
WHY IT MATTERS
Virginia’s trees are cost-effective, essential infrastruc-
ture underpinning healthy, climate-resilient commu-
nities, providing ecosystem services at a fraction of 
the cost of built infrastructure. Trees absorb carbon, 
improve air quality, reduce urban heat, and pro-
vide habitat for wildlife.1 Their roots stabilize soil and 
reduce erosion, while their canopies intercept rainfall 
and help reduce flooding.2 Trees lower stormwater 
management costs3 and keep pollution out of local 
waterways and the Chesapeake Bay. Despite replant-
ing efforts, over 50,000 acres of tree canopy were lost 
to development between 2014 and 2021, reducing 
the benefits communities depend on.4 

Tree canopy plays a critical role in public health 
by reducing heat exposure, improving respira-
tory health, and lowering energy costs by cooling 
homes, streets, and public spaces. These benefits are 
increasingly important as Virginia experiences more 
frequent heat waves and heavier rainfall events. 
Communities impacted by environmental racism are 
often disproportionately affected by the health and 
economic impacts of lower tree canopy.5

For every dollar invested in tree planting and mainte-
nance, an estimated $2–$5 is generated in economic, 
environmental, and public health benefits.6 

When mature trees are removed, localities lose infra-
structure which must either be replaced through 
expensive engineered solutions or absorbed at 
higher costs by governments, residents, and busi-
nesses. Smaller replacement trees take decades to 
provide the same benefits. Meanwhile, communities 
suffer increased stormwater, heat island impacts, 
and loss of ecosystems. Historically underserved 
neighborhoods with limited green space are often on 
the frontlines of these impacts.7 While housing and 
tree canopy are often framed as competing priorities, 
thoughtful planning can support both community 
growth and the preservation of existing trees. 

CURRENT LANDSCAPE
Virginia’s approach to expanding and protecting 
tree canopy combines state forestry programs, local 
authority, development regulations, and commu-
nity-based planting initiatives. The Virginia Depart-
ment of Forestry (DOF) supports local governments, 
nonprof its, and landowners through urban and 
community forestry assistance, technical expertise, 
grants, and statewide canopy assessments.8 Some 
localities have adopted tree canopy goals,9 recog-
nizing trees’ important ecological, community, and 
public health benefits.

State law authorizes localities to establish tree 
replacement requirements when tree canopy is 
removed during development.10 However, replace-
ment standards vary by zoning category and are 
generally designed to achieve modest canopy goals 
rather than preserve existing mature trees. Because 
mature trees provide more signif icant ecosystem 
services than newly planted trees, preservation is 
more effective and cost-efficient than replacement.

Local authority to preserve trees is inconsistent across 
Virginia. Northern Virginia’s Planning District 8 has 
broader authority to conserve tree canopy during 
development,11 however, most local governments 
must instead rely on tree replacement and voluntary 
conservation measures to meet tree canopy goals. 
Localities with tree replacement ordinances allow 
developers to contribute toward off-site tree planting 
when on-site requirements cannot be met. In 2026, 
the General Assembly established slightly higher 
tree canopy replacement percentages based on den-
sity per acre.12 However, many localities do not have 
the forestry staff or technical expertise needed to 
support tree canopy goals.

DOF’s Urban and Community Forestry program 
helps communities expand and manage tree canopy, 
providing technical assistance and securing millions 
of dollars in federal and private funding for tree plant-
ing projects. Threats to federal funding underscore 
the need for stable state investment in two critical 
DOF staff positions and the Trees for Clean Water 
grant program to support healthy, resilient commu-
nities.

OPPORTUNITIES
Based on legislation passed in 2026,13 a newly estab-
lished workgroup, led by the Institute for Coastal 
Adaptation & Resilience, is examining existing pol-
icies and regulations around tree canopy conserva-
tion and replacement. Its work — exploring incentives 
for preserving mature trees, creating consistency 
across local governments, and finding cost-effective 
approaches for developers — could lay the ground-
work for meaningful, balanced, and equity-focused 
improvements in future years. Findings are expected 
to reach the General Assembly by November 2026.

As localities consider increasing housing density 
to improve affordability, they must also protect 
and expand urban tree canopy to reduce flooding, 
extreme heat, and other climate impacts. Localities 
should encourage tree preservation through devel-
opment standards that incorporate green space, 
narrower streets, and green infrastructure, while 
reducing any unnecessary parking requirements 
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and incentivizing the conversion of excess pavement 
to trees. 

Transportation projects should prioritize tree pres-
ervation and require robust replacement or mitiga-
tion through the Trees for Clean Water Fund when 
removal is unavoidable. Expanding opportunities to 
plant native, climate-resilient trees within suitable 
VDOT rights-of-way and other public lands, can turn 
underutilized transportation corridors into green 
infrastructure that improves stormwater manage-
ment, reduces urban heat, and connects fragmented 
habitat while minimizing long-term maintenance 
needs.

DOF’s Virginia Trees for Clean Water grant program 
and Urban and Community Forestry program14 pro-
vide critical opportunities to restore canopy on pri-
vate property, but they require continued funding. 
Supporting local tree planting efforts, administering 
grants, and providing technical guidance to local 
governments can help reverse canopy loss. 

Maintaining and growing Virginia’s tree canopy is 
a critical component of f ighting climate change 
impacts, especially as heat waves and intense rain-
fall become increasingly frequent.15 Virginia has the 
opportunity to better mitigate these impacts, partic-
ularly for marginalized communities who are often 
hit the hardest, through increasing tree canopy.
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TOP TAKEAWAYS
Virginia’s tree canopy delivers significant benefits 
for clean water, climate resilience, public health, 
wildlife habitat, and local economies, yet the Com-
monwealth continues to experience a net loss of 
tree cover.

Expanding local authority to preserve mature trees 
and strengthening tree canopy funds can deliver 
greater benefits than replacement planting alone.

Virginia should balance affordable housing goals 
with tree preservation through policies that 
expand green infrastructure, protect canopy, and 
build climate-resilient communities.
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