts of tree loss to the urban
canopy.”
“Columbus should require a tree removal permit for private tree removal, and have a tree
replacement ratio that is mandatory.”
“Fix the giant loophole allowing developers to use a variance to get out of putting money into the
tree fund.”
“Pass a tree ordinance requiring tree replacement, like many other cities have done. Make trees a
part of the developing process, instead of an inconvenient afterthought.”
“Require new developments to not only provide a minimum tree number, but also require
adequate soil volume for those trees.”
“The electric company could stop cutting down and killing all of the established trees. They killed
a 150 year old maple in my backyard and my oak tree out front.”
“Keep our trees, keep the green spaces, keep parks. Stop cutting down trees.”

●

●
●

●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

“Stop developers from destroying green space and trees to build apartment complexes. In the
West Scioto neighborhood we have too many empty apartments and not enough trees. The
solution is easy. Stop cutting down trees to build new apartments.”
“Stop developers from cutting down the trees we have now.”
“A nice stand of trees was cut down at the bottom of the hill -- just past the 70 Interstate -because a homeless camp had set up under the trees. Some remedy aside from cutting down
trees needs to be found for homeless camps.”
“First and foremost - preserve the canopy that we already have!”
“City street and utility maintenance crews do not prioritize trees when replacing sidewalks and
clearing around overhead power lines”
“Require new developments to not only provide a minimum tree number, but also require
adequate soil volume for those trees.”
“Like many cities, our city leaders can require developers to set aside green space whether for
new builds or renovation spaces.”
“City leadership needs to ask more from developers and adequately enforce the public’s
expectations.”
“Protect old trees that are doing well. They are super carbon sequesterers.”
“Protect wetlands and wild areas, especially preserving green corridors. Green corridors allow for
communication within intact biomes. Intact healthy biomes are necessary for life on the planet.”
“Strengthen city codes and enforce them with fewer variances.”
“Encouraging developers to retain old growth and requirements for more parkland and green
space. Not just minuscule green space or paying into park funds, but real commitments to green
areas with trees.”

#5: Focus on Equity in Next Steps to Improve Columbus Tree Canopy
The 2015 Urban Tree Canopy Assessment data shows that tree canopy in Columbus varies greatly by
neighborhood, from 9% at the lowest to 41% in the areas with the most tree cover. This disparity means that
not all residents have access to the benefits that trees provide. Many in Columbus want to correct this
inequity in canopy cover and further engage low-income areas that can benefit the most from tree canopy
benefits. Neighborhood disparity is a challenge, as there is a lack of resources in many lower-income or
renter-dominated neighborhoods. Additionally, some residents are not physically able to care for trees.
There is also a concern that funds are not distributed equitably, as well as the fact that many maintenance
costs fall on homeowners who may not afford the upkeep.
●
●
●
●
●
●

“Lobbyists promoting green space in attractive and affluent areas. Tree neglect due to an
uneducated public / youth regarding tree benefits in low income areas.”
“Some people do not have the resources or the physical ability to plant trees on their property.”
“When considering air quality- air pollution has major health impacts on our youth. Neighborhoods
in close proximity to major roadways and other at risk areas should come at a priority.”
“Many people in Columbus may not have the extra funds to purchase a tree or to deal with the
associated costs that come with it once it gets to be too large for their space.”
“Stakeholder engagement sessions in communities with low canopy coverage that weren’t
represented tonight by participants should be prioritized to ensure greater equity moving forward.”
“Not everyone on the South Side understands the value trees bring. But some do. And their
ignorance is not a reason to neglect trees in that area. You can track low income areas with tree
cover. These old homes do not have central air and not all can afford to add it. Trees help insulate
in hot summers… We need tree education in these areas and tree canopy equality!”

●

●

“Lack of education directed towards poor folks, less advantaged individuals. I drive for a living
and I notice how trees are an important part of the charm of neighborhoods like Upper Arlington
and New Albany. Why can't opportunity neighborhoods have equal charm?”
“Trees. We need trees... total canopy inequality compared to 8 blocks west in German Village. The
homes here are old - not equipped with central air. Residents in this neighborhood cannot afford
window units. We rely on fans and shade. The sun beats down on our neighborhood in the
summer causing exhaustion and tension. Lack of trees affects property value, enforcing the cycle
of poverty. The trees that are here need mulching and pruning for good tree health and longevity.
Trees that are damaged or removed need stumps ground and REPLACED. Our community
deserves the same treatment, care , respect , investments and priority as the areas with higher
incomes and a white demographic. It is time to close the gap for canopy inequality and create a
greener community for all.”

