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Tree Ordinance Review & Recommendations: Greater metropolitan Atlanta, GA 

 

I. Introduction 

     Successful ordinances guide public behavior for maximization of social 

welfare. The Atlanta Tree Ordinance is no exception to this general rule, and 

will be tested against the results of its performance on an ongoing basis, with 

this criteria alone. In order to understand how social welfare is impacted, and 

how the majority of citizens in Atlanta can benefit from this particular 

ordinance, it is important to identify values attributed to the urban forest, and 

forecast how to improve these values for equitable distribution throughout the 

Atlanta community. In development related problems, there are often winners 

upstream, and losers downstream. It will be important to monitor the urban 

forest of Atlanta, and continue to improve the Atlanta Tree Ordinance, in 

order to secure the ecosystem services of the tree canopy for current and 

future generations.  This allows for creation and continuance of quality of life. 

 

II. What governs the urban forest around Atlanta, GA? 

Urban centers are challenged with a constantly shifting paradigm   

regarding development versus conservation.  Economic, demographic, and 

environmental factors pressure policy makers to respond within budgetary 

constraints and plan out a future course of acceptable action governing 

stakeholders. The primary stakeholders in this arena are local voters, property 

owners, developers, city governments, State agencies, and the federal 

government. Local voters influence who is in office, and what decisions are 

ultimately put at the forefront of policy. Developers provide housing and 

commercial real estate inventory for growth, and renovate sites in need of 

restoration, with more sustainable, code approved materials and designs. State 

agencies that govern environmental and watershed concerns, have concern for 

excess run-off, and increased heat island impact from urban centers, along 

with air pollution mitigation. Federal agencies such as the US Forest Service 

express concern over urban tree diseases, and conditions, as a predecessor to 

larger forest lands outside of urban areas.  

Increasingly, the cost and speed of permitting tree removals has become a 

concern for builders. Often the delay and costs associated with tree removals 

for builders, is unexpected, which adds time to the project, and unbudgeted 

upfront permitting costs.  Home owners who desire a tree removal, in the city 

of Atlanta, are required to comply with a process that in some cases, such as a 

site plan permit process, may takes weeks to complete.  In other cases the 

process is quick, with a dead/dying/hazardous tree permit application, which 

may take less than 24 hours to file, and have inspected, depending on Arborist 

workload.   

Various tree ordinances govern, in a sovereign fashion, the multitude of 

local governments under a State level government.  There are also over-

arching institutions, such as the International Society of Arboriculture, which 

provides both environmental and professional ethics guidelines in regard to 

tree care. Ultimately, it is the local ordinance that carries the enforcement 
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power, the burden of cost associated with this, and the financial collection and 

disbursement of funds collect from those subjected to tree ordinance penalties.  

 Municipalities are faced with the following concerns: voter and tax payer 

interests, and decision making in regard to short term and long term 

environmental and developmental planning. Within this general area, lie the 

trade offs made for getting results toward an accepted performance metric. 

That metric may be % tree cover, which I provide a short case study of. 

Another performance measure may be a comparison of revenue collections, 

and costs of environmental infrastructure procurement (greenspace), and long-

term protection of residential and commercial sites with minimum levels of 

tree canopy coverage.  These decisions become an act of balancing the less 

environmentally acceptable but higher revenue generating development with 

the more sustainable, and costly to enforce and procure tree protection 

ordinances and urban green spaces.  

 

III. The value of urban trees 

One acceptable approach to understand a “real” value of the urban forest, is using 

revealed preferences.  The reference to “real”, in this case is the opposite of a 

hypothetical value using “willingness to pay” often applied to environmental 

valuation problems.  

 List of potential hedonic, or “revealed” preferences, in regard to tree valuation.  

1. The city of Atlanta and most surrounding communities enforcing a tree ordinance,  

provide numeric values for penalties associated with illegal tree removals, and 

recompense values based on inches of diameter. 

2. Private property owners pay for maintenance of trees, in exchange for benefits of 

ownership.  These payments can be noted as revealed preferences. 

3. Private property owners pay for tree removals based on the cost of removal in 

comparison to the risks and benefits associated with the owning a tree.  

4. Private and public property owners pay for installation of trees on properties. 

5. Builders pay for tree prescriptions, versus pay for the destruction of trees on 

building sites, as part of a permit approval process. The decision the builder 

makes to save a tree versus pay for the destruction of a tree, reveals a preference.  

6. The city of Atlanta protects trees in “set back” areas, rather than allowing for a 

zoning that fills up a residential lot completely. The set back area is a tree 

protection zone. This area could be valued by square foot of property value, and 

the associated trees valued as such.  

7. Firewood as a fuel has a cordage value based on retail market, and cubic footage. 

The revealed value of a cubic foot of wood in a tree trunk can be used to value a 

tree at “energy” value.  

