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For my dear adult children, Brian and Sally

For my beautiful first grandchild, Jaden Joseph Villarreal

And for all of the children of the world—

May you breathe deep and climb high.
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Foreword

WHEN I WAS A YOUNG graduate student with activist tendencies and a “Stumps Suck” bumper sticker on my ancient Subaru, I kept an old travel trailer on the Olympic Peninsula. Most of my master’s thesis on radical environmental philosophy was written there, though I’d take days-long breaks, hiking deep into old growth forests of Douglas fir, Sitka spruce, and western red cedar. This was a solitary period for me, and my time among the trees was a sustaining grace—these trees were animate presences in my life, and I came to know many of them as individuals. 

One day I returned to the trailer after a long backpack up the Hoh Valley, still excited about the black bear I’d seen up so very close. There was a large man in suspenders who’d pulled his tiny ramshackle trailer up next to mine. “I see you’re tryin’ to put me out of business,” he said, pointing at my bumper sticker, and laughing. I raised my brows questioningly. “I’m a logger,” he told me, naming the large company he worked for. “Oh,” was all I could muster off the top of my head. We talked awhile, just chit-chat. But finally he paused. “You know,” he looked at me straight and waved his arm toward Hurricane Ridge—the high stretch of Olympic peaks that rose behind the harbor where we camped—“I love these trees as much as you do.”

In another hour he knocked at my trailer door, as promised, and handed me a yellow plastic plate brimming with the oysters he’d foraged that afternoon, deep fried into golden, mouthwatering perfection. “Wow, thanks,” I managed to say. “I’ll return your plate later.”

“Oh, don’t knock,” he said, “I’m going to bed—have to get up at 4 a.m. for work.”

Those were the most delicious oysters I’ve ever had—before or since. They were also the most generously offered, and they turned my idealistic young mind upside down. I didn’t stop joining protests against logging and the woeful state of national forest management, but I finally understood, maybe for the first time, what this work was really about. It was not about right and wrong. It was about love. Deep, wild, lifesustaining love, more complicated than I’d ever imagined. 

It is easy to love trees. To feel graced by their presence, enriched by their beauty, playful in their limbs. We need trees—a self-evident lesson if you pause to ponder it for even a moment—and Ann Linnea’s wonderful Keepers of the Trees will underscore that lesson vividly. But what this book really brings home is the more nuanced lesson—that trees need us. To see them, to plant them, to know them, to “save” them. This saving comes from unexpected places, many of which I hadn’t even considered before reading this book. Not just the eco-activists, bless them, but also the pruners, the wood-turners, the storytellers, and yes, the loggers. 

The people in Keepers of the Trees are themselves like trees in a forest—coherent, complex, connected, yet individually beautiful. In telling the stories of these varied, amazing people, Ann Linnea gently prods us to consider our own role as tree keepers, to find, in the uniqueness of our individual lives, ways to turn the generous gifts that trees daily bestow upon us back upon these quiet givers.

—Lyanda Lynn Haupt
Author of Crow Planet: Essential Wisdom from the Urban Wilderness
Pilgrim on the Great Bird Continent
Rare Encounters with Ordinary Birds


Introduction

UP HERE, AT ELEVEN THOUSAND feet, the white, dusty, rocky dolomite soil lies loose on the mountain slopes, swirls around my hiking boots, and kicks up easily in the nearly constant wind. In the mountains, temperature is determined by altitude. It’s over 100°F in the basin lands far below but barely 70°F on the trail this July day. Snow and frost can occur in all twelve months of the year in this harsh, exposed place, and the growing season can be as short as forty-five days. Ballooning cumulus clouds indicate that afternoon thunderstorms are already beginning to build around me, so I stay focused on my exploration, knowing I need to be back to my vehicle before lightening begins flashing. Up here, I am a lone moving target for the fire of heaven.

I am dressed in long sleeves and pants, sunglasses and hat. My camera and binoculars bounce on my chest, and my day pack carries the Ten Essentials and an extra bottle of water. I am on a pilgrimage to visit the oldest single living organisms on the planet. They have survived only because they hide out here in this place where few other species can live. They are so rare that only a few groupings of them have ever been discovered—all in remote high mountain slopes like the White Mountains between California and Nevada and in Great Basin National Park on the border between Nevada and Utah. A few specimens that have adapted to lower elevation are hiding in southern Utah in the national parks there. The species I seek is a tree.

