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Summary
Given the significant natural capital 
invested in urban forests and their 
well-recognized benefits, research 
related to urban forests is more 
overtly economic than in many other 
green-space and health domains. 
Other values are beginning to shape 
the debate, however; including 
social cohesion, social equity and 
environmental justice. “Priority Tree 
Planting Areas to Grow Peel’s Urban 
Forest” is the first program of its 
kind in Canada. It was developed “to 
support strategic and cost effective 
tree planting, and optimize the 
benefits accrued to the community 
from tree planting”. This combination 
of social, economic and environmental 
factors interpreted spatially (at 
multiple scales) through a focus on 
tree planting is a demonstration 
of how these critical yet diverse 
themes interact on the landscape. 
While addressing the inequalities in 
the distribution of the urban forest 
is a key issue, it may prove that 
the real challenge is in maintaining 
the benefits of urban forestry for 
disadvantaged and low-income 
communities as the forest matures.

Introduction/Background 
Given the significant natural capital 
invested in urban forests and their 
well-recognized benefits, research 

related to urban forests is more 
overtly economic than in many 
other green-space and health 
domains. Indeed, the Toronto 
Dominion (TD) Bank commissioned 
two recent economic valuation 
studies, one focused on the value 
of urban forests in cities across 

Canada (Alexander and DePratto, 
2014) and another specifically on 
the value of trees in the City of 
Toronto (Alexander and McDonald, 
2014). The TD and other similar 
studies focus attention on the 
economic value of a limited suite 
of ecosystem services provided 
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Figure G-1. Relationship between urban forest benefits and a 
draft list of sustainability themes for Peel Region (Wong, 2014)
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by the urban forest, such as, for 
example, improved air quality, 
reduced flooding and reduced 
urban temperatures. These 
benefits, however, represent 
only one set of a wide range of 
relevant socio-ecological values 
(Hotte et al., 2015; Figure G-1). 

Another key set of socio-ecological 
values relates to environmental 
justice and social equity. The justice 
and equity lenses are powerful, 
and are currently being used in 
a number of jurisdictions to help 
guide decision-making related to 
urban forestry. Peel Region’s Tree 
Planting Prioritization Program 
builds on the principles of 
ecosystem services, environmental 
justice and social equity to inspire 
change in social-ecological system 
dynamics in neighbourhoods 
and communities across the 
municipality. The eight overall 
benefits of tree planting recognized 
by the Region of Peel (2015) 
include: “mitigating air pollution; 
mitigating urban heat island effects; 
contributing to the management of 
surface water quantity and quality; 
maintaining and enhancing natural 
heritage; enhancing economic 
value; providing direct cost savings; 
supporting improved physical 
health and emotional well-being; 
and, strengthening communities 
and enhancing social equity” 
(Beacon Environmental, 2015, 
p. iii). These benefits structure a 
geographic information system 
(GIS) that can identify opportunity 
zones in the region that should 
be considered for new planting. 

Health and Well-being 
 In their comprehensive review of 
urban forestry in Canada, Hotte 
et al. (2015) highlight the four 

mechanisms most frequently 
mentioned in the literature 
pertaining to urban forestry and 
public health.  These include trees’ 
role in i) filtering air; ii) increasing 
physical activity; iii) reducing stress, 
and iv) increasing social cohesion 
within a community. The first three 
mechanisms have been addressed 
in other case examples in this 
book (see Cases 1, 2, 4 and 7). The 
final mechanism, increasing social 
cohesion within a community, is 
the focus of this case example. A 
Region of Peel discussion paper 
defines social cohesion as “a 
process and outcome of social 
solidarity based on shared values, 
common norms and common 
bonds within a national community 
or population” (Galabuzi and 
Teelucksingh, 2010, p.2).

The focus on social cohesion is 
important. In their article in the 
American Journal of Public Health, 
Shanahan et al. (2015) note that 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
tend to contain “less overall 
vegetation cover, less public 
parkland, fewer street trees, and 
lower plant species richness and 
vegetation abundance” (p. 475). 
The authors state that “[g]iven 
the health outcomes that nature 
can deliver, inequalities in access 
and use could exacerbate social 
disadvantage” (p. 475).  They also 
note that, while addressing the 
inequalities in the distribution of 
the urban forest is a key issue, it 
may prove that the real challenge 
is in maintaining the benefits of 
urban forestry for disadvantaged 
and low-income communities as 
the forest matures. As discussed 
further below, established trees 
raise local property values and 
can displace vulnerable and low 
income residents over time.

Actions 
The Region of Peel’s Tree Planting 
Prioritization Tool focuses on eight 
key overall benefits: i) mitigating 
air pollution; ii) mitigating urban 
heat island effects; iii) contributing 
to management of surface water 
quantity and quality; iv) maintaining 
and enhancing natural heritage; 
v) enhancing economic value; vi) 
providing direct cost savings; vii) 
supporting improved physical 
health and emotional well-being, 
and viii) strengthening communities 
and enhancing social equity. The 
issue of social justice is being 
highlighted in this short case 
(recognizing that the other themes 
are equally relevant and important 
for health and well-being). In 
the Tree Planting Prioritization 
Tool analysis all of the overall 
benefits are given equal weight.

