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The Fairfax County Tree Commission

12055 Government Center Parkway, Suite 518

Fairfax, Virginia 22035; 703.324.1770

November 11, 2025

Jeffrey McKay, Chairman

Members, Fairfax County Board of Supervisors

1200 Government Center Parkway

Fairfax, Virginia 22035

Re: Tree Commission Recommendations on Preserving County Assets and Trees

Dear Chairman McKay and Members of the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors (BoS),

The Tree Commission (TC) appreciates the opportunity to advise the BOS on actions it might
take to protect, improve, and expand the urban forest across Fairfax County. Based on a review
of county landscape maintenance practices and similar landscaping practices on private
properties, the TC is recommending county action to protect county assets (i.e., trees planted
by the county) through contractual changes and to expand the urban forest and preserve trees
through education.

Our recommendations focus on two areas critical to the health of our urban forest:

1) Ensuring future county landscape maintenance contracts reflect best practices to protect
trees the county has planted, and

2) Educating landscapers and property owners on basic information related to planting and
maintenance of trees.

The TC recommends that the BoS direct staff to ensure future landscape management
contracts adopt best management practices (i.e., proper mulching techniques) and require
rehabilitation of already misapplied mulch, and to address the education or training needed
to effectively maintain and protect county assets.

The TC recommends that the BoS direct staff to augment existing educational opportunities
and materials related to planting and maintenance of trees by leveraging material developed
by members of the Fairfax Trees Community of Practice and updating the Tree Basics Booklet
to reflect new information (e.g., a change in the planting season and additional information
on problems with misapplied mulch and its rehabilitation).
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The technical bases for the TC’s recommendations follow.

1) Future county landscape maintenance contracts

The county is to be commended for funding tree planting on BoS and Fairfax County Public
School (FCPS) properties [e.g., through the Tree Preservation and Planting Fund TPPF)];
however, existing landscape management practices on BoS properties indicate that these living
assets are seriously degraded and endangered by misapplication of mulch (i.e., applying mulch
against the tree trunk and/or applying too much mulch). The county’s Tree Basics Booklet
describes proper mulching techniques.1 Applying mulch against the trunk or stems of plants can
soften the tissues, making them more susceptible to the development of insects and diseases.
Mulch against the trunk can also lead to the growth of stem girdling roots.2 As the International
Society of Arboriculture notes in its Proper Mulching Techniques factsheet, this type of root
growth can reduce tree growth or eventually kill the tree.

Misapplication of mulch at the Government Center and at the North Government Center and its
rehabilitation informed the TC’s analysis of the problem and our proposed solutions. In October
2023 the county planted 50 trees in honor of the 50th anniversary of TC at the Government
Center that followed the 3-3-3 rule for mulching. Subsequently county-contracted landscapers
misapplied mulch that required rehabilitation efforts by Urban and Community Forestry Division
(UCFD) staff.  UCFD staff used the rehabilitation event to teach other county staff how to correct
the misapplication (e.g., pulling mulch away from trunks and removing stem girdling roots).
While discussing proper tree mulching may seem trivial, the financial and environmental losses
are far from trivial.

At the North Government Center, the misapplication of mulch this summer provided an
opportunity for the Tree Commission to engage, with the assistance of Supervisor Alcorn's staff,
both with the contractors responsible for landscape maintenance and with county staff
responsible for contracting those services. Through onsite conversations and an initial mulch
rehabilitation event, the TC learned that

• Under the current landscaping maintenance contract, landscapers were only told to
add mulch and were not provided guidance, such as in the multi-lingual Tree Basics
Booklet to guide their work.

• Crews installing the mulch and the landscape company managers were generally
unaware that the county had the Tree Basics Booklet.

• Crew members maintaining mulch generally were non-English speakers and were
unaware of tree-care-related video resources in Spanish that have been developed
by members of the Fairfax Trees Community of Practice.

1 “Remember the 3-3-3 rule for mulching. Create a ring of mulch around the tree, three inches deep in a three-foot
radius from the trunk, making sure to leave a three-inch space around the trunk. Don’t pile mulch against the
trunk. The mulch should look like a doughnut, not a volcano.”

2 A girdling root is a root that grows in a circular or spiral pattern around the trunk or at or below the soil line,
gradually strangling the trunk. Treatment of girdling roots is aided by early detection.

https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/publicworks/tree-commission/fairfax-county-tree-basics
https://www.treesaregood.org/Portals/0/TreesAreGood_Proper%20Mulch%20Tech_0321.pdf
https://caseytrees.org/2023/10/fairfax-celebrates-a-milestone/
https://extension.umd.edu/resource/girdling-roots/
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• The landscape maintenance company and their crews were unaware of how to
rehabilitate misapplied mulch and were eager to learn and correct their previous
efforts.

• The county staff were eager to discuss the problem and solutions, including a near-
term rehabilitation event (now completed), and would welcome guidance from
either the Tree Commission or UCFD to ensure future contracts incorporate guidance
that reflect best management practices for landscape management, especially on
proper application of mulch and rehabilitation of misapplied mulch to protect county
assets.

The TC commends county facilities management contracting staff for their willingness to seek
input on proper mulching techniques, explaining the opportunity for improvement through new
contracting, and arranging and participating in the North Government Center mulch
rehabilitation event. The average cost of trees planted through the TPPF is several hundred
dollars and proper maintenance of trees will maximize the impact of such a valuable resource of
funding. The county is developing future landscape management contract requirements, so
there is currently an opportunity to make corrections to protect the county’s trees that will be
planted and those already growing.

