
 

 
Summary   of   Poten�al   Changes   to   Atlanta’s   Tree   Protec�on   Ordinance   Rewrite  

Concepts   for   Dra�   by   Trees   Atlanta,   Dec.   6,   2019  
 
Trees   benefit   people’s   health   and   quality   of   life   (e.g.,   shade   to   offset   high   temperatures,   reduc�on   of   air   pollu�on   and   health   triggers,   such   as   asthma,   etc.),  
decrease   burdens   on   built   infrastructure   (e.g.,   sewer   and   water   system,   electrical   grid,   etc.),   and   improve   long-term   sustainability   of   our   city   (e.g.,   economic  
security,   climate   change   mi�ga�on,   ecological   diversity,   more   a�rac�ve   place   to   live,   etc.).   

The   purpose   of   Atlanta’s   Tree   Protec�on   Ordinance   is   to   protect   trees,   but   the   major   lever   used   today   is   imposing   “recompense”   fees   for   removing   trees.   Using  
fees   and   fines   have   proven   not   to   be   meaningful   deterrents   to   ongoing   tree   loss.    The   ordinance   is   largely   used   as   a   transac�onal   tool,   and   the   fees   are   the   “cost  
of   doing   business.”   

Trees   are   valuable   public   assets   that   should   be   protected   and   improved   as   any   other   urban   infrastructure   investment.   

Listed   below   are   some   concepts   that   Trees   Atlanta   has   compiled   from   community   input,   exper�se   advice,   and   our   experience   working   to   plant   and   protect   trees  
in   Atlanta   since   1985.   This   table   is   a   summary   of:   
 

1. Current   Ordinance :   How   the   current   ordinance   is   being   implemented   and/or   issues   highlighted   for   improvement.  

2. Proposed   Change :   Suggested   solu�ons   and   alterna�ves.   Sugges�ons   are   to   encourage   discussion;   some   specifics   are   included   as   explanatory   examples,  
but   they   may   not   necessarily   reflect   final   specifica�ons.   We   encourage   discussion   and   further   collabora�on.  

3. Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits :   Background   suppor�ng   suggested   changes,   including   expected   benefits   and   outcomes.  

4. Feasibility:    Easy,   Moderate,   Difficult   -   an   es�mate   of   the   complexity   of   the   change.   ( Also   noted   --   in   parentheses   --   areas   of   alignment   with   City   goals,  
including   improving   our   capacity   to   protect   human   health,   community   character,   sustainability,   urban   ecology,   green   infrastructure   services,   and  
cons�tuent   service   &   process   improvements. )  

5. Support:    Community   support   for   the   change   from   (A)   advocates   and   the   general   community,   as   well   as   from   (B)   builder/development   community.   The  
status   is   the   opinion   of   Trees   Atlanta   based   on   our   par�cipa�on   in   public   mee�ngs   and   various   conversa�ons   with   each   group.   
 

Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Canopy   Goal  
The   ordinance   states   a   goal   of   “no   net   loss   of  
trees”.   It   does   not   state   the   baseline   or   specific  
metric   for   the   canopy   goal.   
Sec.   158-28  

State   the   goal   as:   “no   net   loss   of    canopy    and  
achieve   the   goal   of   50%   canopy   cover   for   the  
city.”  
 
Require   city   canopy   assessment   to   be  
conducted   and   published   for   public   access  
every   4   years.  

Measurable   goals,   specifically   stated   in   the  
ordinance   and   endorsed   by   City   leadership   can  
help   community,   builders,   and   City  
departments   work   toward   a   common   goal   and  
make   data-informed   decisions.  

Easy  
---  
 
(Human  
Health,  
Sustainab 
ility,  
Ecology)  

A:    High  
B:    Mixed  
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Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Tree   Selec�on   (Species)  
City-approved   tree   list   used   for   recompense  
replan�ng   includes   invasive   species,   columnar  
form   cul�vars,   and   short-lived   species   with  
lower   ecosystem   benefits.  

Update   approved   tree   list.   Remove   invasive  
species   and   increase   diversity   of   species.  
Specify   appropriate   species   most   suitable   for  
urban   se�ngs   and   for   our   current   and   changing  
climate/growing   condi�ons.   
 
Variance   can   be   allowed   when   right-of-way  
(ROW)   has   limited   space   where   fewer   species  
can   survive;   e.g.,   in   ROW   30”   or   less,   allow  
non-invasive   exo�cs.  

Na�ve   trees   supply   more   ecosystem   benefits.   
 
We   replant   trees   to   restore   benefits   lost   from  
destroyed   trees.   Not   all   trees   are   equal.   A  
be�er   tree   selec�on   list   can   help   us   maximize  
the   poten�al   benefits   replanted   trees   deliver.  
 
