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This document presents preliminary findings from Phase 1 of the Regional Urban Forestry Master 
Plan (RUFMP). All data, analyses, canopy goals, and indicator scores reflect the best available 
information as of September 2025 and are subject to revision. Findings will be reviewed, refined, 
and finalized through Phase 2 engagement with municipalities, regional partners, stakeholders, 
and the public. This summary is intended to serve as a transparent starting point for that 
collaborative process, not a final policy document. 

  

  
 

 

PHASE 1  
REGIONAL URBAN 
FORESTRY MASTER 
PLAN 

 

SUMMARY REPORT 
 

 
 
A July 2026 summary report  
based on the Phase 1 analysis  
completed in September 2025  

 



Table of Contents 
  

Introduction and Report Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1  
Phase 1 Overview ...................................................................................................................................................................................1 

State of the Urban Forest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2 
Canopy Growth and Coverage ..................................................................................................................................................... 2 
Tree Equity Analysis ............................................................................................................................................................................ 2 
Tree Inventory Overview .................................................................................................................................................................. 3 
Vulnerability and Environmental Challenges ...................................................................................................................... 3 

Regional Benchmarking. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4  
Per-Capita Spending Comparison ............................................................................................................................................ 4 
Urban Forestry Activity Metrics................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Indicators of a Sustainable Urban Forest. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5 
Indicator Score Summary ............................................................................................................................................................... 5 
Indicator Detail by Category..........................................................................................................................................................6 
Trees: Key Takeaways.........................................................................................................................................................................9 
Management: Key Takeaways ......................................................................................................................................................9 
People: Key Takeaways .....................................................................................................................................................................9 

State of the Urban Forest, Benchmarking, and Indicators Discussion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  10  

Draft Vision, Values, and Overarching Canopy Goal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  12 
Draft Vision ............................................................................................................................................................................................ 12 
Draft Guiding Values ........................................................................................................................................................................ 12 
Draft Overarching Canopy Goal................................................................................................................................................. 12 

Priority Planting Areas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  13 
Low Tree Canopy Cover:  Census Block Level  .....................................................................................................................14 
Low Tree Canopy Cover:  Census Tract Level  ......................................................................................................................14 
City-Level Example: Variation in Canopy by Census Tract  ......................................................................................... 15 
Areas Experiencing Canopy Loss from 2016 to 2022...................................................................................................... 16 
Urban Heat Index: High-Priority Areas for Cooling......................................................................................................... 16 
Composite Priority Map: Highest-Need Census Tracts ................................................................................................ 17 
Translating Priority Maps to Action: A Land Use Example  ......................................................................................... 17 

Draft Canopy Goals by Ecological Subregion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 
Ecological Subregions of San Diego County  ...................................................................................................................... 18 

Priority Planting Strategy by Land Use Class . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19  

What Comes Next:  Phase 2 Engagement and Planning . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  20  
How to Get Involved ........................................................................................................................................................................ 20 

 
 

 

 

 

 



List of Tables 
Table 1. Regional tree canopy change, 2016 to 2022 (Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us)............................ 2 
Table 2. Key findings from the Tree Equity Score Analysis conducted in 2025 (Source: American Forests) ............... 2 
Table 3. Overview of tree inventory datasets used in Phase 1 ...................................................................................................... 3 
Table 4. Urban forestry activity metrics by comparison group (Source: 2024 Tree City USA Database) ......................4 
Table 5. Summary of Indicator ratings by category (Source: Phase 1 RUFMP 2025 Analysis; Clark et al., 1997; 

Kenney et al., 2011) ........................................................................................................................................................................ 5 
Table 6. Preliminary Indicator ratings across all three categories (Source: Phase 1 RUFMP Analysis conducted in 

2025) .................................................................................................................................................................................................. 6 
Table 7. Draft canopy cover goals by ecological subregion (Source: USDA Forest Service ecological subregion 

data) ................................................................................................................................................................................................ 18 
Table 8. Priority planting strategy by land use class (Source: Phase 1 Draft Planting Strategy for the Region)  .......19 
Table 9. Phase 2 key deliverables and their connection to Phase 1 findings  ....................................................................... 20 
 

List of Figures 
Figure 1. Per-capita urban forestry spending by comparison group (Source: 2024 Tree City USA Database) ...........4 
Figure 2. Census Blocks by tree canopy cover percent, 2022. Red = High Priority (0–5% canopy). Source: National 

Canopy App, treecanopy.us.................................................................................................................................................. 14 
Figure 3. Census Tracts by tree canopy cover percent, 2022. Red = High Priority (0–5% canopy). Blue outlines 

indicate incorporated city boundaries. Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us................................... 14 
Figure 4. Example of tree canopy cover distribution across Census Tracts within a single incorporated city 

(Carlsbad, CA), 2022. Demonstrates that even cities with relatively high overall canopy have significant 
internal variation. Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us .............................................................................15 

Figure 5. Census Tracts with greatest percent loss of canopy cover from 2016 to 2022. Red = High Priority 
(greater than 1.4% net loss). Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us..........................................................16 

Figure 6. Census Tracts with the highest urban heat index (UHI). Dark purple/black = 9–10 UHI (Highest Priority). 
Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us .................................................................................................................16 

Figure 7. Composite priority Census Tracts based on multiple planting themes: Low Tree Canopy (High Priority), 
High Planting Opportunity (High Priority), Vulnerable Populations — Youth and Elderly (Medium 
Priority), Urban Heat Index (High Priority). Red polygons = highest composite priority tracts. Source: 
National Canopy App, treecanopy.us.................................................................................................................................17 

Figure 8. Example of how priority Census Tracts can be paired with land use data to guide planting strategy 
(City of Vista, CA). Pink = highest priority census tracts. Overlaid land use classes (parks, schools, roads, 
public buildings, religious sites, healthcare) identify the specific sites within those tracts where 
planting partnerships and programs can be developed. Source: San Diego County Planning; National 
Canopy App, treecanopy.us...................................................................................................................................................17 

Figure 9. Ecological subregions and 18 incorporated cities of San Diego County (Source: USDA Forest Service)  . 18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How to read this Report 
What you are reading now is not the final plan. This document is a public-facing 
summary of Phase 1, the foundation-setting phase of the Regional Urban Forestry 
Master Plan (RUFMP). It presents findings from a regional review of existing plans 
and tree ordinances, analysis of available tree inventory and canopy data, 
benchmarking of key program metrics across the 18 incorporated cities of San 
Diego County, and an urban forest audit using the nationally recognized Indicators 
of a Sustainable Urban Forest framework. It is based on the best available data and 
desktop research as of September 2025. This summary is not a ranking of cities. It is 
not criticism of any jurisdiction's programs or priorities. It does not represent final 
conclusions, adopted goals, or binding targets of any kind. Every number, score, 
map, and draft goal in this Report is a starting point, a data-informed opening 
position for a regional conversation that is only just beginning.  

The San Diego County region has never had a unified urban forestry plan, until now. 
The RUFMP is a first-of-its-kind effort to bring together the cities, communities, 
tribal nations, regional partners, and residents of one of California's most 
ecologically diverse counties around a shared vision for the urban forest. It is an 
opportunity to take honest stock of what is working and where the gaps are, to 
amplify programs and policies that are already delivering results, and to build the 
cross-jurisdictional alignment needed to make meaningful, lasting progress on a 
regional scale. No single city or organization can accomplish this alone. The RUFMP 
is designed to reflect every voice, leverage every strength, and address the 
challenges that no one has yet been able to tackle collectively.  

