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CARLY CASSELLA 8 MAY 2018

A Mass Decimation of Forests Is
Happening Across The US, And No
One's Paying Attention
This is serious.

A new study has found that US metropolitan areas are losing
about 36 million trees every year across the entire
country. That's equivalent to 175,000 acres of tree cover in
central, suburban and exurban fringes.
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Just as a growing number of Americans are choosing to live in
cities, scientists have begun to discover the importance of living
near trees for our health and wellbeing.

The problem is obvious, and only made worse when urban
forests and green spaces in the US are being decimated at such
an alarming rate.

To give some context, Central Park in New York City is about
840 acres. This means that every year, US cities are losing over
208 Central Parks.

The value of this loss is roughly equivalent to about US$96
million in bene�ts, according to lead author David Nowak of
the US Forest Service (USFS).

And that number is quite conservative. Nowak said the �nal
�gure was based on "only a few of the bene�ts that we know
about."

These include the ability of trees to remove air pollution,
sequester carbon, conserve energy by giving shade to buildings
and reducing power plant emissions.

Nowak and his co-author Eric Green�eld from the USFS used
paired aerial photographs from Google Earth to monitor forest
coverage in 1,000 locations for each of the 50 states across the
US from 2009 to 2014.

https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=-qWW1ASH6Dr7MlqG3yrsxPGGhFzmRbtgeUYCfvrjYUH58ZUDzfLFVh-kmIhfJHWuKLMSRTO-NSMax8Nw-M0fwJLUwUmI-MWkRns0DPZUXaIoOLXmQd6gr81X95IAqhaSpynAyMs8U14ct3Rt486Cm9qYgYMNrDEsKJd2Cq1YzP0L2V4JOYalIbRu8UpgqakGGBN6lT35Ym6jabrezukIliOerI2s0LWl9PIxfYUwF5w0fKRZh3fXbNWqc_EaR6LzHKlvL6rLAIV-n3tL_oGSzDpdQX1wrwls,IIj2-XxVoDZaQM_Cyta71w&source=display&cbt=sEE_-3ehbh8Iz6uep5gHEPrJ55QFGK_X4nkiFXNob3BwaW5nZGVhbHNsaXZlLmNvbTIICAUTGMmHEBRCF2NhLXB1Yi03MDA4NTQzOTc0MTUzOTA4SABYLmDkA3AB&cv=https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pagead/conversion/%3Fai%3DCc1V-vgbzWrzAEsv2-QPVpKGQBer-h8RRz6uep5gHwI23ARABINKs2CRg_YCAgMwDoAGK5bqGA8gBCeACAKgDAcgDmwSqBKYCT9ABUUM1uRq4e_vmlJ3uIOd6uXFCcgqEqO_jA8XSTsF_Z7NLRWvF0iSv8g3O1Rw4PMEjucbDJistKWXKmkhFD9lSMxQfWQHTYGO88Zt0eQkeFPsMqw_usaZELa1gWfWpZlQqHBlJzPHO-3R0_-x170txZn6xt69VbwXpfVfTyefNx0ST1FJGLaFm3yExaIhbFtmLcqrW4oRvI00wrBqyVZSnRr7ijF28PnyJg146nHzILJPWP5uWFfHNedN0hSe6KRn9cTeT1j-c3S5gYg6hdrWgupyKsLFw4oP0k_gupTWu6GDL0LHzN6xjhlfYILpigDX55jdqcq-StgS-WCrN-fO7pRbN2Td5_ABmpgKAPTdUT-IjE1aWoNyZ0SiN7KMytPKWaiXj4AQBoAYugAfemsV5qAeOzhuoB9XJG6gH98wbqAemvhvYBwDSCAcIgAEQARgBsQl7iDDI24SfaoAKA9gTAg%26sigh%3DS3M7rZq5MRc
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2015/07/09/scientists-have-discovered-that-living-near-trees-is-good-for-your-health/?utm_term=.2c7b1f5be4f2
https://www.britannica.com/place/Central-Park-New-York-City


5/9/2018 A mass decimation of forests is happening across the US, and no one's paying attention

https://www.sciencealert.com/american-cities-losing-30-million-trees-every-single-year-in-stunning-decimation-tree-cover 3/8

They found widespread devastation of urban trees and green
spaces, with about 23 states experiencing a signi�cant loss of
tree coverage.

