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Pictured left - A method and model for 
assessing and devising tree prioritization 
levels on the basis on multiple equity and 
biophysical characteristics in the urban 
landscape. Also shown is an illustration of 
the classic concrete cutout typologies and 
parkway dynamics at play.

Pictured above - A classic example of a Tier 
1 location: an immediately plantable open 
location.  
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Tier 1 - Observations & Analysis

With Tiers 1, 2, and 3 defined, the LA Forest Equity Collective set out to 
tackle the lowest hanging fruit. We estimated possible canopy increase 
in low canopy, historically underinvested regions by utilizing GIS to 
locate and target plantable Tier 1 locations on both public and private 
land. We wanted to answer the question: Could we achieve a minimum 
of 50% net increase in low canopy communities by prioritizing the 
locations easiest to plant, or will we need to target Tier 2 and Tier 3 
sites to achieve significant canopy equity and public health goals?

Tier 1 sites include existing, open, grassy parkways and plantable 
space on private property. Because these sites require minimal 
infrastructure modification (ex: no concrete cuts), they could be 
targeted for planting quickly, and in many cases, leverage already 
existing resources for planting and programs. Tier 1 sites require 
the least amount of heavy lifting for a potentially high impact on 
public health. Utilizing GIS, the team built models to automate the 
process of locating viable planting sites in the public right of way and 
project possible canopy increase over time. Parkways, the unpaved 
soil or grassy strips located between the sidewalk and the street, 
were targeted for the street tree analysis. A similar analysis was also 
applied to private property. For the purposes of this modeling, certain 
assumptions were made regarding tree spacing in relation to other 
critical city infrastructure and modeled trees were assigned a standard 
crown spread of 15 feet, the size of an average small stature tree. The 

Closing LA’s 
Urban Forest
Canopy Equity 
Gap

Contributor Cindy Chen, 
Cal State LA

modeling did not take into account other factors that impact urban 
tree canopy growth, including net canopy loss, population growth, and 
development. The goal of this analysis was to calculate the impact of 
planting Tier 1 locations so that Los Angeles could begin to visualize 
closing the gap to canopy equity.

Pictured left to right:  CD10 Welland St before 
and after.

Tier 1 - Analysis

Tier 1 - GIS Canopy Projection Results

Methodology:
Right Tree, 
Right Place,
Right Reason

Tree placement in relationship to other infrastructure is an important 
consideration for the health and vitality of our urban forest, the 
sustainability of other critical city infrastructure, and the resilience of 
our communities. As such, the City of Los Angeles’ Street Tree Spacing 
Guidelines served as the backbone for this analysis, as it provided 
a list of existing infrastructure that must be taken into consideration 
when planting new trees in L.A. Datasets for each infrastructure within 
the right of way were used as parameters in this Tier 1 GIS modeling. 
Most of the infrastructure datasets were found on the Los Angeles 
GeoHub or were obtained through various agencies within the City of 
Los Angeles. Ultimately, these datasets were used to create a model 
that first, identified viable planting locations along streets and within 
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Welland Ave01.

Site Conditions Equity Considerations

Residential street that stands 
out given the available plantable 
space on both private and public 
land. 

Designated Local Street with 
Roadway width of 36’ and Right-
Of-Way width of 60’.

THIS 
NEIGHBORHOORHOOD

WAS

REDLINED
“DESIRABLE”

CD 10

Streets Profiles
South Los Angeles

6.57%
Average Existing Tree 

Canopy

45.00
Average Heat 

Health Action Index

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ðɊʎʆȖ «!
Empowerment Congress 
West Area
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Tier 2 Tier 3

S. Hill St02.

The addition of Tier 3 improve-
ments (median planting strip and 
curb bump outs) would provide 
substantial improvement to 
canopy coverage at this site.  The 
median would allow for substan-
tial soil volumes creating condi-
tions for improved tree health and 
longevity.  Bump outs minimize 
challenges posed by potential 
infrastructural conflicts.

Additional Notes

S. Hill St02.

S. Hill St02.

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ðɊʎʆȖ «!
South Central
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W. Vernon Ave

Site Conditions Equity Considerations

3.54%
Average Existing Tree 

Canopy

77.00
Average Heat 

Health Action Index

Vernon is an east west 
commerical corridor where the 
sidewalk and parkways are often 
too narrow to plant trees.

Designated Modified Avenue 
II with 56’ Roadway width and 
Right-Of-Way width of 80’.

Addition of bus bulbs paired with 
median strips adjacent to bus 
stops and possibly added to other 
corners as well.

04.

Recommendations

THIS 
NEIGHBORHOORHOOD

WAS

REDLINED
“DECLINING”

W. Vernon Ave

CD 9

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ðɊʎʆȖ «!
Voices

Streets Profiles
San Fernando Valley
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Tier 1 Tier 3

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ·ɊɰʆȖ ĝǈȴȴǳʭ
North Hollywood West

Expansion of sidewalk and 
planting beds into the existing 
roadway creates generous shade 
for pedestrians and bus riders.  
Although a similar number of 
trees could be achieved through 
Tier 1 or 2 interventions, Tier 3 
maximizes investment by creating 
conditions for larger and healthier 
trees, as well as more canopy 
coverage, long-term.

