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Ð localEcology notes that  
The city is but one typology on a “green” gradient that extends from forest systems to concrete 
sidewalks with spontaneous Ailanthus altissima .  Humans are part of this gradient.  The mission of 
localEcology is to develop ecologically functioning greenspaces by identifying the needs of greenspace 
users and the relationships between users and their (green)spaces.  Realizing this goal will take the 
development of systems of sharing knowledge is one tool for realizing our goal.  This issue of nature in 
print is devoted to tree identification as a local way to gain and share knowledge about the most local 
green resource—a city tree.  
 

 
 
Tree identification 
The primary characteristic of an attractive streetscape is the presence and condition of plant materials, 
specifically street trees.  Sidewalk and frontage trees provide a range of ecological (noise and air 
filtration, rainwater storage, energy balance/climate moderation) and cultural (spatial definition, shelter 
and privacy, neighbourhood identity) functions.   
 
One of the first steps in assessing our urban trees is learning how to identify them.  Tree identification 
can happen in any season but most people find the task easier in the spring and summer.  localEcology 
has designed a simple tree key to help you identify the most common deciduous city trees.  Note: This 
key is not comprehensive.   
 
Ð If there are trees you would like to add to this list, please contact us via email at 
ecology@localecology.org or view the website at www.localecology.org. 
 
Several organizations in the Boston area provide tree maps.  Take these maps to the field and practice! 

· Franklin Park Wilderness Interpretive Trail Map & Guide 
Write to Franklin Park Coalition, P.O. Box 2333, Jamaica Plain, MA 02130 

· Friends of the Public Garden and Common “Notable Trees”  
http://www.cityofboston.gov/parks/streettrees/pdfs/map.pdf 

· Community Forest Partnership Tree Inventory Database 
http://www.bc.edu/bc_org/research/urbaneco/program/communityforestinventory.html 
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Leaf Anatomy 
 

    
 
Simple leaf       Compound leaf  
 
 

 
Common leaf margins¹ 
 

 
Common leaf shapes¹ 
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City Tree ID Guide 
1. How are the leaves and/or buds arranged? 
1a.  If opposite, there are four possible trees: Maple, Ash, Dogwood, Horsechestnut. 
 

     
Norway maple (Acer platanoides )+     Red maple (Acer rubrum )* 
 

    
Hedge maple (Acer campestre )*    Silver maple (Acer saccharinum )* 
 

    
Sycamore maple (Acer pseudoplatanus )*   Horsechestnut (Aesculus hippocastanum )* 
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Kousa dogwood (Cornus kousa )+ 
 

    
Green ash (Fraxinus pennsylvanica )*    White ash (Fraxinus americana )* 
 
 
1b. If alternate, then the tree cannot be a Maple, Ash, Dogwood, or Horsechestnut. 
1b.i  Is the leaf heart-shaped? 
 

    
American elm (Ulmus americana )*     Zelkova (Zelkova serrata )*  
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Callery pear (Pyrus calleryana )* 
 
 

  
Lindens (Tilia spp.)* 
 
 
1b.ii Are the leaves lobed? 

· Maples: see 1a  
 

    
Fastigiate English oak (Quercus robur )*   Pin oak (Quercus  palustris )* 
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Red oak (Quercus rubra )*     Swamp white oak (Quercus bicolor )*   
 

    
London planetree (Platanus  x acerifola )*   Ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba )* 
 

    
Sweetgum (Liquidambar styraciflua )*    Tuliptree (Liriodendro n tulip ifera)* 

 
 
1b.iii Are the leaves compound (all the leaves shown above are simple)?  Do they look like feathers? 

· Ash: see 1a  
 

    
Tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus altissima )*   Thornless honeylocust (Gleditisia triacanthos )* 
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Sophora (Sophora japonica )* 
 
 
1b.iv Other types of alternate leaves 
 

    
Crabapple (Malus  spp.)*     Japanese tree lilac (Syringa reticulata )* 
 

   
Purpleleaf plum (Prunus cerasifera )*  Cherries (Prunus  spp.)*  

 
Image sources 
¹ Allan Gardens, http://collections.ic.gc.ca/gardens/Horticulture/The%20Structure%20of%20Plants.htm#leaves 
  University of Arkansas Botany, http://www.ualr.edu/~botany/leafanatomy.html 
+ Web of Species, http://www.wellesley.edu/Activities/homepage/web/index.html 
* Oregon State Horticulture, http://oregonstate.edu/dept/ldplants/common.htm 
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