(Nowak and Green�eld)

Percentage-wise, the cities that experienced the greatest loss of
trees were Rhode Island, Georgia, Alabama, Nebraska and the
District of Columbia.

Of all 50 states, only three - Mississippi, Montana and New
Mexico - experienced an increase in urban tree population, and
all three were by "nonsigni�cant" amounts.
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Nowak told Scienti�c American that he attributes the losses to
the expanding urban population, the natural life cycle of trees,
storms like Hurricane Katrina (which knocked out a third of
New Orleans' shade trees), insect damage, individual property
owners converting forests to lawns, and �res.

The study builds on a �nding that was identi�ed by the two
authors just six years ago. Nowak and Green�eld's ground-
breaking 2012 study found 17 out of 20 American cities had
experienced signi�cant tree loss.

These "before-and-after" images of New Orleans, which lost
nearly 9 percent of its coverage from 2005 to 2009, were
particularly startling.

2005 New Orleans (Nowack and Green�eld)

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/u-s-cities-lose-tree-cover-just-when-they-need-it-most/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1618866711000999
https://www.citylab.com/environment/2012/02/us-cities-are-losing-4-million-trees-year/1183/
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2009 New Orleans (Nowack and Green�eld)

Yet despite the worrying results, very little has happened to
combat the environmental and public health issue. Nowak is
worried about what will happen if the trend continues.

"If it keeps going down, I think we're going to be in trouble.
Cities will warm up, we might have more pollution, people will
be more unhealthy," he said.

There is robust evidence to suggest that trees are good for
public health. In their presence, our blood pressure and heart
rate can be reduced, as can our stress levels. Trees also have
the power to boost mental engagement and attentiveness,
comfort and happiness.

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/u-s-cities-lose-tree-cover-just-when-they-need-it-most/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S016920460900231X
http://cvcl.mit.edu/SUNSeminar/biederman_vessel_amsci06.pdf
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Still, it appears that the American public doesn't quite
understand the seriousness of the problem.

"Too many people think that living in closer contact with nature
is nice, it's an amenity, it's good to have if you can a�ord it,"
William Sullivan, who studies the e�ect of tree cover on urban
crime and was not involved in the new study, told Scienti�c
American.

"They haven't got the message that it's a necessity. It's a critical
component of a healthy human habitat."

In many ways, the reality of climate change has woken city
residents up to this message.

Eric Sanderson, a Wildlife Conservation Society ecologist, said
he has found that people can be persuaded by the importance
of trees when they hear that their city will be growing ever
warmer in the coming years.

In California, for instance, shade trees were found to
reduce the surface temperature of asphalt by up to 20 degrees
C (36 degrees F), and of the passenger compartments of
parked cars by 26 degrees C (47 degrees F).

As global warming begins to threaten urban metropolises,
shade will become ever more valuable.

