Urban Tree Commission Meeting June 16, 2023
Minutes

Attendance:  Howard Birnbaum, Barbara Darnell, Ruth Goldman, Julia Malakie, Marc Welch, & Beth Wilkinson.

Minutes will wait for approval to next meeting

Forestry Department Update:
Just wrapping up service request prunings and transitioned to pro-active tree removal work and there is a staff member who waters every day, plus the whole crew waters once a week.  Teamsters in Urban Forestry and all city departments work four day weeks in the summer.  Will bring a contractor in to do the tree pruning work that happens in the summer.  Primarily requests.  Able to do some pro-active mature tree pruning later in the fall once the stumps are removed.  School grounds are all done in the summer when school is closed. This is the seasonal flow and has been for a long time.

Forestry people work Monday - Thursday but there is typically someone on staff in on fridays. 

Julia:  What’s happening with recently planted trees that are dead?  They get pulled as we go but there are a few that need to be pulled now.  Cherry trees in front of Keyes Drug in Auburndale.  If the tree dies, it gets replaced when we get back to that area.  

There was a freeze in May that killed some trees but mostly they killed off the buds and they will come back next year.  Marc said the really young cherry trees lost their leaves and could recover but many won’t.  That is why they leave them for a bit.  Some will send out a few new shoots later in the season.  It’s a timing thing, some pin oaks lost leaves but they are recovering.  More than usual number of young cherries died.  If you scratch the bark and there is green, it means the trees is still sending nutrients.  Marc typically waits  to see if the trees recover.  The cherries were hit at the exact wrong moment this year.

Tree Removal Requests:  
Marc has no new requests.  Both of the requests from May received several objections and they both have re-designed and are not going to appeal.  The process seems to be working and in this case there were multiple objections including neighbors.  These builders have both done private tree ordinance type requests but not street tree requests and one builder has successfully requested street tree removal.

New Tree Ordinance:  
Taken up by Programs & Services again June 7th.  They have made their way through most of the ordinance and comments.  Did not do a straw vote on the significant tree category.  They will vote on this at the June 21st meeting.  Unsure whether Josh will take public comment at this meeting but there is a Public Hearing for the Citizen’s Petition on Monday June 28th.  This is a petition submitted by several City Councilors and others that has more stringent language proposed for the ordinance, and it applies to both private and public trees.  The Friday packet today should have the updated language on the ordinance in preparation for the Programs and Services Meeting June 21st at 7 pm.  

Howard asked how we should feel about the proposed Tree Ordinance.  Julia indicated that she doesn’t feel good about the exclusion of large trees from multi-family lots but she likes the abutter sign-off feature.  Marc was asked about the replacement cost language.  The actual dollar amount will not be in the ordinance.  Marc interprets that people will be charged (which does not happen now - they replant or don’t remove trees) inch for inch replacement cost to purchase and steward trees for 5  years, plus the environmental value lost from the tree.  Information on the environmental value is found in Arbor Day Tree Calculator.  

Julia:  Example:  60 Inch Beech Tree removed in Newtonville.  What is the difference in requirement today vs. new ordinance.  Today, replace a 60 inch tree with 60 inches of new tree, which is likely 10 six-inch trees, in this case.

Marc:  New Ordinance: Replacement is 3x the amount for the largest trees.  Or, in the case of the 60-inch beech tree:  3 x 60 or 180 inches for replacement. But if you pay, then the cost of purchasing and caring for 60 inches of tree for five years plus the environmental value of the lost tree.  So the cost calculation is different than the replanting calculation.

Howard did some looking into environmental value and sees that there are health and other values.  Can this be calculated into this value?

Marc is open to using all sorts of data but it has to be defendable in court.  To date, they are going to use Arbor Day calculation.  Marc is sure the new ordinance will go to court over some aspect of the new regulation. No other cities/towns have gone to court over their tree ordinances.  Marc thinks it won’t be big projects; it will be some smaller builders who will get frustrated and won’t find consulting arborists and the tree process will slow down their building permitting process.  Marc thinks projects will have need of 200 consulting arborists and there are not enough arborists in the region.  Newton is the 2nd oldest tree ordinance but encompasses the whole lot.  Marc thinks it will be the end of the year before the ordinance is passed.  Marc is already speaking to larger project folks and informing them of pending changes.  

When will this new Ordinance be passed?  September at the earliest.  Takes 20 days before it is implemented to give time for an appeal.  Best case scenario, it will take effect in November.  First tree ordinance took effect in December 1999.  Marc arrived in 2002.  Update done in 2014 and the changes took place in May. 

Marc will be transitioning to the same system/process that Inspectional Services uses for the Tree Permit.  Just started to set up in the system, assuming most of what is proposed will start to happen.  It is going to be a hard change as some builders can’t figure out what is going on right now.  Marc is excited about the on-line system that Inspectional Services uses.  If a builder does anything exterior and Marc will have the tree pieces on this system.  He already uses it because they have to sign off on external work.  It’s going to be a busy fall for Marc.

New Business:  
Tomorrow is the New England Tree Climbing championship is taking place tomorrow on UMASS Campus and is likely to be canceled because of rain.  Marc will send the information.  

Howard:  Greater enthusiasm for trees in Newton.  Counter movement to new ordinance to make people aware of the benefit of trees.  Paris has big complex program - age, type, size etc.  Newton:  simple platform to identify special trees, no rules, easy to access.  Virginia has some kind of thing like this.  

Marc:  This has been an idea for years.  Work with Tree Conservancy.  Barbara - you could buy trees and it was working with school children.  Event at New England Grows.  Why Would Anyone Cut Down a Tree book that was handed out.  Julia:  Melbourne AS put up a tree inventory with numbers. People could write to their favorite trees.  

Julia will connect Howard with Newton Tree Conservancy.  

Marc will be doing a big mailing once the tree ordinance has passed to update/educate people/vendors/builders about the ordinance.

Meeting adjourned at 8:47 am
