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Kasey Rios Asberry 
Demonstration Gardens 
245 Hyde St 
San Francisco, CA 94102 
 
Board of Appeals 
1650 Mission Room 104 
San Francisco CA 94103 
 
RE: SFPW-BUF Permit #18-136 
Main Library Trees Planning 
100 Larkin St 

	
To Whom it may concern: 

This letter appeals the referenced San Francisco Public Works-Bureau of Urban 

Forestry work order #188-456 to remove nineteen (19) street trees adjacent to the Main 

Branch of the Public Library at 100 Larkin St. 

The basis of the appeal is upon management of the trees surrounding the Main 

Public Library as a significant civic space in alignment with California State guidelines for 

urban forestry 2018 updated to prioritize the ecosystem services that a mature tree 

canopy provides to historically under-served dense urban communities.  This appeal is 

offered in hopes that in keeping with the robust commitment to San Francisco’s urban 

forest reflected in the SF Tree Plan the Library Trees may be managed to mitigate 

specific urgent threats newly articulated by the State of California to public health 

exacerbated by climate change and generational poverty.  We suggest that in modeling 

this nuanced approach San Francisco is afforded an opportunity to further distinguish 

ours as a leader among green cities.  

Sincerely, 

Kasey Rios Asberry 

Executive Director 
Demonstration Gardens 
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Exhibit	1:	Critique	of	Library	Tree	Removal	Plan	
	
The work order to remove nineteen mature ficus trees from Grove and Hyde Streets was 

initiated based upon a request from the Main Library Facilities Department in August 

2018 citing site security and health issues. Library Facilities seeks to immediately 

remove all of the mature evergreen shade trees on the south-southwestern façade of the 

Main Library and replace them with young deciduous trees native to the New England 

area of the United States, indicating that in addition to removing a “false sense of cover 

for sidewalk activities”, a seasonal color shift would add to the aesthetic appeal of the 

Library. The Bureau of Urban Forestry performed an evaluation of the trees and found 

them to be ficus trees that had been insufficiently maintained and yet were surprisingly 

vigorous given the Library Facilities’ daily regime of aggressively spray-washing 

sidewalks and allowing water to stand in tree wells. This practice is commonly used to 

clean but also is thought to discourage loitering on sidewalks. The BUF evaluation also 

indicated that DPW had placed lighting too close to already established trees and that 

SFMTA had located a bus stop too close to established trees.  

The report cited the ## directive to eliminate ficus trees from the City’s streetscape due 

to their inherent unsuitable qualities at the discretion of DPW-BUF staff. The 

recommendation was to support Library Facilities’ staff request, remove all the trees but 

replace only some of them due to lighting and bus stop. 

The BUF usually does not allow removal of even moderately more mature street trees 

on downtown streets because the failure rate of young trees is so high. When trees are 

removed they are replaced in adherence to a strict interpretation of what constitutes a 

native species under the Natural Areas Plan.  

The evaluation was marred by some key deficits. It did not include any analysis of the 

carbon sequestration productivity of the evergreen ficus street tree in general or these in 
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particular. Nor was any analysis of urban wildlife corridors included apart from mention 

of some anecdotal mention of the presence of rats. CAL-Fire & Forestry guidelines were 

not referenced. Although there is a strong momentum of public disapproval (including 

neighborhood residents, City workers and library patrons, see Resources: Petition) a 

process that included the people who live near and/or use the library in the decision-

making of the re-design of the Library façade was not initiated. In an area where wind is 

of permanent concern no wind impact study was conducted. There was no Department 

of Public Health participation in the study that informed this decision though health 

concerns were at the top of the list of reasons for removing the trees. 

 

• Given the acceleration of climate change the productivity of carbon sequestration 

and mitigation of Urban Heat Island Effects are key indices for urban forests, 

their lack is glaring  

• There are many neighborhoods where ficus street trees continue to be 

maintained by the City; their common characteristic is a relative affluence, such 

as Glen Park and Pacific Heights.  