When complete, the RUFMP will serve two equally important purposes. For 
communities across San Diego County, it will be a practical resource, grounded in 
local data, shaped by local input, and useful for planning, funding, and decision-
making at the city, neighborhood, and site level. For Tree San Diego, it will provide a 
clear, transparent decision framework for prioritizing where to direct resources, 
programs, and partnerships for the greatest need and greatest impact. The final 
Plan will include an actionable implementation roadmap with phased priorities, 
defined roles, and measurable targets, while building in the adaptive management 
protocols necessary to remain relevant and responsive as conditions, climate, and 
community needs continue to evolve.  

That conversation is Phase 2. Engagement with municipalities, city staff, regional 
partners, community organizations, tribal nations, and the public is not a formality. 
It is essential to the integrity and usefulness of the final Plan. The findings here will 
be reviewed, questioned, refined, and in some cases revised based on what we learn 
together. If something in this Report does not match your experience on the 
ground, that is exactly the kind of input that Phase 2 is designed to capture.  

We invite your participation. Visit treesandiego.org/regionalplan to learn more and 
stay engaged.

https://www.treesandiego.org/regionalplan


Glossary of Terms 
Key terms used in this report, listed alphabetically, with definitions based on industry standards and best 
practices. 

Term Def init ion 

Ca nopy Cover The percentage of a defined area (e.g., census tract, city, county) shaded by tree canopy when viewed from above. 
Measured using aerial or satellite imagery and remote sensing analysis. Also called Urban Tree Canopy (UTC) 
percentage. 

Clark et al. ( 1997 )  A foundational urban forestry research framework by James R. Clark and colleagues that established the "Indicators 
of a Sustainable Urban Forest" methodology, now widely adopted by municipalities and the USDA Forest Service.  

Clima t e Act ion 
Pla n (CAP)  

A local government planning document that sets greenhouse gas reduction targets and identifies strategies for 
achieving climate resilience, often including urban forestry canopy goals. 

Ecologica l 
Subregion 

A geographic area defined by the USDA Forest Service based on shared ecological characteristics including climate, 
soils, topography, and native vegetation. Used to set locally appropriate canopy goals.  

Equit y /  Tree 
Equit y 

The principle that all people, regardless of income, race, or neighborhood, should have equitable access to the 
environmental, health, and economic benefits of trees. See also: Tree Equity Score.  

Forest Invent ory 
Ana lysis (FIA)  

A federal program administered by the USDA Forest Service that conducts ongoing surveys of forest and tree 
resources across the United States, including urban areas via i-Tree Eco plots. 

i-Tree  A peer-reviewed software suite developed by the USDA Forest Service that quantifies the structure and ecosystem 
services of urban forests, including carbon storage, air quality improvements, and stormwater interception.  

Indica t ors of  a  
Sustainable Urban 
Forest  

A standardized assessment framework (Clark et al., 1997; Kenney et al., 2011) that evaluates 30 indicators across three 
categories: Trees (resource condition), Management (institutions, policy, funding), and People (engagement and 
collaboration). 

IRA ( Inf la t ion 
Reduct ion Act )  

Federal legislation signed in 2022 that allocated funding for climate resilience and environmental programs, 
including urban forestry initiatives. The RUFMP is supported by IRA funding through Tree San Diego.  

Kenney et al. (2011) An update and refinement to the Clark et al. (1997) Indicators framework, published by Wayne Kenney and 
colleagues, that broadened and standardized the urban forest sustainability assessment methodology.  

National Ca nopy 
App 

An online tool (treecanopy.us) developed through a partnership of the USDA Forest Service, Arbor Day Foundation, 
and PlanIT Geo that maps tree canopy cover, urban heat, and planting priority data at the census tract and block 
level. 

RUFMP (Regiona l 
Urba n Forest ry 
M a st er Pla n)  

A long-term planning document that establishes a vision, goals, strategies, and implementation actions for 
managing and expanding the urban forest across a defined region. The San Diego County RUFMP is being 
developed across four phases. 

Tree Cit y USA A recognition program administered by the Arbor Day Foundation that acknowledges communities committed to 
urban forestry. Reporting data from Tree City USA communities is used for benchmarking in this Report. 

Tree Equity Score  
(TES)  

A metric developed by American Forests (0-100 scale) that combines canopy cover, surface temperature, 
population density, income, health burden, and demographic data to assess the equitability of tree canopy 
distribution at the census block group level. A score of 100 indicates equitable canopy access. 

TreePlot t er A cloud-based GIS tree inventory and management platform developed by PlanIT Geo. Used by Tree San Diego and 
municipalities throughout the region to record, manage, and analyze tree data. 

UFEI (Urba n 
Forest Ecosystems 
Inst it ut e)  

A program at California Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly) that maintains databases of urban tree inventories 
and provides resources for urban forest management in California. 

Urba n Forest  All trees and woody vegetation within and surrounding an urban area, including those in streets, parks, private 
property, schools, and natural open space. The urban forest is considered critical public infrastructure for climate 
resilience, public health, and quality of life. 

Urban Heat Island 
(UHI)  

The phenomenon by which urban areas experience significantly higher temperatures than surrounding rural areas 
due to the replacement of vegetation with heat-absorbing surfaces. Tree canopy is a primary mitigation strategy. 

UTC% (Urban Tree 
Ca nopy Percent )  

See: Canopy Cover. 

Vulnerability Study An analysis of the susceptibility of tree species and populations to stressors including climate change, drought, pest 
and disease outbreaks, and urban development. Used to inform species selection and management priorities.  
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Introduction and Report Overview 
Phase 1 Analysis Period: September 2025 | Public Web Summary Released (this Report):  July 2026 

The San Diego County region's urban forest is a shared asset across 18 incorporated cities, dozens of 
unincorporated communities, tribal lands, and thousands of square miles of diverse ecological 
zones. Managed collectively by local governments, Tree San Diego (TSD), community organizations, 
and residents, it provides cooling shade, cleaner air, stormwater management, habitat, and 
community well-being across one of California's most ecologically diverse landscapes.  

This document summarizes the findings of Phase 1 of the Regional Urban Forestry Master Plan 
(RUFMP), a four-phase planning effort led by Tree San Diego in partnership with PlanIT Geo and 
supported by Inflation Reduction Act funding administered by the USDA Forest Service's Urban and 
Community Forestry Program. Phase 1 established the evidence base for the full Plan through data 
analysis, policy and plan reviews, regional benchmarking, and an urban forest assessment against 
nationally recognized indicators of sustainability. 
 

IMPORTANT: Prel iminary findings to be refined through Phase 2 Engagement 
All findings in this Report are preliminary. Data, analyses, indicator scores, canopy goals, and 
draft framework elements are based on the best available information as of September 
2025. Engagement with municipalities, regional partners, stakeholders, and the public 
during Phase 2 is essential to validating and refining these findings. Nothing in this Report 
should be interpreted as a final plan, adopted policy, or binding target.  

