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Guest Editorial

Urban forestry – A cinderella science in
South Africa?

INTRODUCTION

The benefits of forests (in their broadest sense) and of
trees to the natural environment and rural
communities are well known throughout the world,
including in South Africa (e.g. see chapters in Lawes
et al. 2004). The presence of these benefits has also
been extrapolated to urban situations, where natural
forests and veld might be left in situ, or trees planted
in public spaces, or in private gardens. These benefits
span the social, aesthetic, health, environmental and
economic spheres. For example, urban forests can
help to reduce stormwater runoff, improve air quality,
reduce noise pollution, sequester carbon, provide
wildlife habitats, as well as provide shade in the city
and thereby saving on energy costs (Summit & Sommer
1998, Akbari 2002, De Sousa 2003, Kollin 2005).
There are also financial as well as psychological and
physical health benefits associated with urban forestry
(Long & Nair 1999), and in suburbs of low economic
status, the planting or maintenance of trees can
provide opportunities for income generation through
the sale of tree products such as fruits, medicines,
dyes and fuelwood (Long & Nair 1999, Madaleno 2000,
Shackleton et al. in press). Populations of some
associated species, such as birds, may also be higher
in urban forests than outside urban environments
(Leston & Rodewald 2006). Surveys of urban residents
confirm the positive attitudes they have to green
spaces and urban forestry, such that estimates of
willingness to pay can be higher than the real costs of
maintaining trees and green belts within the urban
environment (e.g. Tyrväinen 2001, Popoola & Ajewole
2002, Maco & McPherson 2003). Suburbs and
properties with good urban forestry attract high land
values and rents (Iverson & Cook 2000, Laverne &
Winson-Geideman 2003), which increases tax flows to
local authorities.

These well known benefits of trees and areas of
natural biodiversity within urban landscapes come
largely from research in the field of urban forestry.
This is usually viewed as a highly interdisciplinary
field (Konijnendijk et al. 2006), with most, although
not all, of the research emanating from the temperate
countries of Europe and North America. Seemingly,
urban forestry research is not yet established on the
agenda of research institutions in South Africa and
many other developing nations. Before considering
this oversight in more detail, it is first necessary to
define what is meant by urban forestry.

WHAT  IS URBAN  FORESTRY?

Very generally, urban forestry relates to the
promotion, establishment, maintenance and manage-

ment of trees in urban landscapes. Typically, most
urban forestry research and programmes relate to
public spaces within towns and cities, although the
contribution of trees in private gardens to the overall
environmental health and biodiversity of the suburb
or town (and its inhabitants) is gaining recognition
(e.g. Smith et al. 2006). Zipperer et al. (1997) argue
for the consideration of the benefits of trees and treed
areas in terms of ecological patches and to ignore the
distinction between private and public space. This is
appealing in terms of considering the benefits of
trees in urban landscapes, but it ignores the fact that
private and public spaces have different management
authorities and financing mechanisms.

According to Konijnendijk et al. (2006), the term
‘Urban Forestry’ was first used in the late 1800s by
a municipal parks official referring to the silvicultural
context, i.e. the care of individual trees in urban
space. A commonly used definition for a period of
time was that of the American Association of Foresters
(1958), who deemed urban forestry to be “the treatment
of street, shade and park trees to preserve and
protect their aesthetic value” (Owen 2000). The
modern term, however, has embraced the broader
social and economic dimensions, and includes both
planted trees and natural landscapes within the
urban limits. A current definition in wide use states
that urban forestry is “the art, science and technology
of managing trees and forest resources in and around
urban community ecosystems for the physiological,
sociological, economic and aesthetic benefits that
trees provide society” (Konijnendijk et al. 2006).
Interestingly, this definition does not mention the
ecological benefits, which are of much current
research interest internationally. In South Africa,
the definition presented in the National Forestry
Action Programme (NFAP 1997) gives recognition to
the environmental dimensions, with urban forestry
encapsulated as “an integrated approach to the
planting, care and management of trees in urban
and peri-urban areas to secure economic, environ-
mental and social benefits of urban dwellers”. The
NFAP goes on to state that it includes trees in
private gardens and the management of natural
forests or woodlands within the urban or peri-urban
periphery. Whilst a seemingly comprehensive
definition, as with other disciplines of scientific
endeavour, debate remains around what urban
forestry is, or isn’t. Key aspects of these debates
relate to (i) whether or not private gardens should be
considered as part of urban forestry?, (ii) where
along the urban-rural continuum does urban forestry
cease and ‘conventional’ forestry take over (if at all)?,
and (iii) is urban forestry truly different from
conventional forestry, and therefore does it need to be
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defined and treated differently? Reviews of a range of
definitions have been provided within different
chapters of the seminal texts by Kuser (2000) and
Konijnendijk et al. (2005).

