
Luis Obispo County, which supports voluntary
protections for oaks. Ranchers and other
landowners; who likewise support the volun-
tary approach, view the proposed regulations
as a threat to their ability to make a living.

"It's imposing one layer of bureaucracy on
top of another. When do you stop? And how
effective is it?" Crabb says.

Despite a general commitment to protect-
ing oaks, this coastal California county is
increasingly at odds over the means to that

(continued on page 2)
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Protecting Oaks in San Luis Obispo County:
Model Effort or Red Flag?
By Jane Braxton Little

In San Luis Obispo County there is no serious debate about whether to preserve

oaks. The vast majority of the county's 240,000 residents agree the native trees
adorning the valleys and hillsides should be preserved as part of the natural and

cultural landscape.

How to do that, how-
ever, has generated a

decade of controversy
that promises to erupt

in the next few months.
The San Luis

Obispo County Oak
Protection Committee
is developing an ordi-

nance that would man-

date protections for
oak trees and impose
strict penalties on vio-

lators. The group
hopes to collect 8,100

signatures in time to
place the measure

before countywide voters on the November bal-
lot, says Pam Marshal Heatherington, executive
director of the Environmental Center of San

Luis Obispo (ECO SLO), one of the ordinance

backers.
"The chance is there to do this right and

keep everyone at the table," she says.
That's not likely with a mandatory ordi-

nance, says Jackie Crabb, executive director of
the San Luis Obispo County Farm Bureau and a
member of the Native Tree Committee of San



Oaks (continued from page I)

end. The polarization here
reflects frustration
statewide over the failure
to control the destruction
of native oaks, a keystone
species and California
icon. Blue, valley, and live
oaks alike are vanishing at
the alarming rate of more
than 14,000 acres a year,
says Janet Santos Cobb,
president of the California Oak Foundation.
Nearly half of the 11 million acres now graced
with oak groves are under private ownership,
where the trees are most vulnerable, she says.

Vintners who plant grape vines have bull-
dozed thousands of trees without penalty by
relying on state environmental regulations that
exempt land conversions from one agricultural
use to another. Developers hide behind the same
regulations, mowing down oaks under the guise
of agricultural conversions and then applying for
development permits on the treeless land.

In San Luis Obispo County, the rush for
rural ranchettes is particularly destructive. The
area is one of the most desirable places on earth,
says Rick Hawley, executive director of
Greenspace: The Cambria Land Trust.
"Everyone in the world wants to live here."

Oaks still cover around 36 percent of the
county, but they are a remnant of the vast stands
that once blanketed the coastal hills. In the cen-
tury that followed statehood, ranchers and
developers removed 70 percent of the valley

oaks growing in
the Salinas River
Valley. Today
there are few
valley oaks left
between five and
100 years old.

Blue oaks, generally found in the drier hills,
suffered historically from sheep and cattle graz-
ing. Today it is vineyards and rural subdivisions
that are destroying them.

Past Ordinance Efforts

Concerned citizens became so anxious about
these losses that the Board of Supervisors in the
mid-1990s formed a task force to address the
issue. Ranchers, environmentalists, native tree
advocates, and county officials worked together
for months to craft an ordinance that would
protect the trees they all valued.

Their goal was to develop regulations that
would eliminate loop holes but provide enough
flexibility to allow landowners to manage their

land. That's a delicate dance, says
Steve Sinton, a rancher and former
water attorney. He says he was com-
mitted to an ordinance because he
questioned "whether you can get peo-
ple to do the right thing."

The task force looked at rules
adopted by other counties. They lis-
tened to the arguments of those who
wanted as little regulation as possible
and those who wanted maximum pro-
tection for oaks. But they could not fig-
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ure out how to allow one landowner to cut a tree
to build a road and still prevent destruction of a
500-year-old tree.

"I had an open mind and I couldn't get
there," Sinton says.

In 1997 the Board of Supervisors abandoned
the ordinance approach and adopted voluntary
guidelines in a Native Tree Resolution. The
Native Tree Committee was formed in 1998 to
encourage oak woodland protection and
enhancement through landowner education and
outreach programs.