One alternate approach, is through the use of ecosystem services valuation.  Below is 

a short study that calculates ecosystem services based on the total tree canopy of the 

greater Atlanta, GA area.  
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IV. The ratio of tree canopy vs. development in the Atlanta urban forest 
 

Tree cover in Atlanta GA, based on current GIS information, is approximately 42% 

inside of the I-285 outer belt (itree results using 100 random sampled points, data below:  

Impervious surfaces total 36.4%, pervious surfaces total 63.6%.  This is valuable 

benchmark, due to the broad area inside of I-285.  Each individual community and area 

inside of I-285 can then be compared to this average, and an understanding of 

environmental impact can be clearly assessed, since “average” hides the outliers of the 

sample.  High impervious area communities, such as the commercial districts along 

Peachtree Rd. and other major through fares, can be better identified, and potentially 

enhanced environmentally through appropriate mitigation steps.  

 

 

V. Ecosystem services valuation in the greater Atlanta area urban forest

 
Using the US Forestry Service’s iTree tools software (www.itreetools.org), 

the value of all of Atlanta’s trees is calculated below in the table.  Using I-285 

as a boundary line,  the following quantifiable variables are determined: 

Cover Class Description Abbr. Points % Cover 

Tree Tree, non-shrub T 42 42.4 ±4.97 

Impervious Roadways Roads, parking lots, pools, impervious ground surfaces Road 20 20.2 ±4.04 

Grass Ground vegetation, shrubs G 21 21.2 ±4.11 

Roof tops Impervious Rooftops R 16 16.2 ±3.70 

Abbr. Benefit Description Value (USD) ±SE Amount ±SE 

CO 
Carbon Monoxide removed 

annually 
62,917.56 USD ±7,366.60 47.35 T ±5.54 

NO2 
Nitrogen Dioxide removed 

annually 
86,188.87 USD ±10,091.28 226.18 T ±26.48 

O3 Ozone removed annually 2,862,738.62 USD ±335,179.06 1,975.16 T ±231.26 

PM2.5 
Particulate Matter less than 2.5 

microns removed annually 
7,032,962.47 USD ±823,442.89 120.72 T ±14.13 

SO2 Sulfur Dioxide removed annually 13,357.80 USD ±1,563.98 117.22 T ±13.72 
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It is important to note, the total CO2 stored in trees, is valued at a current $337 Million. 

This figure can change drastically with Carbon valuation changes.  If Carbon becomes 

valued at international carbon treaty levels, the value of CO2 stored in trees can rise 

exponentially, making trees a valuable carbon sink for preservation purposes.   Annually, 

CO2 sequestration inside of I-285 Atlanta, is $15 Million.  This is an annual amount, 

based on CO2 capture. Particulate matter and ozone adds another $12 Million annually in 

tree canopy sequestration value.  Trees benefit the local community of Atlanta 

approximately $30 Million annually, in ecosystem services, and hold approximately 11 

times that amount inside their tissue through sequestration of pollutants ($337 Million). 

One important note, is that the value of CO2 storage, can increase drastically, with 

the value of Carbon. If Carbon, as a pollutant, were valued at levels with the Kyoto 

Protocol, and the US became a signer of that international climate agreement, then the 

value of the urban forest of Atlanta could, overnight, exponentially increase.  The value 

in this estimate ($30 million annual/$337 million total stored), is based on $35.38/ton, 

which is comparable to a 2008 value given CO2 emissions in British Columbia, and 

Switzerland (a decade ago). If, lets say, CO2 valuation per ton, based on a Carbon tax, 

rose to the levels of the Tokyo Cap and Trade program in 2010 ($142 per tonne) , then 

the value of greater Atlanta’s trees inside of I-285, just on CO2 sequestration value alone, 

becomes $1.348 Billion USD, and annually, CO2 sequestration becomes $120 Million.  It 

may make financial sense, at that point, to protect, and better manage urban forests. At 

this point, the decision to remove trees favors the higher revenue producing development, 

which brings in property tax revenues for city services. What could potentially develop, 

is a time in the near future which will sway the decision process more toward 

conservation.  This would require funding, which could arrive in the form of a Carbon 

tax.  The carbon tax would be based on footprint of lot space not covered with some 

carbon capturing device (such as a tree), or technological mechanism to substitute for a 

tree. In this way, there is an incentive to grow trees, protect trees, and inventory trees for 

annual carbon sequestration credits, as a property owner. This reduces enforcement cost, 

since enforcement would potentially drop, in a rational actor assumption, since tree 

preservation provides a tax break.  

