
 △Photo of urban wilderness. Photo courtesy of Eddee Daniel. 

PROTECT AND RESTORE NATURE PROTECT AND RESTORE NATURE 
IN THE CITYIN THE CITY
Conserve natural habitats and reintroduce native trees and plants to 
areas overwhelmed with paved surfaces.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
This chapter focuses on “Protecting and Restoring 
Nature in the City”. While reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions is critical to addressing climate change, 
it is not the only strategy that must be enacted. 
Climate change is the dangerous result of natural 
carbon, water, nutrient, and energy cycles that 
have been disrupted at large scale by humans. 
Climate change cannot be fully addressed unless 
society reestablishes environmental equilibrium, 
which can only be accomplished by protecting and 
restoring natural ecosystems and biodiversity.

Extreme heat and heavy rainfall events are the two 
primary ways by which Wisconsin sees the effects 
of climate change, and both can be exacerbated 
or mitigated by strengthening Nature in the City. 
Our state has become 2.12 degrees Fahrenheit 
warmer since the 1950s and by 2050, Milwaukee 
and the surrounding region will have three times as 
many days with a heat index above 105 degrees. 
The City’s annual precipitation has increased 
by about 4.5 inches, or 15%, in the last 70 years, 
and the Midwest has seen a 37% increase in very 
heavy precipitation events over a 64-year period. 
These trends are projected to be magnified this 
century due to climate change.

Even as the City and County strive to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions 45% by 2030 and 
achieve net zero emissions by 2050, flooding and 
heat will have a negative impact on human health 
and local ecosystems. Nearly 50% of Milwaukee 
is covered in buildings or impervious pavement. 
With nowhere to go, floodwaters can overwhelm 
sewer systems, damage property, contaminate 
drinking water with pollutants and bacteria, 
displace residents, leave behind mold that causes 
respiratory problems.. 

Extreme heat kills more people in the state than all 
other weather disasters. Due to climate change, 
the number of heat waves in Wisconsin is projected 
to increase from 10 to nearly 60 days a year by 
2050. This puts Milwaukee residents without air 
conditioning and outdoor workers at high risk, 
while those who can afford air conditioning will 
use it more frequently, which produces more 
pollution when fossil fuels are burned for energy 

generation. These pollutants and toxic particles 
raise the risk of respiratory disease and worsen 
the urban heat island effect. If trends continue, 
asthma and other respiratory diseases are 
expected to become more common and severe. 
Cities like Milwaukee suffer from the heat island 
effect when a lack of trees combined with an 
excess of pavement increase temperatures as 
compared to more natural areas. The result is 
an urban environment with dangerously hotter 
temperatures. Dense, hardscaped areas can 
become up to 22 degrees Fahrenheit hotter than 
surrounding communities that contain more trees 
and green space, according to the EPA. Diseases 
and pests have killed tens of thousands of trees 
since the 1950s, greatly reducing urban shade. As 
the climate changes, the threat of new and worse 
diseases and pests increases. 

Equity

A 2020 analysis of U.S. cities revealed that heat 
islands are concentrated in low-income areas and 
communities of color, where trees and vegetation 
are scarce and discriminatory housing policies and 
planning were common. In the City of Milwaukee, 
the average tree canopy coverage overall is 
approximately 25%. But, in the three lowest-
income zip codes, tree coverage is much less: 
53233 has tree coverage of only 7%, 53205 has 
coverage of only 15%, and 53206 is 22%. In these 
communities and those adjacent to them, where 
tree coverage is low and where the energy burden 
of air conditioning is much more burdensome, 
residents are significantly more vulnerable to 
heat-related illnesses and even death. 

Vulnerability to flooding is also not equitably 
distributed across the City. According to a recent 
case study on environmental justice and urban 
flood risk, flooding in Milwaukee is likely to 
disproportionately impact vulnerable communities 
and Black residents unless these communities are 
prioritized for solutions.
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LEADING BY EXAMPLE
Below is a short list of examples of previous 
projects across the City that are aligned with 
“Nature in the City” priorities. The City should 
consider replicating or expanding activities and 
projects related to these in the future.

• The Cooper Park Pollinator Project is 
maintained by the Friends of Cooper Park.

• In 2007, Milwaukee County adopted a 
resolution known as the Green Print, outlining 
sixteen different initiatives. Among the 
goals is to return passive use park land 
to native grassland and prairie reserve 
areas. The Parks Department has identified 
underutilized turf areas and converted them 
to trees and grasslands, partially through the 
USDA Conservation Reserve Program. Parks 
Natural Areas staff have also expanded the 
pollinator gardens in the parks.

• In 2021, the City Forestry Services obtained 
a $25,000 increased budget allocation for a 
pilot program to establish two Wildflower 
Planting Beds, one in a Northside and one in 
a Southside location. The wildflower gardens 
will replace turf grass and are expected to 
result in lower lawn mowing costs.