 

Phase 1 Overview 

Phase 1 was structured around six core analytical workstreams: 

• Review of existing urban forestry plans, tree ordinances, and related policies across the 18 
incorporated cities and unincorporated areas of San Diego County.  

• Analysis of available tree inventory data from three primary datasets: the Tree San Diego 
TreePlotter database (40,613 records in August 2025), USDA Forest Service Forest 2017 
Inventory Analysis (FIA) data for Southern California, and the Urban Forest Ecosystems 
Institute (UFEI) countywide compilation (1,130,834 records across 45 communities as of 
September 2025). 

• Regional benchmarking of key program metrics across San Diego County's 18 incorporated 
Tree City USA communities against California and national averages using the Arbor Day 
Foundation's 2024 Tree City USA database. 

• An Urban Forest Audit conducted in September 2025 using the "Indicators of a Sustainable 
Urban Forest" framework (Clark et al., 1997; Kenney et al., 2011) to score 30 indicators across 
three categories: Trees, Management, and People. 

• A Canopy Assessment and Equity Analysis using the National Canopy App (treecanopy.us, 
2022 canopy data) and American Forests' Tree Equity Score Tool (conducted in August 
2025), covering all of San Diego County's 440,293 acres. 

• A Vulnerability Study conducted in November 2025 evaluating tree species susceptibility to 
climate change, drought, pest and disease outbreaks, and other stressors across the 
regional tree population. 
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State of the Urban Forest 

Canopy Growth and Coverage 
Between 2016 and 2022, tree canopy in the San Diego County region grew substantially, driven by 
strategic planting, improved preservation, and community programs. The following table 
summarizes that growth. 

Table 1. Regional tree canopy change, 2016 to 2022 (Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us)  

Year  Canopy Cover (%)  Area (Acres)  Change 

2016 
 

7.7%  33,390 
 

—  
 

2022  14.9% 
 

64,307 
 

+92.6%  
(net gain of ~30,917 acres) 

 
 

Despite this region-wide growth, the distribution of canopy is highly unequal. Dense, mature canopy 
is concentrated in coastal and higher-income neighborhoods, while inland, southern, and lower-
income communities often have half the canopy coverage of their wealthier counterparts. Areas in 
the 80th to 100th percentile for poverty have only 15.1% canopy cover, compared to 31.1% in the 
lowest-poverty neighborhoods. Neighborhoods with the highest urban heat index have only 12.7% 
canopy cover, compared to over 31.5% in the coolest areas. 

Tree Equity Analysis 
The Tree Equity Score (TES) framework, developed by American Forests, measures whether 
neighborhoods have sufficient canopy to provide equitable benefits. A score of 100 indicates that a 
block group meets the tree canopy goal established by the Tree Equity Score Tool, a minimum 
standard scaled to local urban ecology and distinct from the regional canopy goals developed 
through this planning process. Lower scores signal a need for investment. Significant disparities 
were documented across the region, and these distributions are preliminary and will be validated 
with municipalities and partners during Phase 2 engagement.  
Table 2. Key findings from the Tree Equity Score Analysis conducted in 2025 (Source: American Forests) 

Equity  Category   
(and dat a so ur ce)  

Lowest Percentile 
(0–20%) Canopy  

Highest Percentile 
(80–100%) Canopy 

County Average 
Canopy  

Difference vs.  
County Av erage 

  

 People in Poverty*   
 (ACS 2017-2021) 

31.1% 15.1% 24.3% −9.2% 

 People of Color*  
 (ACS 2017-2021) 28.1% 12.0% 24.3% −12.3% 

 Health Burden Index*  
 (CDC PLACES 2022) 

27.6% 16.3% 24.3% −8. 1% 

 Linguistic Isolation  
 (ACS 2017-2021) 

26.4% 20.0% 24.3% −4.3% 

* Highest percentile = neighborhoods with the most concentrated poverty, people of color, or health burden. Difference 
calculated versus county average of 24.3% canopy cover. Source: American Forests Tree Equity Score analysis. 

Key Finding 
Expanding canopy across all block groups to reach a Tree Equity Score of 100 would require 
adding approximately 66.2 square miles of additional canopy cover, equivalent to 
approximately 3 million trees. This underscores that the scale of the challenge is not just 
about planting more trees but targeting where they are planted. 
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Tree Inventory Overview 
Three complementary datasets were used to characterize the region's urban forest from the ground 
up. Each provides a different perspective on species composition, size class distribution, and 
condition.  

Table 3. Overview of tree inventory datasets used in Phase 1 

Dataset*  Records  Key Insights  

Tree San Diego TreePlotter 
Database 
(August 2025)

40,613 

• 90% alive; 559 unique species
• Top 10 species = 32% of population
• 46% in 0–6" size class (slightly above ideal of 40%)
• 61% in good or excellent condition

USDA Forest Serv ice 2017 
Forest Inventory and Analysis 
(FIA) Program data for 
Southern California 

500 plots / 
1,389+ 

sample 
plots 

• 46% single-family residential land use
• Top 10 species = 47% of population
• Notably mature population skew (51% in 6–12"

class) 

Urban Forest Ecosystems 
Institute (UFEI)  Countywide 
Compilation of 45 communities 
(September 2025)

1,130,834 

• 573 unique species
• Eucalyptus (11%) and Queen Palm (9%) most

common genera/species 
• 54% of trees have medium water needs; 29% low

water needs 

*Tree San Diego’s TreePlotter database is updated as changes occur, the USDA Forest Service 2017 FIA plots are remeasured every 5-7 years, 
and the UFEI database is updated as communities share data with the Institute.

Vulnerability and Environmental Challenges 
The Phase 1 vulnerability study evaluated the resilience of the regional tree population to current 
and projected environmental stressors. San Diego County spans USDA Plant Hardiness Zones 8a -
10b, with dramatic differences in rainfall, temperature, soil, and fire risk across coastal, inland, 
mountain, and desert ecoregions. Major threats identified include extreme heat, prolonged drought, 
irrigation demands, wildfire risk (particularly near the wildland-urban interface), conflicts with 
hardscape and utilities, planting space constraints, and invasive pests and diseases. 

Key pest and disease threats include the Goldspotted Oak Borer (native oaks), Polyphagous Shot 
Hole Borer (ornamentals and avocados), Eucalyptus Longhorned Borer, crape myrtle bark scale, 
Fusarium wilt, and fire blight. Of the top 100 species by prevalence in the UFEI database: 13% rated 
High vulnerability, 19% rated Moderate to High, 22% rated Moderate, and 39% rated Low or Very Low 
vulnerability to changing environmental conditions. Pines and sycamores, which are 
overrepresented in the regional population, face elevated risk.  