 

PM10* 

Particulate Matter greater than 2.5 

microns and less than 10 microns 

removed annually 

2,975,950.19 USD ±348,434.25 476.43 T ±55.78 

CO2seq 
Carbon Dioxide sequestered 

annually in trees 
15,459,494.35 USD ±1,810,049.58 438,500.34 T ±51,341.09 

CO2stor 

Carbon Dioxide stored in trees 

(Note: this benefit is not an annual 

rate) 

336,780,491.49 USD ±39,431,392.27 9,552,599.62 T ±1,118,450.48 
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VI. Rating variables within the Atlanta tree ordinance 

1.Benefits of trees.  

Tree provide more benefits than simply natural air screeners, although, if you were to 

invent a vacuum cleaner for the air, the tree would be beyond our technical abilities with 

current technologies available. Trees have a natural way of adapting to fit various soil, 

sunlight, and moisture conditions. Additionally, trees provide a phenomenal mechanism 

of propagation. Whether hiding their seeds within food, to be naturally carried off and 

naturally distributed by animals, or windblown travel to nearby locations for furthering 

the species, trees are natural survivors. Trees modify ranges when climates change, 

pushing forward, and retreating back as conditions cause success and failure within 

various species of woody plants. This natural ability to adapt, and fill niches, allows the 

tree canopy within urban settings to continually flourish, as long as they are provided 

with a mechanism for survival and propagation.  Soil conditions, drainage, lighting, root 

zone space, and protection from mechanical injury are some basic conditions that allow 

trees to thrive in an urban forest. After these basic conditions are met, trees have the 

ability to more or less take care of themselves, unless they need to be pruned off of 

infrastructure, which is a trade-off for enjoying the benefits.  

2. Pruning of trees.  

This can include utility and roadway clearance by public entities. Public entities also 

act to protect the public from tree hazards, often mitigating risk of failure through 

pruning, or responding to tree failures with tree removals.  Private property pruning 

performed in the private marketplace, for private interests is a large part of the urban 

forest maintenance activity.  Private interests include protection of private property, 

increased lighting on yards or gardens, roof clearance, pest control, or aesthetics. Private 

activity is governed by the local tree ordinance of the municipality or institution that has 

jurisdiction over the geographical space in question.  Inside of I-285, there are multiple 

jurisdictions that share governance of the urban forest.  The city of Atlanta’s ordinance 

extends to the boundaries of the city limits. Beyond this, to the east is Unincorporated 

Dekalb Counties ordinance, the City of Decatur’s ordinance, Sandy Springs, Chamblee 

and Brookhaven to the north, Hapeville to the South, and Smyrna, to the Northwest. This 

overlap of different ordinances within a small geographical area creates a mesh of 

transaction costs that are sometimes complicated for professionals and citizens to 

navigate. Exactly how much are trees worth, seems to be the general question within each 

ordinance, at least from most home owners and professionals perspectives.  How much 

will it cost to get the tree removed, legally, or how is a tree to be removed legally, seems 

to be the most pressing concern by most parties that are engaged in impacting trees 

(builders), or being impacted by trees (home owners).  

3. There is a lack of cooperation and cohesion between community tree ordinances, 

with a lack of bridging, overlap, or sharing of ideas and values.  This is a weakness, that 

indicates sovereignty & individual preferences of municipalities as well.  A cohesive 

ordinance between all municipalities, at least in part, would provide greater compliance, 

and potentially more abidance by the community, as well as reduced transaction and 

enforcement cost potentially.  A big issue with multiple ordinances, is lack of 

understanding by professional builders, which increases permitting time, and cost of 

building, ultimately adding cost to homes. For equitable housing, a more streamline 

approach to permitting should be available, on most sites.  Slowing down the removal 
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process does keep the tree removals down, and the lack of an ordinance increases 

unnecessary removals. 

4. The creation of a market for tree preservation professionals is a consequence of 

an enforceable tree ordinance. The ordinance allows for professional Arborist’s to 

assist as guides, and practitioner’s to oversee on a private level, that compliance is 

being conducted.  ISA Certified Arborist’s are required to sign off on building 

plans, provide tree prescriptions, and carry clout in the communication of 

information to the local Arborist, regarding site and tree conditions. Pruning 

standards such as “spike less pruning”, no topping, no more than 20% pruned off 

of a canopy per season, and other detailed guidelines allow for a set of rules that 

Arborist’s comply with as part of their work practices.  Arborist’s that do not 

comply with this can be held liable for tree destruction in severe cases.  

5. The undesirable species list: Another strength of the current ordinance is the list 

of undesirable species, which allows for removal of these species without 

classification as dead/dying/hazardous (DDH). The list includes trees such as 

Bradford Pear (prone to breakage), white mulberry and other volunteer species. 

However, it should be expanded to consider trees such as the Pecan, possibly in 

regard to pruning beyond the 20% level, since these trees are prone to failure due 

to excessively long limbs in the urban setting. Additionally, trees such as the 

Hackberry which distribute large amounts of sap on urban infrastructures (decks, 

homes, cars), could be considered as nuisance, and possibly included on the 

undesirable list with some modification (penalty plus replanting possibly).  

