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The Newest 

Health Care 

Coverage: 
Tree Canopy and 

Communicating the 

Benefits to the Public

Jennifer Gulick

Davey Resource Group

The Swiss Army Knife 
of Natural Resources

Environmental Benefits of Urban Forests

• Air
• Oxygen production
• Gas pollutant absorption 

(NOX SOX)
• Low level ozone prevention 

(+/-)
• Shading of parking lots 

decreases volatile 
hydrocarbons

• Particulate capture
• Avoided emissions (through 

energy conservation)
• Water

• Stormwater capture / runoff 
reduction

• Purification
• Reduced temperature in 

streams
• Reduction of irrigation for 

turf

• Soil
• Reduced erosion
• Improved soil structure 

(root growth, organic 
matter incorporation)

• Climate
• Carbon sequestration
• Urban heat island 

mitigation

• Wildlife
• Food
• Shelter



3/4/2014

2

Economic Benefits of Urban Forests

• Increase real estate value
• Energy conservation

• Direct shade of buildings (+/-)
• Wind shielding of buildings (+/-)

• Enhance retail and office spaces
• Energy production (biomass)
• Forest products

• Waste wood / mulch
• Lumber (limited)

Human Health Benefits???
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Human Health Benefits from Trees
• Public health

• Reduction of respiratory illness
• Reduction of heat related illness
• Reduction of noise
• Opportunities for restorative experiences

• Public safety
• Reduced frequency and severity of flooding events
• Reduced domestic violence

• Spiritual / Emotional health
• Connectivity to nature
• Enriched experience for cemetery visitors

Tree Benefit Linkages to Human Health

Energy Conservation through Shading & Wind Shielding
Reduced space conditioning cost

Reduced medical costs

(Economic)

Human Health
Fewer respiratory related illnesses

Fewer heat related illnesses

(Social)

Air Quality
Fewer emissions

Heat island mitigation
Reduced ozone & smog

(Environmental)

Significant Social/Health Benefits

• “ Before we started our research I would have said, trees are 
nice, but the problems we're facing in our cities and our 
budgets are such that I'm not sure it's worth it. I think that 
through this research I have become convinced that trees are 
really an important part of a supportive, humane 
environment. Without vegetation, people are very di fferent 
beings .” – Dr. Frances Kuo, Director, Landscape & Human Health  
Laboratory, Univ. Illinois

• “ People who live in intense poverty have to count on their 
neighbors for a lot of the social support that they need in their 
lives. We're finding trees produce settings in which 
neighbors get to know each other better and violenc e is 
reduced. Therefore, trees are associated with the reduction of 
one of our most significant important public policy concerns of 
the day." – Dr. William Sullivan, Director, Human – Environment 
Research Laboratory, Univ. Illinois
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The Biophilia Hypothesis

• Edward O. Wilson, a Harvard 
University entomologist, coined 
the term "biophilia", referring to 
humans' "love of living things" -
our innate affinity with nature. 

• Humans evolved as creatures 
deeply enmeshed with the 
intricacies of nature, and that we 
still have this affinity with nature 
ingrained in our genotype. 

• Are people who are separated 
from regular contact with nature 
disadvantaged?

Human Health

• Improved air quality from 
absorption of air pollutants 
and capture of 
particulates leads to fewer 
respiratory illnesses

• Mitigation of urban heat 
islands leads to reduction 
of low level ozone which 
also leads to fewer 
respiratory illnesses

• Mitigation of urban heat 
islands leads to fewer 
heat related illnesses

Olympics Case Study

• During 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, city 
authorities restricted vehicle traffic which 
resulted in a 22.5% reduction in morning 
traffic counts

• Ozone concentrations decreased 27.9%
• Asthma emergency medical events 

decreased 41.6%
• Non-asthma medical events did
not drop during the same period.
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Air Pollution Absorption & Capture
• Air pollution removal in the United States is estim ated at 

711,000 metric tons (784,000 tons) with a $3.8 bill ion 
annual value (Nowak et al. 2006a).

“The combined total effects of trees on air pollutants are significant enough 

that urban tree management could provide a viable means to improve air 

quality and help meet clean air standards in the United States.”

Physical Health
• Surgery patients housed in hospital rooms with a vi ew 

of trees and green space require fewer pain 
medications and recover quicker than patients witho ut 
window or a view of buildings (Ulrich 1984)

• Parks, trails, and greenspace encourage physical 
exercise and outdoor recreation resulting in reduce d 
weight and associated health problems
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Mental Health

• Symptoms of Attention 
Deficit Disorder are 
reduced in children who 
have regular recreation 
opportunities outside in 
greenspaces (Taylor, 
Kuo & Sullivan 2001a)

• Outdoor greenspace 
recreation opportunities 
improve confidence and 
self discipline in teenage 
girls (Taylor, Kuo & 
Sullivan 2001b)

Human Safety

• Study of public housing units 
reveals a reduction in domestic 
violence for families living in 
building with access to nearby 
green space and views of trees 
compared to buildings with 
access only to streets and 
pavement (Sullivan and Kuo
1996; Kuo and Sullivan 2001b)

• Access to greenspace can 
reduce symptoms of stress 
including aggression, violence, 
and crime (Kuo and Sullivan 
2001a; Kuo and Sullivan 2001b)

Water Quality Benefits and Human Health

• Stormwater capture / runoff reduction
• Linkage: Human safety through reduced frequency and 

severity of flood events (social)

• Purification
• Linkage: Human health (Reduced run-off pollutants)
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Wildlife Benefits and Human Health

• Shelter
• Support and materials for 

nests
• Space for cavity dwellers

• Food

Linkage: Human health and local economies

Effects of Ash Loss on Human Health

Use the sudden and significant loss of tree 
canopy due to emerald ash borer infestation 
resulted in human death.

Before EAB InfestationBefore EAB Infestation
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During EAB InfestationDuring EAB Infestation

After EAB InfestationAfter EAB Infestation

Everything in our communities 
is healthier because of trees!



3/4/2014

9

Community forestry needs to move up!

Forestry

What can we do to elevate the importance of 

trees and landscaping in the minds of 

governments,

developers, businesses and with  

homeowners?

Consistent, 
values-based 

messages.
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Compelling 
communications can lead 
to changes in behaviors.

But it requires 
values-based 

communications

Common values can connect people to your tree and 

landscape message. Each person’s combination of these 

values (in various amounts and various strengths) 

influences how they make decisions. 

Love of country or culture Concern for family

Want next generation to have it better than us

Following 

rules

Personal happiness; 

Personal fulfillment

Faith; being stewards of 

the planet

Personal 

liberty and 

fairness
Being frugal
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Using values to “sell” the science

• Public health
– Reduction of respiratory illness

– Reduction of heat related illness

– Reduction of noise

– Opportunities for restorative experiences

• Public safety
– Reduced frequency and severity of 

flooding events

– Reduced domestic violence

• Spiritual / Emotional health
– Connectivity to nature

– Enriched experience for cemetery visitors

Proven benefits of trees:

Children’s 

health

Family 

safety

Stewardship

Nostalgia

Once you know the audience 
and their values, you can use 
the right words for the right 
people.

Message 

Ingredients: Problem

Values

Concerns

Solution

Audience

Action
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34

Thank You 

“To exist as a nation, to prosper as a state, and 
to live as a people, we must have trees.” 

Theodore Roosevelt