Mountaintop Meeting

Pinus longaeva, the oldest of the three known species of bristlecone pine, are unique, charismatic trees. They live right at or just below the tree line in these few remote mountain sites. Some of the elders stand twenty to thirty feet high, and others grow horizontally along the ground like shrubs trying to stay out of the wind. Bristlecone pines look more like exotic sculptures than trees.

Gnarled, twisted, and able to survive with only a few inches of living bark tissue carrying nutrients between roots and limbs, bristlecones have rock-hard wood that makes them nearly impervious to insect infestation or decay.  A two- or three-foot-tall bristlecone sapling that brushes my pant leg may be nearly a century old. We determine the age of trees by counting the annual growth rings they lay down in their trunks. In a dry, harsh year, a growth ring is very thin—sometimes less than a millimeter wide. In a lush, warm year, growth rings in some species of trees can be several centimeters wide. There is no such thing as a lush, warm year for bristlecone pines though. I stop to catch my breath. Around me are living trees that are over four thousand years old and gray sentinels of dead trees up to ten thousand years old. I am walking through a natural time machine.

This forest was here at the beginning of the Bronze Age. The large, twisted tree before me was a sapling when people invented the alphabet, when Babylon was the cultural center of the Middle East, when Stonehenge was erected, when the Chinese were learning to spin silk, and when Asian nomads, who had ventured across the Bering Sea, were gathering nuts and berries in the California valleys below. These trees are supreme survivors—and that’s part of why I’m here.

I have always been fascinated by the living ecosystem that holds my life. Though Western science divided the physical world into what it defined as the plant, animal, and mineral kingdoms, twenty-first-century science is discovering the profound interconnection of all things. And with every decade of my adult life, our interdependence with trees has become more completely understood. I am scrambling along this mountain ridge today as an avocational scientist seeking bits of knowledge from a generation of dendrochronologists who have studied the bristlecone pine, as a wilderness educator in awe of the capacity of these trees to withstand their conditions, and as a writer peering at the twists and turns of growth as though I could discern the life stories of these ancient beings.

The first time I hiked in the White Mountains and saw a bristlecone pine, I wanted everyone to see what I saw and to understand what I understood about the significance of these trees. I took dozens of photographs, spent the next winter reading and Googling the Internet for more information, joined several of the tree advocacy groups you will meet in these pages, and became an increasingly active tree advocate. Through this interest, many threads of my professional and personal life began coming together.

As a botanist, I understand that trees are the lungs of the planet. Plants, especially trees because of their size, produce the oxygen on which the rest of life depends. And plants, especially trees, consume carbon dioxide in the process of photosynthesis. This exchange is the foundational symbiosis that supports life on earth. Trees are nature’s biggest offering to help stabilize the carbon–oxygen balance. As a wilderness guide and educator, I am concerned that most people take trees for granted and see them as scenery, landscaping, or a harvestable crop that serves as the source of plywood and paper and other necessities. And as a writer, speaker, and listener of story, I know that most people come to understand the natural world through the stories of how that world impacts and changes the lives of other people.

For thousands of years, the bristlecone pines hid out along the mountaintops, and what happened in the human community miles away didn’t much affect them. That is no longer true: These trees, and trees everywhere, need people to understand the absolute necessity of protecting them as part of our own survival and the survival of all life. The earth needs her lungs.

So I set off to find people who in one way or another have devoted their lives to trees and whose stories would help us understand the breadth of our relationship with them. I invited people to tell the story of how their lives and their connection to trees grew up together—growth ring by growth ring. And in the middle of their stories, I’ve spliced interesting bits of science and education to help all of us grow in advocacy, appreciation, and respect for our green neighbors. I call this group of people “the keepers of the trees.” There are fourteen stories here, and probably within a mile radius of wherever you are reading this book are a dozen more people whose stories could belong here. And that is the great hope: that thousands, tens of thousands, and hundreds of thousands of people are getting the message about trees and doing something to help.

Finding the Keepers

Writing Keepers of the Trees, I interviewed a diverse group of people who represent national, racial, gender, age, and vocational diversity. Over the course of six years, I traveled thousands of miles from Vancouver Island, British Columbia, to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, North Carolina, and visited urban forests in Los Angeles and Chicago. I was in search of people (most of them would describe themselves as ordinary folk) who had chosen some aspect of relationship to trees as an organizing principle in their lives. It is an honor to hold up their stories of hard work, hopefulness, and creativity. I made their acquaintance through word of mouth—sometimes a chance meeting; sometimes one keeper referred me to the next as I was explaining the idea for this book. Beyond seeking diversity, I followed three criteria:

•  someone passionate about their work with trees,

•  someone who represents everyone, and

•  someone I could visit during my teaching travels.