6. Permitting healthy trees for removal: The site plan process is used to remove 

healthy trees, for the city of Atlanta, GA. This is a very long, and problematic, 

requiring a lot of oversite by the Arborist office.  It would be more practical to 

have an urban mitigation bank that could take on the responsibility of replanting, 

potentially in critical areas identified by watershed needs, to reduce transaction 

costs and speed up the permit process. This would apply to replants by builders or 

home owners. Monitoring replanting, and the site plan process, and permitting 

DDH trees, is a time-consuming process requiring a team of Arborists full time. If 

a mitigation bank took responsibility for urban planting, in conjunction with 

permanently protected sites (possibly purchased with tree penalty proceeds), 

transactions would be more rapid, and Arborist oversite could focus more on 

enforcement, and collection from violators, than on inspections of tree planting, 

and site plan permits which could be handled through a mitigation bank process, 

on a budget supported through collection of Arborist division related fees to 

builders and home owners.  

7. Utilization of tree fund money to purchase greenspaces, to create contiguous 

greenspace corridors for migratory and indigenous species. Tree fund money was 

approved recently for expenditures on greenspace, and this is a practical, and 

sustainable approach to creating permanent corridors of ecosystem for further 

enhancement, and public enjoyment, with high social benefits, and low public 

costs. In addition, preserving established tree canopy and soil, is more valuable 

than replanting young trees on a freshly scraped residential lot, with top soil 

removed.    
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VII. 20 Recommendations for a revised Atlanta tree ordinance 

1. Identify and purchase inner-city land parcels for pocket parks, & nature 

preserves using tree ordinance enforcement collections/(Tree Fund) to 

recompense the public good. Utilize tree funds to plant trees on these 

properties and other park properties, as a mitigation bank. Inventory all 

city trees with numbers, GPS, and potentially remote sensing devices.  

2. Establish a mitigation bank to purchase strategic property for watershed 

protection, re-development and protection.  

3. Prioritize watershed protection, enhancement, and re-establishment of 

wetlands. Increase restrictions on impacting wetlands and flood zones, 

both at point source and downstream.  

4. Increased erosion control protection oversite on sites adjacent to streams 

and streets, to avoid erosion and soil in run-off.  

5. Establish tree planting regimens based on ecosystem services of tree 

species.  Aesthetics provides a value for street trees, if coupled with 

viability and function in the street scape environment. Other trees are 

better in low wetland areas, some on dry high ground with heavy foot 

traffic such as parks.  

6. Bridge the ordinance into other communities for a cohesive framework, at 

least at some basic level.  Allow for trading/selling of tree canopy credits 

between municipalities, so that environmental degradation can be passed 

on to those areas most needed, especially along boundary lines between 

communities governed by different ordinances. Stipulations would apply, 

such as “for use along boundary areas only” for example.  

7. Enforcement is costly, and the ordinance should be something that holds 

value to uphold, so that enforcement would be non-existent.  For example, 

provide incentives for the maintenance of trees, so that home owners and 

communities would gain benefit by preserving their trees, and work 

together to strongly protect their canopy without having to spend so much 

time calling the city Arborist office to complain. Put the Atlanta Tree 

Ordinance online in a searchable, online, user-friendly format. 

8. Create a monitored online blog for public comments, suggestions, and 

communications to monitor areas of need, of concern, and potential 

modifications of the ordinance.  

9. Set a realistic goal for beginning an initial set of revisions. ie; consider all 

feedback during the first half of 2019 calendar year.  Begin with small 

revisions by Q3 2019.  

10. Revise the ordinance in real time, continually, as stakeholder needs are 

identified. Enable ongoing feedback from stakeholders, for prompt future 

change to occur.  

11. Maximize social welfare creation of the tree ordinance by avoiding a “one 

shot” revision. This will lead to frequent and fair representation of 

stakeholders.  

12. Identify priorities for the revision, through public feedback, using 

available resources.  
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13. Phase in revisions slowly, so that all stakeholders can learn and adapt, and 

projects in midstream won’t be unfairly impacted. Allow for a grace 

period for compliance. 

14. Reconsideration of site-plan permit process for efficiency of time and 

resources, reduction of transaction costs, and increased transparency. 

15. Revamp the construction permit process for reduction in transaction costs, 

oversite expenses, and more prompt, long-term and effective protection of 

trees. This could include a more streamline tree prescription process, and 

more reliance on private Arborists for mandatory regular site 

inspections/and violation corrections for prompter response.  

16. Reconsider fees, and recompense penalties, based on the actual value of 

the public good, factoring in social, economic and environmental benefits.  

17. Modify the currently approved tree replant list matrix , based on the 

following criteria; resilience, climate change adaptation & heat island 

survivability. 