URBAN  FORESTRY  PROGRAMMES  &
RESEARCH  IN  SOUTH  AFRICA

Urban forestry programmes are myriad and varied
in South Africa, although generally not under the
banner of ‘urban forestry’. Descriptors more
frequently used are urban greening or tree planting
programmes. The flagship programme at a national
level is National Arbor Week, which brings together
government, business and the non-government sector
to highlight the benefits of trees (Guthrie &
Shackleton 2006, Parkin et al. in press). This receives
much media and education attention. Recently the
National Greening Programme was launched via the
South African National Biodiversity Institute, but
details are yet to be made public. DWAF has a joint
programme with Trees for Africa (a national NGO)
pertaining to urban greening and especially urban
forestry. At a local level, most municipalities allocate
some budget for the development and maintenance of
parks, and have some tree planting activities in well-
frequented public spaces, such as along sidewalks or
down the main street. The last 15 – 20 years has seen
programmatic approaches to urban greening in
general in most of the larger municipalities under
the guise of metropolitan open space systems. The
most advanced of these is the CAPE programme
(Gelderblom et al. 2003) as it integrates the central
tenets of biodiversity conservation, ecosystem
processes and social dimensions. At the local level,
various NGOs promote tree planting in specific
regions, or specific towns. Examples include the
Millennium Tree Planting programme in
Grahamstown and Trees for Africa which provide a
national coverage.

Although it is clear that the planting of trees in
urban areas is widely practiced in South Africa, it is
not supported by a systematic conceptual framework
or based on research to optimize approaches and
returns, and to provide the basis for advocacy and
lobbying for better environmental quality in South
African cities and towns. Indeed, the NFAP (1997)
lamented that urban forestry in South Africa was
largely haphazard and uncoordinated which was
principally a result of there being no cohesive national
strategy, which, in turn, was partially a consequence
of inadequate knowledge and research. At that time
there was only one urban forestry extensionist in
DWAF (NFAP 1997).

In terms of government policy, urban forestry is
mentioned (in passing, under Community Forestry)
in the Forestry White Paper (DWAF 1996). There is
more significant recognition of urban forestry in the
NFAP (1998). Resulting from the NFAP, there is an
internal departmental strategy for urban forestry
(DWAF 2005), currently being revised. Under the

current strategy much is left up to NGOs and
seemingly at least 35 forestry extension officers in
various provincial offices, who have urban forestry
“integrated into their job functions”. But few of them
are working solely on urban forestry full time. All in
all, the focus is on promoting awareness and to some
degree facilitating tree distribution, and leaves the
planning and management of those trees and areas
of natural forests/woodlands within urban areas to
local municipalities, who generally lack funds and
expertise for appropriate planning. The distribution
of trees, and their subsequent management is not
guided or informed by any research programme, and
takes only limited cognizance of the economic and
social dimensions. The fact that the much publicized
presidential Urban Renewal Programme does not
mention urban forestry and green space planning in
its list of deliverables (which are centred on
infrastructure delivery and safety and security), is
indicative of the pitiful recognition and state of
urban forestry practice and advocacy in South Africa.
Considering the urban forestry strategy and indicators
of achievement outlined in the NFAP, most have not
been achieved at all, or only partially.