Ex am ple o f a key pest, 
Go ldspo t t ed O ak 

B o r er  

Ex am ple o f  key  pest  
t hr eat, P o lyphago us 

S ho t  Ho le B o r er  

Ex am ple o f  a key  
pest  t hr eat ,  
Eucalypt us 

Lo ngho r ned B o r er  

Ex am ple o f a key pest  
t hr eat, C r ape M yr t le 

B ar k S cale 

Ex am ple o f  key  
disease thr eat ,  F ir e 

B light  

Source of images: USDA 

Regional  Vulnerabi l i ty Context 
Urban heat islands in the region can generate average daytime temperatures more 
than 7 degrees Fahrenheit above non-urban areas. Low-income and majority-minority 
communities face double or triple the heat burden of their coastal and affluent 
counterparts, with half or less of the canopy cover. Proactive, climate-adapted species 
selection and sustained post-planting care are critical to long-term resilience. 
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Regional Benchmarking 
Phase 1 benchmarked key urban forestry program metrics across San Diego County's Tree City USA 
communities against California and national peers using data from the Arbor Day Foundation's 2024 
Tree City USA database. Not all 18 incorporated cities in the RUFMP’s study area report to Tree City 
USA, so the benchmark dataset may reflect a subset of jurisdictions rather than the full planning 
area. These comparisons are directional rather than definitive. San Diego County's Tree City USA 
communities serve significantly larger populations on average than the national baseline, and 
differences in land area, local budgets, reporting practices, and how urban forestry responsibilities 
are distributed across city departments all affect how these figures compare across groups. 

Per-Capita Spending Comparison 
Figure 1. Per-capita urban forestry spending by comparison group (Source: 2024 Tree City USA Database)  

Annual Per-Capita Urban Forestry Spending by Tree City USA (TCUSA) Comparison Group  

TSD Select Cities*  
 

San Diego County  
(TCUSA Avg) 
Nationwide  
(TCUSA Avg) 

California  
(TCUSA Avg) 

*TSD Select Cities refers to the 11 of the 18 incorporated cities in San Diego County that have reported 2023 or 2024 records for Tree City USA 
accreditation. Selected cities are for benchmarking only, not performance ranking. 

According to 2024 reporting, San Diego County's Tree City USA cities spend significantly less per 
capita on urban forestry ($9.94 for TSD select cities; $11.12 for SD County TCUSA average) than both 
the national average ($17.42) and the California average ($54.80). While the Californi a average is 
elevated by several very large-budget cities, the gap with the national average still indicates that 
local per-capita investment is below peer benchmarks. 

Urban Forestry Activity Metrics 
Table 4. Urban forestry activity metrics by comparison group (Source: 2024 Tree City USA Database)  

Act ivit y M et ric* 
Na t ionwide 

TCUSA 
Ca lifornia   

TCUSA 
Sa n Diego 

Count y TCUSA 
TSD Select  

Cit ies 

Trees Planted  
(annual average) 

271 315 294 246 

Trees Pruned  
(annual average) 955 4,270 10,118 8,766 

Trees Removed  
(annual average) 

140 199 203 182 

Volunteer Hours  
(annual average) 

284 395 294 240 

*TSD Select Cities refers to the 11 of the 18 incorporated cities in San Diego County that have reported 2023 or 2024 records for Tree City USA 
accreditation. San Diego County's Tree City USA communities report higher maintenance activity than national and state averages, particularly 
in tree pruning, which likely reflects their larger average population sizes and budgets compared to the broader mix of smaller communities 
represented in state and national averages. This should not be read as an indication that regional needs are being fully met. Annual tree 
planting rates and volunteer hours lag behind the California average, and sustained investment in new canopy and community stewardship 
remains a clear need. 

Note on Benchmarking Data  
Benchmarking data reflects self-reported Tree City USA program metrics from 2024 and is used here 
to identify general trends and areas of focus. These figures will be reviewed and discussed with 
municipal partners during Phase 2 engagement. Input from city forestry staff, public works 
departments, and other stakeholders is essential to validating these findings and setting realistic, 
community-informed performance targets for the final RUFMP. 

$9.94  

$11. 12  

$17.42  

$54.80  
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Indicators of a Sustainable Urban Forest 
The Indicators of a Sustainable Urban Forest framework (Clark et al., 1997; Kenney et al., 2011) 
provides a structured, nationally recognized methodology for assessing the health and sustainability 
of a regional urban forest program. Phase 1 evaluated 30 indicators organized into three categories, 
Trees, Management, and People, scoring each as "Low," "Moderate," or "Good" based on available 
data, policy reviews, and program history.  

The "Low," “Moderate," and "Good" categories are qualitative ratings that describe where the region 
currently stands relative to what sustainable urban forestry looks like in practice. They are based on 
the planning team's interpretation of Phase 1 findings, aligned with the goals and context of the 
RUFMP, established industry standards and best practices, and comparisons with urban forest 
audits conducted across comparable regions and communities nationwide. In that context, "Good" 
means the region is meeting or approaching the bar set by leading programs; "Moderate" means 
there is a foundation in place, but meaningful gaps or inconsistencies exist; and "Low" means the 
region has limited capacity, coverage, or practice in that area relative to what the evidence base 
supports as achievable. These ratings describe preliminary regional conditions and a re not 
evaluations of any individual city, agency, or organization. No single jurisdiction is responsible for any 
one indicator, and no rating should be read as a judgment of any partner's programs or priorities.  

 

Prel iminary Ratings: Input Needed from Municipal i ties and Stakeholders  
All indicator scores are preliminary ratings based on Phase 1 data and analysis. They reflect 
current conditions to the best of available knowledge, but are subject to revision. Feedback 
and input from municipalities, regional partners, city foresters, public works staff, and 
community stakeholders during Phase 2 engagement is essential to refining these scores 
and ensuring they accurately reflect conditions on the ground. 

 

Indicator Score Summary 
Table 5. Summary of Indicator ratings by category (Source: Phase 1 RUFMP 2025 Analysis; Clark et al., 1997; Kenney et al., 2011)  

Category  Overall Score # Indicators Good Moderate Low 

Trees  
(Resource 
Condition)  

MODERATE 7 0 5 2 

Management 
(Policy, Funding,  
Institutions)  

MODERATE 12 2 9 1 

People 
(Engagement & 
Collaboration)  

GOOD 11 5 4 2 
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Indicator Detail by Category 
Table 6. Preliminary Indicator ratings across all three categories (Source: Phase 1 RUFMP Analysis conducted in 2025) 

TREES: Resource Condition – MODERATE Overall Rating (preliminary) 

Indica t or Descript ion /  Eva lua t ion Preliminary Rating  

Tree Canopy 
Cover 

Regional canopy grew from 7.7% in 2016 to 14.9% in 2022 per the National 
Canopy App (treecanopy.us). Despite this growth, significant opportunity 
remains. A draft regional target of 35% aligns with city climate action plans, 
city urban forest management plans and canopy cover targets, and goals 
for improved public health and ecosystem function. 

M odera t e  

Location of 
Canopy 
(Equitable 
Distribution) 

50% of block groups in the region score below a Tree Equity Score of 80, 
and 25% fall in the 0-69 range. Canopy is concentrated in higher-income, 
cooler neighborhoods, while lower-income and majority-minority 
communities consistently have less tree cover and greater heat exposure. 

L ow 

Age of Trees 
(Size and Age 
Distribution) 

Three regional datasets were analyzed. Results vary by source but 
collectively indicate an imbalanced size class structure, with too few young 
trees to sustain long-term canopy continuity and too many mid-size trees 
approaching peak maintenance demand. The USFS FIA data shows only 
13% of trees in the smallest size class, well below the recommended 40% 
ideal (Richards, 1993). 