18. Seek a spectrum of diversity in species and age, avoid a monoculture 

forest.  

19. Modify the undesirable species list, as need arises. Undesirability is a 

subjective value, that should be considered based on public opinion, real 

costs, infrastructure mis-match, and general cost-benefit analysis. 

Examples include: property damage due to Hackberry, Pecan & Pine. The 

Hackberry problem is  due to black powdery mildew fungus (associated 

with the eriophyid mite); Pecan: phototropic propagation of large leaders 

prone to break over property improvements. Pines, in close proximity to 

dwellings, at risk of failure due to spacing or canopy pattern. 

20. Increase monitoring of boundary trees during the construction process.  

21.  
VIII. Conclusion: A Better approach 

Consideration for the context where trees are, would be a more 

comprehensive environmental approach. Trees and sites in critical areas, such 

as in the case studies to follow in Appendix I and II, would be under higher 

levels of protection, due to the higher environmental stakes at hand.  Critical 

sites providing crucial environmental services need to be protected beyond 

typical levels of tree ordinance protection.  Additionally, to reduce transaction 

cost, it would be prudent for these sites to be identified in advance, and 

established as “protected sites”, and possibly purchased through eminent 

domain to keep the ecosystem services intact.  The tree ordinance itself cannot 

function to meet all the needs of the environment, and a penalty assessed to a 

builder for impacting a 2 acre site, could be nominal in comparison to the long 

term environmental degradation resulting from a loss of a natural water 

sequestration mechanism, wetlands, or stream buffer.   

The concept of continuous greenspace corridors mentioned in section VI., 

would allow for a higher level of sustainability, by mimicking natural 

unfragmented habitat. This, in conjunction with the purchase of pocket parks 

using tree fund money, to purchase distressed properties, would enhance 

neighboring property values to offset any tax revenue lost on the acquisition, 
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along with improve quality of living at several point sources throughout the 

city, by providing places for natural environmental development to re-

establish.  

 

Appendix 1: Shady Valley NE, Atlanta, GA 

 
Urban Forestry Management,  878 PEACHTREE ST. NE #328, ATLANTA, GA 30309          July 7th, 2018  

 

Site address: Shady Valley Dr. NE @ Buford Highway.  NW quadrant of intersection @ Peachtree Creek 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Executive Summary:  
Based on review of the site plan, if a  variance were allowed, to encroach further back from the street frontage, then 40 more feet of 
a very steep bank close to Peachtree Creek is impacted. This is 40 less feet of mitigation for erosion and earthen bank 
stabilization.  In addition, the impact on the trees near the limits of disturbance will lead to the destruction of all the trees on the 
entire site, since maximum root impact allowable in typical situations is 30% of the critical root zone. On a steep grade, in saturated 
soils, lower levels of critical root zone impact are allowable, and this determination is made under review of the city of Atlanta 
Arborist and the City of Atlanta’s Tree Conservation Commission.  Ultimately, if the project were permitted, it appears that all trees 
would eventually be impacted, and those being “saved” would eventually fail due to soil destabilization.  
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

I. Site conditions: Grade: extremely steep terrain, no plateau from street to creek, until 100 year flood plain at bottom. Very old 
growth trees, in the context of Atlanta’s urban forest canopy. The rarity of tree species and size, on such a small site, is unique, and 
valuable as an ecosystem services provider.  
II.Summary of subject trees 

Specimen trees were noted on site during observations of site plan, and actual site review from street. 
Specimen trees definition: “Specimen tree means a tree that meets the following criteria: (1) Large hardwoods (eg. oaks, elms, 
poplars, etc.) and softwoods (eg. pine sp.) in fair or better condition with a DBH equal to or greater than 30 inches; (2) Smaller 
understory trees (dogwoods, redbuds, sourwoods, persimmons, etc.) in fair or better condition with a DBH equal to or greater than 
ten inches; and (3) Lesser-sized trees of rare species, exceptional aesthetic quality, or historical significance as designated by the tree 
conservation commission.” (https://www.atlantaga.gov/home/showdocument?id=21234) 
 

Summary of tree inventory provided on the site plan:  
 4 White Oaks trees (Quercus alba) greater than or equal to 48” in diameter (200 years old).  

