
Brief In Support Of Appeal of Decision to Remove Tree @ 39th & Clement

I. INTRODUCTION

I, Joshua Klipp, respectfully submit this brief in support of my appeal of the San

Francisco Public Utilities Commission’s (SFPUC) decision to remove a healthy,

established New Zealand Christmas Tree near 39th and Clement in order to install

infrastructure for the sole purpose of more efficiently watering a golf course.

II. ARGUMENT SUMMARY

When it comes to San Francisco’s urban canopy, the SFPUC has no equal as the

worst tree steward of any City Department. The SFPUC has, in the last 7-10 years:

● removed 5391 trees and planted only 107 (planting 0 trees from 2012-2020);2

● never held a tree removal hearing that resulted in the preservation of a tree3;

● rarely complied with SF Public Works Code Article 18 Section 808(c)(4);4

● failed to follow that same Article’s notice and hearing requirements in at least two

other instances involving protected significant trees;5

5 See, e.g. the recently removed tree at 2 Tulare, and the entire stretch of trees removed along Jerrold
Street in conjunction with the Headworks Treatment Facility renovation. Notably, both of these removals
occurred in the Bayview, one of San Francisco’s most tree-less neighborhoods, also one of the poorest,
suffering from the highest rates of asthma and environmental injustice.

4 A 2018 records request indicated zero responsive documents regarding mandatory tree protection
plans. A similar request in 2021 resulted in the whopping total of 3 tree protection plans, despite
considerably more projects performed and covered by this section.

3 The SFPUC used to rely upon SF Public Works for its tree removal hearings, until Public Works denied
SFPUC’s astonishingly extensive tree removal requests at the Headworks Treatment Facility in 2018. At
that point, SFPUC pulled rank, stopped partnering with Public Works and, for the first time in 16 years,
relied on a 2002 Charter amendment to hold its own tree hearings and approve its own removals.
Notably, while SFPUC now holds its own hearings in order to approve its own tree removals, it still asks
Public Works to do its tree plantings, see the underlying decision in this matter.

2 See https://sfenvironment.org/article/urban-forestry/annual-urban-forest-reports

1 This number is unreliably low given that the SFPUC has removed numerous trees both along public
rights of way and inside SFPUC campuses with no reporting regarding those removals.
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● and routinely fails to consider alternatives to tree removal - let alone adequate

replacement - despite a 2018 admonishment from a Superior Court judge.

In this particular instance, the SFPUC not only seems to have created the conflict

that it now states necessitates this tree’s removal, it failed to consider all alternatives to

removal, let alone the impact this will have on surrounding trees and ecosystems.

Based on the SFPUC’s abysmal urban canopy record, it’s safe to assume the SFPUC

did not consider alternatives or potential impacts because it never does, as evidenced

by its routine failures on its legal and climate obligations to our urban forest.

While the SFPUC may work in other ways to steward a sustainable, resilient City,

thoughtful treatment of our City trees is not one of them. And yet our canopy is a critical

component not only of our City’s Climate Action Plan - a plan created in response to the

City’s declaration of a climate emergency that is now only 6 years away. Additionally, it

is a scientific fact that tree canopy is especially crucial to stormwater management,

particularly for cities that rely upon a combined sewer system, e.g. San Francisco.6

Accordingly, I respectfully request that this tree removal be denied, and that the

SFPUC project team examine alternatives to achieving its goals.

III. BRIEF FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The SFPUC seeks to remove a healthy, established New Zealand Christmas

Tree with an approximate 12” dbh near the intersection of 39th and Clement in order to

lay a pipe in the ground that will facilitate a more eco-friendly watering system for a golf

course. The New Zealand Christmas tree is a coastal evergreen tree that produces a

brilliant display of red flowers. Renowned for its vibrant color and its ability to survive

even perched on rocky, precarious cliffs, it has an important place in New Zealand

6 See, e.g., “Walkable City: How Downtown Can Save America One Step at a Time”, Jeff Speck (2012), p. 227.
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culture due to its strength and beauty, and is regarded as a chiefly tree.7 These trees

withstand strong ocean winds, salt spray and drought, and can live for up to 1000

years.8 The New Zealand Christmas Tree flowers every year around Christmas time.

The flowers are not flowers in the traditional sense but rather three smaller flowers and

no petals. Protruding from a little cup at the base are masses of bright red stamen, each

cup brims with nectar feasted on by birds and bees alike.9

According to SFPUC Project Team members, there is no other place to lay the

pipe to water the golf course other than directly through this healthy, thriving

life-sustaining New Zealand Christmas tree. The SFPUC team stated, specifically:

● “There is no work around because of the location of the booster pump station

which is already in place and existing pipelines in the area which have already

been laid”; and

● “There is no clear corridor for this work along this street that wouldn’t impact

other trees.”10

Ironically, this conflict between existing pipes and existing trees seems to have

been created by the SFPUC when it seems to have removed street trees and other

vegetation in or around 2017 to lay that pipe to begin with. Compare this view from 2017

(showing in-progress construction of apparently the very pipe at issue here):

10 See SFPUC meeting notes from February 10, 2022, SFPUC Tree Removal Hearing.
9 See https://artandscienceofhorticulture.weebly.com/metrosideros-excelsa-nz-christmas-tree.html
8 See https://globaltrees.org/threatened-trees/trees/pohutukawa/#:~:text=Pohutukawa%20grows%20in%20coastal%20forests,for%20up%20to%201000%20years.

7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metrosideros_excelsa
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With this subsequent view in 2020:

Even if I’m wrong and this is just some unrelated construction, there does, in fact,

appear to be a clear corridor ~20’ to the east of this location, a corridor that is currently

a small paved driveway entering the golf course clear of trees and any other apparent

conflicting infrastructure.
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IV. ARGUMENT

The SFPUC has, inarguably, the worst record of any City Department when it

comes to stewardship of our urban canopy. Now, it seeks to remove a healthy,

life-sustaining tree based on a conflict it appears to have itself created, while failing to

deeply examine all alternatives such as the clear corridor to the east, in the name of a

more eco-friendly watering system for a golf course. It is hard to imagine a more

repulsive set of facts proffered to support the additional reduction of our City’s already

small and still diminishing urban canopy, especially in a time of climate crisis.

IV. CONCLUSION

For all of the above reasons, I respectfully request that this tree removal be

denied, and that the SFPUC project team here be required to find an alternate path for

its golf course water pipe.

Respectfully submitted,

Joshua Klipp /s/
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