On the research front the situation is even more
extreme. An examination of several electronic
databases for published literature on urban forestry
(and various synonyms) in South Africa over the last
twenty years revealed only one, namely the six-page
chapter by Mudau (2000) under the banner of urban
greening, and hence included urban agriculture and
permaculture. Prior to that was the handbook of
Vosloo (1973) regarding the silvicultural practicalities
of growing trees in urban areas. Approaches to the
Faculties of Forestry at the Universities of
Stellenbosch and KwaZulu-Natal indicated the same,
i.e. there are currently no systematic programmes
for urban forestry teaching, training or research
within the forestry faculties in South Africa (Pierre
Ackerman pers comm.; Mike Underwood pers.
comm.). Staff are involved in some projects from
time to time that have an urban forestry component
to them, but there is no comprehensive and dedicated
focus on urban forestry research and advocacy.

WHERE  SHOULD  WE  START?

Considering the almost non-existent state of urban
forestry research in South Africa, both in the past
and the present, the research agenda is open. As
such, one assumes initial efforts would focus on a
description of the current extent and nature of urban
forestry in various parts of the country, across a
range of municipalities, and a range of communities
within municipalities. The current government
priorities on social spending will undoubtedly mean
that budget allocations to urban forestry will be
meagre, unless the links to social and economic
upliftment are tangible. Work from temperate regions
show that the benefits are clear for individuals,
municipalities, the nation and the environment.
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Thus, scaled-up investment in urban forestry would
be worthwhile. Competent research within South
Africa should, therefore, be able to make the case for
sufficient budget allocations to urban forestry at the
local level because of the numerous benefits it can
potentially offer to human well-being, urban
sustainability and poverty amelioration. But the
South African context and local conditions need to be
considered, and so models and approaches developed
elsewhere need to be adapted here.

Recently, Dwyer et al. (2002) proposed a set of
seven priorities for urban forestry research in the
United States. Of those, three are immediately
pertinent to South Africa, namely, (i) Development of
appropriate inventory and monitoring tools and
approaches; (ii) Understanding how the location and
configuration of the forest patch affects use and
benefits, and (iii) How to best communicate the
benefits of urban trees and forests to all stakeholders.
To these I suggest the following could be added (i)
Determination of the constraints (and how to
overcome them) to urban forestry in different
administrative and ecological settings in South Africa,
(ii) Valuation of the benefits of trees and urban
forests, (iii) Urban forestry and poverty mitigation,
(iv) How to integrate urban forestry into municipal
zoning processes, and (v) Determination of the relative
benefits and costs of exotic and indigenous forests
and trees in urban forestry. These research topics
are not the realm of solely the ecological and forestry
scientists, but require collaboration with social and
economic scientists within a multidisciplinary
approach, along with active participation of
stakeholders (communities, municipalities, NGOs,
CBOs).

CONCLUSIONS

It is clear that whilst tree planting in urban areas is
widely practiced in South Africa, it receives neither
the profile, government support or nor the research
focus that it requires and deserves. Tree planting
programmes occur, but remain fragmented (as
bemoaned in the NFAP), and uninformed by either a
conceptual framework of urban forestry, nor a
systematic analysis of the benefits, constraints and
optimal approaches within different settings and
communities. There has been patently little change
in the state of urban forestry since the NFAP (1997),
almost ten years ago, and none of the goals identified
at that time have been fully accomplished.
Integration and maintenance of treed and natural
areas into urban landscapes is usually an
afterthought, and most developed in the larger
metropoles. It has a fragile profile amongst the
authorities in small and medium sized towns, but
needs to be boosted before the growth of these smaller
urban areas is at the expense of the natural lands at
the urban-rural periphery. It is time for the research
sector to provide the necessary information,
knowledge and models to guide development of vibrant

and workable urban forestry policies and strategies,
which will capture the attention of policy-makers
and municipal planners and hence the budget strings
they control.
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