Most of these keepers are not widely known outside their own communities, and some are almost completely anonymous within their communities. All of them contribute to our scientific, educational, and spiritual understanding of the essential nature of our tree–human interdependence.

No matter who you are or where you live, one of these keepers will speak to your life experience. You will meet the following people in this book:

Andy Lipkis, founder of TreePeople, has been instrumental in ripping up concrete and planting over two million trees in his beloved Los Angeles because he knows trees catch and store precious water.

Ninety-eight-year-old Merve Wilkinson supported himself and his family by carefully managing the timber resources on his 136 acres of Canadian forest; yet, there is more standing timber now than when he began harvesting his land sixty-seven years ago.

Learning to be a tree pruner literally saved Laura Robin’s life and brought her back to the foothills of her Montana home.

Standing in sawdust and sunlight, Bud Pearson has let the art of wood turning soften and transform his Vietnam-ravaged soul.

Great Smoky Mountains National Park forest supervisor Kris Johnson is a world expert on the woolly adelgid, an insect ravaging the hemlock forests of the eastern United States.

Will Blozan manages a team of arborists in North Carolina, searches for record-breaking old trees in his spare time, and is passionate about eastern hemlocks.

Shannon Ramsay, founder of Trees Forever, is a genius networker who has everyone from the Iowa Farm Bureau to electric utilities to Syngenta funding programs so thousands of people from Illinois and Iowa can plant trees in cities, towns, and along roadsides and stream edges.

Corella Payne balances a stressful, inner-city Chicago social services job by volunteering her weekends to tend trees in city parks.

As Waverly Light and Power’s general manager, Glenn Cannon became a spokesperson for the triple whammy investment of trees.

As a wilderness researcher for the U.S. Forest Service and a family owner of a Michigan tree farm, Dr. John Hendee shares both a scientific and a spiritual perspective on the importance of trees.

Dr. Robert Van Pelt, Renaissance man of the trees, can always be found climbing, drawing, photographing, or studying trees in almost any part of the world.

Cass Turnbull, founder of PlantAmnesty and a charismatic, flamboyant pessimist, is determined to end the senseless torture and mutilation of trees.

Native carver Russell Beebe brings a lifetime of experience in understanding how to let the wood teach him to bring the story forward.

After much coaxing from friends and colleagues, I have also included my own story so you might better understand how trees have been my interspecies teachers.

Why Know, Why Now?

In the middle of the technological computer age, the presence and importance of trees in our lives may not be as immediately obvious as it once was. We look around and see metal cars, plastic containers, steel skyscrapers, and manufactured electronics. Certainly there are still things made of wood—paper, furniture, and building materials—but we’re starting to use alternative sources for many of these things. We can buy hemp paper, wicker chairs, bamboo flooring, resin decking, and vinyl siding. Do we really need trees?

Yes.

In the West, people still use more wood than any other engineering material. And in developing countries, wood remains essential to daily life at the basic level of fuel for cooking and heating. All life on the planet relies on the precious oxygen produced by trees. Trees have a huge role in mitigating global warming and preserving a sustainable global environment. Numerous scientific studies are currently focusing on calculating exact carbon sequestration values for different types of trees and forests. These studies will radically alter the way that the value of trees is perceived. Our conversation will switch from “board feet of lumber” to “carbon sequestration and oxygen output.” In a challenging world, trees are about to be recognized—as Andy Lipkis says—as “our multitasking superheroes.”

Saving trees is one of the easiest, most accessible, and often most acceptable forms of activism. This book will teach you how to plant trees for energy conservation as well as for beauty, how to tend the trees already around you, how to advocate in your community for more trees and healthier trees, and how to support the careful use of trees for industry and art. Sometimes advocacy is simple: watching where we put our feet, teaching our children and grandchildren to play gently among the young and old trees that surround them, and emptying our water bottles at the base of a sapling at the end of a hike. Sometimes it means planting trees for Arbor Day, Mother’s Day, or Father’s Day; getting educated about maintenance; talking with neighbors about the value of trees on the block or along the roadside; and telling stories about why we love them.

Love: we save what we love. That’s what I feel on the White Mountains among these elders. Love for these trees and for the tenacity of life they represent. I have come upon them in the middle of their story, carrying my brief life span in my pocket like a small, smooth stone. I am humbled before their longevity and determined to contribute all I can to the dream that a thousand years from now another hiker may stand next to this sapling, now grown and twisted gorgeously in the wind, and ponder this moment when people made the choice to re-green North America and the world.