• The Milwaukee River Greenway is a success 
story of many partners coming together to 
protect a stretch of environmental corridor 
along the Milwaukee River and make it 
accessible for light recreation.

• Green-cooling commercial lot projects were 
implemented at 5601 N Hawley Road and 
1701 W North Avenue.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE

The lack of trees and excess amount of pavement 
directly affects children of color when schoolyards 
have a traditional design of large parking lots that 
double as recess areas.  Fortunately, excellent 
work is being done by Milwaukee Public Schools, 
the Green Schools Consortium of Milwaukee, 
and the City of Milwaukee, and the Metropolitan 
Sewerage District to change this model and begin 
to incorporate nature back into MPS’s playgrounds 
and outdoor classrooms, as further described in 
the Strategy section.

Resiliency

Healthy natural ecosystems provide clean water 
and healthy food, improve air quality, protect and 
steward biodiversity, and provide many other 
cultural, spiritual, aesthetic, and mental health 
benefits. The cooling benefits of trees through 
shade and carbon storage can counteract the 
negative impacts of the urban heat island effect. 
Maintaining existing natural areas where possible 
also benefits stormwater management and 
decreases flooding, because water has the ability 
to soak into the ground. 

Many studies show that connections to nature 
are essential to human well-being.. Conserving 
natural habitats and reintroducing native trees 
and plants to our schoolyards, parking lots, and 
other areas overwhelmed with paved surfaces is 
one way to help Milwaukee residents reconnect 
with nature. 
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COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES

 “I am not going to litter because water carries trash down hills into the river or lake.”

 “I am going to remind my family that our choices affect more than just ourselves. 
Everything is connected.”

 “These projects don’t only help our schools receive a new and better playground, they 
are also helping the environment and making a positive change in our communities.”

“Increasing the amount of nature in the city will benefit my mental health. Concrete 
landscapes are depressing, especially when they are deteriorating and in the winter 
when things are cold and gray. Vegetation that supports life and creates a soft, lush, 
and colorful landscape will be uplifting.”

“Green spaces build habitat for wildlife and carbon-absorbing plants. They help with 
soil retention as well as slow storm runoff. More trees reduce urban heating. Trees 
reduce carbon in the air and soil. Less carbon-releasing means less respiratory health 
problems/costs. Parks give spaces for low-income families places for recreation, 
cooling spaces in the increasingly hot/long summers.”

““““

 ▽Photo of Milwaukee Rotary Centennial Arboretum. Photo courtesy of Eddee Daniel. 
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY
The City’s strategy for “Nature in the City” is 
organized by a four-pronged approach. Overall, 
the priorities focus on expanding tree canopies, 
reducing pavement coverage, and designing green 
spaces for rain absorption as strategies that lower 
urban heat, reduce the impacts of flooding, and 
improve public health. Each approach is explained 
further below. 

1. Protect Environmentally Sensitive Lands

The City will prioritize protecting environmentally 
sensitive lands from urban intrusion. In addition, 
the City will manage Natural Areas and Critical 
Species Habitats, as well as primary environmental 
corridors, secondary environmental corridors, and 
isolated natural resource areas, as defined by the 
most current version of Southeastern Wisconsin 
Regional Planning Commission’s (SEWRPC) 
Natural Areas Plan. The City and County have 
acquired some of the lands listed by SEWRPC but 
some need to be further protected and managed. 
There are four parcels in the City of Milwaukee 
and 25 parcels in Milwaukee County targeted for 
acquisition for conservation. While the emphasis 
here is on acquisition of these parcels, it is also 
important to manage and maintain all 110 Natural 
Areas and Critical Species Habitat Areas that have 
been identified in the County (See SEWPRC’s 2010 
Plan Amendment for the Natural Areas and Critical 
Species Habitat Areas Reference Table).

2. Expand the Green and Healthy 
Schoolyard Redevelopment Program

The City will ramp up the “Green and Healthy 
Schoolyard (GHS) Redevelopment Program” to 
double the impact by 2030 for Milwaukee Public 
Schools (MPS) with more sustainable sources of 
annual funding and synergistic programming. MPS 
owns over 500 acres of impervious land. Among 
its 160 schools, MPS serves 70,000 students: 90% 
people of color, 66% economically disadvantaged; 

and 20% special needs. This population benefits 
from the GHS Program. In addition, school staff 
and neighborhood residents also benefit. 

Green schoolyards make it possible for children 
who live and recreate within the City to experience 
the emotional and physical benefits of spending 
time outside in nature. The more exposure children 
have to nature at school, the more likely they will 
be to continue to engage in outdoor play (Beyer et 
al 2015). Especially in areas of the City that already 
experience higher levels of poverty, violence, and 
stress, natural spaces like green schoolyards can 
provide students and their families with proven 
positive mental health outcomes such as reduced 
depression and anxiety symptoms and improved 
mood and cognitive functioning (Bikomeye et. Al 
2021). 

