PROTECT AND EXPAND
OUR URBAN
FOREST
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Brianne Clohessy Fuller, AICP
Countywide Coordinator

Office of the County Executive

12000 Government Ctr Pkwy, Suite 552
Fairfax, VA 22033

June 30, 2026
Re: Bylaws of the Fairfax County Environmental Commission, Draft of June 17, 2026
Dear Ms. Fuller,

The Tree Commission (TC) is grateful for the opportunity to provide feedback on the discussion
draft bylaws of the Fairfax County Environmental Commission (EC). We also appreciate your
briefings to the TC in April and June on the proposed staff recommendation to create a new EC
and dissolve the TC and the Environmental Quality Advisory Council (EQAC).

The TC has been the county’s primary advisory body on its urban forest (trees and natural
resources) since the Board of Supervisors (BOS) established it on June 18, 1973. For the past 52
years, TC volunteer commissioners have worked to protect, improve, and expand Fairfax
County’s urban forest. TC commissioners have included ISA Certified Arborists, Tree Stewards,
Master Naturalists, and Master Gardeners and all commissioners have expended considerable
effort to become knowledgeable about the county’s urban forest and county policies and rules
affecting trees. They provide outreach to the public on the benefits of trees and how to take
care of trees, and comment on proposed county actions affecting the county’s urban forest. The
TC’s members are the singular source of advocacy for the urban forest across our rapidly
developing county.

The TC appreciates staff efforts to create the draft EC bylaws and strongly supports the focus on
racial and social equity in the bylaws as this has always been of paramount importance to the
TC. These issues are particularly critical with respect to trees and natural resources, where social
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inequities limit accessibility on many fronts. The TC also supports the requirement for a concise
annual workplan and a biennial report (or annual, as there is some ambiguity in the draft as to
frequency) focusing on workplan accomplishments and activities. The TC has adopted a concise
workplan for the last several years, and in 2025 began reporting on workplan actions in a
concise annual summary letter to the BOS in lieu of a detailed, lengthy, annual report.

However, the TC has the following concerns about the proposed creation of the EC, as described
in the draft bylaws, and the concomitant dissolution of the TC:

1. This action is likely to significantly reduce the attention given to trees. The TC’s singular
focus on the urban forest has been its strength for over 50 years. The EC’s significantly
broader focus in the draft bylaws will leave trees as one of many environmental topics it
must consider and address, and the likely effect will be less attention given to important
urban forest issues. Although the draft EC bylaws state that “trees and natural resources
shall be a focus area” of the EC, time on the EC agenda is likely to be a scarce commodity.
Trees and natural resources will have to compete with a host of other environmental issues
for attention and time. The result will undoubtedly be a dramatic decline in attention given
to trees and natural resources by the EC. In comparison, the TC meets monthly (except
August) to discuss tree and natural resource issues exclusively for at least 2-3 hours. Any
reduction in focus on the County’s tree canopy now would be especially unfortunate, given
the challenges faced in attaining the Community-Wide Energy and Climate Action Plan
(CECAP) County goal to “expand the tree canopy to 60% with a minimum of 40% tree
canopy coverage in every census block by 2030 and a minimum of 50% tree canopy
coverage in every census block by 2050, prioritizing areas of highest socioeconomic need
first.” More, rather than less, attention on the urban forest is called for today, given the tree
canopy challenges faced. Recommendation: Require that the EC include at least one
agenda/action item related to trees/urban forest at each meeting.

2. This action will sever the connection between the TC and Chapter 122 (Tree Conservation
Ordinance). The TC charter is Section 122-9-1 of the Tree Conservation Ordinance
(Ordinance), and within that Code one of the TC’s Powers and Duties is to “inform the
general public of the provisions of applicable ordinances, Board policies, and chapters of the
Public Facility Manual.” The code also requires the TC to report on the county’s
implementation of applicable ordinances. TC members know and understand the Ordinance
and Chapter 12 of the Public Facility Manual, and the role they play in the county’s tree
preservation policies. There appears to be no requirement that even the one EC member
with forestry and natural resource experience or expertise have familiarity with the
Ordinance or the county’s tree policies. The draft bylaws only provide that “the duties of the
Commission include having a general awareness of the policies, plans and regulations of the
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County pertaining to the purpose of the Commission.” Severing the connection between
the TC and the Ordinance will reduce the attention given to how the County implements the
Ordinance. The timing of this is particularly unfortunate given citizen angst about tree loss
resulting from residential infill development across the county, how the Ordinance is being
implemented, and overall confusion about the county’s tree preservation rules.
Recommendation: Revise Chapter 122 to ensure that the EC will replace the TC in its roles
related to the Ordinance.

