Trees – an essential element of climate action
First, I would like to thank the mayor, council and staff for your dedication, your service, and the work you do to make our community as safe, healthy and thriving as possible. 
There is no doubt you all make personal sacrifices and sometimes endure criticism and even verbal abuse in order to do this important work. 
Thank you for all the good that you do!
There are three specific things I would encourage the city to do in regards to climate action:
1) Plant a lot more trees. 
2) Take much better care of the ones we have. 
3) And invite the city’s residents to help out with that.
The UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change told us last year that we have about 12 years to make drastic changes… in order to reduce the most catastrophic climate change. 
So, if we want to live out our lives on a planet where conditions are somewhat livable, we must take strong action. As soon as possible.
The IPCC also said forests play a vital role in climate action. With so much of the Earth covered by cities, the urban forest is also of vital significance.
Many recent studies have underlined the great benefit to humans’ physical and mental health, of living and working near trees.
In light of all this recent news, please let abundant tree-planting be among the City of Victoria’s drastic actions. 
We must plant as many trees as possible, as soon as possible. You will hear many great ideas and suggestions of how Victoria can move forward with climate action. But please keep in mind that increasing Victoria’s canopy is one of the cheapest and most beneficial ways to reduce climate change.
I urge you not to be seduced by high-tech ‘solutions’ that line the pockets of businesses and only sound like progress is being made.
We have fallen behind our neighbouring municipalities in tree protection. Many trees have been lost as a result. We need strong, fast remedial action to catch up.
In Victoria, like most cities, it has become normal to build the largest possible building on each property. Unfortunately, this can mean removing not only mature trees on the property itself, but also even neighbours’ trees and the public’s street trees. 
Some street trees are left with severely compromised root systems, due to excavations a sidewalk’s width away from them. It will be a miracle if these trees survive, with drought as well as increased disease and pests waiting to prey on them.
I would ask the city to start making the retention and protection of mature trees a key focus in city planning and community development plans. Only if we look ahead and plan which trees to keep will we be able to retain some of our big trees through the process of densification, as well as the space for large trees to grow.
Otherwise we will continue to squander our priceless heritage of street trees. These mature trees are not replaceable. We could not afford to buy a replacement of the same size, nor the resources to keep one alive. It takes a large portion of a human lifetime to grow a large tree.
With the loss of each mature tree, we lose scores of benefits – for community health as well as effective green infrastructure. It can take 200 to 300 saplings to replace the services provided by a single mature tree! We have taken mature trees for granted for too long. Let’s wake up before we have created a Victoria version of Easter Island.
We must have the foresight to avoid creating joyless, unhealthy concrete-block communities. One of the councillors suggested earlier that every neighbourhood should have a park. Good idea! This will be sorely needed if we are to embrace densification.
I would like to remind the city that trees benefit our whole community, in many ways. They purify the air during our now-smoky summers. They create shade that can reduce city temperatures by several degrees, which is even more important as temperatures increase, because heat can and does kill people.
A recent article on CBC said that planting more trees is one of the best things we can do to reduce carbon in the air. Another said that maintaining and increasing the urban forest is critical to air quality. When smoky air increases stress on the body, people die more easily of other apparent causes.
It is high time for Victoria to greatly increase its tree-planting. A mathematician friend estimated what our present tree canopy might be, using statistics from the 2005 and 2011 land cover mappings. 
If trees continued to be cut down at the same rate as they were in that six-year span, she estimated our tree canopy would have decreased from 18% down to about 17%.
If the rate of cutting has continued to accelerate, however, as I believe it has, our canopy could be quite a bit smaller… Just as we need it more.
We can see with our own eyes there are fewer trees. We don’t need more land-cover mapping. The first two did not help us retain canopy. Money would be better spent on planting trees and maintaining them.
Vancouver, in its bid to become the Greenest City, planned to plant 150,000 trees by 2020. The city wanted to increase its canopy to 22 per cent by 2050. 
Despite that goal, and because Vancouver has continued to cut down its mature trees, it seems not to have experienced a net canopy gain. In order to plant trees at as high a rate, I estimate Victoria would need to plant about 2,200 trees per year. 
It may be that Victoria needs to plant 2,200 trees per year just to maintain the canopy we still have. A canopy of 40 per cent is considered ideal. Many cities are aiming for that as a main part of their climate action. We are nowhere near half of that.
Besides planting more street trees, the city could offer trees at a discount to residents that want to plant them on their property. Other cities, like Nanaimo and Vancouver, already do this quite successfully.
Our outdated tree preservation bylaw allows people to cut down much bigger trees, without needing a permit, than is allowed in the neighbouring municipalities of Saanich, Oak Bay and Esquimalt. 
Coquitlam recently passed a bylaw protecting its trees from the size of 15 cms in diameter and up. Victoria’s non-native trees are currently protected only when they reach 80 cms!  Because a permit isn’t required, we don’t even know how many big trees under 80 cms we are losing.
While I appreciate the need to take time for consultation, as the city moves towards updating its bylaw, please consider at least passing an interim bylaw that is more in line with what other municipalities are already doing. 
At Community Trees Matter Network, we frequently hear about large trees being cut down in neighbourhoods.
Though they’re on private property, these trees are essential to the public good. They should not be destroyed just because, for instance, a new owner doesn’t want to rake leaves.
I would also encourage the city to increase fines for cutting trees illegally, and to increase enforcement.  The City of Cambridge’s new bylaw should create a real deterrence – it allows corporations to be fined up to $50,000 per tree, up to $100,000. 
Another way we could make a big difference is by allowing and encouraging Victoria’s tree-loving residents to help maintain our trees. Saanich has the Pulling Together program, where volunteers remove invasive species, and plant native trees and shrubs, among other activities. Volunteer groups care for 55 different Saanich parks and natural areas. I believe it goes on year-round.
Esquimalt also has several Branch Out events each year, where volunteers are invited to participate in similar work. Why shouldn’t Victorians also be able to contribute to the health of our parks, and green spaces? Some of our parks are thick with ivy. Invasive species weaken our trees by competing with them for water and nutrients. 
We can’t afford to hire enough Parks staff to remove invasive species. So why not encourage volunteers to come out and contribute to the health of our trees?
Last year’s Tree Appreciation Day in Victoria saw four trees planted – a great reduction from the previous year. Citizens appreciate the opportunity for walks led by city arborists, but taking drastic action to reduce the climate emergency means we need a lot more tree-planting, and better tree care.
Taking better care of our trees could include a public awareness campaign, to increase residents’ knowledge about the importance of the urban forest.
It could also include removing grass around stressed trees, because it competes for the same water and nutrients, and using bark mulch to retain moisture around public trees, while improving soil nutrients.
Informing residents that it would be helpful to water trees and street trees occasionally, during our now-common summer droughts, would be very helpful. Many people aren’t aware of this. Many still think our ‘Mediterranean’ trees need no watering – but this year we also had little rain during the winter. I saw thirsty looking tree leaves this spring. We will lose more trees if we begin a long hot summer with trees already deficient. Yes, watering uses more water. But if it keeps more trees alive, it is water well-used. 
Keeping more trees in our region actually has a beneficial affect on our micro-climate. Well-treed areas retain more moisture in the soil, and also have more rain. Since trees also create oxygen, store carbon, purify the air, retain topsoil, prevent flooding, buffer sound, and reduce temperatures, keeping them alive is powerful climate action.
Vancouver has been asking residents to water for several years now. Not everyone will listen and comply of course, but more of our drought-stricken trees would be saved. 
Many people already love trees. If more people understand how essential they are to our own continued well-being, more will be willing to make an effort towards their care and retention.
I would also like to thank you for approving a greatly increased budget for the Parks department this year. Planning to retain mature trees, planting a lot more of them, and encouraging Victoria residents to help, can and should be a key focus for Victoria’s climate action strategies. 
There are few climate strategies that will be as effective. And as well as providing ecological, social and economic benefits, trees simultaneously increase residents’ health and happiness!
Please keep these facts in mind as you allocate resources for effective climate action for our city.