Additional Notes

Roscoe Blvd05. Roscoe Blvd05.
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Vanowen St

W
oodm

an Ave

Vanowen St

Site Conditions

Look at this double row of major 
utility lines running both sides of 
the street! A natural vegetated 
perspective of the horizon has 
been replaced by a human creat-
ed, industrial one.
Designated Avenue II (Secondary 
Highway) with 56’ roadway width 
and 86’ Right-Of-Way Width.

Equity Considerations Recommendations

Introduction of a plaza and pinch-
point between intersections.

07.

4.47%
Existing Tree Canopy

53.00
Average Heat 

Health Action Index

CD 2

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ðɊʎʆȖĝǈȴȴǳʭ
North Hollywood Northeast

Woodman Ave

Site Conditions

Another typical look in the Valley. 
There are no plantable sites, 
heavy parking to accomodate 
commerical.

Designated Avenue I (Secondary 
Highway) with 70’ roadway width 
and 100’ Right-Of-Way width.

Equity Considerations Recommendations

Introduction of a plaza that encir-
cles parking lot. Addition of bus 
bulbs paired with median strips 
as well.

08.

9.32%
Existing Tree Canopy

50.25
Average Heat 

Health Action Index

CD 6

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ ·ɊɰʆȖ ĝǈȴȴǳʭ
Panorama City
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M
ou

n
tain

 V
iew

 B
lvd

Streets Profiles
South and Southeast 

Communities

Mountain View Blvd

Site Conditions Equity Considerations Recommendations

2.69%
Existing Tree Canopy

55.00

Introduction of a gateway at entry 
and pinchpoints along corridor. 
Replacing street parking.

Typifies Tier 3 hardest example. 
Example of multifamily housing 
with no parkways. Active walking 
path to neighboring Miles Ave 
Elementary School.

38-42’ street widths, 6’ sidewalks, 
no parkways,  two ways.

CD 6

Average Heat 
Health Action Index

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ oʎȿʆȜȿȎʆɊȿ åǈɰȰ

09.
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CD 15

Recommendations

Wilmington / Anaheim

Site Conditions Equity Considerations

Commercial corridor. Designated 
Avenue II (Secondary Highway) 
with Roadway width of 56’ and 
designated Right-Of-Way width 
of 86’.

Expansion of sidewalk/planting 
beds into the existing roadway 
offers generous shade for pedes-
trians and bus riders.  Larger soil 
volumes create better conditions 
for tree health and longevity.  Tier 
3 intervention allows for additional 
tree planting, while maximizing 
investment by creating conditions 
for larger and healthier canopy.

10.

Recommendations

ðʆɰǳǳʆɸ åɰɊ̙ȴǳ ṇ oǈɰǤɊɰ
Wilmington

Mountain View Blvd09.

3.21%
Existing Tree Canopy

59.00
Average Heat Health 

Action Index

Plant street trees on “pinchpoint” 
curb extensions aligned to 
parking lane to narrow overall 
profile of the street. These 
curb extensions can be applied 
midblock to calm traffic speeds 
and add public space.

New Potential Canopy

Legend

Existing Canopy
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Next Steps

This Guidebook is intended to equip communities, practitioners, and 
policy makers alike in growing a more equitable future for Los Angeles. 
In this document, we begin to paint a picture of what is needed 
and what is possible if equity is actively centered in tree planting 
initiatives and regional planning across agencies and communities. 
While this Guidebook is not definitive, it seeks to provide a malleable 
and action-oriented framework that paves the way for a prioritization 
plan to protect Los Angeles’ frontline and historically under-invested 
communities, correcting decades of systemic inequity. It also indicates 
that for urban forest equity to be realized with the urgency and 
attention it warrants, radically intentional and inclusive coordination, 
action, and investments are required. 

The tiered model presented here points to an acute need for 
additional investments in historically under-resourced communities, 
far surpassing existing efforts. Through site investigations, case 
studies, and GIS modeling, the LA Forest Equity Collective uncovered 
that Tier 1 interventions alone are insufficient, and Tier 2 and Tier 3 
interventions present critical opportunities for equity-rooted urban 
greening. Additionally, expanding site conditions to prioritize and 
accommodate larger trees, throughout both public and private 
jurisdictions, is critical to equitable canopy expansion. Large trees can 
provide canopy coverage nearly eleven times that of small trees and 
three times that of medium trees. 

The following applications of this Guidebook will take concerted 
coordination and proactive action.

Short Term Applications:

1. Targeting the Low-Hanging Fruit
With Tier 1 locations identified, regional stakeholders and community 
leaders can continue to work together to plant trees and expand 
canopy coverage in existing parkways, existing parks, and private 
property. This effort needs to be inclusive, phased, and adequately 
resourced, as the Tier 1 analysis in this Guidebook indicates that 
projected Tier 1 investments required to hit current regional canopy 
targets far surpass current resources allocated to planting. Additionally, 
greater attention should be given towards opportunities to intentionally 
expand canopy within private property.

2. Adopting the Framework
Policy makers and stakeholders within various city and regional 
agencies can utilize this tiered framework today. This model can 
be applied to both current and future projects to quantify site-
specific decisions, trade-offs, and investments needed to increase 
canopy coverage when working in historically under-resourced 
neighborhoods.  

Next Steps
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