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INTRODUCTION 

A key step in the journey to a healthy 
and resilient urban forest is creating an 
urban forest management plan (UFMP). A 
UFMP establishes a long-term vision and 
sets clear goals for growing, protecting 
and maintaining the urban forest, serving 
as a roadmap to ensure the urban forest 
provides maximum social, environmental and 
economic benefits to the entire community. 

With informed planning and management, 
communities can set priorities for tree 
planting and maintenance, engage and 
educate residents, and respond effectively 
to challenges like extreme weather or 
pests. Proactive planning also supports 
more efficient decision-making and 
reduces the need for reactive responses. 

A well-designed UFMP empowers 
communities to protect and manage 
their urban forests. This guide outlines 
how to develop and implement a UFMP 
that promotes long-term sustainability 

and community wellbeing. 

This guide uses urban  
forest management plan, 
or UFMP, to describe any  
comprehensive, long-term  
plan or strategy focused on  
managing, enhancing and  
sustaining urban forests. Some  
communities may use a differ­
ent term, such as urban forest  
strategy or urban forest master 
plan, to describe similar types  
of  plans. 

WHO IS THIS GUIDE FOR? 

Municipal staff who are leading urban 
forestry work in their communities will find 
this guide particularly useful as they create 
and implement a UFMP. It will help you: 

• Identify who should be involved in 
creating and implementing the plan. 

• Explain the importance of proactive 
research and planning in urban 
forest management. 

• Compile and assess key data and 
information to drive your urban 
forest priorities. 

IntroductIon 4 



 

 

 

	 

	 

	 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 	

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  
 

• Engage the community and develop
a shared vision for your community’s
urban forest.

• Set goals, targets and actions for urban
forest management.

• Determine how you will implement your
plan, including additional plans, policies
or guides that support implementation.

For an overview of the value of urban  

forest planning, review our factsheet on  

how to plan for long-term success. 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 

This guide takes you through a six-step 
process to develop a UFMP, as follows: 

1. Who needs to be involved?

2. What do you have now?

3. What do you want to achieve?

4. How do you get there?

5. How do you stay on track?

6. What comes next?

If your community is just starting out, you 
may wish to follow this guide step by step. 
If you have already done some urban forest 
planning work, you might choose to skip or 
rearrange steps to fit your needs. 

GMF’s Growing Canada’s  
Community Canopies  
provides funding, resources  
and training related to urban  
forestry plans and studies. 

Visit GreenMunicipalFund.ca/ 
trees for more information. 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 
OF THIS GUIDE 

This guide is a reference and a starting 
point to help you create or update your 
community’s UFMP. You are encouraged 
to consider your community’s local context 
and needs when deciding which steps to 
take and what to prioritize. Consider what 
research will ensure your plan is relevant, 
actionable and tailored to your community 
and be sure to obtain professional guidance 
from a dedicated project team. 
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GETTING STARTED:
WHY DEVELOP A PLAN?

 
 

A well-designed urban forest management  
plan (UFMP) takes a structured approach to  
tree planting, maintenance and preservation.  
It enables communities to make informed 
decisions about how to manage their urban 
forests by setting clear and achievable 
goals, such as establishing canopy growth 
targets, improving policies, adjusting 
maintenance schedules and increasing 
community engagement. 

Once approved by council, UFMPs can be 
used to help secure funding and resources 
for the life of the plan. 

UFMPs are also effective communication and 
collaboration tools. Internally, they help staff 
track progress and coordinate efforts across 
departments. Externally, they promote trans­
parency, foster public support and encourage 
community involvement in sustaining the 
urban forest. 

Before you start developing a UFMP, 
it is helpful to build a clear narrative to 
explain why your community needs the plan. 
Identifying drivers and barriers can help. 

• Some common drivers include climate 
change, pests, diseases and development 
pressures, all of which can put stress on 
the urban forest and motivate efforts to 
increase urban forest resilience. You may 
also be motivated by a desire to plan 
more efficiently, reduce replanting and 
maintenance costs, mitigate urban heat 
in your community or any similar reasons. 

