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Urban Forestry Committee Meeting  

MAY 19, 2022 4:30PM 

MINUTES 
 

Due to COVID-19 virus containment efforts, this meeting was held remotely.  
A recording of the meeting can be accessed here:  

https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/521714292499242760 

 

Meeting notes prepared by Leah Grossman and Vanessa Boukili 
 

Committee Members in attendance: Tori Antonino (Co-Chair), Chris Dwan (Co-Chair), Amy Mertl, Breck Miller (Tree 

Warden), Jennifer Clifford, Leah Grossman, Murphy Langevin, Conor Guidarelli, Vanessa Boukili (Senior Urban 

Forestry and Landscape Planner) [replaced by Malik Drayton, designee, at 6:30pm] 

 

Committee Members absent: none 

Others in Attendance: Katjana Ballantyne (mayor), Malik Drayton (City of Somerville Urban Forestry Planner), Crystal 

Huff, Dorothy Suput, Renee Scott 

Call to Order: Dwan called meeting to order at 4:31 pm 
 

1. Introductions / Housekeeping 

a. Remarks from Mayor Ballantyne: Recognizing the importance of green spaces in the city and 

finding solace where we can, especially in the pandemic. Mayor Ballantyne appreciates our 

volunteerism and expressed encouragement of our work in small and large public spaces and 

development. Mayor Ballantyne concluded with stating that greener and healthier spaces in the 

city need our help to make it more creative.  

b. Boukili: In regards to the open meeting law meeting, reminder to committee members who could 

not attend to watch the video and submit the affidavit to the city. Mertl – should send affidavit 

for late attendance?  Boukili – probably a good idea.  

 

2. Resident Concerns 

a. Dorothy Suput: Here to learn more about the committee. 

b. Renee Scott: (a) Concern about Stone Place Park. Looks very highly mulched, and also many of 

the native species planted last year have not survived. (b) dog pee stations - potentially future 

agenda item. Designed a mini-bio reactor using wood chips to turn nitrogen from dog urine into 

https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/521714292499242760
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harmless nitrogen gas. Take some of the dog pee that is decimating our parks, make it less 

harmful. Dwan - make it a future agenda item.  

c. Clifford: Heard a concern from a resident while tagging trees. Eversource planted serviceberries 

on Highland Rd, and person adopting those trees was curious about what cultivar they were. 

Boukili - since Eversource planted, unsure, but City will provide gator bags. Tree stakes broken 

at a tree, and wondering if they could be replaced. 

i. Dwan – Resident asked if is it intentional to put gator bag on the tree stake rather than 

tree trunk; Dwan answered to resident that it is intentional to be over tree roots, not trunk.  

d. Crystal Huff: A few years ago a tree came down onto a friends’ car - tree was removed because 

it was sick. After recent discussions on the committee, realized could request a tree to be planted 

in place. Called 311 and requested a new tree, seeking clarification. 

i. Boukili – in charge of 311 calls related to new tree requests. Steps: assess site for 

planting, goal is to get a tree planted within a year. Boukili tends to go through the 

requests in bulk during a time to prep for planting. Will look into it for fall planting. 

e. Antonino: Series of trees on Medford street (near Highland Ave and Medford Street) 289 and 

295 Medford St., behind the Faulkner Towers, look like they are dead.  Not sure if public or 

private trees, but maybe we can figure out who owns them and put new ones in. 

i. Boukili - no sidewalk on that side, so pretty sure they are private trees. 

ii. Dwan - is it appropriate to tree owner to alert them that they are dead? 

iii. Miller - working on means of alerting residents that their trees are dead and potentially a 

hazard. Will look into it for this case. 

f. Dwan: Bump-out planters on Beacon St. Most of the original planters have been driven over and 

plants died. Neighbors are interested in a volunteer-initiated beautification project. Would love to 

put a large rock to prevent vehicles from driving over the bump outs. 

i. Boukili – use bollards in other places, may be possible here. For planting new plants – 

suggest send an email to PSUF to start. If PSUF and DPW signs off, it can be a volunteer 

project that is sanctioned. 

ii. Antonino - Are planters under warranty? Boukili - no. 

iii. Antonino - Could we get money to replant these tree wells and make them more robust? 

