Announcing the 2018 SMA Urban Tree of the Year
by Michelle Sutton, Editor, City Trees

The 2018 SMA Urban Tree of the Year

10 inches (25 cm) and they are a good
35 to 40 feet (11 to 12 m) tall. We just
recently started planting the upright
cultivar ‘Fastigiatum’ in parking lots; we
will see how they do there. The tulip tree
has become a resident favorite because
of its attractive leaf shape and flowers
Liriodendron is Greek for “lily tree” (leirion is Greek for “lily” and is Latinized to as well as its bright yellow fall color.”
“lirio,” and dendron means “tree”) and tulipifera is Latin for “tulip-bearing.” So
one could say it’s a “tulip-bearing lily tree,” although the reference to lilies is The SMA recognizes the underutilized,
attractive, and useful tulip tree for its
not well understood—the tree is in the magnolia, not lily, family.
service to urban forests and encouragIn the plus column, tulip tree is fast-growing and beautiful; offers great wildlife es its use when matched appropriately
value; tolerates acid soils, somewhat alkaline soils, and soils that are occa- to site and as part of a diverse urban
sionally wet; can grow in partial sun; and has very good disease and insect tree inventory. You can see the full list
resistance. It is readily available in the trade, and there are more compact of past Tree of the Year winners on the
cultivars available, like ‘Emerald City’ from J. Frank Schmidt & Son Co. ( Here’s
SMA website, www.urban-forestry.com
a delightful video with Frank Warren and Michael Dirr as they discuss ‘Emerald
City’ and tulip tree generally).
is native to much of the
Eastern United States. It’s cold hardy to Zone 4 and heat hardy to Zone 8b or
9. It is the majestic tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera), reaching 60 to 90 feet
(18 to 27 m) in height and 30 to 50 feet (9 to 15 m) in width at maturity. It’s
named tulip tree because of the shape of its leaves, which emerge first, and
its showy flowers, which follow and can be borne higher up in the canopy and
partially hidden from view by the leaves.

In the minus column, tulip tree is not tolerant of salt spray or soil salt; it can
be sensitive to both drought and chronically poor soil drainage; the straight
species needs a large soil volume to meet its needs as a large-maturing shade
tree; and it can be weak-wooded and drop a lot of branches, especially after
ice storms. If used in urban environments, the most successful planting sites
for the straight species will be places like parks, parkways, rights-of-way, or
extra-wide medians with shared soil volume. Compact and fastigiate cultivars
will need less soil volume.
Dublin, Ohio Assistant Forester Jocelyn Knerr is a fan. “I nominated the tulip tree
primarily because it’s a native tree to Ohio, which makes it suited to our climate as
well as being good for our wildlife. We started planting the tulip tree ten years ago
in Dublin, mostly in rights-of-way. Their present diameter at breast height (DBH) is
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(top left) Tulip tree leaves and flowers
• Photo by Steve Cothrel

Michelle Sutton has been Editor of
City Trees since 2005.
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(this page) The deep green leaves and
compact form of a maturing ‘Emerald
City’ tulip tree • Photo Courtesy J.
Frank Schmidt & Son Co.