Tree   list   should   focus   on   Atlanta’s   na�ve  
species   which   helps   to   preserve   our   unique  
sense   of   place   with   iconic   trees.  

Easy  
---  
 
(Human   
Health,  
Character,  
Sustainabil 
ity,  
Ecology )  

A:    High  
B:    High  

Parking   Lot   Tree   Cover   Requirement  
The   minimum   standards   for   trees   in   parking  
lots   create   hot   zones   in   the   city   where   tree  
trees   die   or   do   not   reach   their   full   size.  
 
The   role   of   trees   and   adequate   landscape  
(pervious)   areas   in   parking   lots   throughout   the  
city   are   overlooked/undervalued   in   their   role   in  
stormwater   management.  
 

Upgrade   requirements   for   trees   in   parking   lots  
to   include:   lower   the   number   of   spaces   for   lots  
required   to   meet   tree   plan�ng   minimums,  
increase   minimum   soil   volume   per   tree,   replace  
any   dead   trees,   offer   credit   for   stormwater  
mi�ga�on,   and   create   process   for   regular   audit  
and   enforcement   with   maintenance   or  
replacement   in   perpetuity.   
 
(A   separate   document   with   Trees   Atlanta’s  
proposal   for   parking   lots   is   available.)   

Parking   lots   use   8.2%   of   all   land   in   Atlanta.  
Canopy   cover   is   9.4%   on   parking   lots   --   far  
below   goal   with   high   poten�al   increase.  
 
The   poten�al   impact   of   increasing   canopy  
cover   over   this   category   of   land   use   will   result  
in   greater   comfort   for   people   who   use   or   are  
near   the   lots   and   decrease   environmental  
impacts   caused   by   large   impervious   areas.  
These   impacts   include   hot   zone/radiant   heat,  
pollu�on,   stormwater   runoff,   etc.   

Easy  
---  
 
(Infrastruc 
ture,  
Sustainabil 
ity)  

A:    High  
B:  
Unknown  

Pos�ng   (Signs)   &   Appeals  
There   is   vigorous   conversa�on   around  
elimina�ng   or   reducing   �me   allowed   for   the  
pos�ng   and   appeals   process.   
 
Proposals   to   eliminate   or   reduce   the   public  
process   is   widely   unpopular   and   not   acceptable  
to   community   advocates,   and   appears   to   be   a  
concession   to   vocal   individuals   who   hope   to  
remove   trees   without   restric�on.   
 
 

Allow   adequate   �me   for   the   public   to   be  
informed   and   respond   to   posted   removal  
applica�ons.   
 
One   sugges�on   is   to   decrease   “orange”   pos�ng  
to   5   days   (from   10)   to   allow   “yellow”   pos�ng   to  
increase   to   10   (from   5   days).   The   community  
has   expressed   a   desire   to   have   more   �me   to  
appeal,   but   at   minimum,   no   decrease   in   total  
minimum   days   for   pos�ng   should   be   allowed.  
Procedural   �me   limits   on   when   appeal  
materials   need   to   be   submi�ed   needs   revision.  
 
Eliminate   or   reduce   fee   to   file   appeal   ($75)   or  
allow   each   City   resident   one   free   appeal   filing  
every   12   months.  

Pos�ng   and   appeals   are   necessary   func�ons   of  
a   civil   process.   The   permi�ng   process   should  
be   accessible   for   review   so   that   the   public   can  
con�nue   to   engage   in   enforcement   and  
compliance.   Unlike   other   types   of   permit  
appeals,   once   trees   are   removed   there   is   no  
remedy   for   the   loss   of   public   good   to   the  
community.   
 
Elimina�ng   public   oversight   is   not   supported.  
Preserving   the   appeals   process   helps   the   City  
enforce   the   ordinance,   encourages   more   public  
par�cipa�on,   and   reinforces   the   importance   of  
civic   engagement.  
 
 

Easy  
---  
 
(Service   &  
Process)  

A:    High  
B:    Low  
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Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Dead,   Dying   &   Hazardous   (DDH)   Trees  
While   half   of   all   trees   removed   in   the   City   of  
Atlanta   are   approved   as   DDH,   clear   defini�on   of  
DDH   is   not   included   in   the   Tree   Protec�on  
Ordinance.  
 
DDH   designa�on   allows   a   tree   to   be   removed;  
the   permit   fee   for   DDH   tree   is   zero.   There   is  
high   incen�ve   to   request   DDH   permits  
regardless   of   condi�on   of   trees.   

Include   specific   condi�ons   in   DDH   defini�on.   
 
Presence   of   invasive   plant   growth   on   or   near  
trees   should   be   corrected   rather   than  
immediately   approved   as   DDH.  
 