Sincerely,
Grace Golightly
Member of Community Trees Matter Network

Links:
- “We need to think and act very strategically to deliver urban forests as a climate change solution. Consider: Urban forests make up almost 20 percent of our forest carbon sink, and reduce residential energy use for heating and cooling by 7.2 percent nationally!”
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/defining-the-next-economy/q-a-tree-equity-as-a-driver-of-climate-resilient-cities-communities

- “The need for a true tree canopy for the city {of Los Angeles} is becoming critical. Trees are now our best line of defense to protect the city from the reality of extreme heat and the public health risks of air pollution, and their presence alone can help promote pedestrian activity.”
https://la.curbed.com/2017/5/26/15702818/jacarandas-purple-flowers-shade-palm-trees?utm_campaign=la.curbed&utm_content=entry&utm_medium=social&utm_source=facebook&fbclid=IwAR0UTR8mJTze-sP4YR5n6-IyXDbjm8KpeVzbBHNUj7G-HHBXJWiAkz4GM3A

- “The benefits of a two-hour dose [of nature] were the same for both young and old, wealthy and poor, and urban and rural people.”
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/13/two-hour-dose-nature-weekly-boosts-health-study-finds?utm_term=RWRpdG9yaWFsX0dyZWVuTGlnaHQtMTkwNjE0&utm_source=esp&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=GreenLight&CMP=greenlight_email

- “… planting more trees is at the heart of our ambition to protect the environment for future generations.”
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/13/tree-planting-in-england-falls-72-short-of-government-target

- “It’s equally useful for identifying high-priority locations for tree protection and stewardship, which are just as important to preserving and growing the urban forest. After all, there’s no way to grow the overall canopy cover if you’re losing trees as fast as you’re planting them.”
www.itreetools.org/resources/content/Sustainable_Urban_Forest_Guide_14Nov2016.pdf 

- “North said the next 100 to 150 years are ‘really crucial’ in transitioning to a low-carbon economy, and "forests are an effective tool for a period of time like that to be able to reduce the amount of carbon that's in the atmosphere."
https://www.cbc.ca/news/technology/what-on-earth-newsletter-trees-carbon-capture-climate-strikes-1.5156358?__vfz=medium%3Dsharebar&fbclid=IwAR254BeB_eskH-gnzZg03ZgGES31za16tRKOVMxzohm6xqaN2w0yVvEZIc4
[bookmark: _GoBack]




