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what is 

urban tree 
canopy
Urban tree canopy (UTC) is the layer of leaves, 

branches, and stems of trees that cover the 
ground when viewed from above. In urban 

areas, the UTC provides an important stormwater 
management function by intercepting rainfall that 
would otherwise run off of paved surfaces and be 
transported into local waters through the storm 
drainage system, picking up various pollutants 
along the way. UTC also reduces the urban heat 
island effect, reduces heating/cooling costs, lowers 
air temperatures, reduces air pollution, increases 
property values, provides wildlife habitat, and 
provides aesthetic and community benefits such as 
improved quality of life.

 |  center for Watershed protection and U.s. forest service  
- northeastern area state & private forestry

Urban trees 
and forests 

are considered integral to the sustainability of cities 

as a whole. Yet, sustainable urban forests are not born, 

they are made. they do not arise at random, but 

result from a commUnity-Wide commitment to 

their creation and management. 
|  clark et al.: Urban forest sUstainability

urban forestry excellence

achieving
The Virginia Department of Forestry presented Virginia 

Beach with its 34th consecutive “Tree City USA” award 
at the annual Arbor Day celebration on April 4, 2014, at 

Princess Anne Commons Gateway Park. To qualify for the Tree 
City USA Award, communities must demonstrate commitment 
to an effective urban forestry program marked by renewal and 
improvement. Additional requirements include: a designated 
tree board or department, a tree care ordinance, an urban forestry program with 
an annual budget of at least $2 per capita, and an Arbor Day observance and 
proclamation. This award recognizes the importance of trees to our community and 
the commitment made by the citizens and government in supporting a significant 
urban forestry program to sustain its quality of life and environmental benefits. During 
the ceremony, Virginia Beach also received a Tree City USA Growth Award for the 
very first time in recognition of increased commitment of resources for urban forestry.



economic vitality 
and sUstainability 
for the fUtUre
virginia beach urban tree canopy benefits

v
irginia beach has many unique qualities which residents value. the community 

draws a wide range of livability attributes, such as clean water, air, and beautiful 

neighborhoods and parks, from trees. a healthy urban forest is as crucial a 

component of virginia beach’s infrastructure as is efficient transportation. healthy trees 

should be valued as important infrastructure investments that can help virginia beach meet 

the environmental, social and economic challenges of the future in many ways. 



improved emotional
& physical health

Trees and landscaping help to reduce the 

level of fear, stress, fatigue, and aggression in 

humans, and help to increase social ties. 

Additionally, several studies have shown that 

patients with views of trees from their windows 

heal faster with less complications. 

3.2 million trees
i n  v i r g i n i a  b e a c h

provide $263.4m
in total savings & benefits each year

stormWater
runoff reduction $84.6M in benefits 

per year

$18.4M
air quality
improvement
in benefits per year

Where a canopy of trees exists, apartments and offices rent 
more quickly and have a higher occupancy rate; businesses 
report more employee productivity and less absenteeism. 

Studies also show that visitors to well-treed business districts 
will spend 9-12% more for products.

sustain and stimulate 
vibrant commercial areas

energy 
conservation 
and lower energy bills

$34.3M
in savings per year

redUction
carbon dioxide

$117M
property valUe
i n c r e a s e  p e r  y e a r

Research indicates that 100 
mature tree crowns intercept 
about 100,000 gallons of rainfall 
per year, reducing runoff and 
providing cleaner water. 

swimmable and fishable

lakes & rivers

The net cooling effect of a young, 
healthy tree is equivalent to 
10 room-size air conditioners 

operating 20 hours a day. 
U.s. department of agricUltUre

homes landscaped with trees sell 
more quickly and are worth 5-15% 
more than homes without trees. 
homes may be worth 25% more 

where the entire street is tree-lined. 
arbor nat’l mortgage  

& american forests

$9.1M
in benefits per year



a review of the milestones reached in 2014 within Virginia beach’s urban forest

in 2014, the virginia beach urban forest Management 

Plan was adopted as a component of the city 

of virginia beach comprehensive Plan to foster 

economic vitality, sustainable development and strong 

neighborhoods and to maintain the city’s natural beauty. 

virginia beach’s urban forest consists of all trees in 

the city on both public and private lands. the multi-

faceted urban forest Management Plan provides policy 

guidance, goals and objectives to protect and enhance 

virginia beach’s urban forest.

