
Forest Restoration in 
New York City - 
28 years of lessons learned 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
After almost 30 years of doing this work, our language for talking about forests in cities is still not very precise –
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Presentation Notes
A lot of people (not people in this room, I’m sure) don’t think they existWe call it “undeveloped parkland” or “natural areas”   



3 Title of Presentation Goes Here 
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the one leading listeners to suppose that it’s just a matter of time before the city does something “better” with it, and 



4 Title of Presentation Goes Here 
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the other often a handy vague euphemism for areas that get swept under the rug, a description we give an untended lawn or overgrown ditch



5 Title of Presentation Goes Here 
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and the “urban forest” everyone talks about in research papers? Well, mostly they’re talking about street and landscape trees.



6 Title of Presentation Goes Here 
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so I’m just going to call it forest.This is new york city too.



7 
Manahatta 1609 
© Eric Sanderson 
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Presentation Notes
When I talk about restoration, I feel the same way – its imprecise, complicated, with competing definitions New York City would have been mostly forest, for a long time after the Wisconsin glacier 20,000 years ago – coastal maritime forest, Oak-hickory forest, mixed hardwood forest, swamp forest – and where these systems remain intact, they should be protected, because they’re darn difficult – if not impossible – to recreate



8 Title of Presentation Goes Here 
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The landscape now has been almost entirely altered, and those mostly untouched classic forest types are rare (though they still exist!)What we mostly have are patchy forests, on disturbed soils, with a lot of foot traffic, that aren’t regenerating very wellSo when I talk about forest restoration in nyc, I mean taking the 5000 or so acres of forest that the city owns, and helping it act like forest –
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maintain canopy over time, be resilient in the face of pests and storms, shelter birds and bees and other crittersPeople will always be part of this landscape – we need to include them in this functioning forest too, and help them understand how they benefit from it and why it’s important.
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Is it a forest Henry Hudson would recognize? Probably not.



11 Hightshoe 
1988 

Species List –  
Wolfe’s Pond Park (wet-mesic forest) 
 
•Red maple 

•Sugar maple 

•Silver maple 

•Serviceberry 

•Grey birch 

•American hornbeam 

•Flowering dogwood 

•Grey dogwood 

•American beech 

•Witchhazel 

•Sweet gum 

•Tuliptree 

•Red oak 

•Elderberry 

•Arrowwood 

•Blackhaw 

 

•Grey birch – pioneer, dry upland soils 

•American hornbeam – shade loving, moderate moisture 

•Blackhaw – well-drained soil 
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Presentation Notes
Is it a forest that an ecologist would scratch their head at? Maybe.
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Will it last? We think so.
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Are the hawks, and the salamanders, and the white-footed mice willing to live there? You bet.
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When NRG started doing this work in 1984, it hadn’t been done yet, anywhere. SER didn’t exist yet. We were lucky at the time to have a very forward thinking Parks Commissioner, Henry Stern, who wanted to know what was in all the unexplored parkland the city owned – and he hired some scientists, and some fresh out of college kids, to find out.Many of you are familiar with the work of the Natural Resources Group from presentations given by my colleagues, Mike Feller and Tim Wenskus among others, at conferences like these – and we have applied and tested many strategies first discussed here.Dating all the way back to those first days, the core of these presentations has almost always been a good anecdote, and impressive photos (often taken by Mike). We took potential funders, and city officials, into the woods and showed them all the cool things we’d found and started talking about how to manage and protect themWe started with pretty basic strategies, some adapted from silvicultural practice and some just common sense, and tried stuff out. There wasn’t a lot of emphasis on “science” – the focus was on results.



1,600 acres of freshwater wetland 
80 acres restored 

1,500 acres of salt marsh 
90 acres restored 

5,300 acres of forest 
1,300 acres restored  

1,600 acres of grassland  
150 acres restored 

15% Restored 
Alley Pond, Queens Gerritsen Creek, Queens 

Pelham Bay Park, Bronx Van Cortlandt Park, Bronx 
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And the results were pretty impressive. Using the data collected in those first years, and a significant grant from the Lila-Wallace Readers Digest Fund and subsequent grants from a number of sources, we started fixing stuff up. Over the last 28 years, we’ve made headway, even while the field has grown around us and many of the terms have changed. 
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New York City’s Urban Forest 

