
Adapting Seattle Park 
Landscapes to Protect Trees 

and People
How design and maintenance is evolving to be a climate solution



Prepare for
larger winter 
storm 
events, 
flooding, and 
CSO’s, and 
summer 
heatwaves 
and  
drought





Flooding mitigation: Why we need more 
evergreen groves in urban landscapes
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Pre-European settlement the Puget Sound lowlands were dominated 
by mixed evergreen forests 



Evergreens Intercept 2X 
More Stormwater Than 

Deciduous Trees

• Deciduous are dormant 
(leafless) from 
November through April

• PNW data on trees and 
stormwater runoff show 
a 30% annual reduction 
for evergreens and a 
15% annual reduction 
for deciduous trees.   



Why landscape maintenance 
professionals ask for more 

evergreen vegetation?



Leaf Blower Bans are on the Rise



Evergreens retain leaves or needle for 3-5 years

• Evergreen’s  shed 
66%-80% less 
annual leaf 
debris, even less 
depending on 
species. 



Seattle’s Master Tree List Perpetuates The 
Fetish For Deciduous Trees

Seattle’s Master Tree List 

Evergreen 19

Deciduous 166

Total 185



Help the public make more adult decisions

Do this…… Not this…..



Where Deciduous Trees Are 
Installed Redefine Groundcover as 

Low Shrubs



If deciduous trees are installed
  groundcover = low shrubs (2’-3’ ht)

• Understory must 
survive an unnatural 
accumulation of fall 
leaves. 

• Prefer evergreen 
shrubs to provide 
year-round weed 
suppression.

• Request adding logs 
as leaf dams 





Staging logs as leaf debris dams

• Functions as casual seating opportunity
• Returns nurse log habitat to urban parks
• Returns nutrients to soil for decades
• Stores carbon in soil
• Feeds beneficial soil microbes
• Helps reduce offsite hauling
• Helps suppress weeds 



Importing logs adds habitat for 
cavity nesting pollinators & 
retains stormwater 
Habitat fire breaks Water squeezed out of log pulp



Pros and Cons of adding Large 
Woody Debris:
Pros
1. Reduces area to mulch
2. Reduces area to weed
3. Reduces waste hauling costs
4. Blocks unwanted social paths
5. Creates casual seating opportunity
6. Returns nutrients to soil
7. Stores carbon in soil
8. Creates beneficial insect habitat
9. Creates beneficial fungus habitat
10. Enhances drought tolerance
11. Acts as fire break
12. Adds barrier to retain fall leaves
13. Protects trees from staff damage
14. Adds naturalistic aesthetic

Cons
1. Some privileged bully might complain
2. Adds something new to a familiar 

maintenance routine
3. Beneficial Yellow Jackets could also benefit 

from the habitat



Top Priority: Protect And Preserve 
The Trees We Have



End Staff Equipment Damage With… 



• Prevents tree root and trunk damage
• Retains more leaf litter, 
   reduces mulching needs
• Simplifies mowing 
• Reduced mower damage

Stop mowing under tree driplines 





Protect trees with Eco-turf lawns 
requiring little to no mowing



Limit the Need for Artificial Life 
Support, Install Future Climate 

Tolerant Vegetation



We expect increased water 
needs & costs



Take inspiration from our innovative Canadian neighbors



Replace Extractive Landscape 
Practices with Regenerative 

Practices



Urban park’s soil needs to 
function like forest soil



3.25” high stack of 
receipts for truckloads 
of yard waste and logs 
hauled to Issaquah 
• $85.00 per truckload of waste
• 1.5 hour round trip of needless 

carbon emissions
• High labor and fuel costs
• Truckloads of nutrients 

extracted from parks
• Truckloads of carbon 

prevented from being stored in 
our soil



We mapped drought vulnerable 
trees in parks
• Use Drought Vulnerable 

Tree Map to identify trees 
that need support

• Prioritize zones to irrigate 
based on vulnerable trees

• Shift leaves where they’re 
needed most  

• https://seattlecitygis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewe
r/index.html?id=84790190c19842cca73e6419c2d33f1d&
extent=-13618572.0832%2C6044114.0736%2C-
13613985.8615%2C6046256.699%2C102100

https://seattlecitygis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=84790190c19842cca73e6419c2d33f1d&extent=-13618572.0832%2C6044114.0736%2C-13613985.8615%2C6046256.699%2C102100
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Save your lower back: 
Let nature do the work
Keep leaves and branches where they belong - on the 
ground!



Top with arborist woodchips to retain leaves



Preserve Trees with Less Work



If Leaves Are Extracted, They’re 
Replaced With Arborists Woodchip 

Mulch



“Each 1 percent increase in soil 
organic matter helps soil hold 20,000 
gallons more water per acre."
Source: Kansas State Extension Agronomy e-Updates, Number 357, July 6, 2012 



Mulch to the dripline radius





Install safer, more efficient tree 
wells
This…… Not this……



Make tree preservation the priority

Do this…. Not this….



Mulching Do’s and 
Don'ts 
• Don’t exceed 6” mulch depth
• Don’t use bark-based mulch
• Don’t use gravel mulch
• Don’t use weed fabric
• Don’t bury the root crown
• Do keep trunk free of mulch
• Do mulch to the dripline radius 
• Do use arborist woodchip mulch
• Do use burlap & cardboard
• 3” depth minimum, 4”-6” is best



Future Plans for More Equitable 
Access to Cooling Shade 



Seattle’s Unintended History of 
Shade Removal & Social Injustice  

“We always have to be evaluating our climate goals against our equity goals to make sure 
that we further our climate goals and advance equity.” Mayor Jenny A. Durkan





People want more shade in our parks



Hopeful Future Innovations

• Predeath tree replacement
• Dense tree groves, rather than 

vulnerable lone specimens
• Miyawaki Forests
• Evergreen street tree requirement, 

special permission to plant deciduous
• 50% canopy coverage over parking lots 

within 15 years 
• Future climate tolerant 
• Native to Cascade Bioregion
• Mowed turf less than 20% of urban 

landscapes 



Thank you! 



4 evergreens work as hard as 
11’x12’ rain garden



Seattle’s Master Tree List is Skewed 
Toward Continuation of a Deciduous 
Dominated City

Seattle’s Master Tree List 

Evergreen 19

Deciduous 166

Total 185
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