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Executive Summary 

Together, the twenty-five largest landowners, as well as the grouping of private residential landowners, manage 
two-thirds of land area in Cleveland and 80% of its urban forest. While they currently have only slightly more 
tree canopy cover than city average (21% and 23%, respectively), on this land alone, tree canopy expansion 
could raise Cleveland tree cover from 18% to 52%. Through targeted outreach and education efforts to a 
relatively small number of large landowner stakeholders and private residential landowners as a group, it may 
be possible for the Cleveland Tree Coalition to effect measurable change to city- and countywide tree canopy 
cover. 

Largest Landowners 

The twenty-five largest owners and managers of land in Cleveland (“large landowners”) collectively manage 33% 
of land area within the city, composed of 28,600 parcels (table 1; figure 1). Twenty-one percent of this land was 
shaded by trees in 2017 (figure 2), slightly above average tree canopy cover for the city of Cleveland (18%) but 
well below potential tree canopy cover of 81%. Together, this group of businesses, institutions, and government 
entities manages 38% of Cleveland’s existing urban forest and collectively owns enough possible tree canopy 
acres—pervious and impervious land that does not have tree cover but could support trees—to bring citywide 
tree cover up to 27%.  

From 2011-2017, the study period of the latest Cuyahoga County urban tree canopy assessment, large 
landowners saw a net loss of 127 acres of tree canopy, or 4% of their total tree cover, equivalent to 
approximately 8,400 mature trees. The top two landowners—the City of Cleveland (including the Cleveland Land 
Bank) and Cleveland Metroparks—accounted for a net loss of 130 acres of tree canopy during this same period, 
suggesting that both human activity and natural causes contributed to canopy losses. Overall, loss of tree 
canopy was slightly below citywide average.  

There is considerable variability among individual large landowners. 2017 tree cover ranges from 1% to 58%, and 
individual large landowners have seen changes in tree canopy between 2011–2017 ranging from a loss of 22% to 
a gain of 34%.  

When examined by landowner type, municipal government, transportation companies, institutions (including 
hospitals and private universities), and parks account for most of the land owned by the 25 largest landowners, 
totaling approximately 30% of land area in Cleveland and managing 36% of its tree canopy (table 2; figure 3).  
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Private Residential Landowners 

Private residential land makes up 35% of Cleveland land area (109,033 parcels; table 1). This land grouping 
includes houses, condominiums, apartment complexes, mobile home parks, residential vacant land, and other 
residential parcels as identified by the Cuyahoga County Auditor, and excludes residences such as public 
housing, prisons, and dormitories. Tree canopy cover on residential parcels is 23%, above citywide mean canopy 
cover and similar to that of the largest landowners. In sum, 43% of Cleveland’s urban forest is managed by 
private residential landowners (figure 4), and they own enough possible tree canopy acres to bring citywide tree 
cover up to 26%. 

In the six-year period from 2011-2017, private residential landowners lost 207 acres (6%) of tree canopy cover, 
equivalent to approximately 13,700 mature trees. This rate of loss was above citywide average canopy loss of 
5% and on par with average canopy losses experienced by Cuyahoga County as a whole. Overall, private 
residential land has enough potential tree canopy area to support 73% cover. 

Landowner and Resident Engagement 

Together, the twenty-five largest landowners in Cleveland and residents on privately owned land manage 68% of 
total city land area (figure 5) and 80% of its total urban forest, making targeted engagement of these groups 
vital to the success of an effective large-scale tree campaign.  

Thirteen of the 25 largest landowners have been previously engaged with the Cleveland Tree Coalition by 
attending meetings, participating in working groups, and/or requesting to be placed on the Coalition’s email list. 
Of these, four institutions—the City of Cleveland, Cleveland Metroparks, Cuyahoga County, and the Northeast 
Ohio Regional Sewer District—have high-level participation in the Coalition as members of the Executive 
Committee. These Executive Committee members alone have land holdings that are 12% of total Cleveland land 
area and 18% of its urban forest. 

In December 2019, the Cleveland Tree Coalition convened a large landowner working group to discuss issues 
that affect managers of large tracts of urban land and to start to map out a course for education and 
engagement. Attendees of that meeting displayed varying degrees of knowledge about the benefits of tree 
canopy to both to their institutions and the general public. An outcome of the meeting was a request for 
Cleveland Tree Coalition experts to develop a “road map” for future action—a tool that can help institutions 
gauge their current level of knowledge and involvement in urban forestry efforts and identify next steps for 
action.  

This request for a road map was echoed by community development corporations, a member of city council, 
and other community organizations who attended a separate working group meeting of the Coalition in 
December 2019. This group was interested in gauging their own progress, as well as starting to engage with 
residents and businesses within their service areas on the topic of trees. Community-based organizations and 
representatives may hold the key to engagement of private residential landowners for the Cleveland Tree 
Coalition. The need for planting and preserving trees, as well as the barriers to taking action, are highly variable 
among neighborhoods in Cleveland, which makes a road map potentially useful for helping communities where 
they are at. 

