
Garden Club of Dublin: 10 Week Challenge 2020  
Week #10:  Plant a Tree in Appreciation of their Natural Generosity

“This is not our world with trees in it. It’s a world of trees, 
where humans have just arrived.”  - Richard Powers, The Overstory

Our challenge started in late June with a call to hope by citing Wendall Barry’s sage 
admonition, “Hope is an obligation.” It is fitting then that our final challenge for the 
summer,  to plant a tree or shrub before taking off or closing up, comes full circle with a 
remarkable experiment taking place in Kentucky right now. Katy and I first learned about 
the Green Heart Project at the NAL Meetings in Washington long ago (that is, early 
March), where we discovered its mission to restore trees to the city and to monitor the 
residual health benefits for the citizens of Louisville. It is a 5 year experiment which is in 
itself an affirmative manifestation of Wendall Barry’s vision of hope.

Important Ecological Contributions of Trees  
Before introducing the Green Heart Project and other groundbreaking experiments, I’d 
like to review some of the known ecological benefits of trees, and since many of you are 
already familiar with the research grounding these conclusions, I’ll use them as a 
framework for discussion. Scientific research over the past decades points to the major 
benefits of trees, in particular, and to a healthy tree canopy, in general; among them, 
according to Nowak (Journal of Environmental Management,1992) and Resilience.org 
(November 2019), trees have been scientifically proven to:

1. Improve soil fertility----by adding nutrients as leaves and twigs decompose.
2. Protect soil from erosion- ---through a vibrant root system that prevents floods 

and landslides.
3. Reduce noise pollution--- by creating a sound buffer that absorbs and diffuses 

sound waves.
4. Reduce temperatures in urban heat islands---by providing a cooling leaf canopy.
5. Help curb droughts--- by releasing moisture though leave in a process called 

“transpiration.”
6. Reduce the carbon footprint in urban areas, curbing carbon production from 

cooling systems.
7. Reduce greenhouse gasses caused by carbon dioxide, the leading proponent of 

climate change.



The Louisville Experiment,  2017-2022   
Moreover, it is increasingly apparent that trees promise substantial physical health and 
mental well being to humans in addition to their ecological benefits. The Louisville 
Green Heart Project is designed to create a tree rich environment and to investigate 
how it in turn affects the physical and mental condition of its residents. It is a 5 year 
experiment that benefits from the collaboration of 3 principal partners, The Nature 
Conservancy, the University of Louisville Envirome Institute, and the Hyphae Design 
Laboratory, and is the brainchild of Dr. Aruni Bhavnagar from the University of Louisville 
School of Medicine who developed this study after 2 years of preliminary research.  

The goal of the Green Heart Project is to “ inform new, cutting-edge municipal decision-
making processes that connect nature with health and well-being.” (The Nature 
Conservancy), and it was initiated with a $5 million grant from the Owsley Brown II ( of 
famed Bourbon legacy) Foundation as well as from the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences and The Nature Conservancy. Designed to support the 
growing theory that reveals a dynamic relationship between greater urban green spaces 
and well being, the Louisville project is the first controlled study to monitor the effects of 
greening in the meticulous way that scientific tests are performed on new drug 
treatments. 

 The Green Heart Project is a 3-part study that:

1. Records the health and social well being of residents at the onset of the 
experiment.

2. Supplies the required trees to assess their impact.
3. Monitors the health and social conditions of residents during a 5 year trial period.

     

Step #1 - Enlisting a study group of 700 residents from specific Louisville 
neighborhoods, the experiment will monitor a set of major health and social conditions:

1. cardiac disease
2. respiratory ailments
3. diabetes
4. obesity
5. stress levels
6. social connections



     

Step #2 - The green teams will plant almost 8,000 trees and shrubs throughout 
designated neighborhoods to foster a new ecosystem designed to encourage greater 
physical exercise and to reduce air pollution and noise levels which are known to 
contribute to high stress levels.

Step #3 - Doctors will track the physical and mental health of the 700 participants 
through annual physical checkups with the goal of generating future urban policies that 
will also promote human mental and physical health for its residents.

***For further clarification: watch the superb The PBS NewHour clip, “Ambitious Louisville Study Seeks to 
Understand the Impact of Trees on our Health,” as reporter John Yang interviews residents and 
researchers about the Green Heart Project, (December 17, 2019).

Corollary Theories 
Dr. Jill Suttie, a Berkeley psychologist, discusses the significant ways trees support 
mental health.  In “Why Trees Can Make You Happier” (The Greater Good, U. Berkeley, 
2019), she writes how:



1. trees reduce stress. Citing a study of 500 Japanese young adults monitored 
before and after a 15 minute walk thorough a forest and who reported more 
energy, greater focus, less hostility, and a more positive overall attitude. 

2. trees boost our immune system: A group of senior citizens with COPD reported 
improved breathing after forest visits.

3. trees lower blood pressure as well as pulse rates, cortisol levels, and improve 
relaxation.

