
A Screenshot Tells a Thousand Words:
Pictorial Recap of SMA’s 2020 Virtual Conference 

on the Theme of Environmental Equity 

Coming in the March/April 
Edition of City Trees

Each fall, members of the Society of Municipal Arborists (SMA) 
nominate and vote for the SMA Urban Tree of the Year. Tree 
species or cultivars of species native to the U.S. Midwest, 
South, and East have dominated the Urban Tree of the Year 
program in its 25-year history (see the last page). For 2021, 
SMA member in the western states of the U.S. must have 
gotten organized; their collective might pushed the majestic 
giant sequoia (Sequoiadendron giganteum) over the finish line. 

Giant Sequoia
(Sequoiadendron giganteum)

Announcing the 2021 SMA Urban Tree of the Year:
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Pardon me, but 
did someone 
just say SMA 
Urban Tree of 
the Year?!

Image by Hinotoriko via Pixabay
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Although giant sequoia is native to a small swath 
of western slopes of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, 
its hardiness (given most generously as Zone 6a 
to 9b, with some sources constraining that range) 
makes it suitable for use beyond its indigenous 
terrain and indeed, it’s been planted in many 
western spaces, urban or otherwise. Like most trees 
it prefers a loamy soil, even moisture, mid-range 
pH, adequate soil volume, freedom from soil com-
paction, and full sun. However, it can grow in less 
than these ideal conditions, and the more well-es-
tablished the tree, the better it will be able to ride 
out periods of drought. Full sun appears to be the 
least negotiable condition for giant sequoia. 

Addressing the elephant in the room: how can a 
giant sequoia, in all its massive glory, be considered 
for urban spaces? Gordon Matassa is the Urban 
Forestry Grant Project Coordinator in the Tree Services 
Division of the Oakland, California Department of 
Public Works. “If planted correctly in urban areas, 
this species can bridge the natural world to the 
cities that many of us call home,” he says. “Giant 
sequoia is well-suited for climate-appropriate urban 
areas when given enough room to grow, such as 
when planted in city parks. We have several giant 
sequoias in our parks in Oakland, California, where 
they stand out as sentinels in the urban landscape.” 

Giant sequoias are numerous in Portland, Oregon; 
many of them were planted circa 1900. There are 
seven Portland Heritage Tree program giant sequoias 
in the City—some growing in parks, others in the 
City right-of-way or in residential front and side 
yards. The tallest of them is growing in Portland’s Mt 
Tabor Park; it’s 200 ft (61 m) tall, with a 50 ft (15 m) 
canopy spread and a 25.3 ft (7.7 m) trunk circumfer-
ence. (The genetic potential of giant sequoia’s height, 
given ideal conditions, can exceed 250 ft/76 m.) 

According to the Portland Parks and Recreation 
website, nearly 500 sequoias and redwoods have 

been inventoried in the City, and 93% were rated as 
being in good or fair condition. “These trees thrive 
in our urban forest, and as large-form evergreens, 
they provide us with enormous public health and 
environmental benefits. A mature giant sequoia in 
Portland can store over 6 tons of carbon and scrub 
pounds of pollutants from the air annually.”

The City of Eugene, Oregon is celebrating the early ful-
fillment of their goal of planting 2021 giant sequoias by 
2021. According to SMA President and City of Eugene 
Urban Forestry Management Analyst Scott Altenhoff, 
giant sequoias grow extremely quickly but, unlike so 
many other fast-growing tree species that tend to 
be high-maintenance, giant sequoias tend to be very 
low-maintenance if planted in the right locations. 

“They are extremely resistant to drought, high winds, 
snow/ice, and pests/pathogens,” Altenhoff says. “In 
most cases, they just don’t require structural or 

maintenance pruning. When it comes to providing 
ecosystem services, giant sequoias are veritable work-
horses. They are true champions when it comes to 
cleaning the air, providing shade, intercepting rainfall, 
sequestering carbon, attenuating noise, and instilling 
people with a sense of beauty and grandeur. It would be 
hard to find a species of urban tree here in the Pacific 
Northwest with greater net benefits for humans.”

Through the “2021 by 2021” initiative, City of Eugene 
planted giant sequoia in shared public areas such as 
parks and street medians, as well as on the grounds 
of schools, local businesses, and homes. Eugene origi-
nally conceived the effort to commemorate the City’s 
hosting of the 2021 World Athletics Championships, 
which have now been rescheduled for 2022. 