592,130 
TOTAL STREET 

TREES 

PROPERTY 
VALUES 

$52 million 

STORM WATER 
RUNOFF 

$36 million 

ENERGY 
SAVINGS 

$27 million 

$122 million USD 
TOTAL BENEFITS 

Callery Pear 

Honey Locust 

Pin Oak 

London Planetree 15% 

Norway Maple 14% 

10% 

8% 

7.5% 

AIR QUALITY 
$5.3 million 

CO2 REDUCTION 
$0.75 million 

    Quantifying the 
Benefits of Trees 

The rest of the forest? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now we live in the information age, an age of gps units, and cell phones and google. A colorful story isn’t enough to guarantee a share of scarce resources. The ability to talk about the work is still important, and a picture will always be worth a thousand words, but people now expect it to be backed up with science.PlaNYC, new york city’s vision for a greener, greater city announced in 2007, had a paragraph buried in the many goals for improving infrastructure and the economy, that said we would plant a million trees. That paragraph represented many years of study on street trees and their benefits, and data showing that new york city had space for more trees and that the benefits of more trees would help our city continue to be livable.It also came with capital funding to prepare sites and plant, and we realized we were about to miss the boat.We need to be able to tell our story a new way.
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So here’s the other side of the story – New York City is a port city, and a city of immigrants. It’s also a big city. This leads to some pretty clear challenges for its forests (those that are public land, and those that aren’t)-
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Crime – dumping , car fires, drugs, homeless encampmentsNRG tackled some of this early on, by dragging out cars, and putting up guardrails. We continue to work on these issues today.Foot traffic – desire lines, trampling, huge levels of visitors even in remote cornersWe’ve also done some work on this, working with maintenance and operations staff, closing down desirelines with brush, letting some paved roads turn back into narrower more natural footpaths, and attempting to educate the public about the value of these areas, and the harm that comes from walking through
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Invasive species – some brought on purpose, some accidentalThis has been our primary focus, because it is that factor over which we have the most control.In NYC, the vast majority of invasive species that gain a foothold exhibit some if not all of the following characteristics – They thrive in high light levels, open sunthey are adapted to disturbance, germinating quicklythey get moved around by birds
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Presentation Notes
Now obviously, we can’t do much about the birds. We’re on the great atlantic fly-way, birds are vital to our ecosystems, flying around eating plants is a big part of what they do, and these problematic species seem to taste good.But the other two things – high light levels and response to disturbance – those we can impact! 



21 

Presenter
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The model is simple – punch a hole in the invasives, and plant densely so that the canopy closes fast, changing the amount of light that reaches the ground.
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Presentation Notes
Once the canopy closes, some of the invasives might still linger in the shade, but they grow more slowly, fruit less often, and do not germinate as readily, so you have more leisure to deal with them.You can even convince people to come help you!As a secondary boon, when you plant densely, you seem to tend to reduce disturbance - at least in the city, where most disturbance is from foot traffic. But even storm disturbance, there is now some evidence, is reduced where the canopy is contiguous, even and dense. 



23 

•Why do you plant them so close together? 
 

•Why are you planting pioneer with late 
successional species? 
 

•How are you going to maintain this? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When people see one of our restoration sites for the first time, the questions are almost always the same – Why do you plant them so close?Why are you planting this with that?How are you going to maintain it?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s start from the beginning –Why do you plant them so close?Some of our first plantings were big ball and burlapped trees – they’re a pain to get into the woods, and once you get them there, they tend to die from transplant shock. They’ve lived too much of their lives in a cushy nursery.So we “tried stuff out” – doesn’t sound like science exactly, when you say it that way. B+bs weren’t working, so we tried smaller material – direct seeding, planting bare roots, planting different sized containers, growing our own stock from local seed…NYC has a lot of squirrels and other rodents – I don’t know if anyone’s ever done a population survey, but I’d guess there’s at least as many as there are people. And they like eating seeds.The result of planting plot data collection? Best success is with stock that’s too big for rabbits, but with less transplant shock than B+BsAnd as far as planting so close goes, well… silvicultural experience and survey at the time suggested that for a forest to maintain itself over time, the density of small saplings needed to be quite high.In addition, thinking back to our invasive situation, the sooner canopy closure was achieved, the better – plant them close, and let them thin themselves out.
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•Trees sampled from 2009 (n=1869), 2010 (n=1081), and 2011 (n=1493) were planted 
from Fall 2007 to Spring 2010.  The seasonal and canopy cover data only includes 
trees from the 2009 and 2010 sampling periods.   

