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THE URBAN FOREST 
THE COMMUNITY FORESTRY PROGRAM 
By Geoff Steadman for the Fairfield Forestry Committee 

We all have different ideas about what contributes to our quality of life or detracts from it.  This 
is the first in a series of articles about Fairfield’s Community Forestry Program and the essential 
value of trees to the quality of life in Fairfield and, for that matter, in every community. 

The articles will also emphasize the concept of stewardship and describe how government and 
citizens alike can act as stewards with responsibilities to care for environmental resources, 
helping to sustain them for the benefit of future generations. 

The Community Forestry Program is a good example of how such a cooperative commitment to 
stewardship can work.  The program is dedicated to the care of trees on public land and that’s 
why it’s called a community program.  Instead of talking about the forest that we usually think 
of, we’re going to discuss the special significance of trees in well-developed areas, especially in 
the rights-of-way along town roads and on public grounds.  These public trees, in Fairfield and 
other towns, are part of what’s known as the “urban forest.” 

There are over 270 miles of town roads in Fairfield.  The width of the rights-of-way varies but 
there may be up to 40 feet of space along the side of the road to allow for utilities, sidewalks, and 
trees.  A more precise inventory is being conducted, but it’s estimated there are 50,000 to 75,000 
trees in the public rights-of-way and over-hanging them from the more than 20,000 abutting 
properties.  An additional 100,000 to 300,000 trees grow on other town properties such as parks, 
schoolyards, and open space lands. 

Since trees are a constant presence in our lives, it’s easy to take them for granted.  In New 
England, we’re always moved when leaves change color in the fall, but trees also give us many 
personal, neighborhood, and town-wide benefits throughout the year.  In addition to their scenic 
quality, they provide habitat for songbirds and other wildlife, absorb pollution, and provide 
cooling shade.  By holding soil in place, they reduce erosion and allow storm-water to filter into 
the ground.  These are just a few of their natural values. 

Trees are also a big part of Fairfield’s history and sense of community.  Think of the copper 
beeches we associate with the Greenfield Hill Green and the Burr Homestead; the Norway 
spruce in front of Old Town Hall that’s considered the tallest public tree in Connecticut lighted 
every holiday season; and the dogwoods along Bronson Road.  It was in 1795 that Dr. Isaac 
Bronson, in his early and successful attempt at community forestry, transplanted dogwoods along 
the road that now bears his name.  In addition, since trees increase the value of residential and 
commercial properties we can’t overlook their substantial economic impacts in developed areas.  
Trees have more subtle benefits too.  Studies find they help reduce stress and increase the sense 
of well-being in everyday life. 



Trees in the urban forest, however, are particularly susceptible to a number of threats, including 
disease, storms, neglect, poor planning, and improper care.  Their premature demise is often 
expected and they must be actively managed to maintain their health and values and safeguard 
the public, particularly along the rights-of-way shared by cars, utilities, and pedestrians. 

The Town of Fairfield has long recognized its responsibility as a steward of the public trees.  The 
office of the Tree Warden, who is responsible for the care and control of all public trees, was 
established in the 1940’s.  The Representative Town Meeting passed the town’s first tree 
ordinance in 1950.  Also around that time, the Town Plan and Zoning Commission started to 
require developers to plant trees along their new streets.  In 1983, Fairfield was the first town in 
Connecticut to be recognized by the National Arbor Day Foundation as a “Tree City USA.”  
That recognition was given because of the town’s commitment and success in managing its 
public trees and has now been received every year for the past 20 years.  Other awards include 
the Outstanding Urban Forest Community award presented to the town by the Connecticut Urban 
Forest Council. 

In 2006, the Selectmen established the volunteer Fairfield Forestry Committee to assist the Tree 
Warden in developing programs to protect and nourish the town’s tree resources.  The committee 
has begun an inventory of all trees in the town rights-of-way, identifying trees in poor health and 
places where trees have been removed over the years and not replaced.  The committee is also 
starting a program to “plant the right tree, in the right place, in the right way.”  Homeowners next 
to the rights-of-way can participate in this program if they choose to.  If they do, the town will 
plant a new tree in front of their properties and partially cover the cost. 

As the committee continues its work, it will strive to develop and expand the partnership 
between the town and private property owners for the care and protection of public trees.  As we 
continue this series of articles on the Community Forestry Program in the months ahead, we’ll 
talk more about the tree-planting program, how to plant and care for trees, the history of trees in 
Fairfield, and other topics that we hope will be of interest.  We also hope you’ll see from this 
first article that the term “urban forestry” is not as contradictory as it may seem. 

For more information on the Fairfield Community Forestry Program and Forestry 
Committee, call the Tree Warden’s office at 256-3178. 


