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THE PROJECT
KEEP IT SIMPLE

This project began with a realization or synthesis of a few key elements:

1. Mobile air monitoring showing some neighbourhoods had air pollution issues measurably worse than others 
(Clean Air Hamilton: “Hamilton Neighbourhoods Mobile Air Quality Monitoring to Determine Local Impacts Pre-
pared by: Rotek Environmental Inc. July 2011”)

2. There is some evidence that less-well-to-do areas have less urban forest canopy than financially more-wealthy 
neighbourhoods (http://persquaremile.com/2012/05/17/urban-trees-reveal-income-inequality/)

3. Trees can improve air quality 

4. The City of Hamilton has a free street tree program 
(http://www.treeshamilton.ca/programs-services/programs/lets-get-growing-free-street-trees/)

The primary goal was to target the street tree program to areas most in need of a refreshed urban forest canopy. So 
basically, more trees where they are needed most. 

KEITH NEIGHBOURHOOD

The Keith Neighbourhood in Hamilton’s Ward 3 was chosen as a suitable area for a pilot project due to the results of 
mobile air monitoring indicating an area with very poor air quality, as well as the small geographic size of the neigh-
bourhood, and the fact that the majority of homes are owner-occupied (70% according the Social Planning and Re-
search Council’s Neighbourhood Profiles report of March 2012). CBC Hamilton reported that the mobile air monitor-
ing done in Hamilton revealed “the area of Wentworth North at the Eva Rothwell Centre carries a mortality rate that 
is nearly eight per cent higher than the average mortality rate1” with high readings for particulate matter (pm) 10 and 
pm 2.5, and nitrogen dioxide.

Southwest Hamilton Ward 1 Dundas Ontario Ward 13 Keith Neighbourhood Ward 3

TREES TO THE RESCUE

Trees have been shown to reduce pollution significantly; therefore it was the simplest and most logical way to ap-
proach the air quality issue. To put things in perspective, a single tree absorbs carbon dioxide in a year equivalent to 
driving a car 42,000 km. On top of that, trees capture particulate matter (e.g. dust, ash, smoke), and produce enough 
oxygen for 18 people per day.  “A tree can soak up almost 400 litres of water from the ground each day, and cool the 
surrounding air through transpiration. Trees absorb airborne contaminants and breathe out clean oxygen. They're 
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such efficient air filters that Columbia University researchers estimate that for every 343 trees added to a square 
kilometre asthma rates in young people drop by about 25 per cent.2” Further efficiencies are related to the fact that 
once a tree is planted it is in place for decades to follow.

TACTICAL APPROACH
START UP

Before moving to hire a summer student for the position, OPIRG’s Project Leader Randy Kay arranged meetings with 
Ward 3 Councillor Bernie Morelli in August 2012 to get his approval and support for a project in his ward. Councillor 
Morelli  made his executive assistant Nick Westoll available to arrange a first meeting in September 2012 between 
Randy and Bill Longley, Manager of City Street Tree program. We wanted to make sure they understood what we 
wanted to do, and would be able to help make it happen. Bill was enthusiastically supportive, thus clearing the way 
for the project to proceed. Councillor Morelli also put us in touch with Suzanne Brown, Manager, Neighbourhood 
Action Strategy at the City of Hamilton, who helped us meet community leaders in the Keith Neighbourhood.

The OPIRG McMaster Board of Directors approved the project for a summer MacWork position and a hiring process 
was initiated in the spring of 2013. A short list of candidates was chosen for interviews, and the board offered the 
position to Jonathan Valencia who was paid to work 30 hours a week for 9 weeks starting May 1/13. The timing was 
perfect since Street Tree requests need to be in by mid June to make possible optimal fall planting when the weather 
cools.

PROJECT EXPERIENCE
ADAPT AND IMPROVISE

Although the ideology for the project never changed, the approach was adapted by what we experienced on the 
ground. Originally there was a plan to supplement door to door campaigning with some sort of event, like a BBQ, to 
attracted a crowd, at which point we would offer free trees. After arranging a meeting with local community leaders, 
we were invited to join their annual BBQ where we would then set up a table to further inform people of our project, 
thereby eliminating the need for our own event. Of the strategies, we found door to door the most effective approach.

The door to door campaign was very effective at reaching the people we needed to talk to. For homes with renters, 
we either had the residents call the landlord, or if the resident wanted, we took the responsibility to call them seeking 
permission to add a tree to the front of their property.  

Volunteers Going Door To Door Keith Street, Hamilton ON Jonathan at Community BBQ
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TOOLS

The City Street Tree program provided us with material that was useful to sign up residents for street trees. A simple 
form on a street tree brochure was filled out for each resident who requested a tree, or left with residents who wanted 
to do it themselves or think about it. We handed these off to Bill Longley at the conclusion of the project for process-
ing at the City.

Due to the neighbourhood’s small front lots, Jonathan created an information sheet with a sample of trees available 
through the city program, and arranged the trees from small to large. He also included images of each tree with di-
mensions for mature height and spread. These improvements made it easier to allay fears of giant trees on small lots, 
and to give residents a sense of the variety available.

The outreach table at the Community BBQ June 22nd was a great way to close the sign-up period, which was ex-
tended by the City Street Tree manager to allow us to capitalize at this last opportunity in the community. We suc-
ceeded in getting more trees that day, so it was very worthwhile.