Use   Accela   to   post,   track,   and   report   specific  
data   around   DDH,   e.g.,   applicant   name   and/or  
type,   specific   reasons   for   removal   (fungus,  
structure,   lean,   damage,   dead,    etc.),   and/or  
date   approval   or   denial   is   issued.  

Reduces   healthy   trees   being   mislabeled   as  
DDH   and   removed.  
 
Improves   arborist’s   ability   to   accurately  
designate   and   defend   trees   as   healthy   versus  
DDH.   
 
Allows   analysis   to   monitor   trends   or   pa�erns  
that   need   a�en�on.  

Easy  
---  
 
(Ecology,  
Infrastruct 
ure,  
Service   &  
Process)  

A:    Mixed  
B:    Mixed  

Clear   Cu�ng  
Caps   on   recompense   fees   do   not   help   to  
prevent   tree   removal.   In   fact,   caps   can  
encourage   clear   cu�ng:   per   tree,   it’s   cheaper  
for   developers   to   clear   cut   large   parcels   than  
work   around   and   selec�vely   remove   trees.  

Increase   caps   on   recompense,   require   higher  
percentage   of   tree   save   to   quality   for   cap,   and  
provide   incen�ves   for   tree   preserva�on.  
 
For   forested   lands   of   a   certain   size,   there  
should   be   a   fee   per   acre   cleared   in   addi�on   to  
tree   recompense   fees.  

Reduces   clear   cu�ng   of   lots.   
 
Be�er   alignment   to   value   of   trees   lost.  
 
Shi�s   economics   for   developing   exis�ng   low  
canopied   land   versus   clearing   and   developing  
undisturbed   forested   sites   with   some   of   our  
most   valuable   trees.  

Easy  
---  
 
(All)  

A:    High  
B:    Low  

Pre-Submission   Review   Process   
In   June   2019,   the   City   Council   passed   a  
resolu�on   to   create   a   “pre-submission   review  
process”   that   is   now   known   as   the   “Concept  
Review   Commi�ee”   (CRC)   Process.  
 
The   CRC   is   only   required   for   rezoning   and  
subdivision   projects,   but   no   others.  
Incorpora�ng   feedback   is   op�onal   for   the  
applicant.   These   types   of   projects   have  
previously   been   subject   to   exis�ng   “en�tlement  
reviews”   by   the   Zoning   Department   as   a  
courtesy   prior   to   formal   permi�ng.   
 
There   is   no   repor�ng   that   shows   an   increase   in  
projects   going   through   the   pre-submission  
review   or   a   progress   report   of   the   review  
process   is   available.   It   is   difficult   to   understand  
if   any   improvements   have   been   delivered   by  
the   CRC.   

Include   pre-submission   mee�ng   for   all   building  
projects   (not   just   for   rezoning   or   subdivision  
projects).   
 
Within   the   formal   permit   approval   process  
(applica�on   submi�ed   for   review),   move   the  
arborist   review   of   tree   save   plan   to   the   start   of  
the   process.  
 
Iden�fy   important   tree   resources   and   solu�ons  
early   in   the   permit   process   and   design   for  
preserva�on.   
 
Design   to   the   site   to   save   trees.   Building  
footprints/designs   should   be   modified   in   order  
to   save   canopy.   
 
Similarly,   construc�on   and   land   disturbance  
should   be   limited   around   exis�ng   trees.  
 

Start   with   tree   preserva�on   as   a   priority   for   all  
projects.  
 
Early   review   allows   for   crea�vity   and  
innova�on   around   saving   trees   which   makes  
tree   save   solu�ons   more   likely   to   be  
implemented.   
 
This   results   in   improved   tree   preserva�on   and  
helps   the   applicant   avoid   extra   cost   to  
construc�on   due   to   redesign   and/or  
correc�ons.  
 
Make   saving   trees   as   important   as   protec�ng  
watershed   buffers;   both   are   cri�cal   natural  
infrastructure   resources.  
 
 

Moderate  
---  
 
(Service   &  
Process,  
All)  
 

A:    High  
B:    Mixed  
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Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Space   to   Grow   
Current   interpreta�on   of   the   “buildable   area”  
of   a   lot   is   reducing   the   amount   of   space   le�   to  
plant   shade   trees   that   can   grow   to   maturity.   
 
Building   to   maximum   lot   limits   supersedes  
other   land   uses,   such   as   leaving   room   for  
plan�ng   shade   trees   and/or   preserving   mature  
trees.   For   example,   typical   R-4   side   setback   is   7’  
wide   and   130’   long;   although   the   setback  
meets   zoning   code,   in   prac�ce,   a   7’   feet   strip  
close   to   a   house   is   inadequate   to   plant   and  
grow   a   shade   tree.   