M odera t e  

Condition of 
Publicly-
Owned Trees 

Rating based on TSD's TreePlotter database (40,613 records). 61% of trees 
are in excellent or good condition; 22% are fair; and 8% (3,099 trees) are 
dead. Condition data is not available across all three inventory datasets, 
limiting a complete regional picture. 

M odera t e  

Trees on 
Private 
Property 

Based on the American Forests Tree Equity Score Tool. Significant canopy 
disparities exist on private land across the region. Neighborhoods with 
fewer people in poverty have 2.1 times more canopy than higher-poverty 
neighborhoods, and neighborhoods with fewer people of color have 2.3 
times more canopy. The region has limited visibility into private land tree 
conditions. 

L ow 

Diversity / Pest 
Vulnerability 
Resistance 

The top 100 most common species in the UFEI database (93% of all 
1,130,834 trees) were analyzed for climate vulnerability. 12% of trees have a 
high vulnerability rating. 34 harmful pests or diseases of concern were 
identified, with Fusarium wilt potentially affecting 17% of the population, 
Eucalyptus longhorned beetle 11%, bark beetles 9%, and shot hole borers 
6%. Note that only the San Diego County data (1,130,834 trees) were used 
from the UFEI database. 

M odera t e  

Tree and Site 
Suitability 

Based on 38,930 trees in TSD's TreePlotter database analyzed by growing 
space type. Dead tree rates and condition vary by site context, with open 
and unrestricted spaces showing the highest rate of dead trees at 3%. 
Further site-level assessments are recommended to improve regional 
accuracy. 

M odera t e  
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MANAGEMENT: Institutions, Policy, Funding – MODERATE Overall Rating (preliminary) 

Indica t or Descript ion /  Eva lua t ion Preliminary Rating 

Tree Inventory Three regional datasets were utilized covering over 1.17 million tree records. 
Inventory coverage exists across the region but varies significantly in 
comprehensiveness, currency, and methodology across jurisdictions. 

M odera t e  

Canopy 
Assessment 

Regional canopy data exists at the national, state, county, and municipal 
level from multiple sources and years, including the National Canopy App. 
Coverage is strong relative to peer regions. 

G ood 

Plans and 
Programs: 
Management 
Plan 

Rating based on the TSD RUFMP in progress as of September 2025 (and 
July 2026). County-level planning, city-level management plans, regional 
networks, and climate action plans all influence the urban forest, though 
comprehensiveness and implementation vary across the region. 

M odera t e  

Plans and 
Programs: Risk 
Management 

Risk assessment practices exist at the city and county level but are not 
formalized or consistently applied as a regional system. Drought, climate, 
and wildfire risk planning is encouraged but remains uneven across 
jurisdictions. 

M odera t e  

Plans and 
Programs: 
Planting 

Regional planting programs are active and guided by equity, species 
selection, and site best practices. CAP-driven programs at the county level 
include robust site selection and reporting processes. Planting programs 
are among the stronger elements of regional management. 

G ood 

Plans and 
Programs: 
Disaster 
Management 

No formalized regional disaster management plan specific to the urban 
forest is in place. Existing county and city safety elements address wildfire 
and hazard mitigation broadly, but operational planning, staff roles, and 
debris management specific to urban forest events are not consistently 
defined. 

L ow 

Maintenance of 
Publicly-
Owned Trees 

Long-term maintenance funding is identified as a critical regional gap. 
Post-planting care and survivability tracking are inconsistent, and 
sustained maintenance contracts beyond the establishment period are not 
standard practice across the region. 

M odera t e  

Staffing and 
Equipment 

Workforce capacity is a recognized challenge across the region, with 
reliance on contractors, volunteers, and grant-funded positions. Certified 
arborist oversight and training programs exist but are not consistently 
scaled to meet regional needs. 

M odera t e  

Funding Sustained funding for ongoing tree care remains a significant gap. Most 
programs rely on grants and short-term sources, with limited dedicated 
local funding for long-term maintenance and program continuity. Federal 
funding uncertainty adds additional risk. 

M odera t e  

Tree Protection 
Policy 

Tree protection ordinances exist across the region but vary significantly in 
strength, scope, and enforcement capacity. Inconsistency across 
jurisdictions limits the region's collective ability to prevent net canopy loss. 

M odera t e  

Standards and 
Best Practices 

International Society of Arboriculture best practices, American National 
Standards Institute (ANSI), CAL FIRE, and certified arborist standards are 
referenced across TSD and county programs, but adoption is uneven 
across the region. No unified regional framework, guiding document, or 
requirement exists to establish shared standards and best practices. 

M odera t e  

Communi-
cation 

Two-way communication between TSD, jurisdictions, and the public exists 
but is inconsistent in methodology and reach. Stakeholder engagement, 
public education, and internal coordination across departments remain 
areas for improvement. 

M odera t e  
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PEOPLE: Engagement & Regional Collaboration – GOOD Overall Rating (preliminary) 

Indica t or Descript ion /  Eva lua t ion Preliminary Rating 

Neighborhood 
Action 

TSD and regional partners actively mobilize neighborhood-level action 
through outreach, planting events, and stewardship programs, with 
emphasis on communities most affected by environmental inequities. 
Neighborhood-scale engagement is a recognized strength across the 
region. 

G ood 

Large 
Landholder 
Involvement 

Engagement with large private and institutional landholders is limited 
across the region. Most direct involvement depends on municipal policy 
frameworks rather than coordinated regional outreach or incentive 
structures. 

L ow 

Green Industry 
Involvement 

TSD and regional partners engage nurseries, arborists, and contractors and 
support workforce development emphasizing certified professionals. 
Coordination with the green industry exists but sustained, region-wide 
alignment on goals and standards remains a growth area. 

M odera t e  

Organization / 
City 
Department / 
Agency 
Cooperation 

TSD plays a central convening role across cities, the county, and regional 
agencies. Interagency cooperation is a recognized regional strength, 
supported by existing boards, planning processes, and collaborative 
networks. 

G ood 

Funder 
Engagement 

TSD and regional partners demonstrate strength in pursuing grants and 
philanthropic funding. Sustaining funding across full project lifespans, 
particularly for ongoing maintenance, remains a challenge across the 
region. 

M odera t e  

Utility 
Engagement 

TSD and cities engage utilities on planting guidelines and proper clearance 
and spacing from nearby infrastructure. Coordination exists but proactive, 
region-wide utility partnership on canopy expansion goals is not yet 
standard practice. 

M odera t e  

Developer 
Engagement 

Developer engagement on urban forestry goals is inconsistent across the 
region. Requirements and incentives exist in some jurisdictions through 
landscape and urban forestry codes, but direct collaboration with the 
development community is limited and enforcement is uneven. 

L ow 

Public 
Awareness 

Public awareness of urban forestry benefits is a regional strength. TSD's 
educational campaigns, community events, and multilingual outreach 
programs have built broad engagement across diverse communities. 

G ood 

Regional 
Collaboration 

TSD's convening role through the San Diego Regional Urban Forests 
Council and its partnerships across cities, the county, tribal nations, and 
nonprofits is a significant regional asset. Cross-jurisdictional collaboration is 
active and ongoing. 