4. trees may be a factor in lowering crime: one Chicago study concluded that a 
10% increase in the tree canopy reduced robberies by 11% and battery by 10%. 
Parallel studies in Baltimore, New Haven, and Vancouver point to similar findings 
with the conclusion that increased tree coverage has an impact on reducing 
crime.

5. trees may generate good will in social interactions: while there are no definitive 
studies on this yet, psychologists working with students found they were more 
willing to help others and appeared more generous after spending time in 
forests.

2 Case Studies

1. Cardiac and Respiratory Conditions: According to The Atlantic, scientists discovered 
that almost 670,000 cases of acute respiratory illness and 850 lives were saved by 
providing patients greater proximity to trees. In addition, they reported in 2010 that 
trees removed 17 tons of air pollution by absorbing toxins through their leaves. In 
the Midwest, doctors studied the effects of emerald ash borer on residents in 
several states from 1990-2007 and revealed that the blight destroying thousands of 
trees was linked to over 20,000 deaths (15,000 alone from cardiac illness and 6,000 
from respiratory conditions). The study concluded that by filtering toxins in the air, 
trees may be able  to save up to $7 billion dollars in health care costs.

2. Heat Induced Illness: Only a few years ago, Dallas, Texas was second only to 
Phoenix in warming up the fastest, making parts of the city an “urban heat island.” 
Researchers in Dallas, assessed urban areas with minimal tree coverage and found 
that they recorded temperatures 15 degrees higher there than elsewhere with a 
greater tree canopy. At the same time, global warming was already turning these hot 
cities even hotter. In addition, they found that areas with lowest rate of trees had the 
highest rate of childhood asthma and, not surprisingly, these were the 



neighborhoods with the lowest incomes in the city. City leaders and 
environmentalists launched a plan to turn Dallas greener by planting over 250,000 
trees in areas that most needed a healthy tree canopy. They found health benefits 
similar to those now being charted in Louisville: that is, reduced stress, improved 
cardiac conditions, lower rates of childhood asthma, fewer costs from air 
conditioning, and more enjoyable outdoor spaces to share with others, encouraging 
resident to exercise. 
 
While other measures, such as adding reflective white roofs and reflective paving 
also leads to lower temperatures, investigators concluded that planting these trees 
alone lowered temperatures by more than 3.5 times. The most effective solution, 
they added, would be to combine the two measure, projecting that this combination 
would cause heat to lower by 20%. Dallas was not alone in reduced tree plantings: 
a survey of just over 26 major US cities found that 23 of them had substantial tree 
coverage loss in the past 10 years. However, of those cities, only Dallas-- through 
its canopy restoration initiative—showed a growth of 10% in urban trees (from 
Curbed.com, July 2019).

Stewardship 
Impressive, and indeed hopeful, these measures and policies inaugurate a new 
awareness of the benefits and generosity of trees to us and to our planet.

Our 10th challenge was to plant a tree or shrub as summer ends to enjoy for years to 
come. However, if you like Louisa Birch have been a responsible steward by planting all 
along, you may consider donating to one of numerous urban tree projects popping up all 
over the country. For example, Keene NH, one of the Elm Cities of New England joined 
the Tree City USA in 1979 and since then has planted thousands of trees around 
Keene. New Haven, CT and Waterville, ME are two other cities that saw their great elms 
destroyed by Dutch Elm Disease starting in the 1930’s and are working to improve their 
tree population. In Washington DC, Casey Trees, launched almost 20 years are, has 
already planted 25,000 trees across the city with the goal  of building a 40% tree canopy 
in an effort to replace the 15% lost from 1950 (when it was 50%) to 2002.

Sitting out on my terrace this morning I surveyed hundreds of trees and and regarded 
them with new respect and awe. I am also more committed than ever to helping urban 
areas create green spaces for residents who do not enjoy the beauty and benefits we 
often take for granted right in Dublin.



Finally, in appreciation, I suggest we collect a virtual “tree library” right on the 
Conservation Pages. You can contribute by sending in a  photo of one of your favorite 
trees to share, simply email a photo with the name and location of the tree to Susan 
Shonk so we can appreciate it and grow, as Powers suggests, “even” more aware.

Here’s a birch I see daily on my morning walk along West Lake Road. What’s your tree?



POSTSCRIPT 
For a wonderful journey into the hidden world that exists but that we cannot see, you 
might turn to The Overstory, a powerful, almost epic novel exploring the inner workings 
of trees:

“We found that trees could communicate, over the air and through their roots. 
Common sense hooted us down. We found that trees take care of each other. 
Collective science dismissed the idea. Outsiders discovered how seeds remember 
the seasons of their childhood and set buds accordingly. Outsiders discovered that 
trees sense the presence of other nearby life. That a tree learns to save water. That 
trees feed their young and synchronize their masts and bank resources and warn kin 
and send out signals to wasps to come and save them from attacks. “Here’s a little 
outsider information, and you can wait for it to be confirmed. A forest knows things. 
They wire themselves up underground.There are brains down there, ones our own 
brains aren’t shaped to see. Root plasticity, solving problems and making decisions. 
Fungal synapses. What else do you want to call it? Link enough trees together, and 
a forest grows aware.” 

 - Richard Powers