Figure G-2. Example of Priority 
Planting Areas in the Region of Peel
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The overall benefit of 
‘Strengthening communities and 
enhancing social equity’ defines 
two target benefits: strengthening 
communities through better 
canopy cover, and enhancing 
lower income neighbourhoods 
through better canopy cover. The 
opportunity zones for tree planning 
were defined as residential areas 
with below average canopy cover 
in their jurisdiction, and areas with 
relatively high proportions of low 
income households, respectively. 

The Tree Planting Prioritization 
Tool is the first program of its kind 
in Canada. It was developed “to 
support strategic and cost effective 
tree planting, and optimize the 
benefits accrued to the community 
from tree planting” (p.v). The 
system provides information 
about where planting should 
be undertaken (based on the 
parameters of the target benefits), 
and also where it could be 
undertaken (based on the planting 
space within the opportunity zone) 
(Beacon Environmental Limited, 
2015). This powerful combination of 
social, economic and environmental 
factors interpreted spatially (at 
multiple scales) through a focus 
on tree planting is a fulsome 
demonstration of how these 
critical yet diverse themes interact 
on the landscape (Figure G-2). It 
is important in highlighting the 
multitude of social, environmental 
and health benefits that can 
be obtained through regional 
support for urban forests.

Discussion 
Recent work on urban forestry in 
Canada highlights the important 
role that values play in shaping 
the questions, the analysis and the 
recommendations that emerge 
from applied research. The TD Bank 
analysis focuses attention on one 
select set of ecosystem services 
– those that lend themselves 
to econometric analysis and 
quantification. Peel Region’s work 
focuses attention on the multiple 
values and the environmental 
characteristics that influence tree 
planting decisions, and the public 
benefit that can be gained from 
strategic investment in this area. 

The social equity lens adds a 
challenging new layer of complexity 
to urban forestry decisions. It is 
a key feature of the ‘urban green 
space paradox’ (Wolch et al., 2014). 
Critical to understanding this 
paradox is respecting the power 
of urban forests and other green 
spaces to enhance property values. 
This means that investments in 
this area often disproportionately 
benefit higher income households. 
They can gentrify neighbourhoods, 
increasing housing costs and 
real estate values and thus price 
out the low income populations 
they were meant to benefit. Tree 
planting strategies inspired by 
social equity seek to create a level 
playing field across all jurisdictions, 
where all neighbourhoods have 
a baseline of equal access to 
the benefits of urban forests. 
Anguelovski (2015) goes so far as 
to state that locally unwanted land 
uses “can be reconceptualised 
from contamination sources to 
green amenities because of the 
displacement they seem to trigger 
or accelerate” (p. 1). This backlash 

against community greening in low 
income neighbourhoods is thus 
- ironically - grounded in a strong 
commitment to social justice.

From their study of environmental 
improvements leading to 
neighbourhood gentrification in 
Brooklyn, New York, Curren and 
Hamilton (2012) introduced the 
idea of ‘just green enough’. This 
concept draws attention to the 
gentrification and displacement 
that often follows urban greening 
initiatives. The authors note 
that promoting social justice 
through being ‘just green enough’ 
often requires an organized 
fight against both market forces 
and environmental advocates. 
It raises challenging issues 
related to environmental justice 
as socio-economic conditions 
change over time – i.e. when 
green space improvements 
subvert the rationale for the 
initial investment (to enhance 
green spaces for the benefit of 
low-income communities). Other 
authors use the language of green 
and ecological gentrification 
to make this point (Checker, 
2011; Wolch et al., 2014).

As the full value of urban forests 
gains recognition, the challenges 
of levelling the playing field and 
enhancing the benefits that can 
be gained for all citizens become 
increasingly apparent. Tools 
like the Priority Planting Tool 
are extremely valuable. Their 
recommendations, however, 
need to be weighed against the 
potential pitfalls of greening for 
social equity, highlighted by the 
concepts of green gentrification, 
the urban green space paradox 
and ‘just green enough’.
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Discussion Questions
1. How much (and what quality of) scientific evidence is needed to support policy 

development in areas linking environment and human health?

2. Does looking at neighbourhoods and municipalities as social-ecological systems defined at different 
scales change the conversation about what changes or investments are needed at each scale?

3. Is ‘just green enough’ a factor in Peel Region? Why or why not?

For More Information about the Case, See: 
Beacon Environmental Limited. 2015. Priority tree planting areas to grow Peel’s urban forest.  
Report prepared for the Region of Peel. Beacon Environmental Limited. Accessed June 13 2016  
www.peelregion.ca/planning/climatechange/reports/pdf/ExecSum-TPPT-2015-Aug07.pdf