38%
U t c  b a s e d  o n  2 0 1 2  d a t a

According to American Forests, a leading urban forest management, 

conservation and research group, the region in which Virginia Beach is 

located should strive to maintain at least 40% UTC. This percentage is 

the minimum recommended to help to sustain a healthy community. 

Based on data captured in 2008, Virginia Beach had a 36% UTC. 

In 2012, the city’s UTC increased to 38%. in 2014, virginia beach 

adopted a goal of 45% Utc over the next 20 year period.

2040 Utc goal: 45%

recommended Utc: 40%

Utc based on 2012 data: 38%

Utc based on 2008 data: 36%
InCReASeD UTC exAMPle AT PleASURe hoUSe PoInT 
nATURAl AReA

2008 2012

city of virginia beach

state of the urban forest



vegetative 
resource  

2013
grade

2014
grade

notes

canopy cover c+ c+ our existing canopy cover equals approximately 50% of potential

condition of Publicly 
owned trees

c- c- sample inventories indicating tree condition and risk level are in place

species diversity c- c there are some species that represent more than 20% of sites inventoried

overall Grade c- c

coMMunitY 
fraMework 

2013
grade

2014
grade

notes

Public agency cooperation b b
informal teams  among departments are implementing common goals on 
specific projects

neighborhood action c c there are isolated or limited numbers of active community groups

general awareness of trees 
as a community resource

c c+ trees are seen as important to the community

overall Grade c c+

resource  
ManageMent

2013
grade

2014
grade

notes

canopy cover inventory a a a sampling of tree cover using aerial photography is included in city gis

Municipality funding c- c funding is currently limited to reactive management

tree Protection Policy and 
enforcement

c c
there are policies in place to protect public trees, but only limited policies in 
place to protect private trees

Maintenance of Public trees c c+
Public trees are maintained on a request/reactive basis; no systematic 
pruning

overall Grade c c+

how are we doing?

treeport card
this municipal forest report card was developed to identify components of current city urban forest 
practices and evaluate areas of progress and improvement. the “treeport card” will be reassessed 
periodically to determine where progress is being made and where additional efforts should be focused. 
scores in each criteria area were reached by consensus among key city internal stakeholders. 

With approximately 3.2 million trees estimated to exist in Virginia Beach, the urban 

tree canopy (UTC) contributes to economic savings and environmental benefits for 

residents. Among the key annual savings and benefits to Virginia Beach citizens, 

stormwater runoff reduction and property value increases are the most financially significant. 

Above all, over $263 million in reported annual savings and benefits are attributable to the city’s 

urban tree canopy at 38%.



AssessmenT, mAnAgemenT And CollABorATion2015 goals

ensure that urban forest planting and 
maintenance practices continue to improve the 
quality of tree canopy so that potential benefits 
are maximized.

strateGy:

•	 Using available tree inventories, develop realistic plan for a 
five year pruning cycle for neighborhood street trees.

assessment
strategy: establish schedule and funding to complete tree 
inventories on public property.

obtain additional resources for the 
management of the urban forest through 
dedicated funding for an Urban forest 
management program. 

strateGies:

•	 Seek additional funding for new tree 
planting and preventative cyclical tree 
maintenance.

•	 establish an Urban Reforestation fund 
that is dedicated to planting trees on 
public property and educating citizens 
about the value and stewardship of 
trees. 

•	 Develop a coordinated approach to 
seek grant funding from local and 
regional foundations, industries, and 
corporations.

management

perform periodic canopy cover assessments and tree 
inventories, especially in priority areas, to understand 
the extent and composition of the city’s urban forest.

collaboration

land cover  
BReAkDoWn

tree canopy 38%

grass/shrub 42%

other paved 7%

buildings 7%

roads 5%

bare soil 1%

v i r g i n i a  b e a c h

land cover BReAkDoWn



VBgov.com/urbanforest	•	landscape@VBgov.com 
757.385.4461 (TTY: Dial 711)

lake lawson/lake smith natural area | photo by chris giersch

virginia beach Urban forestry’s vision is 

a strong urban forest that thrives through 

mutually beneficial partnerships and 

effective resource commitment which fosters 

sustainable development, clean air and water, 

economic vitality, strong neighborhoods, and 

the city’s physical beauty.

our mission is to enhance virginia beach’s 

urban forest through education, community 

involvement, proactive management, and 

responsible stewardship.