Map showing (in red) limited native distribution of giant 
sequoia (Sequoiadendron giganteum) on the western slopes 
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains of eastern California. The 
green areas indicate the natural range of coast redwood 
(Sequoia sempervirens). Map in public domain

The fire-resistant bark of giant sequoia by Tom 
DeGomez, University of Arizona, Bugwood.org

Giant sequoia cones and seeds by Tara CostanzoFoliage of giant sequoia by Tom DeGomez, 
University of Arizona, Bugwood.org
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2021 Tree of the Year: 
Giant Sequoia



Several years ago I took a road trip to Southern 
California from Colorado. During that trip I was 
lucky enough to camp in Sequoia National Park and 
see the Land of Giants. We stopped by to pay our 
respects to General Sherman and drove through 
massive trunks of long ago fallen trees. I was in 
complete awe of the sheer size of all of the trees 
that surrounded me. (I’m from Colorado, where 
cottonwoods are considered massive trees.) 

Fast forward to 2017, when I attended the Municipal 
Forestry Institute at Lake Arrowhead, California 
and there, I got to visit some smaller giants again. 
Spending a week with tree lovers in the moun-
tains of Southern California among the giant 
sequoias was so much fun. These trees definitely 
have left an impression on my heart and soul.

From an article by the University of California Forest 
Outreach and Research, I learned that before the 
last ice age, the giant sequoia native range used 
to stretch from California east to Colorado and 
Wyoming. I voted for this tree this year because it 
is a wonderful species that can grow in the Rocky 
Mountain West! There are a couple found in my 
hometown of Fort Collins, Colorado; one in particular 
that I’m sharing a photo of is located at the Gardens 
on Spring Creek. It’s only about 30 ft (9 m) tall but 
its bluish green color is reminiscent of Colorado blue 
spruce (Picea pungens), the state tree of Colorado. 

Sequoiadendron giganteum trees add a fine, fluffy 
texture to the landscape, they have softer (less 
pokey) leaves than Colorado blue spruce, and it does 
well in a protected (microclimate) area. Although 
these trees may not grow nearly as large without 

the abundant moisture found in the coastal west, in 
a protected, well-tended landscape, these trees can 
thrive in a Rocky Mountain Front Range community. 

Giant sequoia bark is also resistant to fire damage. 
With all of the wildland fires happening out west, 
it’s important to keep in mind that we need 
to properly manage our natural resources but 
we also can bring these species into our urban 
forests where they can thrive and increase the 
diversity of our community forest canopies. 

—Tara Costanzo, Community Forestry 
Coordinator, Wyoming State Forestry Division

Wyoming State Forestry Division Community 
Forestry Coordinator Tara Costanzo with a 

giant sequoia in her hometown in Colorado. 
Both photos courtesy of Tara Costanzo

Giants in the Rockies
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https://www.nps.gov/seki/learn/nature/sherman.htm
https://ucanr.edu/sites/forestry/California_forests/http___ucanrorg_sites_forestry_California_forests_Tree_Identification_/Giant_Sequoia_Sequoiadendron_giganteum/
https://ucanr.edu/sites/forestry/California_forests/http___ucanrorg_sites_forestry_California_forests_Tree_Identification_/Giant_Sequoia_Sequoiadendron_giganteum/


In Portland, we plant or give away hundreds of 
giant sequoias each year. They are a proven “sure 
bet” for a low maintenance tree that checks all the 
boxes we look for when trying expand our urban 
forest and the services it provides our residents: fast 
growing, long-lived, evergreen, large, and tolerant 
of our increasingly hot and dry summers. In addi-
tion, giant sequoias can handle poor urban soils. The 
only problem we find is when people underestimate 
how wide their buttresses can get—always make 
sure they have lots of room to grow, and only the 
widest spaces along streets would be suitable to 
accommodate their eventual size. Sidewalks, fences, 
and even foundations are no match for this species.

Giant sequoias are also fairly charismatic (for a 
tree), and have a great story that can help engage 
the public. Not only are they the largest tree 
in the world by volume, but their thick spongy 
bark, distinctive awl-shaped leaves, and perfectly 
conical form (at least for the first few hundred 
years!) are easy identifiers for a beginner. In areas 
of Portland with older plantings, they resemble 
giant green gothic church spires on the skyline, 
or gnome hats, depending on the viewer. 

— Jeff Ramsey, Science and Policy Specialist, 
Urban Forestry, Portland Parks & Recreation

Cornell Tree Climbing Giant 
Sequoia Expedition, 2016. 
Hear from participants and 
instructors from this multi-fac-
eted journey into the canopy 
of the largest trees on earth. 
To watch the video, click here. 