Require   construc�on   and   site   plans   be  
designed   to   include   space   to   plant   shade   trees  
with   canopy   sizes   at   full   maturity.   
 
Site   plans   should   require   plan�ng   areas   with  
adequate   soil   volume   and   measures   to   protect  
or   add   healthy   soil.  
 
Legal   review   should   be   conducted   to   determine  
whether   “allowable”   means   that   construc�on  
must   be   allowed   to   take   the   full   maximum   or  
that   projects   may   be   limited   to   a   lower   limit  
“up   to”   the   maximum   in   order   to   protect   trees  
or   streams   or   meet   other   code   requirements.  

While   mee�ng   the   requirements   of   the   zoning  
code,   lots   are   now   being   used   in   a   way   that  
does   not   leave   enough   room   to   preserve   or  
replant   shade   trees,   thus   defea�ng   one   of   the  
key   intents   of   the   tree   protec�on   ordinance.  
 
To   give   the   public   full   recompense   for   trees  
removed,   new   trees   need   to   be   able   to   grow   to  
full   maturity   not   just   be   planted   then   fail   to  
thrive   or   prematurely   die.   Good   design   and  
planning   can   improve   canopy   outcomes   by  
allowing   young   trees   to   grow   to   maturity.   
 
It   is   understandable   that   a   property   cannot   be  
made   unbuildable   to   save   trees,   but   it   is   not  
necessary   to   always   build   to   the   maximum  
footprint,   thus   saving   no   trees.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Human  
Health,  
Sustainabi 
lity,  
Character,  
Infrastruct 
ure,  
Ecology)  

A:    High  
B:    Mixed  

Areas   of   Disturbance   and   Soil  
Protec�on  
There   is   no   limit   to   the   areas   that   may   be  
disturbed   during   construc�on   within   the   parcel  
boundaries   (except   to   protect   root   zones   of  
saved   trees).   Lack   of   limits   to   land   disturbance  
area   causes   loss   of   healthy   soil   that   is   necessary  
to   support   healthy   tree   growth   for   new   trees,  
as   well   as   increases   the   risk   of   damaging  
exis�ng   trees.  
 
Construc�on   is   increasingly   building   out   to   the  
top   limit   of   maximum   lot   coverage   and  
extending   areas   of   disturbance   to   every   lotline.  
This   is   also   resul�ng   in   more   regrading   and  
removal   of   healthy   soils.   
Sec.   158-104.  

Reduce   area   that   can   be   disturbed   in  
residen�al   parcels   to   10   percentage   points  
above   the   maximum   lot   coverage.   For   example:  
R-4   lots   allow   up   to   50%   lot   cover,   so   the   area  
of   disturbance   would   be   kept   to   under   60%.  
 
Create   a   standard   for   minimum   undisturbed  
area   which   func�ons   as   a   “natural   zone”   or  
space   for   trees   to   be   planted   (as   noted   above)  
 
This   is   important   for   stormwater   infiltra�on   and  
soil   health,   as   well   as   tree   preserva�on   and  
plan�ng.   
 
 
 

Reducing   disturbance   allows   more   trees   to   be  
saved   on   lots,   while   also   protec�ng   soil   quality  
and   neighbors’   (boundary)   tree   roots   systems.  
 
This   interpreta�on   follows   how   stream   buffers  
on   lots   are   addressed.   Trees   are   natural  
infrastructure   assets   and   should   be   treated   the  
same   way.   Building   and   construc�on   areas   may  
be   restricted   to   a   percentage   lower   than  
maximum   if   it   is   required   for   tree   protec�on.  
Not   every   building   project   can   necessarily   max  
out   allowable   lot   coverage.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Infrastruc 
ture,  
Ecology)  
 

A:    High  
B:    Low  
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Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Public   Trees   Replacement  
Trees   on   public   land,   including   right-of-way  
(ROW)   trees,   parks,   and   other   city-owned   land  
are   subject   to   a   different   recompense   rule   than  
on   private   land.   
 
The   rule   for   public   trees   is   commonly   referred  
to   as   the   “inch-per-inch”   rule.   The   inch-per-inch  
rule   can   present   several   challenges:   (1)   finding  
available   space   on   public   land   to   replant   a   large  
quan�ty   of   trees   can   delay   the   �mely   progress  
of   public   projects,   (2)   the   total   cost   of  
replan�ng   and   care   of   new   trees   is   higher   than  
paying   recompense   fees   as   allowed   on   private  
land,   and   (3)   poor   plan�ng   designs   and  
subop�mal   installa�ons   some�mes   happen   in  
order   to   comply   with   the   replan�ng  
requirements.  
Sec.   158-103  

Remove   the   inch-per-inch   rule   for   public   trees.  
 