Since then they have planted
nearly 6,500 seedlings, says Dick
Montague; a life-long rancher and
current committee chair. He and
other ranchers take the acorns they
gather to high school students, who
germinate them and tend the
seedlings in greenhouses. The
young trees are then distributed to
local landowners, who plant them
on their property.

To expand its mission, the Native Tree
Committee began working with county planners
on a countywide Oak Woodland Management
Plan, which the Board of Supervisors adopted in
April 2004. The plan reviews the status of the
county's oak trees, their economic, natural
resource, and aesthetic value. It emphasizes the

challenge of conserving the county's existing
oak woodlands and of enhancing those wood-
lands impacted by past activities.

A key element of the management plan is
that it is voluntary "and shall in no way be
binding by law on the private landowner or
abridge the private property rights of a
landowner."

San Luis Obispo's oak management plan is
the first such plan to be adopted by any juris-
diction in the state since passage of the 2001
California Oak Woodlands Conservation . Act.

This act, administered by the
Wildlife Conservation Board,
makes $10 million available for
public education and outreach,
oak restoration or protection
through conservation easements.
With its oak woodlands manage-
ment plan in place, San Luis
Obispo County is now eligible
to apply for funding.

"Oaks need a little help," says Montague.
"All of our woods have changed. We're just try-
ing to protect our dwindling population by pro-
moting greater awareness."

Oaks in San Luis Obispo County do need
help, agrees Cobb, the Oak Foundation presi-
dent, but the new management plan will not

(continued on page 4)

OPPOSITE PAGE: While
proponents of oak protection
debate the effectiveness of
voluntary versus mandatory
regulations, bulldozers plow
full steam ahead through
San Luis Obispo County's
remaining oak woodlands.
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provide it. Instead of offering protections
beyond the county's voluntary guidelines, it
merely reiterates existing policies, she says.

"Surely elected officials and staff can do bet-
ter than this... to keep faith with the voting pub-
lic they serve," Cobb says.

Ballot Measure Effort

To ensure that they do, the San Luis Obispo
County Oak Protection Committee plans to
bypass the Board of Supervisors and go directly
to county voters with a ballot initiative imposing
mandatory regulations on all landowners. A sur-
vey the committee conducted last year has con-
vinced them that they are on the right track,
says Heatherington, the Environmental Center
director.

Devised by a psychology professor at
California Polytechnic State University, the sur-
vey found 76 percent support for adoption of a
native oak protection ordinance. Although half
of the 271 respondents said some oak tree
removal should be allowed without penalty, a

majority said native oaks should be protected by
requiring a permit for removal and requiring
mitigation measures for oak tree removal.

The survey has become a lightning rod in
the controversy over oak protections. Members
of the Native Tree Committee question its accu-
racy. The sampling, which included 2,000 ran-
domly selected names taken from voter registra-
tion rolls, may not have been valid, says Crabb,
the Farm Bureau director.

"You can do a lot with numbers. Is this a
true reflection of what the public wants? We
question that," Crabb says.

Even if voters approve an oak protection
ordinance, she and other members of the com-
mittee wonder how it will be funded and who
will enforce it. In neighboring Santa Barbara
County, a 2002 tree ordinance requires every
oak tree removed to be replaced with up to 15
seedlings. The activities with the greatest impact
on oaks require an even more stringent manage-
ment plan permit. The supervisors included a
provision for an oak tree specialist to enforce



the regulations.
To date, however, no one has been hired,

says Alex Tuttle, a Santa Barbara County plan-
ner. Mainly because of budget constraints, the
enforcement position and other parts of the
ordinance are paper commitments that have yet
to be tested, he says.

Limited funds may also affect other munici-
palities seeking to implement strict protections
for oak trees, says Bill Tietje, director of the
Central Coast Integrated Hardwood Range
Management Program. "No one can afford to
have a cop behind every tree," he says.

If the survey fanned the controversy, the bal-
lot measure promises to ignite a full-fledged
fire. Despite their shared commitment to pro-
tecting oaks, neither the Native Tree
Committee, which favors voluntary measures,
nor the Oak Protection Committee, which is
promoting the ordinance, is optimistic about
success using the other's methods.

"When a group is so intent that an ordi-
nance is the solution to everything, you have to
ask why," replies Crabb.

