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addition, the natural hydrologic functions of infiltration and base flow are severely 
altered by impervious surfaces, making urban riparian buffers less likely to carry out the 
full range of riparian buffer functions compared to more rural conditions.  In developed 
areas where water flow is altered by roads, sidewalks, parking lots, roof tops, and storm 
drains, tree canopy can extend the functions of narrow buffers in the developed 
environment by capturing rainfall, reducing stormwater through evapotranspiration, and 
intercepting pollutants before they enter the Bay. 
 
Urban and community tree canopy goals 
Canopy goals are most meaningful when tied 
to specific desired outcomes such as the 
protection of urban streams, reduced 
stormwater flows, improved water quality, 
reduced ozone concentrations or other air 
quality parameters.  
 
As an example, recently published research 
conducted in Montgomery County, Maryland, 
determined that a stream health rating of 
“good” (as measured by both biological and 
physical parameters) was strongly correlated to less than 10 percent impervious surface 
and more than 60 percent riparian forest cover (Goetz 2003).   
 
While detailed and broadly applicable means of predicting desired outcomes are still 
under development, a number of existing approaches may offer a frame of reference 
from which to begin setting canopy goals for a given community.   
 
American Forests has developed general guidelines for tree canopy cover goals as 
defined by the following broad land-use categories: 
 

Land Use Type Recommended Canopy Cover Goal 
Suburban Residential 50% 
Urban Areas 25% 
Central Business Districts 15% 
Average for all zones 40% 

 
The Center for Watershed Protection’s (CWP) Urban Watershed Forestry Manual (in 
press) recommends canopy cover values that also factor in percent impervious cover by 
watershed type to yield the following goals:  
 

Watershed Type Impervious Cover Recommended Canopy 
Cover Goal 

Suburban/Forested <25% ≥65% 
Suburban/Rural <25% ≥40% 
Urban 26-60% ≥40% 
Ultra-Urban >60% ≥25% 
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2008 Reevaluation.   In 2008, assessment methodologies and tools identified in the 
above framework will be reevaluated and recommendations will be developed as to how 
best meet the intent of the directive to extend forest buffer functions in developed areas.  
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