In 2018, a marketing and communications working group of the Cleveland Tree Coalition outlined an outreach 
plan targeting large landowners and residents, and a technical working group outlined a two-year work plan 
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involving these same groups. The outreach and engagement plans and associated budget estimates are included 
in Appendix A.    

Methods 

A dataset on ownership attributes of 168,072 Cleveland parcels was obtained from the Cuyahoga County 
Auditor (2019). The dataset was edited to resolve various spellings and iterations of landowner names that 
appeared as deeded owner names. In cases of land acquisitions and company mergers over time, historical 
landowner names were merged into a common identifier. For example, “Case Institute of Technology” and 
“Western Reserve University” were both classified as “Case Western Reserve University”; similarly, “Baltimore & 
Ohio Railroad” and “New York Central Lines” were reclassified as “CSX Transportation”. Histories of mergers and 
acquisitions were obtained from company websites and Wikipedia. In cases where the deeded owner name was 
insufficient to identify the land manager—in the cases of parks, cemeteries, and airports, many are owned by 
the city but are under third-party management—additional information about management was derived from 
tax land use codes and mailing address names. In total, 25 landowners were represented by over 1,500 distinct 
deeded owner names. The full list of deeded owner names that were merged can be found in Appendix B.  

Residential ownership was derived from the tax land use code description in the Auditor’s dataset. Land use 
code descriptions for single and multifamily platted lots, condominiums, apartment complexes, mobile home 
parks and platted lots, residential vacant land, and other residential parcels were all classified as “private 
residential land”.   

Ownership data were merged with data on land cover of 159,852 parcels obtained from the Cuyahoga County 
Urban Tree Canopy Update (2019), matched by eight-digit parcel identification numbers. Parcels that were not 
included in both datasets were removed from analysis, totaling approximately 5% of parcels. On inspection, 
these were primarily units within condominiums and office buildings, for which tree canopy cover would have 
only been counted once per complex, and parcels along highways that were excluded from the county’s urban 
tree canopy assessment for unknown reasons. 

Definitions of existing tree canopy and possible tree canopy were taken from the Cuyahoga County Planning 
Commission (2019). Estimates of 66 mature trees per canopy acre are taken from the Cleveland Tree Coalition 
(2018). Analysis, dataframe restructuring, and GIS visualization were conducted in Excel, R, and ArcGIS software. 

Data Requests 

Data, R code, and maps are available on request by emailing Sandra Albro, salbro@holdenfg.org. 
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Table 1. Land area and tree canopy of twenty-five largest land owners and managers, in descending order of land area. 

Land Owner/Manager 
Parcels 
(#) 

Land 
Area 
(Acres) 

Land 
Area 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2011 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2017 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area Change 
2011-2017  
(Acres) 

Tree Canopy 
Cover 
Change  
2011-2017 
(%) 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy Area 
(Acres)* 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

Total 
Potential 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

City of Cleveland 1,787 3,540 8.9% 21.9% 20.8% -39 -5.1% 2,362 66.7% 87.5% 

Cleveland Land Bank 15,459 1,780 4.5% 35.8% 33.4% -42 -6.5% 1,156 64.9% 98.4% 

Cleveland Metroparks 50 1,011 2.5% 58.3% 53.4% -49 -8.4% 432 42.8% 96.1% 

Ohio Department of 
Transportation 

4,442 891 2.2% 11.5% 11.7% +1 +1.5% 446 50.0% 61.7% 

Norfolk Southern 
Railway 

186 787 2.0% 14.8% 16.5% +13 +11.3% 336 42.8% 59.2% 

CSX Transportation 81 702 1.8% 9.9% 11.4% +11 +15.7% 342 48.8% 60.2% 

ArcellorMittal 25 662 1.7% 1.7% 2.3% +3 +29.1% 443 67.0% 69.3% 

Cleveland Board of 
Education 

411 523 1.3% 11.4% 10.7% -4 -6.1% 359 68.5% 79.2% 

Cuyahoga Metropolitan 
Housing Authority 

599 480 1.2% 20.6% 18.7% -9 -9.1% 307 64.0% 82.7% 

State of Ohio 920 397 1.0% 12.3% 11.8% -2 -4.3% 212 53.3% 65.0% 

Cuyahoga Land Bank 3,021 330 0.8% 32.0% 33.4% +5 +4.5% 139 42.1% 75.6% 

Greater Cleveland RTA 131 230 0.6% 14.8% 15.4% +1 +4.2% 105 46.0% 61.4% 

Cleveland Hopkins 
International Airport 

64 196 0.5% 1.3% 1.4% 0 +4.6% 143 73.2% 74.5% 

FirstEnergy 73 188 0.5% 5.1% 6.9% +3 +34.7% 162 86.3% 93.2% 

Cleveland Clinic 112 161 0.4% 6.8% 5.3% -2 -22.3% 97 59.9% 65.2% 

IX Center 3 159 0.4% 2.2% 2.1% 0 -6.8% 121 76.3% 78.4% 

Diocese of Cleveland 100 158 0.4% 25.0% 23.1% -3 -7.9% 100 63.6% 86.7% 

Case Western Reserve 
University 

179 151 0.4% 19.6% 17.4% -3 -11.1% 85 56.5% 73.9% 

Northeast Ohio 
Regional Sewer District 

188 143 0.4% 18.0% 15.4% -4 -14.1% 97 68.0% 83.5% 

Cleveland-Cuyahoga 
Port Authority 

62 119 0.3% 1.3% 1.1% 0 -13.5% 90 76.1% 77.3% 

ODOT/Cleveland 565 111 0.3% 12.1% 11.2% -1 -7.5% 52 46.8% 58.0% 
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Land Owner/Manager 
Parcels 
(#) 