The project created a blog where we posted relevant updates, photos, maps, and related research and media articles. 
http://hamiltonstreettreeproject.blogspot.com remains a useful site for project history, and for further use as the pro-
ject continues.

COMMUNITY

We are very grateful to community leaders like Community Development worker Laura Ryan, City of Hamilton-
Neighbourhood Development Strategies  Gerry Polmanter, Chair of Keith Neighbourhood HUB, and Ted Hodkinson  
Manager of Programs and Services at Eva Rothwell Centre, who were all crucial for the project’s success. They spread 
the word and reassured residents that we were there to help. They also invited us to attend a Neighbourhood HUB 
Meeting June 6/13 to share information on the project with community volunteers at the Eva Rothwell Centre. Bill 
Longley and the Street Tree staff at City of Hamilton were gracious and accommodating to our requirements, and a 
pleasure to work with. Councillor Morelli and his E.A.Nick Westoll were instrumental in making first contact with 
key players outside their office. Sara Mayo at Social Planning and Research Council and Brian Montgomery of Clean 
Air Hamilton remain partners in our goal to extend this successful project to other areas of the city. Finally, we are 
especially grateful to the kind and generous people of the Keith Neighbourhood for making us feel more than wel-
come at their front doors.
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RESULTS
After everything had been set in place, it took approximately 4 weeks to go door to door: 73 trees will be planted in 
the fall of 2013: 60 in Keith, 13 in the surrounding area.

In comparison to other years, the door to door method was 15-60 times more effective. Data provided by City of 
Hamilton shows that between 2008-2012 an average of only 3 trees were planted in this area per year. Assuming this 
number stayed constant, it would have taken 20 years to plant as many trees as were planted due to our 2 month 
effort (May & June)

The most popular tree chosen by residents was the Amur Maple, chosen a total of 30 times by home owners. Another 
popular choice was the Eastern Redbud. These results may have been skewed as a result of the pictures chosen to 
represent those trees (Eastern Redbud in full spring bloom and the Amur Maple in its autumn colours).

Jonathan presenting at Public Works Committee Street Tree Brochure/sign-up: City of Hamilton Randy examining current street forest canopy

MEDIA COVERAGE

Positive coverage of the project appeared in The Hamilton Spectator, CBC Hamilton and the McMaster Silhouette, 
and an interview was aired on 900 CHML Radio (links to media coverage available on our blog.)
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FUTURE OF HAMILTON STREET TREE PROJECT

On September 3rd, 2013, Jonathan and Randy presented to City of Hamilton Public Works Committee on the success 
of the project and requested that the partnership between OPIRG McMaster and the City Street Tree Program be ex-
tended into the following year. City Street Tree manager welcomed the idea and PW Committee supported the ar-
rangement.

Jonathan will be working with Sara Mayo (Social Planner for Social Planning and Research Council of Hamilton) to 
map out the trees that were ordered this year throughout the entire city of Hamilton. This data will be used to com-
pare the effectiveness of the city’s standard approach versus our more aggressive approach (hiring a student to go 
door to door in a targeted area) and provide insight into how the program is applied across areas of disparate income 
levels.

We will also be presenting at the Board of Health, City of Hamilton in October 2013, to encourage extended funding 
for Clean Air Hamilton so they can pursue follow-up mobile monitoring of air quality in neighbourhoods with an eye 
on measuring changes after street trees are established in an area. Having reliable measurable data will be important 
as this project develops and grows.

Finally, we are grateful to McMaster University’s MacWork program, and OPIRG McMaster’s Board of Directors for 
supporting this project.

Randy Kay

Jonathan Valencia

September 2013
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APPENDIX: Job Description Spring 2013

AIR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT COORDINATOR

The pilot project will address dangerous air quality in Hamilton’s Keith Neighbourhood, located in Ward 3.

Recent air quality studies conducted by Dr. Dennis Corr, Engineering Physics at McMaster University, found some of 
the highest concentrations of air borne pollutants in the city in this neighbourhood, including High pm 10 and High 
pm 2.5, High nitrogen dioxide and a mortality rate 8% higher than average.

OPIRG McMaster has arranged support for a trial project to address localized air pollution with the ward councillor 
Bernie Morelli, and through his office the support of the city’s Street Trees program.

Currently, city street trees are made available upon request to home-owners. Street trees are proven to contribute to 
improving local air quality, as well as adding to improved property values and other health benefits. 

The project we are undertaking would change the onus by actively targeting a neighbourhood to provide a more ac-
tive and comprehensive planting – we would sign up home-owners and take the requests as a bundle to the city.

STUDENT POSITION

The student position would focus on implementing a door to door canvas, utilizing a small group of volunteers from 
McMaster and the larger community to make homeowners aware of the street tree program and the potential to add 
a tree to their property.

The student would be responsible for recruiting, orienting and supervising volunteers in the field and for compiling 
the street tree request information.

The student would also organize a “campaign launch’ in the neighbourhood to draw local and media attention to the 
project, using creative means.

The student would also be required to seek partners in the community and from McMaster and make recommenda-
tions for further action.

The student would be required to keep a web blog of activities, to prepare (if required) a handbill and checklists for 
homeowners/volunteers as needed, and to write a final report detailing the advantages and disadvantages encoun-
tered in pursuing the project objectives.

-30-
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