Dwan – this will in part be discussed in another agenda item below. 

g. Huff: friend has a public tree over their electrical wires. Is the process to call 311? Miller- DPW 

does limited utility work. Suggest to call Eversource, but not sure what the response time will be. 

Power line issues usually go to Eversource. 

i. Dwan - concern with Eversource that they will prune off too much of the tree. 

 

3. Discuss Facts Re: UFC working groups and applicability of Open Meeting Law  

a. Boukili - discuss if our subgroups are within bounds of Open Meeting Law? We need to provide 

David Shapiro information to determine if we are in compliance. 

i. Q1: How is membership of working groups established? Do we include public members?  
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1. Dwan - Every working group is below quorum and volunteer-based membership. 

Sometimes we have interested members of the public involved in the 

subcommittee, sometimes they stay, sometimes they leave. We've never voted on 

starting working groups, it has always been conversational. 

2. Antonino - SSAPP example, pilot program. Coming up with designs and plans for 

tree pits, questioning if this is a design process officially. We aren't making votes 

or motions and bring things back to the group. 

3. Boukili  - do working groups/subcommittees think of new projects in committee, 

or is it always things we discussed with the whole group? 

a. Dwan - by design, this committee has no judicial or financial power. We 

have been cautioned against speaking on behalf of the committee. All 

side-conversations in sub-committees are brought back to the committee 

should they be relevant. 

4. Q2: What the committee wants to do in connection with the working group. Vote 

or set up a working group. Boukili is sure that we bring the results of the 

committee to the larger group for discussion. 

a. Dwan - if subcommittee wanted to form, it would be brought back to the 

committee. 

b. Clifford - key words here is "Organizational". Everything we do in a 

working group is to organize and we take information back to the 

committee for a vote. Useful to be able to organize things between 

meetings and discuss at the meeting. 

c. Boukili - worst case scenario, we have to advertise these meetings to the 

public, and post agendas. 

d. Dwan - we operate as a very open group. Would we need to meet with a 

staff member? Concern about obligation. 

e. Boukili - unsure, will confirm. 

f. Antonino - Public Realm comment - decisions being made for changes in 

the public realm. Want to clarify that we are within the rules. 

5. Clifford - curious about the next steps. Vanessa will bring these questions back to 

David Shapiro and he will figure out what we need to do. By next meeting will 

should have answers or more questions.  

 

4. Arbor Day Planning 

a. Boukili - Clifford has been gathering information and updating what we did last year. Would like 

to send a poll, likely tomorrow to see when we are available - Thursday 5-7, Nathan Tufts Park, 

TBD on tree planting date. Mid-June date. Goal is to have brochures, seed bomb making, 

drawing leaves, handout leaf finding sheets, etc.  Like the other events we have done. Clifford - 

bring out SomerStreet activities and ones from last arbor day.  Mertl can potentially do insect 

monitoring training.  We can also highlight tree adoption certificates from Huff at event. 
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5. 217 Somerville Avenue Park  

a. Location was taken by eminent domain in 2019. Still a gravel lot. Could be a great space to pilot 

Miyawaki forest. Antonino - G&O Somerville has had conversations with George Proakis about 

that site and other potential locations for a Miyawaki forest. Groundwork Somerville is also 

investigating 217 Somerville Ave for their work. Hoping for some of a merger. Any issues with a 

general support memo? 

i. Boukili  - make sure we think about public space in general. Miyawaki forests do require 

maintenance and they have to be blocked off to the public. This is a very dense urban 

street. There are tradeoffs to making it exclusively Miyawaki. Also, usually for public 

spaces there is a full public process with lots of public input. Will need to support a 

public process. 

ii. Dwan – lot is a sufficient size that we could encourage multiple uses. Idea is to start with 

the idea of dense vegetation with other uses. Of course support public process. 

iii. Boukili - seems like a small space – what is minimum Miyawaki forest size?  