Counters Heatherington, "We have enough
instances that voluntary measures don't work.
There are just too many people who are irre-
sponsible."

Hawley, the Greenspace director, calls
their disagreements a clash of cultures:
the ranchers and their traditional stew-
ardship of the land versus environmental-
ists unwilling to risk the oaks that
remain. Although Greenspace co-spon-
sored the survey and backs mandatory
regulations, Hawley has taken the posi-
tion of a liaison. He hopes to bring the
two committees together.

If he can establish some common
ground, it may slow the assault oaks are
suffering in San Luis Obispo County.
That, in turn, could help other groups
throughout the state create their own
protection processes. "It doesn't help the
resources any if we're always fighting,"
Hawley says.

His efforts to bring about consensus could
determine whether San Luis Obispo County will
serve as a model for the rest of the state or a red
flag. Far more is at stake than any one group's
victory over the other. While they are squab-
bling, oaks Continue to die—in mass removals
and one tree at a time.

Jane Braxton Little is a freelance journalist based in
Plumas County, California.







California ReLeaf Network Member Profile:
Seal Beach Tree Committee and
Trees for Seal Beach
By Michael Tanner

Paving the Way

Inspired partly by Tree Committee cofounder Jim Caviola's trials and tribulations with local bureau-
cracy as he attempted to plant trees in front of his own house in 1997, the Tree Committee has effec-
tively become the city's overseer of citizen plantings, as well as an advocate for its urban forest.
Caviola founded Trees for Seal Beach in 2001 as an independent
nonprofit foundation to raise money for some of the projects the
committee had envisioned but had been unable to fund.

One of the committee's first challenges—and most visible
successes—came with the city's plan in 1997 to remove all the
mature ficus trees from three blocks of Main Street. The trees'
roots were interfering with the sidewalk, and in one case, had
even grown into a store. The committee's solution—to trim
the roots and replace the sidewalk around the trees with 6-by-
8-inch red-brick paving blocks laid directly on sand—not only
saved 25 to 30 threatened trees, but made way for the planting
of 18 additional trees to fill in gaps where a ficus had been
missing. The paving blocks, which allow water to reach the
roots and promote bio-filtration, actually improve the look of
the sidewalk to Stilwell's  eyes, while being easily lifted up and
replaced when root trimming become necessary.

The city's original solution is indicative of what Caviola calls the local government's tendency to
"protect the sidewalk." Or what committee member Mario Voce sees as a matter of money and per-
ception. "Municipalities these days are strapped," he says, and since residents tend to view foliage
largely as the stuff that blocks their signs or falls on their cars, it's important that the Tree Committee
represents the interests of the urban forest. "Otherwise," he laments, "city staff is under a lot of pres-
sure to let trees go."

Filling in the Gaps

Finding proper trees for this beachside town can be challenging. The coastal weather, view concerns,
and the narrow spaces that most plantings are forced into between street and sidewalk limit the vari-
ety of species that can thrive in Seal Beach. But Voce says the committee is "trying to educate away
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from palm trees" and
promote the idea that "if
you combine palms with
other canopy trees, you
get a pretty mix." To
that end, one of the Tree
Committee's main
functions is establishing
a list of appropriate trees
for the city and provid-
ing guidance on planting
the right tree in the
right place.

The city works with
the committee and Trees for Seal Beach in seeking grant money for proj-
ects and helps facilitates plantings by granting permits and removing con-
crete. According to city engineer Mark Vukojevic, the city is currently
working with both groups to create a map of the town's entire tree inven-
tory and the vacancies within it.

The number of tree vacancies has been visibly dropping through the
years as the two groups have tackled projects such as planting in the
1,500-foot median along Seal Beach Boulevard, greening an 8-foot-high
sound wall along Pacific Coast Highway, and planting trees to form a
screen around two downtown parking lots.

Funding has come from State grants and California ReLeaf grants,
and contributions from Trees for Seal Beach board members and other
citizens. In addition, Caviola's group has thrown two beach parties com-
plete with surf music and swing bands, and a huge tent on the sand filled
with trees. Last year's party attracted 650 revelers and brought in $40,000
to support the group's plantings.