The draft EC bylaws include none of the tree-related purposes contained in the TC charter,
including many that the BOS added and approved in 2024. The TC charter includes an
explicit goal to advise the BOS on actions it might take to protect, improve and expand the
urban forest across the county, which is consistent with the county and community-desired
goal of expanding county tree canopy as described in CECAP. The charter also requires
annual reporting to the BOS on tree preservation and planting requirements of the county
code and Public Facilities Manual; the design, installation, and maintenance of the Natural
Landscaping Policy; and activities of public and private entities to promote tree planting and
care of private property. The TC charter further directs it to provide recommendations to the
BOS on ways to improve or update the Tree Action Plan and to represent the BOS in the
Fairfax County Trees Community of Practice. None of these tree and natural resource
purposes are included in the draft EC bylaws, suggesting that the EC will be under no
obligation to focus on, or even support, any of these critical aspects of the urban forest.
Moreover, the TC’s charter allows it to provide comments to the BOS and any County or
County-related agencies on actions or policies that may impact the urban forest, while the
draft EC bylaws limit the EC to advising the BOS. Recommendation: Include the tree-
related purposes contained in the TC Charter in the EC bylaws and charter.

This action will eliminate all the TC’s important outreach activities. The TC’s outreach
activities, including through the Fairfax County Trees Community of Practice, have enhanced
public awareness about the value of trees, how to take care of trees, and the County’s
policies with respect to trees. TC commissioners are visible in the community, and regularly
table at county events such as Earth Day, meet with local citizens groups, teach classes on
trees, and attend school tree plantings. In April 2026, the TC organized and executed a highly
successful tree giveaway at the opening of the Burke Farmer’s Market. Many TC members
also work to enhance public understanding of the Ordinance in their districts. The TC has
repeatedly been praised for its county-wide outreach activities. The draft EC bylaws include
no outreach activities other than a general goal of raising awareness, and it is not apparent
how this gap will be filled. In contrast, the TC’s charter specifies that it is to “[P]rovide
outreach on behalf of the [BOS] to private organizations and county citizens regarding the
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benefits of protecting, improving, and expanding Fairfax County’s urban forest.”
Recommendation: Include tree-related outreach requirements in the EC by-laws and
charter.

5. The draft EC bylaws call for a dramatic reduction in tree expertise. The draft EC bylaws
would reserve one seat for a member with forestry and natural resources experience or
expertise. Replacing a 15-person TC with one tree representative on the EC will resultin a
drastic reduction of tree representation and expertise, at a time when the County is facing
challenges maintaining its tree canopy. Recommendation: Require the EC to include at least
three members with tree and natural resource experience or expertise, and define the
expertise requirements (i.e, ISA Certified Arborist, Tree Steward, Master Naturalist,
Master Gardener, etc. ).

Overall, although the TC appreciates staff’s work related to this initiative, and supports the
enhanced focus on environmental racial and social equity, the requirement for a concise
workplan, and streamlined biennial (or annual) reporting, the above concerns, if not addressed,
far outweigh the benefits of this proposal with regard to trees and natural resources. If the BOS
decides to proceed with dissolving the TC, we recommend that the EC bylaws contain an
improved BOS advisory function that ensures that our urban forest and natural resources
receive the priority they need and merit. We also strongly recommend that the BOS provide for
adequate staff support for these priorities, whatever form the advisory function takes.

Sincerely,

Barbara A. Ryan
Chair, Fairfax County Tree Commission

CC:

Clerk of the BOS

Jennifer L. Miller, Deputy County Executive

John Morrill, Acting Director, Office of Environmental and Energy Coordination
Christopher Herrington, Director, Department of Public Works and Environmental
Services

Brian Keightley, Director, Urban and Community Forestry Division