Join me. Let’s start by meeting these keepers of the trees.
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Name: Andy Lipkis

Occupation: Community organizer

Point of Wisdom: Los Angeles can transform itself from the watersquandering capital of the Southwest to the water-saving capital of the Southwest by planting trees. Progress means more trees, not more pavement.



 

CHAPTER 1

The Tree Man of Los Angeles

Andy Lipkis

So I thought, hey, this is Hollywood.

We can make a storm.

—ANDY LIPKIS

THE LOS ANGELES BASIN is a fragile desert bowl wedged between the Pacific Ocean and the San Bernardino Mountains. There was smog in this valley even before it was heavily populated, a resinous haze of dust and juniper waiting to be cleared by an offshore breeze. Now, the effects of sustaining a metropolitan area of 12.9 million people has created a world-class city that is equally legendary for its entertainment industry, flamboyant lifestyles, clogged freeways, flash floods, fires, and smog. The area may seem destined for decreasing quality of life, but to Andy Lipkis and his organization, TreePeople, Los Angeles is a laboratory for learning how trees transform a densely populated desert environment into a healthy, sustainable city. This is an experiment Andy has been leading all his life.

As a self-confident six-year-old kid, Andy called the Los Angeles Times to announce the news of a year-round blooming apple tree in his yard. As a teenager, he organized teams of youths to plant smog-resistant saplings in the foothills around his beloved city. Thirty-five years later, through the same nonprofit he launched to accomplish this first act of urban forestry, Andy and TreePeople have helped plant over two million trees in the greater Los Angeles basin. Still president of that organization, Andy has a strategy for using trees as smog reducers that has expanded to include trees as transformers of L.A. from the water-squandering, concrete capital (nearly half of L.A. is paved) of the American Southwest to a city that retains water for its use.

“A fully mature native oak with a canopy about one hundred feet in diameter has root systems equivalent to an underground water tank and can capture fifty-seven thousand gallons of water in a twelve-inch rainfall or flash-flood event,” explains Andy. “Remove that one tree, and all that water is lost downstream, potentially flooding and damaging homes, neighborhoods, and streets. Furthermore, the water is also lost to recharging local aquifers for use in drier times.”


If the trees of Los Angeles gave awards, Andy Lipkis and TreePeople would have a brass plaque that reads as follows:

•  Andy started the nonprofit organization TreePeople at the age of fifteen to help organize young people to plant smog-resistant trees. Thirty-five years later, he is still president.

•  Andy designed a campaign to plant one million trees in L.A. preceding the 1984 Summer Olympics.

•  Andy colaunched the Urban Greening Initiative Campus Forestry Program after the 1992 Watts riots to educate and employ urban teens.

•  Andy founded T.R.E.E.S. (Transagency Resources for Environmental and Economic Sustainability) to work with government agencies to implement urban and watershed management, including retrofitting an entire 2,700-acre urban watershed.

•  Andy demonstrated that proper landscaping and underground storage could prevent flooding even in record rainfalls and provide a viable water supply even in years of drought.

•  In the extreme droughts and fires of 2007, Andy joined forces with city parks officials to develop a restoration plan for the severely burned regional treasure, Griffith Park.

•  Andy opened the city’s Center for Community Forestry at TreePeople’s forty-five-acre park headquarters with a LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, a nationally accepted benchmark standard for green buildings) Platinum conference center and educational garden.

Primary Components of Smog

1. Nitrogen oxide: The source of smog and acid rain, produced from burning fuels such as gasoline and coal.

2. Particulate matter: This includes any solid in the air, like smoke or dust, that remains suspended, reduces visibility, and causes breathing problems. It is caused by construction, fireplaces, and industrial processes.

3. Sulfur dioxide: Sulfur dioxide is produced by burning coal and paper or smelting metal, and it is a source of smog and acid rain.

4. Ozone: Ground-level ozone comes from the breakdown of volatile organic compounds like solvents or as a product of reaction between chemicals produced by burning coal, gasoline, and other fuels. It occurs readily in hot weather and is a pollutant with highly toxic effects on humans and plants.

5. Volatile organic compounds: These include carbon-containing compounds ranging from natural substances, such as coal or wood, to industrial chemicals, such as benzene. They are released by evaporation or burning and create hazardous air pollutants.