• Rodents are observable throughout the Civic Center-Tenderloin neighborhood 

irrespective of tree canopy, wherever there are overflowing trash cans  

• The spirit of the Natural Areas Plan is to increase biodiversity through its 

application.  

 

o Without systematic observation of the bird and butterfly activity in the 

Hyde St corridor from Ellis to Market St the importance of the Library 

Trees to Anna’s Hummingbirds, flocks of finches and the Western Tiger 

Swallowtail butterfly cannot be fully appreciated. 
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o While ficus trees aren’t true natives of the San Francisco Bay-Peninsula 

(neither are maples) these trees do exhibit native-adaptive 

characteristics: they grow year-round and are drought tolerant and 

disease-resistant, thus the relative robustness of the Library Trees. 

• A wind study should be done to evaluate impacts to the SHN theatre and other 

neighbors along Hyde and Grove and the intersection with Market St. 

• Since public health concerns are paramount in this determination it should 

include an examination of the actual data regarding dense tree canopy and urban 

people’s health. 

 

 

This determination appears to try to resolve various social and even aesthetic 

problems at the expense of the functional ecosystem and environment. While safety was 

cited as the main reason to remove the trees no clear evidence was presented that 

would support the outcomes sought, nor was there evidence that alternatives to removal 

were explored. This appeal submits that an alternative approach based upon established 

adaptive management methods in practice successfully elsewhere in the City could 

materially help support the outcomes sought by Library Facilities and Department of 

Public Works at the intersection of Grove and Hyde Sts.  Exhibit 2 outlines some 

alternatives in an adaptive management approach that may align more fully with the 

City’s environmental justice ethos and resilience objectives. However, the thrust of this 

appeal in the light of the biological productivity and the social significance of this 35-year 

old grove is to pause, consider more fully and thoughtfully implement any changes as we 

would in all other communities in San Francisco.	
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Exhibit	2:	Alternative	Solutions	

Under AB1550 and Cal Enviroscreen 3.0 definitions of Disadvantaged 

Communities the Library Trees situation merits special consideration. The 

Tenderloin has among the highest density of sensitive populations with poorest 

air quality and the least amelioration of Urban Heat Island Effect (UHIE) by 

complex tree canopy. Removing all the mature ficus trees at once and replacing 

them with another non-native but less productive species loses key benefits of a 

grove of trees in the Civic Center. Maple is deciduous so releases carbon every 

year and in this Mediterranean climate does not experience the freezes that 

reliably produce a New England color show. Alternatively, an adaptive 

management approach to tree care at the library in alignment with Guidelines For 

Social Equity in Creating the Urban Canopy 2018. (See Resources: California 

Bureau of Urban Forestry) is a cost-effective opportunity to include more people 

in public space design, investigate effective carbon and heat emissions mitigation 

at scale and demonstrate a commitment to environmental justice in the heart of 

the City in one of its most iconic and beloved institutions. 

What could implementation look like? 

1. Initiate a moratorium of tree removal until the true costs and benefits are 

better understood through study of health, ecology, emissions and wind. 

2. 2200+ people signed the “Campaign to Save the Trees” petition. Invite this 

group to stewardship to help plan for and care for the trees and the ground 

under and around them. A small percentage will participate but they will be 

vested. Their duties can include helping to monitor the trees well-being 
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and conducting a wild-life census. Make a home for study of the urban 

tree canopy in the Library. 