18 Oaks trees 30”-40”. Mostly of species Quercus alba  (white oak). Age 150 yrs 

1 Specimen pine, 36” diameter. (scientific name Pinus taeda) 
13 Oak trees 20”-29” diameter, including 1 pine (Pinus taeda) 
39 trees of size 6”-19” 

74 total trees listed on the site plan (not verified) 
Total inches of diameter of tree canopy estimated based on visual assessment: 2500 inches of diameter, as measured at 

4.5’ height , which represents standard height diameter (shd) 
 

III. Environmental Quality of site. One observation that is immediate; the lack of pine trees on this parcel. A lack of pines indicates 
an forested area that is often greater than 100 years old. The hardwoods have had a chance to grow mature, and dominate the 
canopy, and the more risk prone and short lived pines (the first to the top), have now lived and died.  This population of trees is 
represented by 2 mature pines, amongst a larger population of hardwood trees. This indicates high value from the standpoint of 
forest quality. This is not a stand of loblolly pines, providing little erosion control,  or longevity due to susceptibility of insect vectors 
and ground saturation impacts (which loblolly pines, and many hardwood species) cannot tolerate).  The creek bank is stable, and it 
has taken a couple of centuries for this stabilization to occur. Between road, highway, infrastructure, and creek flow, these trees 
have thrived.  
 

V.  Identification of sensitive areas on the site plan:  Sensitive areas of site plan have not been identified. This includes 1)Specimen 
tree survey performed by an ISA Certified Arborist  2)creek area entering this site (a straight section prone to flooding), with a 
bottleneck further upstream created by a historic mill site  3)creek area exiting this site, which indicates the function of the creek 
area on this site (a sharp bend).  This site is on the outside edge of the sharp bend, subject to overflow as current pushes outward in 
heavy flow.  4) The soil conditions between the 100 year floodplain, and the road where variance for setback is being requested. This 
soil is steep (indicated by the topography on site plan), and is stabilized by mature trees.  Removing the trees destabilizes the soil, 
which destabilizes the street, highway and intersection.  
Recommend: DOT, City of Atlanta Watershed, US Army Corps of Engineers review this aspect of plans, these are their assets. 
Ultimately it is these agencies who remediate failures in infrastructure.  

Due to inability to access this site, and lack of information on the site plan identifying species, other specimens as defined 
by the Atlanta City Tree ordinance have not yet been identified, but based on the exceptional number of specimen canopy trees on 
this small plot of land, it can be assumed that numerous specimens exist that are understory trees of high quality, with diameters 
between 10” and 20”. These would include , as worded in the city of Atlanta tree ordinance, “(2) Smaller understory trees 

https://www.atlantaga.gov/home/showdocument?id=21234
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(dogwoods, redbuds, sourwoods, persimmons, etc.) in fair or better condition with a DBH equal to or greater than ten inches; and 
(3) Lesser-sized trees of rare species, exceptional aesthetic quality, or historical significance as designated by the tree conservation 
commission.” 

Typically, and Arborist office for a municipality governed by a tree ordinance, will require a “specimen tree inventory” by 
an ISA Certified Arborist, signed by the Arborist and placed on or as an attachment to a set of building plans. Since the set of building 
plans provided does not include a specimen tree inventory, performed by an ISA Certified Arborist, it is recommended this be 
performed to comply with “Sec. 158-104 part 1” ; identification of stands of trees.  This stand of trees has not been identified. What 
is on this site plan is known as a generic tree inventory, and does not include species for most of the trees, which are labelled as 
“hardwood”, or “oak”.  Many trees are not included, since there are approximately 300 trees on the site, and the plan lists around 
75 trees. There are a substantial number of specimen trees less than 20”, of species that are considered “specimen understory”, 
none of which have been identified for review.  Recommend: delaying the variance hearing until the proper tree survey is provided, 
so that the parties involved in reviewing the plans can be properly informed.  
 

VI. Tree Protection in Flood Plain 

 A large number of the tree inventory exists in or along the border of the floodplain, or within an apparent impact where 
the critical root zones (crz) of the trees in the floodplain are impacted beyond 30%, which would deem them destroyed by the city of 
Atlanta.  Approximately 30 of the trees marked on the site plan, and referenced with numbers, exist in this critical floodplain 
zone.  The city of Atlanta mandates no greater than 10% limit of impact on tree in 100 year floodplains (see section Sec. 158-104 
part 3 :  “(3) A maximum of ten percent of the trees in a designated wetland or 100-year floodplain may be approved for removal or 
destruction. (Ord. No. 2001-102, § 2, 12-11-01; Ord. No. 2003-03, §§ 1, 2, 1-13-03; Ord. No. 2006-04, § 3, 2-14-06; Ord. No. 2007-
32(07-O-0362), § 13, 6-12-07)” 