Research conducted by the Hong Kong University 
of Science and Technology and the University of 
Colorado-Boulder has demonstrated that direct 
experiences in nature during childhood can lead 
to greater empathy for the environment. Given the 
disproportionate effects of climate change on our 
underserved neighborhoods, a City-wide effort to 
equip our younger citizens with knowledge about 
and care for the environment is imperative for 
future environmental stewardship efforts. 

This program also has benefits beyond the 
schoolyards due to the potential for more green 
jobs. Civil engineers and planners, de-paving 
contractors and a workforce to implement de-
paving, landscaping, landscape maintenance, 
and forestry contractors and workers, green 
infrastructure designers, installers, and 
maintenance workers all have a hand in the 
success of this strategy.

https://www.sewrpc.org/SEWRPCFiles/Publications/pr/pr-042-natural-areas-crit-species-habitat-amendment.pdf
https://www.sewrpc.org/SEWRPCFiles/Publications/pr/pr-042-natural-areas-crit-species-habitat-amendment.pdf
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GREEN AND HEALTHY SCHOOLYARD, BAY VIEW ELEMENTARY 

BEFORE: 

AFTER: 

Reflo details the following as the vision for the updated schoolyard: BVM wants to create a 
schoolyard that speaks to teachers and allows for natural exploration, important to the Montessori 
pedagogy. We envision our schoolyard to become a community space that neighbors visit and an 
important water reclamation site for Lake Michigan. The ripple effect from this project will inspire 
students to become environmental and community stewards. For more information on this project, 
please visit Reflo’s webpage for Bay View Montessori here. Photos below are courtesy of Reflo.  

https://refloh2o.com/bvmontessori
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3. Implement the Branch Out Milwaukee 
Campaign 

The third strategy is to implement the “Branch Out 
Milwaukee Campaign” in line with the “Branch Out 
Milwaukee Master Plan”. This Plan was developed 
with input from more than 30 governmental, non-
profit, and community partners. The Plan centers 
on developing community-based partnerships 
and projects to build understanding of the social, 
health, economic, and environmental benefits of 
the urban tree canopy: maintaining Milwaukee’s 
existing canopy, planting trees in accordance 
with community-defined priorities, and employing 
local residents for community organization and 
education, tree planting, and tree maintenance 
work needed to maintain and expand Milwaukee’s 
tree canopy.

Studies have shown that communities with healthy 
trees witness better air quality, promote physical 
activity, reduce cardiovascular and respiratory 
disease, decrease stress, improve childbirth 
outcomes, and improved mental health. Trees 
and plants also offer climate change mitigation 
by removing carbon from the atmosphere and 
storing it within living structures.

Work is already underway in Sherman Park. The 
Branch Out-Sherman Park project is a pilot project 
for the Branch Out campaign being implemented 
over 2022 by Milwaukee Water Commons in 
partnership with the Sherman Park Community 
Association, the City of Milwaukee Environmental 
Collaboration Office, and the City’s Forestry 
Division. The pilot project will educate residents 
about the multiple benefits of urban tree canopy, 
develop and train a neighborhood Tree Board 
to guide neighborhood tree canopy priorities, 
plant trees in selected vacant lots and employ a 
local landscape company to maintain the newly 
planted trees, provide free tree assessment 
services for local homeowners and subsidies for 

recommended tree maintenance, and inventory 
trees at participating residences for Wisconsin’s 
Community Tree Map.

4. Incentivize Green-Cooling Commercial 
Lots 

The City should incentivize private commercial 
property owners to de-pave portions of their 
parking lots and replace those areas with 
native trees and plants to help curb urban heat, 
reduce flooding, beautify the City, and increase 
biodiversity. Social vulnerability variables will be 
incorporated into the Green-Cooling Commercial 
Lot Program in recognition of the disproportionate 
impact of flooding on vulnerable communities 
and Black residents in Milwaukee, as documented 
in the recent Urban Systems Lab study of the City 
of Milwaukee. 

This program will use tools, including the 
Tree Equity Score and the forthcoming State 
of Wisconsin Environmental Equity Tool in 
combination with SEWRPC’s map to identify and 
prioritize private commercial parking lots located 
in low-income neighborhoods that have a high 
heat risk index and a low tree equity score. Priority 
will be given to applicants with commercial lots 
located within these areas. The City can work 
with Business Improvement Districts  to engage 
property owners and also partner with equity-
focused landscape contractors, such as Walnut 
Way, Cream City Conservation, and Groundwork 
Milwaukee to create jobs. The Green-Cooling 
Commercial Lots replaces the city’s “Green Lots” 
Program and is designed to remove barriers to 
participation by designing the program to respond 
to feedback received from stakeholders and by 
offering reimbursement funds on a rolling basis 
rather than strictly upon project completion. 

In addition, the City will continue to implement the 
recommendations of the 2019 Green Infrastructure 
Plan. To learn more about the Green Infrastructure 
Plan, visit the City’s website Milwaukee.gov/GI.

https://city.milwaukee.gov/eco/WCC/GI
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 △Photo by Reflo.


