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2019: Met with Mayor DiRocco and CSC

Noticeable Loss of Trees, Particularly with Increase in New Construction

What Can We do to Better Preserve and Manage our Tree Canopy?

Idea: Interview Experts, Stakeholders, Other Communities

2020: Met with Mayor Colbert

Sept 2020: Project was approved by Town Council

Feb 2021: Project Began

How Did This Project Start?



Project Team

Kirkland & Ellis LLP (law firm)

Vienna Conservation and Sustainability 
Commission

Ramboll (environmental consultancy)

Project Was Conducted Free of Charge to the Town



How Did We Conduct the Project?

1. Interviewed More Than 50 Individuals

2. Reviewed Virginia’s Tree Laws and Tree 
Ordinances in Vienna and Other Northern 
Virginia Communities

3. Reviewed Tree Reports Prepared for Other 
Communities



50 Interviews



What Did We Learn?

Trees are Critical Community Infrastructure



What Did We Learn?

Suburban Environments Present Challenges for Trees

 Compacted soils 

 Concrete and impermeable surfaces

 Physical damage to limbs and roots 

 Invasive vines

 Summer heat

 Drought

 Insect damage 

 Disease



What Did We Learn?
Vienna’s Challenges to Preserving Trees

100 Home Teardowns/Rebuilds Per Year



What Did We Learn?

Vienna’s Challenges to Preserving Trees

100 Teardown/Rebuilds 
Each Year

New Water and Sewer Lines Dumpster, Potty, and all 
Construction Materials Onsite

Homes Designed to 
Maximum Footprint

New Gas Line Onsite Stormwater 
Management Systems

Deeper Excavations with 
Onsite Staging of Excavated 

Soil

New Underground Electrical 
Line

Post-Construction Grading 
Requirements

Pumped Concrete 
Foundations and Access for 

Pumping Trucks

New Underground Phone/Cable 
TV/Internet Line

Sidewalk Reconstruction or 
Installation



What Did We Learn?
Vienna’s Tree Canopy is Declining

~100 Teardowns a Year in Vienna.  How Many Trees Have Been Lost?  

Falls Church estimates 5 mature trees lost per teardown.

Davey Resource Group Conducted Urban Tree Canopy (UTC) 

Assessment of Vienna in 2022

Vienna’s Tree Canopy Decreased in 10 Years from 2011 to 2021 

 13% Decrease in Canopy = Decrease from 44.5 % to 38.7%

 Loss of About 163 Acres of Canopy = Decrease from 1253 to 

1090 Acres

 Some Areas of Town Had a Decrease Greater Than 30%



What Did We Learn?
Trees Provide Substantial Annual Benefits to Vienna

Vienna receives over $4.3 million in total annual benefits from its tree 
cover

 Carbon storage: Annual value $245,235  / Stored carbon value of $6.4 
million

 Stormwater absorption and reduction in runoff 

 Removes 23.6 million gallons of stormwater each year

 Annual value of over $4 million

 Each tree takes up 420 gallons of stormwater annually

 Removal of air pollutants (CO, NO2, SO2, ozone): Annual value of 
$27,193

 Improved air quality (PM removal): Annual value of $26,294



What Do We Recommend Vienna Do?

1. Establish a Tree Commission

Vienna maintains a Conservation and Sustainability Commission (CSC). 

 Broad environmental mission: energy conservation, natural resource protection, trash, recycling, 
composting, sustainable development, tree protection and replacement. 

 Constitutes Town’s tree board: advocate for planting budget, Arbor Day celebration, impetus for 
2014 minimum canopy requirements, helped update 2017 Tree Preservation & Planting Guide, 
biannual native plant sales, seedling giveaways, education and outreach about tree benefits.

 CSC’s mission is not solely dedicated to trees.

Nearby communities such as Fairfax County, Falls Church, and Leesburg have a dedicated tree board 
or commission that is focused solely on trees. A Vienna Tree Commission could: 

 Continue and expand on CSC initiatives.

 Identify and use funding opportunities and grants for tree planting on public and private property. 

 Help the Town implement the 100+ recommended actions we compiled to increase tree canopy and 
enhance tree management. 

Recommendation: Establish a Tree Commission that is focused solely on trees 
(policy, management plan, data, public outreach, planting events).



► Vienna’s Department of Parks and Recreation has an annual $15,000 horticulture budget 

and two full-time staff for flower planting, equipment, and maintenance.

► Vienna’s annual budget for tree removal has ranged from $30,000 to $50,000 over the past 

few years — with little or no budget money specifically allocated to tree planting. 

► Interviewees stressed need to add staff and allocate funds solely for purchasing, planting, 

watering, and maintaining trees—or for contracting out for these services.

► Other northern Virginia governments we interviewed maintain and track their tree planting 

budgets and number of trees planted as part of their urban forest plan.

Recommendation:

Develop a multi-year planting plan (use UTC assessment data, Parks and 
Recreation and Town arborists, Tree Commission).

Establish an annual budget line item for tree purchases, planting and 
maintenance.

Track and publish the number of trees Vienna plants each year.

What Do We Recommend Vienna Do?

2. Establish a Tree Planting Budget and Track Number of Trees Planted



 Virginia is a “Dillon Rule” state:  Local governments such as Vienna may only adopt ordinances where the 
General Assembly has expressly or implicitly granted them authority to do so. 