This bit of research is a mantra recited a thousand times—and always with excitement, for Andy was born with a passion for implementing change. Because Andy was born in Los Angeles, much of his understanding about trees has been focused on urban forestry.

Doing Something about Smog

When six-year-old Andy called the newspaper in the early 1960s to report his everblossoming apple tree, Los Angeles was one of the smoggiest cities in the world. The desert city bounded by the sea and mountains was already home to 2.5 million people driving cars on the first freeways in the United States. The combination of sheltered bowl, warm temperatures, lots of people, and lots of automobiles made L.A. infamous. “I can remember the air being so bad I’d have to come home from school and breathe steam to get rid of the ache in my lungs,” Andy recalls. “To this day, when the light changes in a certain way, my respiration gets shallow. I bet millions of people are conditioned to respond the same way.”

[image: image]

The six-year-old grew into a fifteen-year-old who attended Jewish summer camp in the San Bernardino National Forest one hundred miles east of Los Angeles at 6,500 feet elevation. “Those forests were a refuge where city kids could run around and breathe deeply.”

But even those forests were beginning to feel the effects of smog creeping up from the fast-growing city below. Smog is formed by sulfur dioxide and by the interaction between nitrogen oxides and volatile organic compounds. Rimmed by mountains, Los Angeles holds its pollutants. Add the warmth and UV radiation of California sunshine, and many of the emitted pollutants react with each other to form smog. Smog irritates the eyes, nose, and throat and can damage the lungs as well as the foliage of plants and trees.

In 1970, the year Andy turned fifteen and went to camp, U.S. Forest Service officials announced that smog was killing the dry mountain forests surrounding L.A. at the rate of 10 percent per year. They predicted the complete loss of oak, mountain mahogany, and pine forests surrounding L.A. by 2000. One recommended Forest Service remedy was to plant significant numbers of smog-resistant trees, which in this region included certain species of pines and cedars that do not readily succumb to dangerous pollutants like nitrogen oxides and sulfur dioxide.

“Of course, I had to do something,” Andy smiles. “And the perfect place to tackle the smog problem was in the social justice cauldron of camp.” After a few days of campaigning with camp management, Andy mobilized fellow campers and staff to pull up an old parking lot and plant it with Coulter pines. “It was a start,” he explains. “It helped that I had worked with my parents on Gene McCarthy’s presidential campaign as a twelve- and thirteen-year-old. I understood how to take ideas and put them into action one piece at a time. It was an incredible thing to transform that piece of earth and have such immediate gratification.”

Returning to the city to eleventh grade, Andy was ready for action. “All I wanted to do was get kids into the mountains to experience their power and taste what’s possible. I wanted them to get away from thinking they had to wait, go to school, and get a job before they could do anything important with their lives.”

With the help of a teacher who believed in him, Andy enrolled in an experimental high school that required a community service project. His project was to build a summer camp in the mountains solely for the purpose of getting kids to plant trees. “For three years I tried, failed, quit, learned, and started again. Every time I quit I was able to recharge my batteries. All of the work built a huge compost pile of lessons and possibility. Failure never is final.”

As Andy shoveled his way through trial and error, the rich compost finally germinated a feasible plan: use existing camps and encourage each camp to plant one thousand trees to restore the environment. Next problem: finding money to buy twenty thousand smog-tolerant trees being held in a state nursery that was going to plow them under if the trees were not purchased.

“So again I called the L.A. Times. I think it is part of my DNA to insist that the news media help public causes,” he grins. On April 23, 1973, the Times ran a frontpage story about the kid who wanted to rescue trees. The headline read, “Andy vs. the Bureaucratic Deadwood.” The next day sacks of mail began arriving at Andy’s house. School kids, seniors, and families all expressed gratitude that someone was doing something for the dying forests. Within three weeks he had received over $10,000—mostly in coins and dollar bills.

“We put the money in the bank. An older cousin helped me file incorporation papers. American Motors donated Jeeps to move the trees to the camps. And TreePeople was born.”

So, without an advanced degree and in an era when the phrase “L.A. urban forester” seemed more like a non sequitur than a profession, Andy had inadvertently become one of the first of his kind. Urban foresters work to create forests that thrive within the city. They must love both trees and people, for their task is to watch the health of individual trees while figuring out ways to improve and sustain the health of the city’s ecosystem. Generally urban foresters have degrees in biology or biological processes, but through TreePeople, Andy had the wisdom to recruit people with the education and technical skills to bring urban forestry to the forefront of L.A. city management thinking.

