
TREE CANOPY STUDY
TREE PROGRAMS AND 2022 UPDATE

OVERVIEW
Sarasota County is dedicated to preserving the character and environment of our unique 
coastal community. Maintaining the county's tree canopy is critical to this effort and is 
essential for providing many benefits to the built and natural environment. The County has 
protected, planted and maintained trees throughout the landscape since 1983 and has 
monitored canopy coverage since 1975.
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Sarasota County celebrated its 30th year as a designated Tree City USA in 2021. The Tree City 
USA program is sponsored by the Arbor Day Foundation in partnership with the U.S. Forest 
Service and the National Association of State Foresters. Sarasota County achieved Tree City 
USA recognition by meeting the program's four requirements: a tree board or department, 
a tree-care ordinance, an annual community forestry budget of at least $2 per capita and an 
Arbor Day observance and proclamation.

The County has also had its Trees Code (Ch. 54, Article XVIII of the Code of Ordinances) for 
nearly 40 years, which seeks to protect trees during the development process and requires 
replanting for trees that were removed or on lots where there were no trees. The Canopy 
Road designation was enacted in 2001 to protect the visual character and enhance property 
values along streets with an overhanging tree canopy. Mitigation and penalty fees for tree 
impacts are applied to replanting. Between Fiscal Years 2022–2024, the County will plant 
over $275,000 worth of trees throughout the community.

Further, the Unified Development Code (Chapter 124) requires landscape buffers, including 
tree planting, to reduce the potential incompatibility of adjacent land uses, conserve natural 
resources and maintain open space, protect established residential neighborhoods and 
promote and enhance community image and roadway beautification.  
Through the development review process, the County encourages  
planting native trees and selecting the "right tree for the right space."

SARASOTA COUNTY TREE PROGRAMS

Trees play a vital role in creating healthier, safer and more connected communities. They 
clean our air, filter our water and even slow storm surge and flooding. Trees also provide 
shade and cool our cities by up to 10 degrees.

A diverse urban forest canopy provides a wide range of wildlife habitat and is a vitally 
important refuge and foraging site for migratory birds.

RESOURCES
Contact Sarasota County Environmental Protection Division 
staff or visit us online for more information about trees in 
unincorporated Sarasota County or to nominate a canopy road.

Call 311 or email 
environmental@scgov.net
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TREE CANOPY STUDY

CANOPY STUDY
The USDA Forest Service's i-Tree Canopy program, a part of the i-Tree online software suite, 
is a nationwide program used by various communities to assess urban forests. In 2004 and 
2013, the County conducted studies to evaluate the land cover in the county (e.g., land, trees, 
water) using this program. The 2013 study methodology* was repeated in 2022.

MAJOR TAKEAWAYS
The 2022 analysis of the County's land cover supports the notion that the County has 
continued to change in the seven years between the 2012 and 2019 aerials—both within 
and outside the Urban Service Boundary (USB). 
•	 Within the USB+ the tree canopy is the most extensive coverage class, with an increase 

since 2012. The most significant change from 2012 was impervious areas at 8 percent. This 
indicates that while developed areas (impervious areas) grew, so did tree planting and 
coverage. Tree planting is required associated with new development and may account 
for converting the ground cover class to areas covered by trees or impervious surfaces.

•	 Outside of the USB+ the greatest coverage is the combination of bare ground and 
groundcover (more than half ). This is expected given the substantial amounts of 
agricultural lands in this area of the county compared to those areas west of the USB. 
Trees/shrubs is the second most extensive individual coverage class, maintaining at least 
a third of the overall land cover since 2012.

Cover classes include:

•	 Trees/shrubs — trees, large shrubs, woody plants 
(provide canopy/overstory)

•	 Groundcover — small shrubs (understory), 
herbaceous plants, grasses

•	 Bare ground — turf (yards/golf courses), 
agricultural fields, dirt/exposed soil, human or 
livestock disturbed vegetated lands (pasture)

•	 Impervious — hard surface  
(e.g., roadways, sidewalks, rooftops, driveways)

•	 Water — open water surface feature  
(e.g., ponds, lakes, bays, canals, gulf, ditch)

Study Area Cover Class

2012 
Aerial 

(2013 Study)

2019 
Aerial

(2022 Study)

County+ 
(within Urban 

Service Boundary)

Tree/Shrub 31.5% 37.8%
Groundcover 16.1% 3.1%
Bare Ground 22.8% 27.6%
Impervious 17.3% 25.3%

Water 12.3% 6.2%
County+ 

(outside Urban 
Service Boundary)

Tree/Shrub 33.0% 37.1%
Groundcover 36.0% 15.5%
Bare Ground 26.5% 42.8%
Impervious 1.6% 1.9%

Water 2.9% 2.5%

Trees/shrub coverage increased over 4%+ throughout Sarasota County between 
2012 and 2019 (6.3% difference within and 4.1% outside the USB).
+Excluding the municipalities (Cities of North Port, Sarasota and Venice and the Town of Longboat Key); Standard Error for all areas and coverage 
classes ranged from ± 0.46% to 1.53% depending on the coverage class; Standard Error for Trees/shrubs is ± 1.53%.

*Note: 1,000 random points were classified for each study area with even distribution throughout the defined study area boundaries; some of the boundaries of 
the Unincorporated Area have shifted with the municipalities annexing some areas and minor adjustments to the Urban Service Boundary since the last study.

Urban Service Boundary is the growth boundary established in the Future Land Use Chapter of  
the Comprehensive Plan. Generally, development to the west of the line is recognized as urban 
scaled development (within), while land to the east of the line is considered to be rural (outside).