1. Antonino – minimum size is 50 sq ft – 6 parking spaces. Right now just thinking 

about possibilities. Definitely not an either/or, would love to see Miyawaki forests 

pup up in very different spaces across the city. 

iv. Dwan - will refine and bring it back next month.  

 

6. Street Tree Stabilization Fund  

a. Street Tree Stabilization Fund – Money in this fund comes primarily from the fees and fines in 

the TPO. City Council approved use over 100k from Street Tree Stabilization Fund for tree 

planting. What are other uses for that money? Can use for educational and outreach 

opportunities? 

i. Boukili - Was able to get approval to 162k for tree planting, which includes money for 

the pilot program. No other planned uses at the moment. $40k left at the moment. Has to 

be used for planting or maintaining street trees. Do not think we can use this for 

educational materials, but maybe if we can be convincing that it would directly benefit 

City trees. 

ii. Dwan - is the usage restriction from TPO or somewhere else? 

1. Originated in the older version of the TPO, when the fund was created. Language 

has been revised slightly, will need to look at exact details. Also, the money 

cannot be spent w/o city council approval. 

iii. Dwan - Would be useful for this committee to have more flexibility to use this money for 

educational outreach. What would be the process to allow for other uses? 

1. Boukili – we would need to convince our finance director, and then get city 

council approval. We do have $1,000 from PSUF annually for education and 

outreach. Was able to get soft confirmation to pay for conference fees from that 

fund. If specific conference comes up, we can ask specifically, but as lengthy 

process would need to start months in advance. So far we have used the money 

for outreach activities this year.  
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2. Antonino - Could we Tree Funds for those who want to adopt planter pits since its 

not just trees we're trying to support? Similar to how we are offing plugs to those 

who adopt trees. Could we get some for those who want to adopt the bioretention 

basins on beacon street. 

a. Boukili  - we may be able to use the money to buy plants for those. 

Vanessa will look up the language. Would be an easier sell if it was 

associated with a tree.  

 

7. Ongoing work updates - Adopt a tree program 

a. Clifford - we still have two areas that need to be tagged. Ward 6S (30) + 7 (40).  Ideally done by 

the end of the month. 53 trees adopted so far. Leah and Amy will coordinate emails. 

b. Mertl - Business flyer explaining the program and discussing if we can do incentive for the 

business – either posting in tree well or on website. 4 people signed up for insect monitoring, 

ideas to boost participation? Include photos in MailChimp.  

c. Huff - certificate program. We have an adoption certificate in many languages available 

(English, Spanish, Portuguese, Haitian Kreyol, Nepali, Chinese, French, Ukrainian). Ukranian 

available to families who are recent refugees to encourage them to put down roots. First 

document that the city will make available in that many languages. Want to understand the 

process for people to acquire the adoption certificate. 

i. Clifford - we need to fine-tune this process. Include a link in the welcome email so they 

can download and fill out their own. 

ii. Huff - #somervilletrees is active on twitter and has some tweets from last year. Need date 

for releasing. Hoping to have a date for arbor day. 

iii. Clifford - send PDFs of the certificate on Google drive and it can be linked on the 

welcome emails. And will set up language in the emails. 

iv. Setting up a unique landing page for Adopt-a-Tree. Will include announcement, photos, 

and adoption certificates. Will be advertising Adopt-A-Tree via resistat, city council, 

various Somerville newsletters. 

 

8. Updates from City 

 

a. City Tree Removals (Miller presenting) 

i. Removal list was shared, most have been completed, 2 still pending. Another round of 

removals coming soon, pending budget. List shown on screen, can be available to those 

interested. Most are in advanced states of decay.  

b. City Tree Planting (Boukili presenting) 

i. Spring planting slow start. Pit prep to start next week. Hoping to do 175 this spring by 

mid-June. More info and final list will be sent at next meeting. Contractor was going to 

supply some trees from SLF (spotted lantern fly) quarantine area, and we rejected them. 
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Antonino - will limited selection impact our native species goal? Boukili  - this contract 

was after Native Species ordinance. Will plant at least 50% native. 

ii. Antonino - 37 Walker - next step. In discussion with the mayor to make the next decision. 