VII.“Sec. 158-104. Protection of trees. (a) The city arborist shall require that improvements be located so as to result the protection 
of the trees on the site. It is the specific intent of this section to require that damage to trees located within the setback and 
required yard areas and to trees located on abutting properties owned by others be minimized to the greatest degree possible 
under the particular circumstances, as determined by the city arborist according to the following guidelines: (1) On lots and 
subdivisions of one acre or more, the applicant shall identify environmentally sensitive areas as part of the site plan required in 
section 158-105 below. Such areas shall include wetlands, floodplains, permanent and intermittent streams, stands of trees and 
other significant aspects of the natural environment on site. Limits of disturbance to these areas shall be established and detailed on 
the site plan. In order to protect the more environmentally sensitive areas, development shall be confined to the portion of the lot 
required for the intended construction. (2) On lots and subdivisions of less than one acre, root save areas shall be established in the 
setback and required yard areas to preserve trees in those areas. Grading, trenching, or other land disturbance in these areas shall 
be limited to necessary hydrologic and erosion control measures and access corridors to streets, utility connections, or other 
features required by code. In order to protect the trees in the setback and required yard areas, building shall be confined to the 
portion of the lot required for the intended construction. (3) A maximum of ten percent of the trees in a designated wetland or 100-
year floodplain may be approved for removal or destruction. (Ord. No. 2001-102, § 2, 12-11-01; Ord. No. 2003-03, §§ 1, 2, 1-13-03; 
Ord. No. 2006-04, § 3, 2-14-06; Ord. No. 2007-32(07-O-0362), § 13, 6-12-07) 
 

Summary:  
1. Extreme site conditions (high water flow potential, steep grade), infrastructure proximity.  
2. Many specimen trees are noted on the site plan, although not identified as such. Many others were noted on a visual assessment 
of the site, and this information is not complete, and is also not listed on the plans as a sensitive environmental area as required by 
city ordinance Sec. 158-104 part 1. 
3. Quality of the site as an environmental asset: high quality, established site based on age of trees.  
4. Identification of all sensitive areas on the site plan has not been performed, creek, trees, buffers. 
5. Floodplain tree identification, inventory, and % impacted; non-existent on the site plan.   (A maximum of ten percent of the trees 
in a designated wetland or 100-year floodplain may be approved for removal or destruction. (Ord. No. 2001-102, § 2, 12-11-01; Ord. 
No. 2003-03, §§ 1, 2, 1-13-03; Ord. No. 2006-04, § 3, 2-14-06; Ord. No. 2007-32(07-O-0362), § 13, 6-12-07) 
 

     
Wayne Shannon, MS,  ISA Certified Arborist SO-5436A.   
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Appendix 2: Blackland Rd. NW, Atlanta, GA 

 
Urban Forestry Management, Wayne L. Shannon, ISA Certified Arborist SO-5436A 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Environmental Impact address: 10 Blackland Rd. NW, Atlanta, GA 30342 (and downstream) 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

I. Executive Summary:  
The City of Atlanta is currently experiencing critical impacts to the local ecosystem. The watershed quality of Atlanta continues to 
decline, as ecosystem services provided by vegetative ground cover and tree canopy, fall to historic low levels.  A study conducted 
on the north Buckhead area, using iTreetools (US Forestry Service), indicates serious decline in the tree canopy of Atlanta North 
Buckhead/Fulton County since 2001.  Decline is associated with losses of ecosystem services. There were $1.6 million per year in 
benefits from the 10,000 acres of trees (65% canopy), in 2001.  The 2 acres of land in question have an exponential value, due to 
being in a key position adjacent to thousands of acres of impervious pavement (Roswell Rd to Lenox Mall), and being the first line of 
defense against further tree destruction downstream.  It is important that policy makers begin establishing point source parcels of 
defense against further environmental degradation.  10 Blackland Rd. is a point source property parcel, and should be considered for 
permanent preservation by the city of Atlanta, through conversion to a public park. This would allow the mitigation of 
environmental impacts downstream through thousands of acres of residential properties.  
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

II. Data:  
The comparison of the area sampled nearby 10 Blackland Rd., extends north to Chastain Park, east to N. Druid 

Hills, west to Northside Dr. and south to W. Wesley Rd. The results demonstrate a high level of environmental impact in 
comparison to 2001 data for the same region, and the 2 acres of land in question (10 Blackland).  
(Sample study, N. Buckhead)          2001 Census Data (N. Buckhead)     10 Blackland Rd. NW 

26% tree canopy    65% tree canopy         58% tree canopy 

25% grass    18% grass         40% grass 
48% impervious surfaces   17% impervious surfaces        2% or less (convertible) 
 

2018 iTree Study results: (see appendix 1 below) 
2001 Census based results available at hyperlink: https://lnkd.in/eeqdeJP (also see appendix 2) 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

III.  Discussion:  
Comparing the sample area of N. Buckhead, from Northside Rd. on the West, N. Druid on the East, Chastain to 

the north, and W. Wesley on the south, the results indicate this area holds a tree canopy of 40% less (25% versus 65%), 
Impervious surfaces of +48% (32% higher), and plant-able acreage of 25% versus 18% (7% more plant-able space).  This 
indicates that there are more unplanted yards and commercial landscapes with grass (less trees), more buildings, and 
more concrete in the North Buckhead area sampled, surrounding 10 Blackland Rd., than the larger census area 
measured in the comparison study.  

