
 

Study explains why thousands of Detroit
residents rejected city's tree planting efforts
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As cities from New York to L.A. pursue major tree planting initiatives, a new
study explains why thousands of eligible residents in Detroit, Mich., rejected a
city tree-planting initiative. Credit: Christine Carmichael/UVMGund

Trees are a hallmark of vibrant neighborhoods. So why did nearly one-
quarter of eligible residents in Detroit, Michigan, turn down free street
trees? That's the mystery University of Vermont researcher Christine
Carmichael solves in one of the first studies to explore opposition to city
tree planting programs.
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As cities from New York to L.A. embark on major tree planting
initiatives, the research helps to explain why more than 1,800 of 7,425
eligible Detroit residents—roughly 25% - submitted "no-tree requests"
between 2011 and 2014 alone. The study was published January 7 by
Society and Natural Resources journal.

"This research shows how local government actions can cause residents
to reject environmental efforts—in this case, street trees—that would
otherwise be in people's interests," says Carmichael, a postdoctoral
researcher at UVM's Gund Institute for Environment and Rubenstein
School of Environment and Natural Resources.

Carmichael found that the opposition in Detroit resulted primarily from
negative past experiences with street trees, particularly in low-income
neighborhoods grappling with blight from vacant properties. In 2014
alone, the city had an estimated 20,000 dead or hazardous trees,
following the contraction of Detroit's once-massive tree maintenance
program from budget cuts and population decline.

For many long-term residents, wariness of the new trees was driven by
past experiences of caring for vacant properties in their neighborhood.
They believed responsibility for maintaining the trees would eventually
fall to them. "Even though it's city property, we're gonna end up having
to care for it and raking leaves and God knows whatever else we might
have to do," said one woman interviewed for the study.

Carmichael also found that skepticism of the program was tied to wider
distrust of the city government and outside groups in parts of Detroit. As
a result, residents wanted greater decision-making power in selecting
which trees to plant in particular locations, adds Carmichael who
completed the three-year study for her Ph.D. with co-author Maureen
McDonough of Michigan State University.

2/5

https://phys.org/tags/trees/
https://phys.org/tags/city/


 

Greening Detroit

Urban greening projects offer health benefits to residents, from
improved air quality to decreased crime, and seek to boost the typically
lower amount of tree cover in low-income neighborhoods, Carmichael
says.

For these reasons, many cities have launched major tree planting
initiatives in recent years, including MillionTreesNYC, Grow Boston
Greener, The Chicago Tree Initiative, and The Greening of Detroit.

To avoid past mistakes in the city's tree planting and maintenance
approach, staff at The Greening of Detroit, a non-profit contracted by
the city to plant trees, selected tree species that could survive in urban
environments and guaranteed maintenance of trees for three years after
planting.

However, the group relied primarily on educating residents about the
benefits of trees and their program, which failed to address people's
concerns. "By not giving residents a say in the tree planting program,
they were re-creating the same conflicts that had been happening in the
city for a long time," says Carmichael.

Carmichael says simple steps, such as allowing residents a choice over
which kind of tree will be planted in front of their home, can reduce
tensions. Investing more effort in follow-up communication with
residents who receive trees would also help to ensure that trees are cared
for, and residents do not feel overburdened with tree maintenance.

One man interviewed for the study said, "I've left several messages. My
tree was planted last August. My wife loved it. I was told that they would
come back out and either water it or fertilize it. Haven't seen anyone. So,
I've been doing the best that I can. Where do I go from here?"
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Lessons for non-profits

Monica Tabares of The Greening of Detroit says that increased spending
by the City of Detroit's forestry department, as well as a change in the
organization's leadership, has led the group to focus more on community
engagement.

Since Carmichael presented her findings to The Greening of Detroit, the
organization has instituted community engagement training for the youth
they hire to water street trees and interact with residents. "As a result of
our refined focus, [our program] has brought thousands of residents
together to not only plant trees, but gain a greater understanding of the
benefits of trees in their communities," says Tabares.

Carmichael's study is gaining attention from city planners across North
America hoping to learn Detroit's lessons. Local governments and non-
profits in Austin, Denver, Indianapolis, Sacramento, Toronto and
Vermont have reached out for help implementing her research.

The study also offers lessons for how non-profits and donors measure
successful outcomes, Carmichael says.

With limited resources and watchful donors, some non-profits often
focus on narrow outcomes—such as the number of trees planted per
year—without also prioritizing deeper community engagement, which
might slow the immediate work of planting trees, but create more a
sustainable outcome.

"We need to broaden the measurable outcomes that we can gauge
success by," says Carmichael. "Healthy urban forests cannot be
measured just by the number of trees planted. We also have to capture
who is involved, and how that involvement affects the well-being of
people and trees in the long-term."
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