 Virginia State Code authorizes adoption of local tree ordinances under two sections.  In 1990, the Virginia 
General Assembly granted localities in the Chesapeake Bay watershed the authority to adopt a tree 
replacement ordinance. (Section 15.2-961) The General Assembly also granted certain localities in Planning 
District 8 (which includes Vienna) the authority to a tree conservation ordinance. (Section 15.2-961.1)

Vienna -- Tree Replacement Ordinance

 In 1991, Vienna adopted the tree replacement ordinance applicable only to new subdivisions.

 In 2014, Vienna extended the tree replacement ordinance to apply to single lot development/redevelopments.

 20% Tree Canopy in 20 Years: Under Vienna’s tree replacement ordinance, builders must submit a plan 
for planting and replacement of trees on site during development so that, at 20 years in the future, the lot will 
be covered by a minimum of 20% tree canopy in RS-16, RS-12.5, and RS-10 zones.

 Existing trees may be preserved to meet all or part of the tree canopy requirement if such trees are identified 
on the site plan and they meet the Town’s standards.  There is no requirement to preserve or make an 
effort to preserve existing trees.  

What Do We Recommend Vienna Do?

3. Adopt the Tree Conservation Ordinance



 In 1990, Fairfax County adopted the tree conservation ordinance under authority of 15.2-961.1

 The ordinance allows minimum tree canopy requirements to be met through the preservation or 
replacement of trees. However, when existing trees meet standards of health, condition, and suitability, 
and when it is feasible to preserve those trees, all efforts shall first be made to meet the tree canopy 
requirement through the preservation of trees before tree planting. 

 Tree preservation targets are set at the percentage of the site covered by tree canopy at the time of plan 
submission and equal the minimum portion of the applicable canopy requirement that must be met 
through tree preservation.

 The ordinance sets higher tree canopy requirements. Some residential lots in Vienna (RS-16, RS-
12.5) would have a 25% tree canopy in 20 years requirement, rather than the current 20% in 20 
years.  

 The ordinance allows for deviations and waivers.  Builders who demonstrate that minimum 
canopy requirements cannot be met through preservation or onsite planting may seek a waiver and 
contribute to the Tree Preservation and Planting Fund.  Fairfax County reports that waivers are rare 
(only 41 in 10 years).  The fund is used to support public and other planting by government agencies 
and 501(c)(3) organizations.

 Recommendation: Adopt the tree conservation ordinance to help preserve 
existing trees and create additional tree planting.

3. Recommend Vienna Adopt the Tree Conservation Ordinance
(Adopted by Fairfax County in 1990)



Additional Recommendations

Conduct a Street Tree Inventory and 
Identify Priority Planting Locations on 

Town Property

Establish a Nonprofit “Vienna Tree 
Foundation” That Can Receive Grants and 
Donations and Can Plant Trees on Private 

Property

Update Vienna’s tree credit system 

Conduct early arborist review of site 
plans new construction projects

Make use of resident volunteers to nurture 
newly-planted town trees

Adopt a Heritage Tree ordinance

Consider incentives that could be offered 
to builders for tree preservation

Expand Arbor Day into a group tree planting 
day throughout the town 

Prioritize enforcement of tree laws in the 
town.  Enact a civil penalty ordinance of 

violation of Town tree requirements  

Limit paving of front yards to allow 
space for trees (this is in place in Fairfax 

county)

Update tree preservation and planting guide 
and replacement tree list

Give credit for the stormwater benefit of 
preserving trees, especially large mature 

trees

Plant trees in tree lawns soon after 
sidewalks are installed

Consider a dedicated utility fee to be used for 
tree planting

Initiate a tree planting campaign to 
encourage voluntary tree planting

Make use of existing tree planting 
contracts with neighboring jurisdictions 

to lower tree purchase costs

Conduct regular tree/seedling giveaways Organize big planting events

Increase publicity for Vienna’s existing 
tree donation program

Require bonds to help tree survival Education and outreach so stakeholders 
appreciate the value of Vienna’s trees and 

what is necessary for their stewardship 



Our Three Principal Recommendations for Town Council

1. Establish a Vienna Tree Commission

2. Develop a public tree planting plan, establish an annual tree 

budget, and publish and update annually information and 

statistics regarding the Town’s efforts with regard to trees --

including amounts spent for tree planting and number of trees 

planted.

3. Adopt a Tree Conservation Ordinance as authorized under 

Virginia Code Section 15.2-961.1.



A Tree Conservation Ordinance for Vienna



A Recommendation for Code Create To Allow for Trees in Front Yards
Incorporate the 30 Percent Limitation on Front Yard Surfacing

That is in Place in Fairfax County

Front Yard Surfacing 

In the RS-16, RS-12.5, and RS-10 Districts, no more than 30 percent of any front yard may be surfaced area 
for a driveway or vehicle or trailer parking area. On a pipestem lot, the surfaced area within the pipestem driveway 
is not included in this limitation. In addition, these limitations may be exceeded for a surfaced area that is:

(a)  Limited to two side-by-side parking spaces if the surfaced area is not more than 25 feet long and 18 feet wide;

(b)  On a lot that has its primary access from a major thoroughfare and consists of two side-by-side parking spaces and a 
vehicular turn-around area as long as the surfaced area is not more than 25 feet long and 18 feet wide and the turn-around 
area does not exceed 150 square feet; or

(c)  Provided as an accessibility improvement as approved by the Zoning Administrator. 