• Certain barriers may limit your ability 
to manage the urban forest, such as 
limited resources (staff or budget), 
time constraints or competing priorities. 
Acknowledging barriers can help you 
explain the need for a UFMP, and the 
plan itself will help you overcome these 
barriers—for example, by allocating new 
resources to the urban forest or setting 
out a schedule for priority actions. 

GettInG started: Why develop a plan? 6 



 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

STEP 1: WHO NEEDS
TO BE INVOLVED? 

 
Within this section: 
Roles and responsibilities 

The development of an urban forest 
management plan (UFMP) is usually led 
by planning or urban forestry staff with 
support from other relevant municipal 
departments and/or external participants. 

Departments working directly in the 
management of urban trees often include 
parks and recreation, urban forestry, environ­
ment and public works. Other departments 
such as community services, planning, 
engineering or emergency services may 
not manage urban forests directly but are 
affected by how they are managed. These 
departments may have plans or initiatives 
that align or conflict with urban forestry 
goals and therefore should be consulted 
during the planning phase. In Ontario, 
conservation authorities are also typically 
involved in urban forest management 
planning. Although they are distinct from 
municipalities, they are responsible for 
managing and monitoring many natural 
habitats within municipal boundaries. 

There are also external participants who 
may be invested in the outcomes of a UFMP 
and can provide valuable local knowledge 
to help with setting goals and supporting 
the implementation of the UFMP. These 
participants include Indigenous communities 
or organizations, local businesses, community 
groups, environmental non-governmental 
organizations, academic institutions and 
individual residents. 

While external participants sometimes 
serve as part of a project steering committee, 
more typically they will be involved through 
community engagement activities, as outlined 
in Step 3. 

step 1: Who needs to be Involved? 7 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

DEFINING ROLES AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES 

Before beginning work on your plan, 
take some time to define the roles and 
responsibilities of your project team. 

Identify an executive-level project sponsor 
to act as project champion, as well as 
the staff member(s) who will manage 
the development of the plan. 

Confirm council support for the plan and 
identify any existing council committees, 
or consider the value of establishing one, 
to provide input as the plan is drafted. 
Committees can be a great way to get 
regular input and feedback from internal 
and external participants who are not 
directly responsible for researching, 
designing and drafting the plan. 

Ensure your team is well-rounded and that 
you have representatives with experience 
in a variety of areas, including urban forestry, 
strategic planning, facilitation, consensus 
building, planning and policy development, 
and budgeting. 

Document the specific responsibilities of each 
team member in a project charter, workplan 
or other guiding document. Consider using 
project management tools such as a RACI 
matrix to assign roles for project deliverables 
and activities: 

•  

  

  

  

Responsible:  The individual who  
is expected to carry out the task. 

• Accountable: The individual who  
is accountable for the successful  
completion of the task and provides  
sign-off or approval. 

• Consulted: The individual or individuals  
who provide advice and subject matter  
expertise to guide task completion  
(e.g., those who are part of a  
planning committee). 

• Informed: The individual or individuals  
who receive updates on project status  
or key decisions to maintain transparency. 

The Township of Langley, BC formed  
a Tree Protection Advisory Committee
(TPAC) to inform the development  
of its first community forest manage­
ment strategy. The TPAC provides  
advice and guidance on tree planting, 
preservation and protection efforts,  
including advising on the strategy,  
acting as a community liaison  
and collaborating regularly with  
municipal staff. 

 

 

The committee comprises at least  
two-thirds Township residents or  
business owners, along with experts  
in arboriculture, forestry, climate  

action and ecosystem planning. 
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WORKING WITH CONSULTANTS 

To develop a UFMP, many communities choose to work with urban forestry consultants 

who can offer expertise in urban forest management, strategic planning or engagement 

that may not be available in-house. If you have decided to work with a consultant, here 

are a few tips to help you build a successful partnership: 

✓ Clarify your project objectives and confirm any assumptions with team members 
and decision-makers. 

