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Challenges and Opportunities to 
Increase Canopy in Syracuse, NY



2020 Urban Forest Master Plan



Syracuse’s Urban 
Forest

• City 148K; County 476K

• 1.6 million trees on all lands

• $ 9.2 million in benefits

• 28% canopy cover



Percent canopy by neighborhood
Surface temperature map

Tree Equity Map

Syracuse’s Urban ForestGOAL:1,500 tree per year in 
public spaces



Master Planning 
Process



2020 Urban Forest 
Master Plan

Adopted April 27, 2022!!

1. Increase canopy by 
7% in 20 years

2. Improve forest 
health and 
resiliency

3. Revitalize education 
& stewardship 
programs



Strategies & 

Progress

NEED TO START
• Update tree ordinance to codify our current tree protection 

requirements and development standards, and to develop a 
process for fines and mitigation for tree loss

• Revitalize education and stewardship programs

WORK IN PROGRESS

• Incorporate canopy goals into larger planning initiatives*

• Increase rooting volume for tree pits and in tree lawns

ONGOING

• Continue aggressive tree planting in the right of way

• Design standards for streetscapes and landscapes during 
development

• Proactive Management: 1/6 re-inventory, 1/12th rotational 
prune!!



Canopy loss 
continues!

Recent UTC Assessment revealed 
1% canopy loss since 2013



Challenge & Benefit: 
The American Rescue Plan

+ Urban forest tree planting $   2     million
+ Neighborhood parks improvements & maintenance $   2     million
– Enabling city to pursue municipal sidewalks $   4.5  million
– Water Infrastructure $ 10     million
– Neighborhood revitalization through housing $   5     million
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Number of Street Trees

Challenge: Keeping 
pace with removals

• Removals per year:  
600 to  700 (2%)

• Plantings per year:   
800 to 1,100



Challenge: Construction



Challenge: 
Commercial 
development



Challenge: Vacant 
Land Management

• Large portfolio 
• Hazard trees
• Dumping
• Gathering place for illicit activity
• People don’t like to live next to this
• Generates negative attitude 

towards trees
• Need to rebuild the urban forest as 

much as housing stock



Challenge: 
Housing Demos & Infill

• Often poor-quality trees

• No hazard tree assessment
• Where quality exists, no 

tree protection program 

• Initial clearing often leaves 
legacy issues on site

• Planting new trees not part 
of the project



Acreage and Number of Patches by Size Class

Challenge: 
Small patches most of 

our forest



Challenge: 
Only plant 

where property 
owners 

approve



Opportunities

1) Potential canopy in Right of way
2) Break up concrete and plant trees
3) Identify vacant lands to reforest



Community 
Forestry Programs



Robust Planting 
Program

• 10 - 15% of sites are amended (fluff up soil)
• 60% planted by Onondaga Earth Corps

✔Bare-root trees (1.25 to 1.75”)
✔About $375 per tree

• 40% traditional landscape company
✔Balled & Burlap – mostly 2”
✔About $450 per tree

GOAL:1,500 tree per year in 
public spaces



Turn down the heat 
in the business 

districts
S Salina St - 2021

W Onondaga & South Ave - 2023-24

•Business Districts 

•Areas targeted for investment

•Low canopy areas



S Salina St between Colvin & Elk

Post County Stormwater Intervention

Turn down the heat 
in the business 

district



Tree Pit Retrofits

• Not replanting in tree pits
• All pits are expanded as 

much as possible
• Inside the yellow line will be 

structural soil 3-feet deep
• Will be 384 cubic feet
• 10 times more than before
• Cost is $5,000



Natural Areas

Phase two of Onondaga Creekwalk

Schiller Park Forest Restoration

• Improve safety, aesthetics and 
long term viability of forests

• Manage invasives
• Replant natives and edible



Natural Areas 
Restoration



Schiller Park Forest 
Restoration

• 11 acre forest – an island of nature 
surrounded by housing

• Many New Americans settle on 
Northside 

• First exposure to nature in the US
• About 2,000 trees will be planted
• Good candidate for City Forest Credits



Natural Areas 
Restoration



Natural Areas 
Restoration

150-200 year old oaks, no 
native tree regeneration

ESF & OEC Buckthorn 
eradication at Schiller Park



Natural Area 
Restoration



How do we scale up?