Replace   with:   Removal   of   public   trees   greater  
than   2”   in   caliper   should   be   replanted   onsite  
with   a   minimum   of   one   tree   and   further  
recompensed   using   the   same   recompense   fee  
formula   as   trees   on   private   land.   Recompense  
fee   credit   should   be   given   for   tree   save  
measures   onsite   (e.g.,   root   bridging,   sidewalk  
curving,   pervious   pavers,   and   retaining   walls).  
Tree   save   measures   onsite   should   be   required  
with   any   remaining   recompense   balance   being  
paid   for   plan�ng   off-site.  
 
All   street   (ROW)   trees   should   be   replaced  
regardless   of   size   when   destroyed.   
 
(A   separate   document   with   Trees   Atlanta’s  
proposal   for   public   trees   is   available.)   

This   proposal   allows   for   city   projects   to   be�er  
manage   the   total   number   of   trees   to   plant,  
which   will   help   to   save   �me   and   reinvests   the  
remaining   value   by   pu�ng   money   into   the  
recompense   funds.   Funds   can   be   used   to  
purchase   and   conserve   forested   land   with  
exis�ng   large   trees   (our   most   valuable   trees).  
This   creates   the   desired   outcome   of   replacing  
lost   trees   in   public   areas   and   allows   the   Tree  
Trust   Funds   to   be   used   for   other   effec�ve  
solu�ons   for   canopy   growth.   
 
A   possible   varia�on   of   inch-per-inch   is   to  
require   one   replacement   tree   per   every   10”  
DBH   of   tree   removed,   with   any   difference   in  
DBH   replaced   to   be   paid   in   recompense   fees.  
 
Note:   Industry   standards   (CTLA   formula)   can   be  
used   to   update   recompense   values.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Infrastruc 
ture,  
Character,  
Services   &  
Process)  
 

A:    Mixed  
B:    High  

Street   Trees   on   Right-of-Way   (ROW)  
Although   the   tree   protec�on   ordinance  
addresses   both   public   and   private   trees,   the  
permi�ng,   oversight,   and   repor�ng   for   public  
or   private   trees   are   handled   by   different   City  
Departments.   
 
Private   trees   are   assigned   to   City   Planning   and  
public   trees   are   assigned   to   the   Parks  
Department.  

City   Planning,   Arborist   Division   should   be  
responsible   for   enforcing   the   ordinance   for  
both   private   and   public   trees   during   ac�ve  
construc�on   projects,   as   was   once   structured  
previously.   This   includes   all   city   projects  
impac�ng   ROW   trees   (e.g.,   new   sidewalks,  
sewers,   public   building   construc�on,   etc.)  
which   should   include   plans   and   requirements  
for   tree   protec�on,   replacement,   and   care.   The  
Parks   Department   should   con�nue   to   be  
responsible   for   managing,   plan�ng,   and   caring  
for   public   trees.   
 
Support   or   a   direc�ve   is   needed   from   the  
Mayor’s   Office   and   City   Council   that   all  
departments,   especially   Parks,   Watershed,  
Public   Works/Renew   Atlanta,   and   City   Planning,  
must   work   together   to   protect   the   city’s   trees  
in   all   public   projects,   design   for   preserva�on,  
and   replant   accordingly.  

Construc�on   projects   o�en   involve   both  
private   and   public   trees.   Be�er   oversight   and  
enforcement   can   be   conducted   with   a   single  
responsible   agency.  
 
Trees   can   be   be�er   protected   by   simplifying  
the   current   permit   and   review   process.  
Streamlining   the   process   under   City   Planning  
removes   duplicated   efforts,   provides   be�er  
customer   service,   and   reduces   paperwork   for  
the   permit   holders.   It   will   save   �me   and   money,  
and   produce   be�er   outcomes   in   tree  
protec�on.   

Moderate  
---  
 
(Services  
&   Process)  

A:    High  
B:    High  
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Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Penal�es   for   Repeat   Violators  
There   is   no   official   mechanism   to   stop   repeat  
violators.   It   is   common   prac�ce   for   repeat  
violators   to   destroy   trees   a�er   City   Hall   work  
hours,   especially   on   weekends,   to   avoid  
enforcement.   
 
There   are   no   fines   or   penal�es   for   predatory  
tree   companies   who   remove   trees   by  
misrepresen�ng   the   need   for   removal   or   ignore  
the   proper   permi�ng   process   for   removal.   

Sugges�ons   include:   significantly   increase   fines  
for   illegal   removal,   prohibit   repeat   violators  
from   submi�ng   new   tree   removal   permits   for   2  
years,   and/or   revoke   license   to   conduct  
business   in   the   city   limits   for   2   years.  
 