The tulip tree can grow

to be
a stunningly large, beautiful tree when
planted in a location that accommodates
it. Because of its unique leaves and flowers, it is a great educational resource for
the young arborist starting on their tree ID
training journey.
While the species can get big, it can also
have brittle branches, possibly exasperated by drought, and can break under
wind or snow load. Like many trees in
the Pacific Northwest region, it can be
susceptible to aphids. But it also provides
pollen for bees and can be a micro-ecosystem for urban wildlife, even in cavities
of previously dropped branches.
This tree can benefit from training pruning
in the early years and an on-going maintenance program according to the local
municipality’s standards. Keeping an
up-to-date municipal tree inventory and
funding allocation for maintenance, not
just for removal and replacement of trees,
will help get larger, mature trees like this
kind throughout any city, which can provide a strong sense of place and a more
human connection to urban wildlife.
When I worked in Fall River, Massachusetts, the community honoured one
of their largest specimens downtown by
obtaining state champion tree status
for it. Here in the Pacific Northwest, we
have a 40-m-tall (131 feet) specimen at
Riverview Hospital in Coquitlam, BC, that
has been used as an example of beauty
in local arborist training presentations.
You can really see the impact trees have
on people when they are deeply affected by the possibility of removal. When
a large tulip tree was removed from a
street in Langley, BC, a coworker of mine
remembers the day clearly and was devastated. Rather than being swayed by
maintenance needs, I advocate that we
all plant more trees like the tulip tree
with proper growing space and care to
give urban dwellers the opportunity to
(left) Young ‘Emerald City’ tulip trees
showing fall color • Photo Courtesy
J. Frank Schmidt & Son Co.
(far right) Young tulip tree habit and
fall color • Photo by Steve Cothrel
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fall in love and fight for their retention.
As arborists, what is more important than
giving people the opportunity to fall in
love with a tree?

Now Available

—Emily Hamilton, with contributions from Carolina Arango, Grady
Lazenby, and Sheena Fisher, City of
Surrey, BC

INCREASE THE
NUMBER OF TREES
YOU TREAT
IN A DAY!

is not
native in the Red River alluvial floodplain
where my city is located, it will grow well
there if planted on the higher areas along
the natural levees that occur along the
rivers and bayous. In my opinion, it is the
classic American tree. Its coarse texture,
predictable and consistent conical form,
strong central leader, and tall stature
make it a dominant feature in the landscape. It should only be used as a street
tree in areas where there is sufficient soil
volume, such as lawns behind sidewalks
in residential areas, in parks, and in natural wooded areas.

™

Japanese Beetles, Leaf
Miners, Leafhoppers
and other pests

Our advanced technology for
tree treatment allows you to

Although the tulip tree


Retriever
Insecticide
for Aphids, Caterpillars, Scale,

Multiple
Multiple injection
injection tips
tips designed
designed for
for all
all
types
types of
of trees,
trees, conifers
conifers and
and palms
palms

No drilling damage
No mixing at job sites
No guarding or return trips
No waiting for uptake
Treats most trees in
five minutes or less!
◆ Successful
and most profitable
add-on service
◆
◆
◆
◆
◆

Insecticides • Fungicides • PGRs
Antibiotics • MicroNutrients

Learn more! Call 800.698.4641 or visit ArborSystems.com for information and videos

—Darren Green, ASLA Landscape
Architect, City of Alexandria,
Louisiana
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The City of Evanston, Illinois has

been planting tulip trees on our parkways
and in our parks for more than 25 years.
They have proven to be very resilient and
tolerant of a variety of conditions. We
have nearly 200 growing throughout the
City in both clay and sandy soils, and
they seem to thrive in both types of soil,
unless we have a very dry summer. When
this happens, they will drop their leaves
early, but they always seem to recover
very well the next year and do not show
any long-term adverse effects. They are
also thriving along the shore of Lake
Michigan in our lakefront parks, where
they provide generous shade for some of
our picnic groves. Our residents love the
spring flowers and the fall color, so this
has become a very popular choice when
they are deciding on a new tree for their
parkway. All in all, tulip tree is a very solid
choice for our urban conditions.

—Paul D’Agostino, Environmental
Services Bureau Chief, Public Works
Agency, City of Evanston, Illinois
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SUPPORTED
AT ARBORMetrics, YOUR PROGRAM GOALS ARE ALSO OUR GOALS.
We know that our clients are dedicated to delivering eﬀective and eﬃcient urban
forestry programs. that’s one reason why the discipline of project management is at
the core of ARBORMetrics’ services.
Our well-trained people are equipped with ARBORLiNe® software to support you with
electronic work planning, eAB management plans, Gis data collection and tree inventories.
But more importantly, our people are there to help build community support for urban
forestry initiatives. You can rely on ARBORMetrics to support you and your goals.

www. A r B O r M e t r i c s .co m

Mature tulip tree in fall • Photo by Beth Corrigan
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