A recent study by American Forests showed that 448 of the United States’s largest urban areas lost more than 3.5 billion trees in the past ten years. Andy has been a relentless pioneer in educating Los Angeles’s citizens and leaders to the full beauty of urban trees. And although the organization has planted over two million trees from San Bernardino to Santa Barbara since its 1973 beginning, the tree canopy of Los Angeles is still just 18 percent—less than the canopy of New York City.

Another Flamboyant Project

The organization’s first real growth spurt occurred in 1981 when twenty-six-year-old Andy responded to a city air-quality management plan that estimated the city could meet requirements of the 1970 Clean Air Act by spending $200 million to plant a million trees in twenty years. By 1970 and the passage of the Clean Air Act, the role of trees as a natural antidote to certain kinds of air pollution was well established.

TreePeople approached the city council and declared it could save the city $200 million because it could organize the public to do the job in three years (not twenty)—in time for the 1984 Summer Olympics—and at no cost to the city. The challenge the young organization took on was to “inform, enroll, guide, and inspire the public on an ongoing basis without a public relations or advertising budget.”

With the pro bono help of an advertising agency, a thirty-second TV spot featuring Gregory Peck, a radio commercial, and artwork for ads and billboards, TreePeople launched the “Urban Releaf” campaign. The successful project had moments of publicity genius: getting eight, forty-foot National Guard trucks to deliver one hundred thousand donated seedlings; enrolling a local TV station to develop a “treemometer” to measure the twenty-four-hour hotline registrations of planted trees; and using General Telephone’s Urban Forest Ranger program that involved seventy thousand kids.

Three years later, just four days before the lighting of the Olympic torch, the millionth tree—a flowering apricot—was planted in Canoga Park. Though outwardly the campaign was a huge success, in typical analytical style Andy cautions other organizations about getting caught in “bean counting.” “TreePeople is still apprehensive about a repeat of a campaign for Los Angeles that hangs success on a number … you’ll go crazy getting to that number. You’ll beg people to let you count their trees. They’ll ask if you want to count their rose bushes and vines, too.” The lesson learned in the million-tree campaign was that the real job of tree planters is to plant carefully and engage in long-term care. Survival rate is more important than initial numbers. The Olympics came and went, the United States took home eighty-three gold medals, and the social and environmental challenges of the L.A. metropolitan area remained as overheated as the valley itself.
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[image: image]

The Watts Riots and the Next Step for TreePeople

Andy found himself deeply disturbed after the civil unrest in the L.A. neighborhood of Watts in 1992. Twice in Andy’s lifetime Watts had gone up in smoke. In 1965 this residential section of South-Central Los Angeles had been the site of six days of race riots that claimed thirty-four lives and caused over $200 million in property damage. When race riots erupted again in 1992 after the acquittal of white police officers who were videotaped beating a black motorist, fifty-eight people died, and $1 billion in property was destroyed.

Andy’s city was in trouble again. “TreePeople had been saying that trees build community, but the riots were a clear sign to me that we weren’t getting the job done. I knew one of the real core issues was lack of jobs, because in 1990, 40 percent of African Americans living in Watts were living below the poverty line.”

Firm in his resolve to respond to social issues through environmental channels, Andy worked to co-create the Urban Greening Initiative of the U.S. Forest Service. This initiative brought $2.5 million in job programs and urban forestry projects to Watts and other areas of South Los Angeles.

Andy is the ultimate modern environmentalist. As soon as progress is made in the solving of one problem, he once again steps back to survey the larger picture. Andy’s brilliant mind thinks in terms of whole ecosystems. Once the Urban Greening Initiative was in place, Andy began thinking about the facts, as he knew them:

•     People in South L.A. needed jobs.

•     Recent news reports had made it clear that huge amounts of federal

            dollars were available, specifically for increasing the size of L.A.’s storm drains.

•     Storm drains meant usable water was being flushed away.

•     Statewide, Los Angeles had a reputation of being

             a water thief—importing 85 percent of its water.

“I remember the night this information began to click around in my mind like pieces of a puzzle,” he says. “I was driving home from a TreePeople board meeting. It occurred to me that probably no one was taking responsibility for looking at Los Angeles as a whole ecosystem. If we were importing 85 percent of our water and spending billions to create more and more concrete tunnels to funnel away the fifteen inches of rainfall we do receive a year, something was seriously wrong. It made no sense.”