Publish   occurrences   and   violators   in   public  
reports   to   iden�fy   repeat   offenders   and   reduce  
their   ability   to   conduct   illegal   ac�vi�es.   

Illegal   ac�vi�es   will   be   reduced.  
 
Some   builders   rou�nely   pay   fees   on   mul�ple  
sites.   The   fines   and   fees   are   easier   or   more  
expedient   than   compliance.   
 
Meaningful   penal�es,   along   with   more   public  
educa�on   regarding   the   rights   and  
responsibili�es   for   tree   protec�on   in   the   city,  
can   encourage   tree   services   and   construc�on  
companies,   as   well   as   homeowners,   to   avoid  
illegal   ac�vi�es.  

Moderate  
 
---  
(Services  
&   Process,  
All)  
 

A:    High  
B:    Mixed  

Create   Incen�ves  
Ordinance   largely   focuses   on   transac�onal  
methods   to   nego�ate   tree   removal,   but   provide  
no   incen�ves   or   rewards   for   protec�ng   canopy  
or   saving   exis�ng   trees   on   lots.  
 

We   should   reward   good   design   and   planning  
that   preserves   exis�ng   trees   and   maximizes  
canopy   coverage   through   incen�ves,   fast  
tracking   permi�ng,   or   offering   financial   credits,  
such   as   stormwater   credits.  

Fees   alone   cannot   do   enough;   builders   pass   on  
cost   of   fees   to   buyers,   and   impact   to   current  
homeowners   can   be   greater   than   to   builders.  
Incen�ves   are   powerful   tools   for   encouraging  
desired   behavior.   Rather   than   set   the   lowest  
bar,   create   standards   that   results   in   win-wins.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Infrastruc 
ture,   All)  

A:    High  
B:    High  

Recompense   Formula  
Paying   fees   for   removing   healthy   trees   in  
Atlanta   is   commonly   dismissed   as   a   “cost   of  
doing   business”   rather   than   being   a   deterrent.  
The   real   costs   to   our   environment   and   nega�ve  
effects   on   public   well-being   is   passed   on   to  
taxpayers   through   higher   costs   for   clean   water,  
stormwater   management,   flood   damage,  
electricity   bills   for   cooling,   healthcare   costs,  
and   less   access   to   the   benefits   provided   by  
trees.   

Recompense   should   be�er   reflect   the   value   of  
benefits   removed   when   a   tree   is   destroyed.   
 
Fees   paid   should   be   at   least   be   equivalent   to  
the   cost   of   purchasing   exis�ng   trees   on   forested  
land.  
 
Use   industry   standards,   such   as   CTLA,   modified  
to   the   market   values   for   Atlanta.   Formula   need  
to   be   easy   to   interpret,   not   subjec�ve,   and  
consistently   applied.  

The   community   fully   endorses   raising   the   fees  
for   tree   destruc�on.   The   fees   have   not   been  
adjusted   since   2001   and   do   not   serve   to  
prevent   removal   nor   fully   recompense   the  
public’s   loss   of   benefits.   The   burdens   are  
ul�mately   paid   for   by   taxpayers   as   higher   city  
services   costs   and   adverse   public   health  
outcomes,   further   defea�ng   the   inten�on   of  
recompensing   the   value   of   the   public   asset   lost.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Services  
&   Process,  
Character,  
Sustainabi 
lity)  
 

A:    High  
B:    Mixed  

Minimum   Canopy   Requirement   for  
Each   Zoning   Code   Lot  
There   is   no   minimum   canopy   requirement.   
 
Sec.   158-103(g)   addresses   minimum   DBH.  

Each   zoning   category   should   have   a   minimum  
canopy;   e.g.,   R-4   =   60%   canopy   cover   at  
maturity,   commercial   zoning   =   25%,   etc.  
 
Create   incen�ve   for   preserving   exis�ng   canopy  
over   replacement   plan�ng   of   new   trees.  

Over   60%   of   our   city   land   is   zoned   single   family  
residen�al.   77%   of   our   total   canopy   is   found   in  
front   and   backyards.   While   their   share   of   the  
City’s   canopy   is   tremendous,   trees   in   other  
areas   should   not   be   ignored   or   allowed   to  
disappear   as   all   areas   deserve   to   have   the  
benefits   of   trees.  