G ood 

State and 
Federal 
Agency 
Engagement 

TSD and regional partners regularly pursue state and federal grants and 
participate in technical assistance programs. Engagement is active, 
though full policy alignment and program integration with state and 
federal agencies varies across jurisdictions. 

M odera t e  

Boards and 
Commissions 

TSD is actively engaged with regional advisory boards and commissions, 
including the City of San Diego's Community Forest Advisory Board and 
the San Diego Regional Urban Forests Council. Board and commission 
engagement is a recognized regional strength. 

G ood 
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Trees: Key Takeaways 

• The region has achieved meaningful canopy growth (7.7% to 14.9% from 2016 to 2022) 
and maintains strong species diversity, with 573 unique species documented across 
regional inventories. 

• Equitable canopy distribution remains a critical gap: half of all block groups score below 
a Tree Equity Score of 80, and neighborhoods with fewer people of color have on 
average 2.3 times more canopy than majority-minority neighborhoods. 

• Age and size class structure is imbalanced across multiple datasets, with too few young 
trees to sustain long-term canopy continuity and growing maintenance demand as 
mid-size trees mature. 

• Pest and climate vulnerability is a growing concern: 12% of the regional tree population 
has a high climate vulnerability rating, and 34 pests or diseases of concern were 
identified across the top 100 most common species. 

Management: Key Takeaways 

• Canopy assessment coverage and active planting programs are regional strengths, 
providing a solid data and operational foundation for Phase 2 planning.  

• Post-planting maintenance funding is the most critical gap identified: most programs 
rely on short-term grants spent primarily on installation, leaving ongoing care 
underfunded across the region. 

• No formalized regional disaster management plan specific to the urban forest is in 
place, representing a gap that the RUFMP should directly address.  

• Tree protection ordinances vary in strength and enforcement across the region, 
creating inconsistent canopy protection outcomes and limiting the region's ability to 
prevent net canopy loss. 

People: Key Takeaways 

• Community engagement is the region's strongest asset: TSD's education programs, 
Treejectory+ workforce development, multilingual outreach, and regional collaboration 
are recognized strengths. 

• Volunteer engagement and stewardship programs represent a near-term growth 
opportunity relative to the scale of regional goals. 

• Large private landowners and developers are under-engaged across the region, limiting 
the ability to expand canopy on private land at scale. 

• Embedding equity and inclusivity more deeply at all levels of urban forestry, from 
community outreach to resource allocation to workforce recruitment, is a key Phase 2 
priority. 

 

 

Note that Phase 2 will provide more data and insights into these categories which will 
likely change the indicator ratings and key takeaways. 
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State of the Urban Forest, Benchmarking, and 
Indicators Discussion 
The findings presented in this Report reflect regional conditions assessed across a diverse 
landscape of jurisdictions, programs, and capacities. Urban forestry is not uniformly 
resourced or structured across San Diego County. Some jurisdictions have dedicated urban 
forestry staff, adopted management plans, established tree inventories, and formal 
maintenance systems. Others are advancing urban forestry goals through sustainability, 
planning, parks, or public works staff with limited dedicated urban forestry capacity. This 
variation is a reality the RUFMP must account for, and it reinforces why regional coordination, 
shared resources, and a clear decision framework for prioritizing Tree San Diego’s (TSD) 
efforts are central to the Plan's value. 

A consistent theme in this Report across the State of the Urban Forest, Benchmarking, and 
Indicators findings is that planting trees is only part of the equation. Tree San Diego's 2022 
report, Urban Tree Planting Challenges in San Diego County, documented this directly, 
identifying site availability, irrigation access, workforce capacity, funding structure, and post-
planting care as the primary barriers to successful urban forestry in the region. The report 
found that organizations often have funding and tree stock but cannot locate feasible 
planting sites, and that grants structured around trees planted rather than trees surviving 
contribute to poor long-term outcomes. These findings align closely with what the Phase 1 
indicators reveal: maintenance funding gaps, inconsistent post-planting care, limited site 
feasibility data, and workforce constraints are systemic challenges across the region, not 
isolated ones. 

Successful canopy expansion depends on multi-year establishment care. Reliable watering, 
irrigation planning, appropriate mulching, monitoring, timely pruning, and sustained staffing 
are not optional add-ons. They are the difference between a planted tree and a surviving one. 
Site conditions including hardscape coverage, underground and overhead utility conflicts, 
soil volume, land ownership, and water access all affect the feasibility, cost, and sequencing 
of where and how canopy expansion can realistically occur. Low canopy in a census tract 
does not automatically mean trees can be planted there quickly or affordably. These 
operational realities will be central considerations as Phase 2 engagement translates regional 
priorities and data into a grounded, implementable roadmap. 

The 2022 TSD report also recommended redefining the role of environmental nonprofits 
beyond tree planting to encompass education, community awareness, technology adoption, 
and long-term stewardship. The RUFMP is an opportunity to formalize that broader role, 
building a regional framework that supports not just where trees get planted but how they 
are cared for, who is responsible, and how success is measured and reported over time.  
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Source: DSDP Tree Planting Event (April 2025)  
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Draft Vision, Values, and Overarching Canopy Goal 

DRAFT : Subject to Revision Through Phase 2 Engagement  
The vision statement, guiding values, and overarching canopy goal presented in this 
section are DRAFT elements developed from Phase 1 data and analysis. They are offered as 
a starting point for regional dialogue, not as adopted positions. All elements will  be 
reviewed, discussed, and refined through Phase 2 engagement with municipalities, 
stakeholders, partners, and the public before being incorporated into the final RUFMP.  

 

Draft Vision 

"The region's urban forest should become a model of health, equity, 
resilience, and regional collaboration ensuring that every community, 

regardless of geography, demographics, or municipal boundary, enjoys the 
full spectrum of social, economic, ecological, and climate benefits." 

 

Draft Vision statement developed through Phase 1 analysis and subject to Phase 2 refinement 

Draft Guiding Values 

 

    

Resilience 
Adaptive to climate 

extremes, pests, 
and social shifts 

Equity  
Canopy expansion 
prioritized for the 
most underserved 

communities 

Collaboration 
Aligned efforts 

among cities, tribal 
lands, agencies, 

and civic partners 

Stewardship 
Lifetime tree care, 
monitoring, and 
accountability 

integrated into all 
strategies 

Transparency  
Progress tracked, 
publicly shared, 

and open for 
continuous 

improvement 

Draft Overarching Canopy Goal 
Based on Phase 1 data, a draft regional canopy goal of 35% average canopy cover across 
all cities and communities by 2045 has been established as a starting point, with interim 
goals by ecological subregion. This is paired with a commitment to closing equi ty gaps, 
so that no neighborhood is more than 10 percentage points below the regional target.  

Additional overarching draft targets for discussion during Phase 2 include: doubling 
canopy in priority census tracts within 10 years; ensuring no single species exceeds 10% 
of the regional population; building a diverse, regionally representative urban forestry 
workforce; and integrating urban trees into transportation, water, climate, and public 
health policy frameworks region-wide. 