•Simmons, B. (n.d.). MillionTreesNYC: Reforestation Survival Study. Unpublished raw 
data, NYC Urban Field Station, New York, NY. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Next question - Why are you planting these species with those species? Softwoods with hardwoods, Pioneers with late-successional species… Plant selection has always been a matter of looking through 3 lenses – What might have grown here initially, based on topography and hydrologyWhat’s growing here successfully now, given the “soil”What have we seen growing successfully elsewhere in similar “soils” And then running it through the final filter of “what can we get?” Now that we have an in-house nursery, the greenbelt native plant center, and procurement contracts that allow us a wider variety of higher quality more reliable plant material, we continue to plant this way because it seems to work.Reforestation survival study began in 2008, measuring health and survival in plots in our planting sites across the city. Data analyzed so far does not seem to show significant differences in survival for different species – but it does highlight some other interesting things:Trees planted in fall tend to do better than those planted in the spring (we’ve also had significant droughts during the past several years)Trees planted in gaps or near existing forest tend to have higher survival ratesAnd overall, mortality is relatively low in comparison to available research.  Reforestation efforts in the Mediterranean showed 10% mortality for intense management of planted trees and as high as 95% mortality for plots that were in full sun without mowing (Benayas et al. 2005).  A study in the Coweeta Basin, NC showed oak seedling mortality as high as 20% (1-10cm diameter) (Elliot and Swank 1994). 
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Presentation Notes
And finally - How are you going to maintain it?Well, mostly, we’re not.The forest as a whole needs active management, but we want our new planting sites to blend with the whole as seamlessly as possible. They need to be resilient, not manicured.We expect to take special care of our new plantings for the first 3-5 years, until they form canopy. A recent study by Lea Johnson, not yet published, suggests that this approach has considerable merit in our particular circumstances.She sampled vegetation in 30 invaded sites in 3 large parks in NYC that were “restored” in the early 1990s by NRG, and 30 sites in 3 large parks that were similarly invaded but had not been restored. After 15-20 years, vegetation composition and structure indicated that invasive species removal followed by planting resulted in – persistent structural and compositional shifts, greatly lowered invasive species abundance, a more complex forest structure, and greater native tree recruitment. These sites received very basic management – little or no watering, occasional clipping of vines or pulling garlic mustard. 
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Presentation Notes
That being said, NYC is a big city, with a lot of people, and the pressure for space and overlapping needs have a toll. As fast as we put out the fires, they start again. So even for this short period of establishment we need a system-wide approach – Annual inspections for planting sites began in 2011Quick and dirty, specifically for managementIdentify imminent dangers – vandalism, herbivory, regrowth of or new invasionsEnsure it stays on trackWe’ve learned that this period often heralds the reawakening of sleeping porcelainberry, new invasions by fast growing annuals, and the surprise birth from the seed bank of species we never expected to see. These are lessons we’re still learning – How much prep is enough?What’s the best way to control some of these tough species, like knotweed and mugwort?How much can you do with volunteers?What’s the best way to ensure that the forest stays on the right track?Spending the time early on, we hope, will save us in the long-run. So far this appears to be the case.



The Natural Areas Conservancy 
The Natural Areas Conservancy will restore, protect, manage, and expand a network of  
green and blue space that promotes a healthy, livable, and diverse New York City. 
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Vital to NYC 
 
New York City, sometimes depicted as a city of brick and concrete, 
is also a city of lush green spaces and vibrant waterways. Of 
30,000 acres of municipal parkland, 10,000 acres are natural areas. 
These green and blue spaces are as essential to the survival and 
flourishing of New York as the city’s built environment.  
 

A Unique Public-Private Partnership  
 
The Natural Areas Conservancy (NAC) is a new organization 
working in partnership with the NYC Department of Parks & 
Recreation (Parks) toward the protection, management, and 
restoration of the City’s 10,000 acres of forests, wetlands, and 
grasslands in all five boroughs of NYC. 
 

Initial Projects 
 
•Citywide Ecological Assessment 
•Natural Areas Stewardship 
•Mid-Atlantic Regional Seed Bank 
•Propagation of Plants for Post-Sandy Restoration 
•Wetlands Restoration 
 
For more information: 
Bram Gunther, President, 718-760-6800, bram.gunther@parks.nyc.gov  
Sarah Charlop-Powers, Vice President, 212-360-1407, sarah.charlop-powers@parks.nyc.gov 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another thing we’ve learned is that solving the problem in one place doesn’t do you much good with plants, especially in a highly fragmented system with lots of birds. New problems will crop up, and having trained observant boots on the ground helps keep you ahead of the curve.NAC – ecological assessment, endowment

mailto:bram.gunther@parks.nyc.gov
mailto:sarah.charlop-powers@parks.nyc.gov
mailto:sarah.charlop-powers@parks.nyc.gov
mailto:sarah.charlop-powers@parks.nyc.gov
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Contact Info 
Katerli Bounds, Director of Forest Restoration 
Central Forestry, Horticulture & Natural Resources Group 
Katerli.Bounds@parks.nyc.gov 
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