The boy who had persisted in his belief that good ideas should be manifested into action became a man who thought in nontraditional patterns and knew how to get things done. Andy’s initial strategy to transform L.A. from water squanderer to water saver was to get agencies talking to each another. However, as he set an intention to launch communication between L.A.’s largest water agencies, the Army Corps of Engineers and the L.A. County Public Works announced plans to increase the size of water diversion aqueducts. Their plan proposed raising the concrete walls of the Los Angeles River another four feet along the river’s last twelve miles to protect against a potential hundred-year flood. (Encasing the Los Angeles River in concrete began in the 1920s in response to a major flood.) TreePeople, which generally works with public agencies, not against them, joined a 1995 lawsuit against this half-billion-dollar “Band-Aid” approach to water management.

The lawsuit failed, but it succeeded in launching the dialogue Andy envisioned. One of the provisions of the settlement was that the County Department of Public Works investigate alternatives to traditional storm-water runoff. Another result was the formation of the T.R.E.E.S. project.

T.R.E.E.S., or Transagency Resources for Environmental and Economic Sustainability, became the vehicle for implementing Andy’s vision for winter water retention and summer irrigation. The underlying mission of the project was to demonstrate that local government agencies could work together in ways that saved money, created jobs, and addressed pressing environmental problems. All parties agreed that the place to start was the collection of facts.

TreePeople created a mock storm at a single-family dwelling in South Los

Angeles. Note dignitaries at left watching with umbrellas. The property

captured nearly all the “rain” by using a cistern, vegetated swale retention

grading, and a driveway grate and drywell.

In 1997, the U.S. Forest Service and T.R.E.E.S. gathered engineers, landscape architects, city planners, urban foresters, and public agency staff for a four-day design process. The challenge for this group was to retrofit all of Los Angeles for sustainability. They were to draw up landscape plans for five typical urban sites: a single-family home, a multi-family complex, a commercial/retail center, an industrial site, and a public high school. The scenario was to reduce water importation by half while not losing any water during a 130-year flood event.

The planning process produced carefully documented designs demonstrating best management practices with a goal of restoring life to the Los Angeles River, turning storm water into an asset, and reducing water importation by half. However, the two previous parties in the lawsuit, the Army Corps of Engineers and L.A. County Public Works, were not impressed by all the theories.

A Storm Made in Hollywood

Undaunted, T.R.E.E.S. (whose funders included the City of L.A. Stormwater Management Division, L.A. Department of Water and Power, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. EPA, City of Santa Monica, and Metropolitan Water District) began turning some of those designs into a real-life demonstration. Around a twelve-hundred-square-foot house in an underserved area of the city, the T.R.E.E.S. team installed cisterns, graded and bermed the lawn as a retention pond, planted trees, and applied mulch. It was August 1998, months away from any winter storm that might prove or disprove the theory of water catchment.

[image: image]

“So I thought, hey, this is Hollywood,” Andy explains excitedly. “We can make a storm.” With a rented water truck, T.R.E.E.S. created a flash flood by dumping four thousand gallons of water on the house in ten minutes.

“It was quite a media event,” explains Andy, gesturing excitedly. “A helicopter full of TV cameras documented that none of that water ran off into the street. It was a life-changing experience for a number of city and county officials, including Carl Blum, deputy director for L.A. County Public Works.”

Blum had spearheaded the project with the Army Corps of Engineers to add four feet of concrete to the lower twelve miles of the Los Angeles River conduit that TreePeople and other environmental groups had taken to court. After standing among the public officials witnessing the house dousing, Blum went back to his office and had his engineers check out the numbers T.R.E.E.S. gave out at its press conference.

“This was such a profound moment for me,” says Andy. “Here is the authority, the icon on the other side. He called up the next morning.”

Blum said, “I’m calling to say I’m sorry. I did not understand before. We think you’ve cracked it. We need to take this single-house model and see if it will work on a larger scale as fast as we can.”

Blum immediately decided to put on hold a $42 million project to install conventional storm drains in Sun Valley, located northwest of downtown Los Angeles. He ordered his staff to conduct a feasibility assessment of how to incorporate the stormwater best management practices considered in a T.R.E.E.S.’s model to transform the highly flood-prone subwatershed into a model watershed where rainfall is captured, recycled, or stored.

Transforming a Seemingly Hopeless Situation

Ever since development paved the Sun Valley stretch of the San Fernando Valley in the northwest greater L.A. basin in the late 1960s, even ordinary winter rainstorms had forced children and adults to wade knee-deep across roads and major thoroughfares turned into rivers capable of stopping vehicles. Streets had been built without storm drains to whisk water away, and promises to fix the problem had never been fulfilled.

