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First let me say I think in urban design,
We’re in the before-
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and-after business. We’re trying to help communities figure out what they want to be when they grow up– how to change the places they know into the ones they really want to have, that will endure.
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As part of that, we eventually concluded that street design is the one thing those communities can least afford to get wrong, and– naturally– it’s the one thing most often gotten wrong, and so John Massengale and I wrote a big thick textbook about street design. We researched and debated its contents over about three and half years, and pored over 18,000 photos, drawings and measurements, and eventually arrived at three simple conclusions:



T H E  D E S I G N  O F  C I T I E S
B E G I N S  W I T H  S T R E E T S

T H E  B E S T  S T R E E T S  =
P L A C E S  W H E R E  P E O P L E  W A N T  T O  B E

S T R E E T  T R E E S  =  C R U C I A L
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The design of cities begins with streets, and 
The best streets are places where people want to be, and 
Street trees are one crucial component of many, many of those streets.



N O R F O L K ,  V A
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How crucial? Landscape architect Henry Arnold once said, “Trees are 50% of urban design.”



B I L T M O R E  V I L L A G E ,  A S H E V I L L E ,  N C
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The places where people want to be have street trees that give order to the public realm, helping shape spaces into legible rooms, for which the tree canopy often forms a soft green ceiling.



 LAND USE
 DENSITY
 LOT SIZE
 PARKING
 HOUSE SIZE

C O M P A R E :

P O R T  R O Y A L  S C
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When we compare good places to bad ones, we want to learn what to imitate and what to avoid, so of course we look at a lot of different details, including the building to street relationship, and the architecture.



 LAND USE
 DENSITY
 LOT SIZE
 PARKING
 HOUSE SIZE
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And those things have to be right. We also see that places which statistically, on paper, seem identical, aren’t really identical at all. These two scenes weigh in at the same land use, same density, same lot size and so on, but they are profoundly different! The difference is design. And the line of street trees, even seen here when they were still young, is a crucial part of that design difference.



HABITAT… MACHINE… ART…

utilitarian
fueled
efficient?
plumbed
wired
productive
moving

life-sustaining
adapting
nourishing
fecund
diverse?
preferred
evolving

intentional
inspiring?
interactive
engaging
provocative
communicative
cherished

DATASET…

transactional
recognizable
economic
crowdsourced
organic?
pattern-rich
dynamic

T O W N
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As urbanists we have to look at human settlements through many lenses, and think of many factors at once. This applies to street trees too. You can wear the glasses of an economist or investor, or the glasses of a biologist, seeking the most productive habitats, or the eyes of an engineer, making sure it all works. You can look at the technicalities, in an engineering sense, and you can look at the values added, economically or in public health. The town needs all these. But there’s one more set of lenses, that of the civic artist. In civic art we think of the city as a great collective work of art that is never finished, and we seek to use design and geometry to make the city mean something to people when they experience it. Today all real estate consists of selling better experiences, and this is where the art lens becomes indispensable.



S T R E E T  T R E E S ,  Y E S .

T H E  T R E E  L I N E

T H E  A L L E E

T H E  L I N K

T H E  S I N G L E  T R E E
A N D

T H E  L E A N - I N  T R E E
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So that’s my subject today. Dan will cover the many values that are furthered by good street trees, and JP will share little known secrets about how to succeed with the details in your trees, but I want to start us off by sharing examples and talking about some of the ways we use geometry to get street trees that have a lot of impact.



V I A  A P P I A ,  R O M E  I T A L Y
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First, remember that street design has always been a hallmark of advanced civilizations. 



F O R E S T  H I L L S  G A R D E N S ,  Q U E E N S  N Y C
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And all along the timeline, humans tested many configurations and developed habits for planting trees along streets– habits that only recently started to be against the rulebooks, like trees close to the corner…



C H A R L E S T O N ,  S C
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And there are a lot of ways to grow trees. Trees that make the place, that seem as crucial as the buildings and gardens, love to defy the assumptions in the manuals about what you can and cannot do.
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S T R E E T  T R E E S ,  Y E S .
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So let’s be emphatic: Street trees, yes! Trees are a magic superpower in street design. When you line them up, something forceful happens. They cut the glare, and make it prettier, but mostly, they send a message: Someone here cares.



S T .  A L B A N S ,  D A V I D S O N ,  N C
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This is a neighborhood we designed in Davidson, North Carolina, and I had a memorable conversation with the senior lady you see here walking down the sidewalk. She pointed to those street trees and said, “These trees are my lifeline. Because of them, I get out of my house, and get my daily walk. If they weren’t there, I’d be forced to stay inside.”



G R E E N V I L L E ,  S C
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The message that somebody cares about this place is seen in the famous revitalization success story of main street in Greenville, South Carolina. The trees are the medium for sending that message!



devensec.org
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There are MANY reasons to love these trees. Dan will cover a lot of them!



1 TREE

48 lbs/ yr 2 PEOPLE
CO2 O2

[cough] [aahhh]
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But here’s my favorite. They make oxygen. And we breathe that stuff! A tree can absorb as much as 48 pounds of carbon dioxide per year. One large tree can provide a supply of oxygen for two people. More on this coming up from Dan.