A System for Greening

More than the trees the two groups have put in the ground, more than
the tons of concrete they have removed, more than the showcase projects
on Main Street and Seal Beach Boulevard, tree committee member Voce
says he is proudest of the system that the groups have put in place for cit-

izens to continue
to beautify the city.
Rather than a jum-
ble of residents'
individual tree
planting requests, there's an integrated vision
for the city's urban forest and two groups
working together to keep the ball rolling. 

Michael Tanner is a freelance writer based in San

Francisco, California.



Report from Washington: Forestry Facing Cuts

This report was
brought to you by the
National Alliance for
Community Trees
(ACT), a national network
of nonprofit urban forestry
and community greening
groups.

Membership informa-
tion is available online at
www.actrees.org , or by
calling (301) 699-8635 or
emailing alice@pobox.com .

By Alice Ewen Walker, executive director of
the National Alliance for Community Trees

http://www.actrees.org


Volunteerism Debate Continues:
Your Action Needed!

Months after the Department of Industrial
Relations fined a Redding-based nonprofit more
than $33,000 for using volunteers on a publicly
funded restoration project, the debate over how
to resolve the issue of volunteerism as it pertains
to prevailing wage law has hit the urban forestry
community hard.

Multiple California ReLeaf Network groups
have chosen to suspend projects utilizing public
funds, with others receiving notification from
local government partners that their projects will
not move forward until the issue is resolved.

California ReLeaf is working with other
statewide nonprofits on a coordinated grassroots
campaign that asks Governor Schwarzenegger to
swiftly solve this problem through an adminis-
trative fix or support for legislation that would
provide an exemption for California's conserva-
tion community.

California ReLeaf contributed a fact sheet on
this issue to a report compiled and submitted to
the Governor's Office on Service and
Volunteerism (GOSERV) summarizing more
than twenty conservation projects and programs
that have been or could be affected by this law,
including projects funded through the California
ReLeaf Urban Forestry Grant Program.

The programs and projects of the urban
forestry community will be dramatically impact-
ed unless this issue is resolved quickly. For more
information on how you can help, contact
Martha Ozonoff at California ReLeaf,
(530) 757-7333.

EEMP Funds Released for Urban
Forestry Projects

Governor Schwarzenegger's Department of
Finance has released $5 million in resource con-
servation grants that were approved in the 2003-
2004 State Budget for the Environmental
Enhancement and Mitigation Program.

California ReLeaf Network groups partici-
pated in a grassroots strategy with several other
nonprofits and local agencies earlier this year to
overcome the Governor's proposed reversion of
this funding. The 2003-2004 EEMP provides
grants to almost twenty resource conservation
projects including urban forestry projects spon-
sored by North East Trees and Our City Forest.

Special thanks go to. Assembly Member
Christine Kehoe (D-San Diego) and the Trust
for Public Land for spearheading the effort to
restore these critical conservation funds.

Urban Forestry Dollars Proposed
in Governor's Budget

A series of letters released by the Department of
Finance to the Legislature earlier this month
reflect the likely changes to appear in the
Governor's May Revise of his proposed 2004-
2005 State Budget, including adjustments to
resource allocations for the Department of
Forestry and Fire Protection.

Most important among these adjustments is
the inclusion of $1.175 million for urban
forestry through Proposition 12. This would
continue the cycle of park bond funding for
urban forestry developed under the Davis
Administration, though there is no indication
that any of the $10 million under Proposition
40 will be allocated this year.

The State Legislature must still address the
issue of resource bond allocations in the 2004-
2005 State Budget and include these funding
provisions in the budget bills that will be debat-
ed over the next two months. ,4

By Martha Ozonoff



California ReLeaf Network Corner
California ReLeaf Welcomes Two New Groups to the Network!
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Friends of Carmel Forest works with the City of
Carmel-by-the-Sea Forest and Beach Commission, city
staff, and others to enhance and perpetuate Carmel's for-
est environment. Founded in 1990 as an official support
group for the city, the
nonprofit organization
has helped grow and
distribute native pine
seedlings to area resi-
dents for planting on
public and private prop-
erty; created a self-

guided walking tour of the town's heritage trees; introduced tree
planting and care information into middle- and grade-school classrooms; participated in two city-
wide bark beetle surveys; and has a regular "Forest Facts" column in the town's weekly paper, the
Carmel Pine Cone. Contact the group at (831) 624-3208.