3. With park space at a premium in the downtown area treat this space as a 

park and its trees as park trees: use principles of succession on 50-year 

scale and cultivate an offset grove for any trees that must be removed 

4. The 19 Library trees are large evergreen shade trees planted on the south 

and southwestern extents of the Library as recommended in CALFIRE – 

Forests guidelines. By maintaining this grove and adhering to these 

guidelines, BUF-DPW and community partners may be considered for 

implementation funding at scales which will help support stewardship and 

increased maintenance requirements 

5. Structural support: address Facilities’ issues and concerns by 

a. SFMTA - Request that the bus stop be moved 

b. DPW – investigate alternative lighting, eg inset up-lighting on the 

wall (see 100 Block of McAllister St, north-side) 

c. Street cleaning – reduce water usage, emphasize raking, sweeping 

d. DPW – model improved drainage in tree wells 

e. BUF – intensify arborists work with the goal of maintenance to 

thriving tree stock; we can’t afford to throw away any productive 

trees, especially in the Tenderloin-Civic Center 

These are sample strategies suggested to illustrate how the resistance to 

destroying the Library Trees can be viewed as a measure of potential community 
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investment in our Library. Putting this energy to work, more than these specific 

actions exactly, is the organizing principle underpinning this appeal. 

Conclusion	

The Library Trees were planted 29 years ago when the Main Library 

moved from its former historic location on Larkin St to its current site 

(Grove/Hyde/Fulton & Larkin Sts). The Beaux Arts architecture of Civic Center is 

grand and iconic but there are few corners where the natural world has any 

sway. The nineteen ficus trees, though of a species out of fashion now are 

successful in several important ways. They soften the hard corners of the Library, 

creating a more human scale and mitigating the beating local wind to a breeze. 

Their distinctive shape and organic presence in an otherwise hard, shade-less 

landscape offers a sense of place to pedestrians, commuters, library and theatre-

patrons. They seem to be emblematic of a connection between people, nature 

and the world of thought. How many trees does it take to support one human’s 

breathing? How many trees does it take to make a book? How many books to 

improve the world? 

With cranes hovering over nearly every nearby block and the skyline filling 

up at a disorienting pace perhaps paradoxically taking a moment to slow the rate 

of required neural adaptation may help in the bigger projects such as the Public 

Realm and Civic Center Commons that encourage people to inhabit our public 

spaces and work to stabilize our downtown neighborhoods. 

   

	 	



	

 
Appeal # 18-136 Library Trees Jan 23, 2019 

	

	
9	

Resources	
	

• CalEnviroscreen 3.0: https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen/report/calenviroscreen-30 
 

• California Department of Forestry Guidelines For Social Equity in Creating the 
Urban Canopy 2018. https://californiareleaf.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Trees-for-
21st-Century-v3.pdf 

 
• Civic Center Commons Plan: https://www.civiccentercommons.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/05/2018-19-Civic-Center-Commons-Action-Plan-1.pdf 
 

• SF Planning “The Civic Center Public Realm”: https://civiccentersf.org/ 
 

• San Francisco Urban Forest Plan: https://www.sf-planning.org/ftp/files/plans-and-
programs/planning-for-the-city/urban-forest-plan/UrbanForestPlan-
121814_Final_WEB.pdf 

 
• Save the Library Trees Campaign Petition:	https://www.change.org/p/bureau-of-

urban-forestry-chris-buck-save-the-trees-around-the-main-library 
 

• SFPW-BUF Work Permit  #188-456 
 
District 6 Sustainable Open Space Coalition Contact:  

Kasey Asberry, Demonstration Gardens, 245 Hyde St SF CA 94102   

415-283-8570 

 
	
Brief mailed to: 
 
Board of Appeals 
San Francisco Public Works  
GENERAL - DIRECTOR'S OFFICE City Hall, Room 348  
1 Dr. Carlton B. Goodlett Place, S.F., CA 94102 
 (11 copies) 
boardofappeals@sfgov.org 
 
San Francisco Public Library, Permit Holder 
c/o Roberto Lombardi 
Director of Facilities 
100 Larkin St 
San Francisco, CA 94102 
 
San Francisco Public Works Bureau of Urban Forestry 
c/o Chris Buck, Urban Forester 
1680 Mission St 1st Floor 
San Francisco CA 94103 
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