✓ Determine what resources, including budget and staff time, can be allocated 
to the project and include a contingency fund for unexpected costs. 

✓ Document your requirements as specifically as possible in your request 
for proposals, including expected deliverables and formats. 

✓ Require prospective consultants to outline how they intend to guide the 
development of the UFMP and ask them to provide samples of prior work  
and references. 

✓ Put a strategy and schedule in place for communicating progress to staff and 
council. This will help keep the project on schedule, communicate success and  
keep the municipal team connected to progress. Specify whether the consultant  
is expected to be part of presentations to council about the plan. 

✓ Start planning for implementation from the outset.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Review our tip sheet on avoiding common challenges when working  

with consultants to learn more. While these tips are focused on asset  

management, they are relevant to diverse project areas, including   

urban forest management. 
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STAFFING, RESOURCE AND BUDGET CONSIDERATIONS 

Implementing a UFMP may require the creation of new positions and expanded 

responsibilities, workload and capabilities within a community’s urban forestry 

team. This is because UFMPs often call for the development or expansion of urban 

forestry activities such as tree planting, maintenance, monitoring and community 

engagement initiatives. 

Meeting these expanded goals may require additional personnel and resources, which  

can have significant budget implications for the urban forestry department. It is import­

ant to consider this possibility early on in planning and when consulting with council to  

ensure there is support for an increase in budget and resources. 

To support successful implementation, UFMPs or their supporting documents should  

include a detailed breakdown of staff responsibilities and relevant departments, both  

for current and new roles. They should also outline the equipment, materials and facilities  

needed to fulfill the plan’s objectives. Additionally, estimated costs for hiring staff and  

acquiring necessary resources should be clearly presented to ensure informed budgeting  

and resource allocation. This is covered in more detail in Step 4. 

step 1: Who needs to be Involved? 10 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

STEP 2: WHAT DO
YOU HAVE NOW? 

 Within this section: 
Studies, practices  
and policies  

Developing an urban forest management plan
(UFMP) requires an in-depth understanding of 
the current state of your community’s urban  
forest and how it is managed. Determining  
what your community already has, including  
challenges, gaps and opportunities for  
improvement, allows your project team  
to set a vision and priorities and make  
evidence-based decisions to inform the  
development of your UFMP. 

 

This involves collecting and analyzing data  
about the urban forest and your community,  
as well as documenting practices, plans and  
policies that affect the management of your  
urban forest. 

URBAN FORESTRY 
STUDIES AND ANALYSES 

To ensure your UFMP is grounded in accurate  
and current information about the trees and  
people in your community, you will need to  
collect and analyze data related to: 

• municipal trees 

• canopy cover and distribution 

• land use and urban forest history 

• demographics, including data 
on equity-deserving groups 

• risks (e.g., financial risks, 
environmental risks) 

• climate change 

Listed in this section are a number of sources 
of information that can provide you with the 
data you need to develop your UFMP and 
maximize the benefits of your urban forest, 
ranked from vital to important to optional. 

Municipal tree inventory – VITAL 

A tree inventory is a prerequisite for 
effective urban forest management, planning 
and budgeting. It outlines detailed informa­
tion on individual trees or groups of trees 
within publicly managed natural spaces, 
parks and streets. 

Tree inventories typically document the 
species, size (e.g., height, diameter at breast 
height), structure, health and location of 
trees in a municipality. This data helps 
communities understand how different 

step 2: What do you have noW? 11 



 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
    

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

    
 
 

 

species and tree sizes are distributed, 
monitor tree health and risk, and plan for 
maintenance. When deciding what type of 
data to collect for your inventory, consider 
which information will be most useful for 
the needs of your community. 