I voted for the giant sequoia because in my eyes, the tree represents forestry. 
Giant sequoia lives to be thousands of years old and in ideal conditions can 
reach or even exceed 250 feet (76 m) tall. The giant sequoias support an eco-
system above ground like no other place in the world. The bark is unusually 
fire resistant. Seeds require periodic wildfire to clear competing vegetation 
and soil humus before successful regeneration can occur. It is a very cool tree.

I really love the giant sequoia and all their majesty in the Pacific 
Northwest. Climate change and insect pests such as bark beetles now 
pose a threat to the giant sequoias. It should be all hands on deck to 
do whatever is needed to save the last of the giants of the forest. My 
goal is to try and plant some giant sequoias here in Hamilton, Ohio. You 
never know what's going to happen in the urban forest until you try! 

—David Bienemann, Municipal Arborist/Utility 
Forester, City of Hamilton, Ohio

City of Eugene, Oregon staff get ready to climb one of the city’s 
tallest planted giant sequoias. Photo Courtesy City of Eugene
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https://scl.cornell.edu/coe/tree-climbing/about-ctc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MovAe67byqM&ab_channel=CornellTreeClimbing


Giant Sequoias outside Their Natural Range... 
and Most Notably, in Surrey, British Columbia
Redwood Park in Surrey, BC is reputed to have the largest stand of red-
woods north of California, along with a collection of notable evergreens 
and other species from around the globe. How did this come to be? 

Surrey homesteader and eventual postmaster and provincial Justice of the 
Peace David Brown had deaf twin sons, David and Peter. When they turned 
21, David Brown gave them each 16 ha (40 ac) of land, on which the younger 
Browns promptly planted redwood seeds they had collected in California. 

David and Peter lived on the property all their lives, eventually building 
and living in a tree house on stilts. The original tree house burned down 
but it has been reconstructed and contributes to the immense appeal 
of this natural attraction in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia. 

For reasons of Brown Family history; tree and canopy density, matu-
rity, and diversity; a biodiverse understory of herbaceous species; 
and striking views from its hilltop position, Redwood Park has been 
listed since 2005 on the Canadian Register of Historic Places. 

< Painting of one his 
neighborhood’s giant 
sequoias by Vallejo, California 
artist Gary Stutler (garystutler.
com). Gary says, “I have often 
admired many of Vallejo’s 
trees but have never before 
drawn such a singularly 
tree-honoring image ... The 
fusion/confrontation between 
the human-made and the 
organic, the private and the 
public, is the ultimate concern 
of my art. These urban 
trees exert a connective 
force on these complexities 
and have provided a 
strikingly suitable task.”

^ Recreated treehouse of 
Peter and David Brown, who 
lived in Redwood Park (Surrey, 
British Columbia, Canada) 
from 1893 until 1958. Photo 
by Illustratedjc, CC BY-SA 4.0 
via Wikimedia Commons
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https://www.monumentaltrees.com/en/trees/giantsequoia/elsewhere/#:~:text=Giant%20sequoias%20have%20also%20been,5.58%20ft)%20diameter%20in%201976
http://garystutler.com
http://garystutler.com


• 2020 Hackberry

• 2019 American 
Hophornbeam

• 2018 Tulip Tree 

• 2017 Chestnut Oak 

• 2016 ‘Musashino’ Zelkova 

• 2015 Yellowwood

• 2014 ‘Vanessa’ Parrotia 

• 2013 Live Oak 

• 2012 'Accolade' Elm 

• 2011 Goldenraintree

• 2010 Redbud

• 2009 Chinkapin Oak

• 2008 Black Tupelo

• 2007 Baldcypress

• 2006 Kentucky Coffeetree

• 2005 'Chanticleer' Pear

• 2004 'Autumn Blaze' Maple

• 2003 'Allee' Lacebark Elm

• 2002 'Heritage' River Birch

• 2001 Bur Oak

• 2000 'Redmond' Linden

• 1999 'Skyline' Honeylocust

• 1998 Swamp White Oak

• 1997 'Ivory Silk' Lilac

• 1996 'Princeton 
Sentry' Ginkgo

SMA Urban Tree of the Year 
Past Winners

These past SMA TOY winners hold up well, but one winner that has 
fallen out of favor because of invasiveness and structural problems 
is Callery pear and its cultivars—see the 2017 City Trees Roundtable 

“Pyrus, We Have a Problem” for a deep exploration of this. 
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The adorable Douglas squirrel is an important disseminator of giant sequoia 
trees. Image by VJAnderson, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons

https://www.urban-forestry.com/assets/documents/roundtables/roundtable-pyrus.pdf