https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=_P2lO1lbJfzLx1kb4jLJ0EEz4dYzLqgS6WPDOjeooqwAkJqdVGRzQdDC1NeS5iwfc5J5qRBm0stqe0GoxMLC5WrN7eY6-AkpkFg0JyUALZKGk-f2vqW_JtwaegkD8Hkgair0lI7wN_zJbmzf1dkzRFnUD35HX3v7kT1dlk5Rw_AY_xHJ2apXiXYLVsdbo3ZmdoSyQC-m3NLB_CwvvO-hWRuC2RfBjrBlIpmkcBA5_e01j3zKXvvaasitSXgpWLPOUB6tV,Fi397MvFXlPcBFZv4xNsNA&source=display&cbt=zuMF9UhKYnMIsOD0o5MFEIvjupgDGNvG2jEiF3czLmJsYXlsb2Nrd2VsbG5lc3MuY29tMggIBRMYjtsCFEIXY2EtcHViLTcwMDg1NDM5NzQxNTM5MDhIAFguYOQDcAF6BQgDEgEl&cv=https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pagead/conversion/%3Fai%3DCgDTwvgbzWp_0LMT5-QPxpraIC-Sxm5JRsOD0o5MFwI23ARABINKs2CRg_YCAgMwDoAHVraPPA8gBCeACAKgDAcgDmwSqBKgCT9A7aLIPfT9t2YpcRTstMHFIzkpAzTan4VeZHUjwGTQQaPBHZZ45SflXcIS_ZbxjApiblwWWV-xzqwluHYCqdyMA0NkoxQ_CB6x0G07STatuX79Ysk7hkisoXAqfi8Re1vTj7GbJ2TgoAczcRKH5Nwsy_GOi1u8H7YBCp-L0bZp2TCeII_2wqxDna5vmWU9DCj_Wb4bHnBfuQLMea__iWHP3YQShV59GzRa94Pu7CKSKrbhDxtQljkvBXsxdmG17shG4D-FRNb8TnCnkwFSVDChaqBz-id_TBTNjFNvD_MQJKLwRB6zHOptjBe4rFXZgbrFTB1dgS3bs_Im4uBch86N9YLBjZYWOqjPVljINPfpz5GoXNcDvho6sSZq163IwAqQP55HRWOrgBAGgBi6AB5PS3DCoB47OG6gH1ckbqAf3zBuoB8_MG6gHpr4b2AcA0ggHCIABEAEYAbEJq3gSLKV45zSACgPYEwI%26sigh%3Dw53nOeiEWLI
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/u-s-cities-lose-tree-cover-just-when-they-need-it-most/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/u-s-cities-lose-tree-cover-just-when-they-need-it-most/
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/e034/06ba6437e4014d832273ee2dabfbe9332f42.pdf


5/9/2018 A mass decimation of forests is happening across the US, and no one's paying attention

https://www.sciencealert.com/american-cities-losing-30-million-trees-every-single-year-in-stunning-decimation-tree-cover 7/8

Ad closed by 
Report this ad

AdChoices 

There's also water to consider. Many cities around the US use
trees to capture and contain water to reduce runo�.

When trying to tackle storm water over�ow in Philadelphia, for
instance, the city ditched an expensive and temporary
reservoir in favor of planting trees and installing green
infrastructure.

In this case, the advantages from simply increasing urban
green areas were found to be nearly 23 times greater than
building the reservoir, yielding $2.8-billion in total bene�ts.

This �gure took into account improved property values,
increased recreational opportunities and avoided heat-stress
deaths.

But right now, most American cities are doing the exact
opposite of planting trees. Nowak and Green�eld's study also
found that "impervious surfaces" - or surfaces that cannot soak
up water, like asphalt - have increased in cities by 1 percent.

And to top it all o�, around 40 percent of these new impervious
areas were placed upon ground where trees once grew.

As cities across the US continue to expand and grow, residents,
lawmakers and city planners will have to decide how they
prioritize tree coverage.
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In New York alone, the city has room for another 200,000 street
trees, according to Jennifer Greenfeld, the city's assistant
commissioner for forestry, horticulture and natural resources.
The state of California has room for 236 million.

"Urban forests are an important resource," Nowak said.

"Urban foresters, planners and decision-makers need to
understand trends in urban forests so they can develop and
maintain su�cient levels of tree cover – and the accompanying
forest bene�ts – for current and future generations of citizens."

The study has been published in Urban Forestry & Urban
Greening.
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