The TC recommends that the BoS direct staff to ensure future landscape management
contracts adopt and convey best management practices (e.g., proper mulching
techniques), address rehabilitation of already misapplied mulch, and address the
education or training needed to effectively maintain and protect county assets.

2) Educating landscapers and property owners on basic information related to planting and
maintenance of trees

Based on our observations of the routine misapplication of mulch on private property, by
owners and landscapers, including during infill projects, as well as our experiences at BoS
properties, the TC believes there is an opportunity for additional and more effective education
on basic information related to planting and maintenance of trees. The TC identified four areas
where potential improvements should be made.

• Additional modes of educational materials should be made available so that
education is multi-modal as well as multi-lingual.

• A demonstration by UCFD staff of proper techniques for rehabilitation of misapplied
mulch, perhaps through a continuing-education opportunity and potentially with the
new county landscape maintenance contractors, would help to rehabilitate
additional BoS properties and serve as an opportunity to record a video which could
be made available on the county website.

• Updating the Tree Basics Booklet to address improvements suggested by the TC in
2023 and to include new information (e.g., rehabilitation of mulch and new planting
season dates) and additional language-specific resources.

• Exploring how the Tree Basics Booklet could be provided to new property owners at
the end of infill projects so that homeowners could have information on maintaining
and expanding their own tree canopy.
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Additional types of educational materials should be made available so that education is multi-
modal as well as multi-lingual. For example, the county has on its website an excellent video of
how to plant a tree but lacks any others that address topics such as rehabilitation of mulch.
While the county website has a Spanish podcast that addresses the Tree Basics Booklet, the
county does not reference other Spanish language resources (written materials and videos) that
have been developed by members of the Fairfax Trees Community of Practice.3 This past year
UCFD used some plastic bag tax money to create a bi-lingual (Spanish-English “don't top trees")
canvas bag to address one the most damaging tree practices, topping a tree. The TC commends
this practice and suggests the staff extend the languages on the next bag to be consistent with
the language version of the Tree Basics Booklet and should choose a simple mulching message
as the theme.

A demonstration by UCFD staff of proper techniques for rehabilitation of misapplied mulch,
perhaps through a continuing-education opportunity and potentially with the new county
landscape maintenance contractors, would help to rehabilitate additional BoS properties and
serve as an opportunity to record a video which could be made available on the county website.
Such an event or recording would be valuable to Fairfax Trees Community of Practice, including
staff at FCPS and Fairfax County Park Authority (FCPA) responsible for landscape maintenance,
and UCFD should consider notifying the Fairfax Trees Community of Practice, and pertinent staff
from FCPS and FCPA, once such a demonstration is scheduled.

The Tree Basics Booklet remains one of the most downloaded resources on the county's
website. The last substantive change to this resource was in 2019, and the TC identified
updating this valuable resource as a key priority in its fiscal year 2025 work plan. The TC
identified and provided numerous edits and updates to the booklet to UCFD in 2024 which have
not yet been addressed. Further edits to the booklet are warranted to adjust the dates of the
planting season to reflect those the county adopted last year and to revise language describing
the TC to be consistent with the TC’s updated charter. Any update of the Tree Basics Booklet
should also address the problems caused by misapplication of mulch and its rehabilitation. In
general, the Tree Basics Booklet should be updated in a timely manner to reflect new
information on tree species or tree care that is pertinent to property owners. Because the non-
English versions of the booklet are just translations of the English version, the Spanish version
could include links to additional Spanish resources, such as those described above. The TC looks
forward to working with UCFD to suggest substantive updates to the Tree Basics Booklet.

The TC would welcome an opportunity to discuss with Land Development Services and Forest
Conservation Branch staff how the Tree Basics Booklet could be provided to new property
owners at the end of infill projects so that homeowners could have information on maintaining
and expanding their own tree canopy. Taking such an action would facilitate the TC’s efforts to

3 Plant NOVA Natives has numerous webpages in Spanish. Additionally Plant NOVA Natives maintains a Spanish
playlist that includes videos on the science and practice of planting and caring for trees, rescuing trees from
invasive species, invasive plant control, and why to choose native plants.

https://www.plantnovanatives.org/espanol
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLbQmut9isy7Ju_gx7CGR1xzO8tnUAAQJ5
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLbQmut9isy7Ju_gx7CGR1xzO8tnUAAQJ5
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educate county residents on the proper care of trees and increase the possibility of meeting the
county’s goals for an expanded tree canopy.

The TC recommends that the BoS direct staff to augment existing educational
opportunities and materials related to planting and maintenance of trees by
leveraging material developed by members of the Fairfax Trees Community of Practice
and updating the Tree Basics Booklet to reflect new information (e.g., a change in the
planting season and additional information on problems with misapplied mulch and its
rehabilitation).

In summary, the Tree Commission thanks the BoS for consideration of TC recommendations on
actions the BoS might take to protect, improve, and expand the urban forest across Fairfax
County. Please do not hesitate to contact me if there are any questions.

Sincerely, Please email treecommission@fairfaxcounty.gov for official signed version of the letter.

Barbara A. Ryan, Chair
Fairfax County Tree Commission

Cc: Bryan Hill, Fairfax County Executive
Jennifer Miller, Deputy County Executive
Jose Comayagua, Director of Facilities Management Department
Chris Herrington, Director, Department of Public Works and Environmental Services

Shane Flanigan, Facilities Supervisor-FMD Building Services Contracts, Facilities

Management Department

Brian Keightley Director, Urban and Community Forestry Division

Tree Commission

Jai Cole, Fairfax County Park Authority Executive Director

Eric Gordon, Fairfax County Public Schools, Chief of Facilities Services and Capital

Programs

mailto:treecommission@fairfaxcounty.gov