 

Your Input is Needed 
These goals are draft starting points derived from Phase 1 analysis and industry best 
practices. They will be tested, discussed, and refined during Phase 2 engagement 
with municipalities, city foresters, public works staff, community members, tribal 
partners, and regional stakeholders. Your input matters! Please share your feedback 
at www.treesandiego.org/regionalplan.  

 

http://www.treesandiego.org/regionalplan
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Priority Planting Areas 
Using data from the National Canopy App (treecanopy.us), Phase 1 identified priority planting areas 
across the region based on multiple overlapping themes: low tree canopy cover, canopy loss, urban 
heat index, and composite vulnerability. These maps are intended to guide where Tree San Diego 
and its partners should focus planting, maintenance, and engagement efforts. They will be reviewed 
and refined during Phase 2 engagement with municipalities and communities.  

 

Prel iminary Priori ty Maps: To Be Val idated Through Engagement 
All priority maps are based on 2022 canopy and heat data. Priority areas shown in the 
following maps will be reviewed, refined, and validated through Phase 2 engagement with 
cities, community organizations, and residents. Conditions on the ground, local knowledge, 
and municipal priorities will all inform how these maps are applied in practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Lytx VTO 2025 
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Low Tree Canopy Cover: Census Block Level 

 
Figure 2. Census Blocks by tree canopy cover percent, 2022. Red = High Priority (0–5% canopy). Source: National Canopy App, 
treecanopy.us 

At the census block level, high-priority areas (0–10% canopy) are concentrated across urbanized coastal and 
inland city centers, as well as portions of southern San Diego County. Many suburban areas fall in the medium 
priority range, while parks and natural open spaces are in lower-priority categories due to existing tree cover. 

Low Tree Canopy Cover: Census Tract Level 

 
Figure 3. Census Tracts by tree canopy cover percent, 2022. Red = High Priority (0–5% canopy). Blue outlines indicate 
incorporated city boundaries. Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us 
 

The census tract view reinforces the block-level pattern: the southern and central portions of the county, 
including dense urban neighborhoods across several incorporated cities, show the greatest need for canopy 
investment. Unincorporated communities and tribal lands also contain tracts with very low canopy cover that 
are often underserved by existing programs. 

Priority areas are preliminary screening areas for further local validation. They are not final planting locations, funding decisions, or rankings of cities or neighborhoods. 
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City-Level Example: Variation in Canopy by Census Tract 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Example of tree canopy cover distribution across Census Tracts within a single incorporated city (Carlsbad, CA), 2022. 
Demonstrates that even cities with relatively high overall canopy have significant internal variation. Source: National Canopy 
App, treecanopy.us 

This city-level example demonstrates that even communities with higher overall canopy averages contain 
neighborhoods with very low tree cover. Sub-city prioritization is therefore essential: regional goals alone are 
not sufficient to ensure equitable distribution within city limits. Phase 2 engagement will work with each 
municipality to identify priority neighborhoods at this scale. Carlsbad is provided as a representative example of 
how local canopy and heat conditions can vary within a single city. The city’s  2019 Community Forest 
Management Plan describes how it cares for its existing trees and will increase its overall “forest canopy,” 
including a goal to add an average of 500 trees per year on city ‑owned or controlled properties through 2025. 

Priority areas are preliminary screening areas for further local validation. They are not final planting locations, funding decisions, or rankings of cities or neighborhoods. 

https://www.carlsbadca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/1998/637433846147430000
https://www.carlsbadca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/1998/637433846147430000
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Areas Experiencing Canopy Loss from 2016 to 2022 

 
Figure 5. Census Tracts with greatest percent loss of canopy cover from 2016 to 2022. Red = High Priority (greater than 1.4% 
net loss). Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us 

While the region gained canopy overall, select census tracts in coastal and southern portions of the county 
experienced net canopy loss between 2016 and 2022. These areas represent a critical intervention zone — 
protecting and replacing lost trees in these tracts should be an early Phase 2 priority alongside expansion 
efforts in low-canopy areas. 

Urban Heat Index: High-Priority Areas for Cooling 

 
Figure 6. Census Tracts with the highest urban heat index (UHI). Dark purple/black = 9–10 UHI (Highest Priority). Source: 
National Canopy App, treecanopy.us 

The urban heat map reveals concentrated heat burden across dense urban neighborhoods throughout the 
incorporated cities. These areas are disproportionately home to lower-income and minority populations, 
reinforcing the equity dimension of the canopy deficit. Tree planting in high-heat census tracts provides the 
most direct and measurable public health benefit per tree planted. 

 

Priority areas are preliminary screening areas for further local validation. They are not final planting locations, funding decisions, or rankings of cities or neighborhoods. 
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Composite Priority Map: Highest-Need Census Tracts 

 
Figure 7. Composite priority Census Tracts based on multiple planting themes: Low Tree Canopy (High Priority), High Planting 
Opportunity (High Priority), Vulnerable Populations — Youth and Elderly (Medium Priority), Urban Heat Index (High Priority). 
Red polygons = highest composite priority tracts. Source: National Canopy App, treecanopy.us 

The composite priority map combines multiple data layers including canopy deficit, planting opportunity, 
vulnerable populations, and urban heat to identify the census tracts where investment will have the greatest 
simultaneous impact. Red-shaded tracts should be considered first for targeted planting programs, workforce 
deployment, and community engagement during Phase 2. 

Translating Priority Maps to Action: A Land Use Example 

 
Figure 8. Example of how priority Census Tracts can be paired with land use data to guide planting strategy (City of Vista, CA). 
Pink = highest priority census tracts. Overlaid land use classes (parks, schools, roads, public buildings, religious sites,  
healthcare) identify the specific sites within those tracts where planting partnerships and programs can be developed. 
Source: San Diego County Planning; National Canopy App, treecanopy.us 

Priority census tracts alone do not tell us where to plant, they tell us where to look. Overlaying land use data 
within priority tracts identifies the specific sites and partners that can deliver canopy expansion at scale. This 
approach guides targeted outreach to parks departments, school districts, faith organizations, public works 
agencies, and health care systems within the highest-need communities. 

Priority areas are preliminary screening areas for further local validation. They are not final planting locations, funding decisions, or rankings of cities or neighborhoods. 
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Draft Canopy Goals by Ecological Subregion 
DRAFT Canopy Goals For Discussion: To Be Refined Through Phase 2 Engagement  
The canopy goals presented in this section are draft regional discussion targets derived 
from Phase 1 data, ecological analysis, existing city urban forest management plans and 
canopy cover goals, planting programs, and a review of city climate action plans. They are 
offered here to begin a regional conversation, not to establish binding targets or 
requirements for any individual jurisdiction. These goals do not replace, supersede, or 
conflict with local urban forestry plans, adopted canopy targets, municipal authority, or the 
resource realities that each city and community operates within. They are one input into a 
broader planning process, and all goals will be reviewed, discussed, and refined through 
Phase 2 engagement with municipalities, ecological experts, community members, and 
regional partners before anything is finalized. 

Ecological Subregions of San Diego County 
San Diego County spans multiple ecological subregions as defined by the USDA Forest Service, each 
with distinct soils, rainfall, elevation, and ecological carrying capacity for tree canopy. Draft canopy 
goals have been developed for each subregion to reflect what is ecologically achievable and 
appropriate, rather than applying a single uniform target across the entire county.  