The impact of stormwater runoff is exponential, and can be demonstrated through external costs to private 
homeowners facing added expenses of ownership such as:  
1) tree removal expenses from tree failures due to ground saturation (flooding and erosion) 
2) property value losses due to destruction of infrastructure investments 
3) capital loss for the prevention of erosion (retainer wall construction, creek bank erosion mitigation) 
 The importance of 10 Blackland Rd. NW, Atlanta, is the significance of a 2 acre parcel of land, consisting of: 
58% tree canopy, and 40% plant able grassland, along with 2% impervious coverage that is convertible to pervious 
through demolition and planting. This property is the first line of defense for thousand’s of acres of land and watershed 
area between the heavy commercial district of Roswell Rd., North Buckhead, and Lenox mall area, all the way past the 
Georgia Governor’s Mansion, and beyond Interstate 75 to the west.  
 At this time, and in the time of Harold Bailey, the former owner of the property, and 8th registered landscape 
architect in the State of Georgia, the best use of the land was as a sloped, urban forest that acted to catch the water that 
sheds off of the commercial districts nearby.  The parcel would best be used as a pocket park, for the community, and 
maintained as permanent green space that could be enhanced to capture runoff prior to release downstream. 
 Observations of addresses along Blackland Rd. beginning behind 16 Blackland and continuing past 52 
Blackland, indicate catastrophic tree failures due to ground saturation and excess unmitigated runoff.  This has led to 
quantifiable property losses within a quarter mile of 10 Blackland Dr. NW.  Atlanta watershed was invited to visit 52 
Blackland Rd. NW, in my presence, and witnessed the decline in creek bank stability in 2017.  No steps toward mitigating 
the decline in stream bank condition were proposed or implemented, in fact, the city of Atlanta watershed department 
faded far away from attempts at further conversation regarding the matter.  

https://lnkd.in/eeqdeJP
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The current proposition of further impervious pavement creation at the only watershed reduction point upstream between 
Roswell Rd. and the homes along Blackland Rd. NW,  is a move toward furthering the environmental decline of the area 
below this property, and well beyond, since watershed damages flow further downstream.  
It is the point sources that are important to identify and control. This parcel is a point source of watershed impact, and 
should be considered for conversion to other uses, such as public park space.  
 
 
IV. Recommendations:   
 After consideration of the greater environmental context surrounding the property of 10 Blackland Rd. NW, 
Atlanta, GA 30342, it is clear that preservation of this site as a permanent green space would provide the greatest public 
benefit for this parcel.  Benefits have been demonstrated to include: water quality, reduction of property losses, and 
protection of tree canopy downstream along stream buffers and watershed embankments. 
 
V. Appendix 1: 
Results for the 2001 Census report are available at hyperlink: https://lnkd.in/eeqdeJP 

Or permanent link: https://landscape.itreetools.org/report/ 
Also, this report is attached, file name is:  2001 Census Report N Buckhead canopy.pdf 
 

VII. Appendix 2:  
Results for the itree tools canopy study of  the north Buckhead community, accompanied this report.  
Report attached, file name is:  10 Blackland Rd. NW itree eco report.pdf  
 
     
Wayne Shannon, MS,  ISA Certified Arborist SO-5436A         7/29/2018 

 

 

Appendix 3: www.iTree.org disclaimers: 

Tree Benefit Estimates 

“i-Tree Canopy Annual Tree Benefit Estimates based on these values in lbs/acre/yr and  USD/T/yr: CO 1.246 @ 1,333.50 USD | NO2 

5.952 @ 382.41 USD | O3 51.980 @ 1,454.50 USD | PM2.5 3.177 @ 58,466.48 USD | SO2 3.085 @ 114.36 USD | PM10* 12.538 @ 

6,268.44 USD | CO2seq 11,539.995 @ 35.38 USD | CO2stor is a total biomass amount of 251,395.359 @ 35.38 USD 
Note: Currency is in USD 

Note: Standard errors of removal amounts and benefits were calculated based on standard errors of sampled and classified points. 

About i-Tree Canopy 

The concept and prototype of this program were developed by David J. Nowak, Jeffery T. Walton and Eric J. Greenfield (USDA 

Forest Service). The current version of this program was developed and adapted to i-Tree by David Ellingsworth, Mike Binkley, and 
Scott Maco (The Davey Tree Expert Company). 

Limitations of i-Tree Canopy 

The accuracy of the analysis depends upon the ability of the user to correctly classify each point into its correct class. As the number 

of points increase, the precision of the estimate will increase as the standard error of the estimate will decrease. If too few points are 
classified, the standard error will be too high to have any real certainty of the estimate.” www.itreetools.org 8/5//2018 

https://lnkd.in/eeqdeJP
https://landscape.itreetools.org/report/
http://www.itreetools.org/
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