WildPlaces Ecological Restoration and Education was founded in
2001 to preserve, restore, and protect California's wild and rural
places and the peoples who are part of these native landscapes
through volunteer-driven habitat restoration, environmental and cul-
tural education, political advocacy, and career development. Current
projects include the collection and propagation of
giant sequoia seeds for replanting in the Giant
Sequoia National Monument next spring; oak
woodland and wildlife habitat restoration on pri-
vate ranchland near Springville, California; and
riparian rehabilitation on the south fork of the
Kern River. Learn more about the group online
at www.wildplaces.net .

mailto:caltrees@nationaltreetrust.org
http://www.wildplaces.net


Trees in Small City Business Districts:
Comparing Resident and Visitor Response

Do people prefer to shop in places having tree-lined streets? Scientific studies about trees and

business districts answer this question with a resounding"yes!" One study focused on smaller

cities (10-20,000 population). Fourteen cities with downtown business districts were selected

throughout the United States. Surveys were sent to residents, the most likely shoppers in the

districts. Surveys were also sent to potential visitors in nearby larger cities (100,000 population or

more). Both groups favored trees in retail streetscapes. The urban forest is an important amenity

that provides curb appeal, and attracts visitors and shoppers to downtown business districts.

Public Preferences

Preference surveys are used to assess public values for various
landscapes. In this study people rated 30 scenes using the scale
of I =not at all to 5=like very much. Ratings are not just aesthetic
reactions; they reflect a person's complex understandings and
assumptions about a place. Judgments of high visual quality are
often linked to behavior. Preference ratings provide information
for planning and managing more shopper-friendly places.

LOW AND HIGH RATINGS — I mage ratings were averaged.

Scenes with the lowest and highest mean ratings differ quite a bit.

Pedestrian-oriented pocket parks were most highly rated. These

small landscaped spaces provide a quiet moment while in the city.

When comparing street scenes, higher preference was expressed

for trees that are large and enclose the street. There is a full two

point difference between streets with and without trees. Archi-

tecture and parking are similar for all images, so

probably have little affect on the ratings.

Consistent with other landscape research, the

presence of trees enhances public preferences.

In this study people enjoy having trees in small

parks within business districts, and in the overall

street environment.



Visual Categories
Statistics can be used to extract image categories based

on ratings patterns. Five visual categories were identi-

fied. Mean (or average) ratings and standard deviations

were calculated for each, and t-Tests were used for

comparisons (p<.01). Here are the results.

CATEGORY PREFERENCES —The most highly

preferred category was Pocket Parks. A person has views

of surrounding buildings and streets while in these tiny

parks, but is removed from the busyness of the street

and sidewalk. Small green spaces provide moments of

rest that allow the district user to regroup and then

continue with his or her visit in the district.

Looking across the categories of street scenes, ratings

increase steadily with the presence of trees. Category 5,

No Trees, is rated distinctly lower than all other catego-

ries and contains no sign of vegetation within a block of

well-maintained buildings. Category 4, Intermittent Trees,

has a higher rating though the trees are a minor visual

element. Vegetation is visible, but is less prominent

when compared to paving and buildings. Categories 2

and 3 are streetscapes where trees are larger and define

the space at the street level. Trees provide a physical and

visual separation from the street for a pedestrian.

RESIDENT AND VISITOR DIFFERENCES 
Business districts that have large trees are most pre- 
 ferred by both small and large city residents. Differences

in response for the two groups were found only on

Intermittent Trees. Potential visitors and tourists from

large cities rated these street scenes lower.

Retail &Tree Management
Consumers enjoy having trees in shopping districts, and

are willing to spend more where trees are present!

Small trees provide some amenities, but are less pre-

ferred. Small street trees are being selected for planting

in many cities, due to sign visibility and maintenance

issues. But the mature canopy of small trees directly

screens shop windows and signs. Larger trees can be

pruned to enhance visibility, and are more preferred by

the people whose purchases support merchants.
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