 
Figure 9. Ecological subregions and 18 
incorporated cities of San Diego County 
(Source: USDA Forest Service) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 7. Draft canopy cover goals by ecological subregion (Source: USDA Forest Service ecological subregion data) 

Ecologica l Subregion 
2025 

Ba seline  
2030 G oa l 

(Dra ft )  
2035 G oa l 

(Dra ft )  Ecologica l Ra t iona le  

Coastal Hills (261Bi) 13–16% 24% 30% Deep soils, moderate rainfall, high 
restoration potential 

Coastal Terraces (261Bj) 10–13% 22% 28% Shallow soils, higher salinity, fewer tree 
species 

Mountains & Valleys 
(M262Bo) 11% 18% 24% Thin soils, wildfire risk, woodland-savanna 

adaptation 

Northern Valley/Coast 14–16% 25% 32% Urban expansion zone, moderate canopy 
capacity 

Southern Coast 13% 23% 28% Coastal resilience, salt/fog tolerance 
required 

 

These subregion goals serve as draft anchors for the final RUFMP. They will be tested against local 
knowledge of site conditions, resource availability, and community capacity during Phase 2. 
Individual city-level discussions will help determine how subregional goals translate into specific 
planting programs, ordinance updates, and policy targets within each jurisdiction.  
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Priority Planting Strategy by Land Use Class 
Identifying priority areas is only the first step. Within those large-scale areas, Tree San Diego and its 
partners will need to identify local-level priority areas using data such as land use classes to identify 
sites, build partnerships, and design programs tailored to each context. The following table 
summarizes the draft priority planting approach by land use type, drawn from the draft Phase 1 
Planting Strategy.  

Table 8. Priority planting strategy by land use class (Source: Phase 1 Draft Planting Strategy for the Region)  

Type  L a nd Use Cla ss Priorit y Pla nt ing  St ra t egy  

 

A  Pa rks, Open Space & 
Recrea t ion Area s 

Target under-canopied fields, playgrounds, trails, and gathering 
nodes. Prioritize native and climate-resilient species for habitat, 
stormwater interception, and shade. 

B Va ca nt  & 
Undevelopable Land 

Coordinate with land trusts and county managers to restore native 
woodlands and create neighborhood habitat buffers adjacent to 
schools and parks. 

C  Roa d Rights-of-Way  
Identify roadways, medians, and sidewalks in low-canopy, high-
traffic areas. Use structural soils, bioswales, and drought-adapted 
species. Integrate stormwater best practices. 

D 
Public Buildings 
(G overnment, Civic, 
L ibra ry)  

Prioritize entrances, parking lots, and gathering areas. Pilot new 
species and planting technologies. Integrate trees into capital 
project scopes. 

E Schools & Higher 
Educa t ion 

Focus on schoolyards, drop-off zones, parking, and walkways. 
Integrate stewardship into curriculum. Use campuses as 
demonstration sites for regional species. 

F  Hospita ls & Hea lt h 
Ca re  Fa cil it ies 

Expand canopy at pedestrian entries, patient gardens, and bus 
stops. Coordinate with health system sustainability teams and 
leverage Tree Campus Healthcare resources. 

G  Religious Fa cil it ies 
Partner with faith communities to shade parking, courtyards, and 
gathering areas. Engage as stewardship partners with spiritual and 
environmental co-benefits. 

H  Residential (Single & 
M ult i-Fa mily)  

Direct community outreach in low-canopy neighborhoods. Tree 
giveaways, door-to-door canvassing, neighborhood tree teams. 
Incentives for multi-family property owners. 

I 
Indust ria l & 
Commercia l L a nd 
Use  

Engage business improvement districts, commercial property 
owners, and industrial parks. Highlight energy, comfort, and 
branding benefits. Recognition programs and public-private 
maintenance agreements. 

 

Phase 2 Wil l  Tai lor These Strategies with Local  Partners  
These strategies are starting points developed from best practices and Phase 1 analysis. 
Each land use class will require site-specific evaluation, partner engagement, and 
community input. Tree San Diego will work with municipalities, community organizations, 
school districts, health care systems, faith communities, and business associations during 
Phase 2 to develop tailored implementation approaches for each context.  
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What Comes Next: Phase 2 Engagement and 
Planning 
Phase 2 of the Regional Urban Forestry Master Plan is now underway. It builds directly on Phase 1 
findings and will incorporate input from municipalities, regional partners, stakeholders, and the 
public to refine and finalize every element of the Plan. Phase 2 engagement is not supplemental , it is 
essential. The findings in this Report are a starting point for a conversation, not a finished product.  

Table 9. Phase 2 key deliverables and their connection to Phase 1 findings 

Phase 2 Deliverable  What It Refines from Phase 1  How You Can Contribute  

 

St a keholder & 
M unicipa l 
Enga gement  

Indicator scores, benchmarking 
findings, canopy goals, priority 
planting maps 

Participate in surveys, workshops, and 
one-on-one sessions with TSD and PlanIT 
Geo 

Decision 
Fra mework & 
Prioritization Matrix 

Decision criteria from Phase 1 
(canopy, equity, heat, health, 
capacity) 

Provide input on weighting of criteria 
and local context for decision-making 

 
Implement a t ion 
Roa dma p 
 

Draft strategies and action steps 
from Phase 1 

Identify feasible actions, local champions, 
and funding pathways in your 
jurisdiction 

Fina l RUFM P 
(Designed & 
Publisha ble)  

All Phase 1 analyses, goals, and 
strategies 

Review drafts and provide formal 
feedback during review cycles 

How to Get Involved 
The project website is the best place to stay current. Visit treesandiego.org/regionalplan 
for the engagement timeline, upcoming workshop details, participation opportunities, 
survey links, and the latest project updates. 

• Municipal  staff and city foresters:  Participate in one-on-one and small-group 
engagement sessions to review Phase 1 findings for your jurisdiction and contribute 
local knowledge.  

• Regional partners and stakeholders:  Join virtual focus groups, review draft materials, 
and provide feedback on priorities, strategies, and implementation approaches.  

• Community members and the publ ic:  Take the regional survey, attend public 
meetings and workshops, and share your priorities for the urban forest in your 
neighborhood. 

Questions or Feedback?  
Contact Tree San Diego at info@treesandiego.org 

Learn more at treesandiego.org/regionalplan 

 

Data Sources: National Canopy App (treecanopy.us with 2022 canopy data) — USDA Forest Service, Arbor Day Foundation, PlanIT Geo; 
American Forests Tree Equity Score Tool (with data from ACS 2017-2021, CDC PLACES 2022, and Google Environmental Insights 
Explorer); Arbor Day Foundation 2024 Tree City USA Database; Tree San Diego TreePlotter Database (as of August 2025); USDA Forest 
Service Forest 2017 Inventory Analysis (FIA); Urban Forest Ecosystems Institute (UFEI) Countywide Compilation as of September 2025; 
Clark et al. (1997) and Kenney et al. (2011) Indicators of a Sustainable Urban Forest framework conducted in September 2025. Full 
references available in the Phase 1 RUFMP Report. 

http://www.treesandiego.org/regionalplan
http://www.treesandiego.org/regionalplan