Boukili - TBD, tree hearing a few weeks ago.  

c. Private Tree Removal Permit(s) and Exception(s) (Drayton Presenting)  

i. Drayton: will update the spreadsheet soon. From list: permits - 15, permit applications - 

18 (for the year). Pending - stop and shop on McGrath - mitigation or replanting. Others 

listed, available upon request.  

 

9. Native Species Annuals Pilot Program  

a. Antonino - contract for hanging baskets + planters. Annuals are decorative but not valuable 

ecologically. Very intensive in time to remove and replace. Pilot project to have the baskets be 

native plants. Create pollinator corridors which is an initiative of the city. Involve PSUF and get 

funding. 

i. Hanging baskets and planters are managed by DPW. Annual plantings are exempt from 

the ordinance and exempt from requirements. 

ii. Dwan – Miller to initiate program?  Ben Waldrip is likely the right person to talk to. 

iii. Boukili  - all plants are important to the ecosystem. But our purview is over trees and 

shrubs, not annual planting. Also, PSUF is starting to work on pollinator action plan and 

this would be a great venue. 

iv. Grossman - could we write a memo to support the initiative? 

v. Antonino - just because its not our purview doesn't mean it is not possible. Would like 

support and engagement. This is a moment of opportunity. 

vi. Mertl - we have taken some action that is not trees (i.e. leave the leaves signs), not 

beyond our reach to make a suggestion. 

vii. Dwan - within our purview - on the agenda. Would be comfortable reaching out to DPW 

and see where the planning process is. Advising the city about where we would like to 

see things go. 

 

10. High School Landscaping 

a. Antonino - Investigated the high school and walked around. Lots of turf, trees and the planting in 

the beds are lots of non-native cotoneaster and salvia. Want to see more native plants. Spent a lot 

of time going to meetings and talking with individuals involved. Discussed with the mayor and 

would like to see change. Huge missed opportunity. Hope to work with PSUF and the mayor to 

make a change on this. 

i. Boukili - this was not a PSUF project, not very excited about the selections either. Not 

sure what PSUF can do at this point? 

ii. Clifford - recall discussing species with them, mix planting, etc. Who gave the initial 

presentation? 
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1. SMMA is the landscape firm who did the project. Can check our meeting minutes 

– under Central Hill Plan or something similar. 

iii. Dwan - two approaches - see where we are and what can be changed. Understand where 

our feedback went, and invite them back, could you explain how that works so we can be 

more effective in the future.  

 

11. Ongoing Work Updates  

a. Adopt-a-Tree program – previously addressed 

b. Outreach - skip 

c. Tree Species Selection and Planting Standards 

i. Boukili - Monies approved by city council (see above) we can move forward with 

purchasing 

d. Tree Preservation Ordinance - skip 

 

12. Approval of Minutes from Previous Meetings 

a. April 21st, 2022  

 
Roll call vote to approve meeting minutes: 

(1) Yay: Miller, Dwan, Clifford, Grossman, Drayton (for Boukili), Antonino 

(2) Nay: 0 

(3) Abstain: Mertl 

 Motion passes at 6:30 pm. 

 

 

13. Antonino - motion to prioritize updates from the city in future agendas by moving it after resident 

concerns 

 
Roll call vote to approve reorganizing future agendas: 

(1) Yay: Mertl, Miller, Dwan, Clifford, Grossman, Antonino, Drayton (for Boukili), Guidarelli 

(2) Nay: 0 

(3) Abstain: 0 

 Motion unanimously passes at 6:34 pm. 

 

14. Adjourn: Motion to adjourn meeting unanimously approved at 6:35 pm [motion- Dwan, second- 

Grossman] 