GIS-enabled tree inventory data can be 
continually collected in the field to support 
efficient tracking of key management tasks, 
such as: 

• risk assessment and mitigation 

• new tree planting and 
replacement planting 

• maintenance scheduling (e.g., pruning, 
watering, pest control) 

• pest and disease monitoring 

• work history and associated costs 

If your community does not yet have a tree 
inventory database or a municipal database 
that can be adapted to record tree-related 
data, consider the intended use of the data 
(e.g., tracking work orders, monitoring pests), 
ease of use, available budget and compat­
ibility with existing systems before selecting 
or updating software. 

Tree inventories also provide information 
that will help you: 

• Establish levels of service for activities 
such as pruning and young tree 
maintenance. 

• Plan for staffing, equipment and 
budget needs. 

• Set measurable actions for urban canopy 
and ecosystem services growth. 

• Understand current and emerging threats 
to the urban forest, including which trees 
are most vulnerable to extreme weather 
events, pests or diseases. 

• Communicate the state of the urban 
forest to decision makers and the public. 

Inventories should be maintained cyclically 
(e.g., with a scheduled pruning cycle) or 
updated periodically (often every five 
to ten years) to maintain an accurate 
picture of the urban tree canopy and 
track potential hazards. 

FIGURE 1: EXAMPLE OF MAP 
OF PUBLIC TREES 

Source: City of Thunder Bay trees open data portal 

The City of Thunder Bay, ON   
summarizes its tree inventory in  
its urban forest management plan 
(pp. 9–15), including graphs that 
illustrate the distribution of species, 
size classes and tree conditions, 
a map of public trees (Figure 1) 
and recommendations linked 
to the information tracked in 
the tree inventory. 
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WHAT IS A PLANTING SITE INVENTORY? 

Sometimes integrated with tree inventories, a planting site inventory maps and assesses 

suitable locations for tree planting based on factors like available space, site conditions 

and infrastructure constraints. This type of inventory supports strategic planning by pro­

viding locations for future plantings, along with an assessment of or plans to assess each 

site, to better understand potential challenges and the budget and staff needed to pre­

pare a site for tree planting. This information can be collected using both remote sensing 

and GIS mapping combined with ground-based surveys to verify and evaluate sites. 

See how the City of Fredericton, NB presents its plantable area analysis in its urban  

forest management strategy (pp. 19–20). 

Canopy cover analysis – VITAL 

A canopy cover analysis measures the 
percentage of land area covered by trees. 
It assesses the extent and distribution of 
the urban forest and can be used to monitor 
change over time. This analysis provides 
baseline information needed to establish 
canopy cover targets and pinpoint areas 
with low canopy cover for targeted planting. 
You can also integrate this data with demo­
graphic and health data to prioritize planting 
in specific neighbourhoods (see Planting 
prioritization study). 

Canopy cover analyses can be completed 
using different methods, all of which combine 
remote sensing and GIS analysis. The most 
common forms of remote sensing methods 
include the use of LiDAR technology, aerial 
imagery and satellite imagery. 

To learn more about tools used in  

canopy cover and other urban forest  

analyses, review our factsheet on  

urban forestry technology and tools. 
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https://www.fredericton.ca/about-fredericton/environmental-initiatives/climate-change-adaptation/urban-forests-and-2
https://greenmunicipalfund.ca/resources/factsheet-urban-forestry-technology-and-tools


   

FIGURE 2: EXAMPLE OF CANOPY COVER MAPPING BY BLOCK
 

Source: City of Vancouver Urban Forest Strategy 

The City of Vancouver, BC presents its canopy cover by neighbourhood and by 
block in its urban forest strategy (Figure 2), and tracks changes in the canopy cover  
over time (pp. 24–30). Additionally, the city explores equity in canopy and street   
tree distribution by mapping where gaps in the canopy cover intersect with   
disproportionally impacted populations (pp. 39–44). 
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http://vancouver.ca/files/cov/2025-urban-forest-strategy.pdf
https://vancouver.ca/parks-recreation-culture/urban-forest-strategy.aspx