Difficult  
---  
(Infrastruc 
ture,  
Ecology)  

A:    Mixed  
B:    Mixed  

 

Atlanta’s   Tree   Protec�on   Ordinance   (TPO):   Proposed   Changes   and   Expected   Benefits   (Dec.   6,   2019)       6   of   8  



 

 

Current   Ordinance  Proposed   Change  Driver   for   Change   /   Expected   Benefits  Feasibility  Support  

Staffing  
For   a   number   of   years,   the   Arborist   Division   of  
City   Planning   (and   the   Parks   Department)   has  
been   understaffed   for   arborists.   This   makes   it  
difficult   to   fully   enforce   the   ordinance,  
especially   as   the   pace   of   development   in  
Atlanta   increases.  

Conduct   and   analyze   staffing   needed   to   be�er  
enforce   the   ordinance,   including   field   arborists  
and   Arborist   Division   staff.  
 
Budget   adequately,   fully   staff   funded   posi�ons,  
and   provide   a   direc�ve   to   enforce   the   current  
ordinance.  
 
Make   sure   city   arborists   understand   that  
protec�ng   the   canopy   is   their   priority;   they   can  
do   this   in   a   way   that   allows   construc�on   to  
move   forward   in   a   �mely   way.   

Employees   must   be   set   up   to   succeed.  
Accurately   matching   the   workload   with   staffing  
is   cri�cal   to   achieving   our   city’s   goal   of   50%  
canopy.   
 
Empower   and   endorse   arborists   and   Arborist  
Division   staff   to   do   their   job.   

Moderate  
---  
 
(Services  
&   Process)  
 

A:    High  
B:    High  

Enforcement  
The   ordinance   is   only   as   good   as   the  
enforcement.   Lack   of   compliance   may   be   due  
to   unclear   defini�ons   or   language   that   is   too  
weak   for   enforcement.  
 
We   frequently   hear   from   the   public   about   their  
frustra�on   with   perceived   inconsistency   and  
the   ordinance   not   being   enforced.   
 
Lack   of   data   on   permits   (Accela),   tree   removal,  
and   viola�ons   obscure   how   well   we   are  
enforcing   the   ordinance.  

Improve   arborists’   tools   for   enforcement,   such  
as   clearer   defini�ons   of   Dead,   Dying,   and  
Hazardous   (DDH)   trees,   and   leadership  
endorsement   of   enforcement,   and   other  
changes   recommended   in   this   document.  
 
Mechanisms   to   allow   for   more   immediate  
enforcement   to   prevent   illegal   ac�vi�es   and  
require   tree   protec�on   on   construc�on   site,  
e.g.,   fencing,   root   zone   damage,   etc.,   including  
outside   standard   City   business   hours.  
 
Require   mul�-year   bonds   for   trees   reported   to  
be   damaged.  

Professionals   are   expected   to   exercise   their  
exper�se   and   good   judgement;   however,   be�er  
and   clearer   standards   can   help   increase  
enforcement   consistency.   City   employees   feel  
pressured   to   make   decisions   that   avoids   legal  
challenges   or   conflicts,   but   this   way   does   not  
save   trees   or   serve   the   public   best.   We   need   to  
eliminate   the   “easy   way”   if   it   conflicts   with   the  
“right   way.”  
 
Enforcement   of   the   tree   protec�on   ordinance  
is   urgent   and   must   be   supported   with  
leadership   mandate.  

Difficult  
---  
 
(Services  
&   Process)  
 

A:    High  
B:    High  

Data   &   Repor�ng  
Quarterly   reports   are   required   to   be   submi�ed  
to   the   Tree   Conserva�on   Commission.   
 
There   are   no   repor�ng   requirements   to   publish  
informa�on   on   the   Tree   Trust   Fund.  
Sec.   158-103(f)  

Provide   full   and   regular   repor�ng   of   permit  
data   from   Accela,   including   viola�ons   and  
violators,   or   provide   open   source   data   to   the  
public   on   a   quarterly   basis.   
 
List   specific   metrics   required   and   format   in  
which   data   is   presented   so   that   informa�on   is  
clearly   defined   with   useful   analysis.  
 
Publicly   share   Tree   Trust   Fund   details,   including  
how   funds   are   being   used,   income,   expenses,  
and   current   balance.  

We   need   be�er   and   regular   assessments   of   the  
state   of   our   canopy.   
 
Data   is   mandatory   to   monitor   compliance   and  
enforcement.   The   purpose   of   data   and  
repor�ng   is   to   evaluate   whether   our   ordinance  
is   mee�ng   goals   and   proac�vely   iden�fy   trends  
and   opportuni�es   for   improvement.  
 
From   2008   to   October   2019   no   reports   were  
published.   Only   recently   has   high   level  
summary   reports   for   FY18,   FY19,   and   Q1   FY20  
been   published.   More   reports   are   needed.  