Challenges and Opportunities to 
Increase Canopy



Natural Area 
Restoration

900 trees and shrubs to be 
planted in Fall 2022 by OEC 

& Community



Natural Area 
Restoration



Trees & Planning Opportunities



4 Areas of 
Opportunity

Large 
Vacant Lot 

Stock
- Strategic 
planting on 

public owned 
lots

Infill 
Housing 

Development
&

Resurgent 
Neighborhood 

Initiative

Large
Scale 

Developments
- Interstate 
81Deconstruction
- Downtown 
Revitalization 
Initiative
- Blueprint 15

Targeted 
Neighborhood

Planning
Projects

- Tully St 
Planting
- Hovey & Huron
- Urban Food 
Forest Project



Strategic Planting 
on Vacant Lots

• Over 1,000 vacant lots in 
Syracuse under favorable 
ownership

• While some sites are set 
aside for infill housing, 
others are prime candidates 
for permanent greenspace

Type Parcels Acreage

Residential 746 5718.44
Commerical 265 54.1

Industrial 5 0.08
With 

improvements 7 0.23

Total 1023 5772.85

Vacant Land Under Favorable Ownership by 
Type

Owner Number of parcels Acres

City of Syracuse 433 186.3
GSPDC 576 5583.42

SURA/SIDA 14 3.13

Total 1023 5772.85

Vacant Land Under Favorable Ownership



Infill Housing 
Development: 
Resurgent 
Neighborhood 
Initiative 



RNI Planning Areas + Block Index Scores



Tree and Root 
Protection Plans



Planting with Infill 
Housing 

• Trees are an essential part of 
the neighborhood ecosystem

• Provide new homeowners and 
renters with all benefits (clean 
air, shade, decreased land 
surface temps, natural privacy 
buffer)

• Raise property values for 
homeowners

Otisco & Ontario slated for infill 
housing development



Addressing 
Problem trees

• When the Land Bank 
demolishes a property, site 
amendment is often left out of 
demolition work scopes

• This leaves rocky, debris laden 
soil and trees in terrible 
condition

• In new housing is slated for the 
lot, the new owner inherits the 
problems

New site plans for 443 MLK Blvd W

Problem trees at 441-43 MLK Blvd W



Large Scale Developments



Blueprint 15 
Redevelopment

Housing Plan
• Plan includes demolition 

of 75 units McKinney 
Manor and 599-unit of 
Pioneer Homes to make 
way for the construction 
of 1,404 units of high 
quality, mixed income 
housing

The People Plan
- Improve health through 

comprehensive family –
centered support and 
high-quality accessible 
health care services

Neighborhood Plan 
• Plans include a new 

“greenway 
connecting two 
parks within the 
area



Highway I-81 
Deconstruction

• The NYS Department of 
Transportation has decided to 
introduce a community grid as an 
alternative to travel once highway 
I-81 is deconstructed

• This change will make available __ 
acres of land

• Current plans for the new corridor 
include st



Downtown 
Revitalization 

Initiative
• In 2021 Syracuse was selected to 

receive $10 million in funding as 
the winner of the 5th round of 
Downtown Revitalization Initiative

• Funds will go towards 
transforming downtown 
neighborhoods into magnets for 
redevelopment, business, job 
creation and economic and 
housing diversity

The City’s Request
• The city’s Department of Parks 

and recreation submitted a 
request for $338,000 to increase 
street tree canopy along the 
Southwest Gateway

• Funding would support 
construction of tree pits and 
adjacent sidewalk infrastructure 
improvements to support pits



Sm

Small Scale Neighborhood 
Planning Projects



Southwest 
Neighborhood
Tully St Planting

• High community buy in 
• Formerly redlined areas
• Proximity to highly activated 

community spaces
• Proximity to recent 

investments (Real estate, 
housing, infrastructure, etc.)

• Site Control

701 Tully Current Lot Conditions



Southwest 
Neighborhood:
Hovey & Huron

• Longstanding community 
complaints

• Persistent dumping
• Buy in across city 

departments – NBD, Parks, 
DPW, Codes, Assessment, 
SOCPA

• Located in flood plain
• Lots of site control – LB and 

seizable lots

Hovey & Huron Area



Where we are 
now?

Id
ea

tio
n Finish RNI 

strategizing and 
create 
neighborhood 
housing plans 
with canopy 
goals for 
improving tree 
equity where 
needed

C
om

m
un

ity
 E

ng
ag

em
en

t Continue to 
partner with 
service 
providers, 
community 
agencies and 
residents to 
boost plantings

W
or

kf
lo

w
s Improve 

workflows for 
demolition and 
new 
development by 
adding Parks to 
the table

Strengthen 
vacant lot policy 
between City 
and Land Bank



@ SYRACUSE1848

Questions?
cjordan@syrgov.net
sharris@syrgov.net
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