#6: Address the Lack of Resources and Funding
Many respondents felt that there are not enough resources currently dedicated to tree canopy efforts
across the city, showing an overall lack of priority for this effort city-wide.
●
●
●

●

●

“Invest more money and people in this initiative.”
“Investment and education from the city, similar to our approach to infant mortality through
CelebrateOne. It just needs to be a deliberate focus.”
“If we are serious about sustainability and being resilient towards the effects of climate change,
use trees as a primary tool . Begin by seriously funding the urban forest in the same way we fund
other city-wide infrastructure. Prioritize the planting of trees just like any other civic investment.”
“There is a need for funding commitment by the Mayor and City Council to fund in-house
professional staff who can continually review plans, enforce codes, provide assistance, monitor
status and facilitate city-wide progress. Obviously, at this time, there are not enough full-time
Forestry personnel employed by the City of Columbus. The situation can be improved upon
greatly if the Mayor of Columbus and City Council provide increased, on-going, long-term fiscal
resources dedicated solely to the Parks and Forestry divisions.”
“Allocate resources to make urban forestry a high priority.”

#7: Need Updated Data
Tree canopy cover in Columbus was last measured from 2013 aerial photos. Concerns were raised on the
use of old data when so much development has occurred in the subsequent years. The city is using old
tree inventory data as well. The question was raised multiple times how we can manage what we don’t
know about.
●

●
●

“The use of 2013 canopy data for the entirety of Columbus is problematic. Some areas of the city
are relatively static in terms of the effect of development on canopy. The 2013 data is acceptable
for these areas. The problem comes in with more suburban areas like mine (West Scioto) that are
and have been under assault by development. 2013 data doesn’t come close- and presents a
highly misleading picture to represent the ravaging of our tree canopy”.
“Form data working group to establish data management plan. Link with Smart Columbus”.
“Set a goal to do a tree canopy study every 5-10 years.”

#8: Take Steps to Encourage Tree Planting and Preservation
Revitalizing the canopy will take more than just city efforts. It will require private property owners to support
preservation, maintenance, and expansion of tree canopy. The community cited a number of ways to
encourage tree planting and care across the community--both on private and public property. The most
popular options for encouraging trees on private property included tree giveaways, assistance in
maintenance and reductions in stormwater fees. Changes in city policies and operations were also cited
as a way to encourage trees, specifically providing leaf pick up, shifting responsibility for sidewalk damage
to the city, improving general communication with the public, and providing options for planting on the
private side of the sidewalk/right-of-way.
●
●
●
●
●

“Make sidewalk maintenance a city responsibility to afford sidewalks and put trees along them”
“Make street trees opt-out instead of opt-in.”
“Urban neighborhoods often have small plantable R.O.W.. A property owner would accept a tree if
it were maintained- maybe trade private land (a few feet) for planting space in R.O.W.”
“City assumes responsibility for fixing sidewalks damaged by tree roots. Many simply can not
afford to replace sidewalks so they cut down trees to reduce possible damage.”
“Communicate with the public. About 6-7 years ago a truck came down our street dropping trees
in front of various houses. The tree planted on my property was planted close to my main water
line; which is/was a concern for me. Nothing was communicated to the residents of my
neighborhood that this was being done. Being on my property, I am responsible for the tree the
city planted. I am an older person and do not want to be responsible for the maintenance on this
tree!”

#9: The Challenges from Rentals and Landlords
The high number of rental properties in Columbus emerged repeatedly as a hurdle to growing tree canopy.
The general comment is that landlords would rather remove a tree (or not plant one at all) to save costs
and hassles in the long run, and that renters are typically not invested in the neighborhood they are living
in.
●
●

●
●
●
●
●
●
●

“We have a lot of renters in town. Give incentives and punishments to landlords not following
through.”
“Potential lack of tree stewards in communities with more transient populations - renters, as
opposed to long-term homeowners, may not plant or maintain a tree that they won't see grow
themselves.”
“More homeowners and less renters, renters do not know anything about beautiful
neighborhoods, it’s just a place to sleep.”
“Encouraging more owner occupancy, or gearing messaging to renters in ways they can improve
treecover without being an owner.”
“There are lots of apartment complexes - so while I can make decisions as a homeowner I’m not
sure how prevalent home ownership is or how willing landlords are to work with the city.”
“My neighborhood needs to encourage homeowners and especially landlords to plant more
trees.”
“Major landlord companies and other landlords in the University District don't ask for street trees
or maintain their own very well.”
“Landlords are disinclined to plant more trees on their own properties without incentives.
“Landlords are terrible about planting and maintaining trees. They need an incentive. To them,
they don't want to increase the hassle for maintenance and it certainly doesn't impact their

●

●

●

monthly rent. About 80% of our structures in the neighborhood are landlord owned. They. Don't.
Care. Or want trees. How can we increase trees in our neighborhood when those who own the
land don't want them? And many streets do not have public-right-of-way to plant trees either. The
city needs to force or incentivize landlords to plant trees.”
“Landlords are decreasing the live-ability of the Short North with the destruction of mature trees.
Permits should determine whether each tree needs to be destroyed and should state what kind of
tree will replace the destroyed tree.”
“In neighborhoods with mostly rental properties, residents will not care for trees and small
landlords will not invest in them due to leaves, roots, gutters, and wind damage. These areas then
lack trees.”
“The City has a rental registration for landlords. They should reduce the fee if the landlord can
prove they planted a tree in the last year as an incentive.”

