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Mission

We connect people with horticulture, and 
together we create beautiful, healthy and 
sustainable communities.

Urban greening and training programs:
Garden Tenders

Vacant LandCare

City Harvest

Tree Tenders

Rain Check

Roots to Re-Entry



Education 

Community forestry

• Empowering people to plant, 

care for, and advocate for 

trees 

5,000+ Tree Tenders graduates since 
1993



Philadelphia Tree Planting

• 800-1000 trees annually, led by 30-35 civic groups

• Mostly street trees (by owner request)

• 1.5” bare root stock 



What is Tree Checkers?

• Volunteer/citizen/community 

science data collection 
– Tree survival, size, health, 

stewardship

The Data Collectors

• Certified Tree Tenders

• Other neighborhood tree stewards

• University students, PHS interns
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Tree Recipient 

Engagement

• In-person interactions

• Tree check-up report 



What is Tree Checkers?

• Volunteer/citizen/community 

science data collection
– Tree survival, size, health, 

stewardship

• Engagement with tree 

owners

• Optional tree/pit care

The Data Collectors

• Certified Tree Tenders

• Other neighborhood tree stewards

• University students, PHS interns



Tree Checkers Goals

• Increase tree survival during 

establishment
–Promote stewardship 

through engagement



Tree Checkers Goals

• Increase tree survival during 

establishment
–Promote stewardship 

through engagement

• Address trees that need 

attention 
– Replacement list

– Tree care action items



Tree Checkers Goals 
a need for monitoring standards…

• Robust data for program 

and tree performance 

analysis

• Making decisions
– Program operations

– Tree planting/care 

practices



Monitoring Variables

• Location (address & site code)

• Species

• Mortality status

• Crown vigor (5 classes)

• Trunk circumference

• Additional health and 
stewardship indicators



Trunk Measurements

• Circumference (cm)

• Circumference measurement 

height on trunk (cm)

Equipment: 
Flexible measuring/sewing tape 
Rigid measuring tape 



Additional Variables

• Tree health issues
– Root flare buried

– Broken branches

– Suckers

– Bark damage

• Site condition - stewardship indicators
–Weeds/trash

–Mulch

–Dry soil



Additional Variables

• Monitoring notes 

• Maintenance actions 

and followup

• Method of owner 

engagement

• Admin 
– Planting record note

– Replacement request



Managing Field Work 

• Good baseline planting records

• Data collection methods (paper, 

mobile) 

• Equipment and supplies

• Training volunteers (protocols, 

safety)

• Coordinating volunteer field work



Data Collection



Mobile & Online 

Data Collection

• PHS Urban Forest Cloud 

(Tree Plotter)

• Mobile device w/ internet
–iPads, tablet, phone



Data reviewed for errors 

(photos help!)

Mobile & Online 

Data Collection



Using the Data

• Species selection

• Replacement list

• Identifying stewardship needs & 

issues
– Individual trees

– Tree care best practices



Using the Data
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Trees Planted 1030 922 797 755 924

Trees Checked 66% 71% 89% 87% (671) 76% (700)

Groups Participated 25/35 24/35 26/30 31/35 26/33

Owner Engagement
22% spoke 

to owner

21% spoke 

to owner

21% spoke 

to owner

22% spoke to 

owner 

48% left report

31% spoke to 

owner

58% left report

Trees Alive 90.6% 92.7% 90.5% 93.4% 94.1%

Healthy Crown 

Vigor Class 1 or 2
85.6% 94.8% 90.9% 91.8% 91.9%

Mulch "Good" 39% 32% 44% 44% 40.2%

Buried Root Flare 31.3% 23.3% 27.2% 21.2% 24.1% 



Using the Data

• Species selection

• Replacement list

• Identifying stewardship needs & 

issues

• Cleaning up tree records

• Baseline data for future 

monitoring and growth analysis



Lessons Learned

• Rigorous monitoring enabled by clean 

planting records and standards
 confidence in the data 

• Adapting monitoring to goals and 

research questions

• Learning new things about our trees 

and program

“It gave me a chance to go around and check up on all the trees, 
build relationships with the homeowners, and make tree health a 
visible activity in the neighborhood.”
- Fair Hill Tree Tenders



Acknowledgements

Field Guide & 
Resource Guide coauthors
Greg McPherson
Bryant Scharenbroch
Jason Henning
Johan Ostberg
Lee Mueller
Andrew Koeser
John Mills
Rich Hallett
John Sanders
John Battles
Deb Boyer
Jason Fristensky
Sarah Mincey
Paula Peper
Jess Vogt

PHS staff & volunteers

Mindy Maslin

Tree Tenders

USDA FS Region 5

Miranda Hutten

Ann & Steve Dunsky

The Nature Conservancy

Rachel Holmes



Contact Info
Lara Roman
USDA Forest Service
lara.roman@usda.gov

Natalie van Doorn
USDA Forest Service
natalie.vandoorn@usda.gov

Dana Dentice 
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society
ddentice@pennhort.org