Moderate  
---  
 
(Services  
&   Process)  
 

A:    High  
B:    High  
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Cross-Department   Impacts   and   Need   for   Collabora�on  
Our   city’s   tree   canopy   is   impacted   by   various   decisions   and   policies   applied   by   many   City   departments.   From   City   Planning   to   Watershed,   to   Public   Works   and  
Parks   and   Recrea�on,   trees   are   cared   for,   protected,   and   replanted   by   these   departments.   Separately,   their   work   affects   our   shared   tree   infrastructure;   therefore,  
be�er   coordina�on   and   collabora�on   can   deliver   more   efficiency,   improve   outcomes,   and   help   our   city’s   bo�om   line.   
 
One   of   the   most   important   overlapping   areas   to   consider   is   how   Zoning   Codes   impact   enforcement   of   the   Tree   Protec�on   Ordinance.   In   some   situa�ons,   zoning  
code   may   be   in   conflict   with   processes   that   save   more   trees.   In   other   cases,   the   goals   of   a   City   Department   can   be   amplified   with   be�er   tree   protec�on   and  
plan�ng,   such   as   achieving   be�er   stormwater   management   with   trees.   
 
Here   are   some   other   considera�ons   for   the   City   as   it   concurrently   conducts   a   review   and   rewrite   of   the   City’s   Zoning   Codes.  
 

● Review   of   residen�al   zoning   code   requirements   (as   well   as   other   areas   with   high   percentages   of   exis�ng   canopy)  
Zoning   codes   determine   how   and   how   much   land   can   be   u�lized.   Zoning   requirements   are   a   huge   factor   on   how   trees   are   saved   or   replanted.   We  
recommend   a   review   of   allowable   lot   coverage   on   residen�al   lots.   Lots   coded   as   residen�al   comprise   the   great   majority   (2/3)   of   all   land   in   our   city;   three  
zoning   codes   alone   (R-3,   R-4,   and   R-5)   comprise   nearly   50%   of   all   land   in   the   city.   How   these   parcels   are   being   used   by   developers   is   changing,   and   the  
total   lot   coverage   throughout   our   city   is   greatly   increasing.   Whereas,   the   effect   on   tree   canopy   has   been   described   above,   we   recommend   examining   the  
impact   of   the   current   trends   for   allowable   impervious   cover.   Adding   more   opportuni�es   to   increase   required   green   space   and/or   tree   plan�ng   on  
construc�on   projects   on   all   zone   categories   would   also   be   helpful.   (Review   the   recommenda�ons   of   City   Design   as   they   relate   to   tree   canopy  
preserva�on   and   land   use.)  

 
● Use   of   innova�ve   building   solu�ons   to   increase   canopy   poten�al   

Many   technologies   and   strategies   exist   that   allow   successful   construc�on   projects   while   preserving   trees.   The   ordinance   should   not   allow   trees   to   be  
unnecessarily   removed   simply   because   it   is   the   cheapest   short-term   op�on,   but   should   incen�vize   innova�ve   solu�ons   –   including   pier   founda�ons,   root  
bridging,   impervious   pavers,   ver�cal   construc�on   with   smaller   building   footprints,   etc.  

 
Evidence   of   Decline  
 
As   evidence   builds   for   the   health,   environmental,   and   economic    benefits   of   trees ,   including   proposals   to   plant   a    trillion   trees   to   fight   global   climate   change ,  
Atlanta’s   canopy   con�nues   to   decline:  
  

● 2001   to   2006:    Gwinne�,   Fulton,   and   Cobb    coun�es   were   among   the   top   10    coun�es   in   the   Southeast   for   tree   loss.  
● 2008:   Atlanta’s   first   official   assessment   of   the   city’s    tree   canopy   is   conducted.   The   tree   canopy   is   47.9% .   
● 2014:   Our   second   assessment   is   conducted   before   Atlanta   begins   to   fully   recover   from   recession.   The   tree   canopy   is   47.1%.  
● 2018:   U.S.   Forest   Service   study   lists    Georgia   in   the   top   five   states    for   percent   of   canopy   lost   and   the   highest   percent   loss   in   urban   areas.  
● 2019:   Atlanta   is   named   as    8th   fastest   growing    large   city   in   the   U.S.    We   do   not   know   what   our   current   rate   of   tree   loss   is.   
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https://www.treesatlanta.org/resources/benefits-of-trees-2/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/nation/2019/07/04/way-fight-climate-change-plant-trillion-trees/G4ujnMxBjJtSjRYWDyx8YM/story.html
https://www.wri.org/blog/2011/11/top-ten-counties-losing-forests-development-us-south
http://www.atlantaga.gov/Home/ShowDocument?id=14722
https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/pubs/55941
https://wallethub.com/edu/fastest-growing-cities/7010/

