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Looking out of the window on my morning bus journey from Kensington into Sydney’s CBD, I
saw more trees being cut down to make way for the new light rail. This time, it was the historical
fig trees that line Anzac Parade.

Trees like these provide a host of important ecological, environmental and aesthetic benefits. I –
like many Sydneysiders  – am deeply saddened by their loss. It leaves me wondering, why
can’t we have a modern transport system but also enjoy a nice view along the way?

In meeting the needs of growing populations across our capital cities, it is vital that we have
efficient, integrated public transport, with enough capacity to meet demand . The challenge of
retrofitting transport systems into an established urban fabric means difficult decisions are
inevitable. But what if building these new transport systems actually leaves parts of our cities
more vulnerable to even bigger challenges, such as climate change?

Sydney and Canberra  are forging ahead  with light rail projects intended to reduce traffic
congestion and improve accessibility. However, in both cities a significant number of mature
trees will be impacted.

In Canberra, the ACT government is set to remove approximately 860 trees . In Sydney, about 
1277 mature trees
will either be removed or have their canopy or roots pruned.

Of the condemned trees, 871 are classified as trees of significant value. These trees, some of
which were 160 years old, provide an array of benefits that make our cities liveable. These
include clean air, amenity, biodiversity  and cooling in hot temperatures .

The tree felling has has caused outrage among Sydney residents  who are frustrated by the
way planning decisions were made. A 
controversial amendment to the route
to accommodate private commercial interests meant many trees were removed at the end of
2015.
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http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/sydney-light-rail-centennial-park-trees-felled-despite-protest-20160107-gm1o4v.html
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/commuter-crush-more-trams-needed-to-cope-with-surge-in-light-rail-demand-20160120-gm9vse.html
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/act-news/what-would-northbourne-avenue-look-like-without-trees-20151210-gll2id.html
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/act-news/northbourne-avenue-trees-set-to-be-cut-down-from-april-20160320-gnmjri.html
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/act-news/860-trees-to-go-during-light-rail-construction-in-canberra-report-20150622-ghu8ep.html
http://www.tec.org.au/images/reports/Summary%20Report%20-%20Final_Tree%20Data%20-%20from%20Light%20Rail%20Project%20Arborist%20Report%20-%208%20February%202016.pdf
https://theconversation.com/concrete-jungle-well-have-to-do-more-than-plant-trees-to-bring-wildlife-back-to-our-cities-51047
https://theconversation.com/trees-are-a-citys-air-conditioners-so-why-are-we-pulling-them-out-21890
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-01-16/protesters-hold-funeral-for-heritage-trees-felled-in-sydney/7093076
http://www.smh.com.au/nsw/randwick-council-campaigns-to-save-centennial-park-trees-on-light-rail-route-20151213-glmdi8.html
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Cutting down cities' natural cooling system

Many places in Australia are going to become hotter with climate change. The number of
extreme heat days over 35 degrees is projected to increase.

The impact will be greater in cities due to the “ heat island effect ”. This amplifies the impacts of
heat due to the abundance of hard and dark surfaces.

The table above shows that, by 2070, heatwaves are projected to nearly double the long-term
average in both Sydney and Canberra. This is significant as major heatwaves are Australia’s d
eadliest natural hazard
. Extreme heat accounts for 55% more deaths than all other natural hazards combined.

A recent study showed that heat stress on the workforce costs the Australian economy US$6.2
billion  a year due to absenteeism,
reduced productivity and injuries. This is a problem that has become too big to ignore.

However, increasing the amount of green cover in urban areas can help us adapt to extreme
heat. Urban street trees provide the only cost-effective way to cool our cities, due to the direct
correlation between heat and tree canopy cover.

Trees create their own microclimates through a combination of shading and the
evapotranspiration of water from leaves, which reduces ambient temperatures. Removing
canopy trees today means those cooling benefits will be gone for at least another 20 years –
and that is only if new plantings survive to maturity.

The federal government recently announced plans for decade-by-decade goals  – out to 2060 –
for increasing overall tree coverage in our cities. Internationally, cities such as Madrid, which
regularly experiences temperatures over 30 degrees and extremes above 40 degrees in
summer, are starting to see the serious health implications of heat islands. These cities are
implementing bold strategies to increase urban tree cover.
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https://theconversation.com/explainer-why-are-cities-warmer-than-the-countryside-53160
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901114000999
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901114000999
http://www.nature.com/nclimate/journal/v5/n7/full/nclimate2623.html?message-global=remove
http://www.nature.com/nclimate/journal/v5/n7/full/nclimate2623.html?message-global=remove
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/jan/19/government-to-create-plan-for-more-tree-coverage-in-cities
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It is clear that to adapt to a hotter climate, we need to retain as many trees as possible.
Australia needs to set strong targets to increase urban tree cover.

It could have been a very different outcome in Sydney if the value of the trees had been
considered equally in the planning decisions. We could have had a modern transport system
and valuable and attractive tree-lined view to enhance the journey.

As someone who works in the area of climate change adaptation, I can see how the loss of
these trees will have major environmental, economic and social consequences. As a local
resident who has walked and cycled daily under the trees, the loss has a personal cost.

It is imperative that we find better ways to balance the needs of growing city populations, while
ensuring the protection of the natural environment we ultimately rely on to survive.

Louise Boronyak does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any
company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant
affiliations beyond the academic appointment above.

Read more http://theconversation.com/trees-versus-light-rail-we-need-to-rethink-skewed-urba
n-planning-values-57206
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