Blum’s decision to apply the T.R.E.E.S. solution to the problem launched a whole series of events, including the formation of the Sun Valley Watershed Stakeholders Group. Composed of politicians, environmentalists, government agencies, and community groups, the stakeholders began envisioning and creating options for a community in L.A. previously dubbed “the gravel pit and junkyard district of Los Angeles.” Landscaping, installing a network of filtration systems, using gravel pits as waterretention systems, retrofitting homes and businesses, creating parks, and unpaving school yards were all part of the plan to create an urban watershed that worked. For two and a half years, Blum’s engineers worked on design of the system and cost-benefit analyses/computer models.

[image: image]

“The boss [Carl Blum] had had an epiphany,” explains Andy. “What we didn’t know was whether or not his staff would get it, too, but they have. Essentially what happened is that we are now putting in an urban forest instead of a storm drain in a 2,700-acre area with eight thousand homes.”

In his exuberance about the apparent openness of some government officials to begin seeing the potential for changing the “grab and waste” philosophy that has pervaded Los Angeles for decades, Andy does not hesitate to explain that the initial investment cost more than a traditional solution:

The cost of a storm-water drain for Sun Valley was going to be $42 million. Installing an alternative system of storm-water management may eventually exceed $180 million. But you are comparing apples and oranges. The $42 million gets rid of floodwater by dumping it, and all the pollutants it gathers, into the ocean. The proposed alternative system will produce $100 million worth of watersupply benefits. It will produce sanitation savings of $40 to $80 million because green waste that has been picked up by the city will now be used to mulch and hold water. Its benefits, including energy savings, add up to more than the costs.

In 2007, the storm-water portion of the project was completed (Sun Valley Park), enabling an average of ten million gallons of water per year to soak into the ground to recharge the existing aquifer. As part of that project, three underground units were installed to remove garbage, heavy metals, sediment, oil, and grease before water flows to two large basins that gradually release clean water back to the earth.

While the Sun Valley project was being built, Los Angeles experienced the year of the 130-year flood. In the winter of 2005, over thirty inches of rain fell in a three-month period, and one of TreePeople’s projects of working with governmental agencies survived a supreme test. Days before the rains began, an elementary school in Westchester near Los Angeles International Airport finished a retrofit of its playground that included an 110,000-gallon underground cistern, removal of 40 percent of the asphalt, and the planting of grass, gardens, and 150 trees. That winter an estimated eighty-two billion gallons of runoff—including oil, trash, and other pollutants—poured through the city into Santa Monica Bay, but no flooding occurred at the Westchester elementary school. “Although the cistern overflowed into storm drains, the pretreatment system had taken out all the trash, oil, and garbage,” said Principal Robert Burke. And the next July, with temperatures in the one hundreds, the elementary school had its own underground reservoir to draw from to keep its new plantings green and healthy.

Conditions Keep Changing

While 2005 was the year of the big floods for Los Angeles, 2006 and 2007 were the years of extreme drought and raging fires. TreePeople, with its track record of thirtyplus years of organizing citizens and caring for the environment of Los Angeles, stepped forward to help. TreePeople, working with L.A. City Recreation and Parks staff, prescribed the best restoration plan for severely burned Griffith Park, the largest municipal park with urban wilderness areas in the United States.

TreePeople has been working with forest fire reclamation for decades. It has a long, strong history of working with the U.S. Forest Service, beginning with bringing volunteers to the Angeles and San Bernardino national forests in the 1970s in response to smog and forest fires. Its first big planting of trees occurred in 1975 after the Big Tujunga fires of 1975 that burned portions of Big and Little Tujunga Canyons, La Crescenta, La Canada, and all the way to Mt. Gleason. TreePeople’s planting efforts from those fires continued through the end of the 1970s.

Because of the recent increase of fires in Southern California, TreePeople’s fire restoration work will also be increasing. In addition to the Griffith Park work, other work includes the planting of twenty thousand seedlings in areas of the San Bernardino National Forest that burned in the 2003 fires and ongoing work to bring teams of volunteers to the Angeles National Forest affected by the tragic fires of 2009. In June 2008, TreePeople received a $1 million grant from the Boeing Company, followed quickly by a $1.5 million grant from the Walt Disney Company, to launch a comprehensive California Wildfire Restoration Initiative built around public–private partnerships. Over the next five years, the initiative will train and support at least 7,500 volunteers to restore over ten thousand strategic acres, targeting forest and woodland areas that burned so intensely that recovery on their own is unlikely.
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