
Current Status: While forestry has been an integral part
of Canada’s history and economy since the turns of the
nineteenth century, it is only relatively lately that urban
forestry has been recognized as part of that legacy. 

As stated by Tree Canada: “The motivation by
communities, governments, individuals, and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) to advance urban
forestry seems to be firmly linked to natural disasters.”   
 In particular, the arrival of Dutch elm disease (DED) in the
1940s. With the invasion and subsequent destruction of
elms across Canada, the management of urban forests
was permanently changed in Canada. These changes
included: the creation of new university positions, the
implementation of new regulations and bylaws, the
formation of tree non-governmental organizations, the
advancement of disease/insect control products, and the
increasing prominence of urban forestry professionals
and consultants.  

1

Information Bulletin • March 2023 • Issue 8

Topic: Urban forestry, the planning and management of
urban forests provides many social, environmental, and
economic benefits to communities and the broader
environment. With over 80% of Canadians living in urban
areas, urban forests contribute greatly to the health and
well-being of Canada, while facing their own unique set of
physical and social challenges. 

Background: It was a Canadian professor, Erik Jorgensen of
the University of Toronto, Faculty of Forestry who first
defined urban forestry as, “A specialized branch of forestry
that has as its objectives the cultivation and management of
trees for their present and potential contribution to the
physiological, sociological, and economic well-being of urban
society.”

Urban forests have many environmental benefits. These
include the sequestering of gaseous air pollutants and
particulates, the provision of wildlife habitat, storm-water
attenuation, and the capture of atmospheric CO  . Urban
forests can reduce the impacts of the urban heat island
effect by shading hard surfaces and through
evapotranspiration cooling.   They can also reduce noise and
glare. 

Research has shown that trees increase the property value
of residential and commercial buildings.  For municipalities,
greater revenues can be obtained through taxes, from these
same houses and buildings.  When strategically placed, trees
can lower home cooling costs by as much as 35%. 

While Canadians may enjoy the benefits of Canada’s rural
forests, “the connection in the urban forest is much more
dramatic because the beneficiaries live within the urban
forest.”   Research has shown that urban forests have
psychological and social benefits specifically, reducing the
frequency and impact of anxiety, depression, stress, and
attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder in children. Urban
forests and other green space can provide residents with
places to exercise and interact with one another, increasing
their general well-being.
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Trees in an urban area.

URBAN FORESTRY

Additionally, storms such as the Great Ice Storm of 1998,
which resulted in the significant build up of ice,
highlighted the importance of consistently and properly
pruning urban trees.   Currently in Canada, the ongoing
threat of invasive species (i.e., emerald ash borer), has led
municipalities to update their urban forestry
management plans in response. For instance, in the City
of Ottawa this includes, “proactive and replacement tree
planting, selective tree injections, tree removal, wood
movement and disposal, and public awareness and
outreach.”  
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Given the impact of urban forests on community members,
communicating, and educating the public on urban forestry
issues is critical. Whether a tree is in a community park, the
backyard of a home, on a business property, or along a
street, the benefits of urban forests are shared across the
community and are not limited to tree owners. Thus, all
community members have a stake in the success of urban
forests.

However, in many areas, in particular Southern Ontario, the
majority of the urban forest canopy is located on private
property. For instance, 60% of Toronto’s tree canopy is on
private land. Thus, engagement, incentives, and the
regulation of privately-owned trees is essential to improve
the urban forest. 

A continuing concern is the lack of federal or provincial
resources to assist urban forestry. While infrastructure is in
place to assist in traditional forestry, including the
sustainable management of wood and allied products,
urban forestry remains virtually dependent on municipal
resources. 

Conclusions: Urban forests/trees have many
environmental, economic, social, and health benefits that
enrich the wellbeing of Canadian communities. However,
threats such as the greater densification of cities, invasive
species and climate change are having significant impacts
on urban forests. To ensure their sustainability, it is vital that
municipalities continue to work towards maintaining urban
forests, along with professionals (foresters, arborists,
landscape architects, planners) academic institutions and
upper levels of government to protect this resource along
with the communities dependent on them. 
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The Canadian Institute of Forestry / Institut forestier du Canada (CIF-IFC) is the
national voice of forest practitioners, dedicated to providing national leadership in forestry
and forest stewardship, promoting competency among forest practitioners, and fostering
public awareness and education of Canadian and international forest and forestry issues.

As new challenges and threats emerge towards urban
forestry, management plans must be updated accordingly. 

Key Considerations: Urban forests face many challenges
that prevent trees from reaching their genetic potential.
These challenges include a lack of growing space due to

densification, soil that is compacted and contaminated,
exposure to de-icing salt, as well as the risk of physical
damage caused by snow removal, vehicles, and
maintenance activities.

As well, many urban forests lack genetic diversity, with an
overabundance of a limited number of trees species, often
grown in landscape nurseries from genetically identical
trees. Too often, the seed source of the native trees planted
are unknown. Canada’s harsh climate and challenging
urban environments preclude the number of species that
can be grown.   These ecological challenges and limitations
are exacerbated by invasive species (including insects,
plants, and diseases/pathogens).   Many urban centres also
serve as entry points for invasive species (i.e., Dutch elm
disease, Asian longhorned beetle, brown spruce longhorn
beetle, and emerald ash borer).    The impact of invasive
species extends to the environmental benefits of urban
trees, limiting the trees’ ability to provide shade, filter water
and air, and produce oxygen.

Options: To ensure their long-term sustainability, “urban
forests must be strategically managed and incorporated
into land use planning”    which can be done through the
integration of strategic planning and technology. This
includes the spatial integration of urban forests which
connects single trees (i.e., trees in backyards, along streets,
and in parks) to natural areas (i.e., ravines, urban and semi-
urban woodlands) as part of a functional green system. As
well, technology has a large role to play in strategic forest
management. This includes urban forest inventory and
monitoring, use of geographic information systems (GIS),
light detection and ranging (LiDAR) and remote sensing, and
risk and change modelling. 

 Hard surface planting. Tree protection during
development.
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https://treecanada.ca/blog/how-trees-keep-us-and-our-communities-cool/
https://treecanada.ca/resources/canadian-urban-forest-compendium/1-definition-of-
urban-forests/
https://treecanada.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/TC-CUFS-2019-2024-Eng.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/heatislands/using-trees-and-vegetation-reduce-heat-
islands#:~:text=Trees%20and%20other%20plants%20help,to%20reduce%20urban%20heat
%20islands.&text=Trees%20and%20vegetation%20lower%20surface,providing%20shade%
20and%20through%20evapotranspiration. 
https://cdn.halifax.ca/sites/default/files/documents/city-hall/boards-committees-
commissions/170327hppac1011pres.pdf
https://www.td.com/document/PDF/economics/special/UrbanForestsInCanadianCities.pdf
https://www.wellington.ca/en/resident-services/resources/PDS_TD_Urban_Forests_-
_Value_of_Trees_in_Toronto.pdf
[https://www.bchydro.com/news/conservation/2022/efficient-gardening-tips.html
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andmanagementpracticeguide_october2020.pdf
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