Land 
Area 
(Acres) 

Land 
Area 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2011 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2017 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area Change 
2011-2017  
(Acres) 

Tree Canopy 
Cover 
Change  
2011-2017 
(%) 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy Area 
(Acres)* 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

Total 
Potential 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

Buckeye Pipe Line 
Transportation 

3 92 0.2% 31.0% 29.4% -1 -5.2% 61 66.3% 95.7% 

Lakeview Cemetery 1 88 0.2% 57.4% 53.3% -4 -7.1% 40 45.3% 98.7% 

Riverside Cemetery 2 78 0.2% 40.3% 37.4% -2 -7.4% 44 56.1% 93.5% 

United States of 
America 

40 78 0.2% 5.9% 6.2% 0 +4.6% 49 62.5% 68.8% 

Cuyahoga County 96 74 0.2% 7.5% 8.6% +1 +14.5% 38 51.1% 59.7% 

Large Landowner Total 28,600 13,129 33.1% 22.1% 21.2% -127 -4.4% 7,821 59.6% 80.7% 
    

    
   

Residential land** 109,033 13,915 35.1% 23.9% 22.5% -207 -6.2% 7,065 50.8% 73.2% 

All other land 29,374 11,979 30.2% 11.9% 11.6% -35 -2.4% 7,510 62.7% 74.3% 

Cleveland Total 168,072 39,684 100% 19.6% 18.6% -379 -4.9% 22,803 57.5% 76.1% 

* Possible canopy areas consist of existing pervious and impervious surfaces that could support additional tree canopy, as identified by Cuyahoga County Planning Commission 
** Residential land consists of single and multifamily platted lots, condominiums, apartment complexes, mobile home parks and platted lots, residential vacant land, and other 
residential parcels as identified by the Cuyahoga County Auditor 
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Figure 1. Parcels owned by the 25 largest landowners, separated by individual owner. 
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Figure 2. Tree canopy cover on parcels owned by the 25 largest landowners in Cleveland. Average tree canopy cover across the land area shown is 
21.2%. These landowners collectively manage 37.6% of Cleveland’s urban forest.   
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Figure 3. Parcels owned by the 25 largest landowners, by landowner type. 
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Table 2. Land area and tree canopy of twenty-five largest land owners and managers by type, in descending order of land area. 

Land Owner/Manager 
Type 

Parcels 
(#) 

Land 
Area 
(Acres) 

Land 
Area 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2011 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area 2017 
(%) 

Tree Canopy 
Area Change 
2011-2017  
(Acres) 

Tree Canopy 
Cover 
Change  
2011-2017 
(%) 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy Area 
(Acres)* 

Possible 
Additional 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

Total 
Potential 
Canopy 
Cover (%) 

Municipal 17,246 5,320  13.4% 26.5% 25.0% -81 -5.7% 3,518  66.1% 91.1% 

Transportation 5,542 3,137  7.9% 11.8% 12.6% 245 6.7% 1,582  50.4% 63.0% 

Institutional 5,163 2,269  5.7% 18.3% 17.0% -29 -6.9% 1,386  61.1% 78.1% 

Park 50 1,011  2.5% 58.3% 53.4% -50 -8.4% 432  42.8% 96.1% 

Industrial 28 685  1.7% 2.5% 3.0% 3 19.6% 452  65.9% 68.9% 

State 920 397  1.0% 12.3% 11.8% -2 -4.3% 212  53.3% 65.0% 

Utility 284 385  1.0% 9.8% 10.2% 2 4.0% 294  76.5% 86.7% 

Cemetery 4 232  0.6% 42.5% 39.3% -7 -7.5% 129  55.6% 94.9% 

Commercial 282 154  0.4% 9.8% 9.8% 0 -0.3% 107  69.5% 79.2% 

Federal 50 125  0.3% 4.6% 5.0% 1 10.0% 78  62.1% 67.2% 

County 96 74  0.2% 7.5% 8.6% 1 14.5% 38  51.1% 59.7% 

Cleveland Total 168,072 39,684 100.0% 19.6% 18.6% -379 -4.9% 22,803 57.5% 76.1% 
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Figure 4. Tree canopy cover on private residential parcels. Average canopy cover on residential parcels is 22.5%. Private residential landowners 
collectively manage 42.3% of Cleveland’s urban forest.   
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Figure 5. Parcels owned by the twenty-five largest landowners (blue) and private residential landowners (yellow), which comprise 68.2% of land area 
in Cleveland.   
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