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Overview of Presentation: 
Could restoring lost oak ecosystems play a role in the next generation of urban trees? Here, we explore 
this opportunity in Silicon Valley. Over the next decades, the urban forests of California will require 
transformation as trees adapted to temperate climates become less appropriate for hotter, drier 
conditions. Requiring little water after establishment, oaks are tolerant of drought and sequester more 
carbon than most other common urban trees in California, making them excellent choices for climate 
adaptation.  
Over last century, oaks were felled across Silicon Valley as woodlands were converted to orchards and 
then urbanized. Building on SFEI’s historical ecology research, we compare the historical structure and 
composition of Silicon Valley oak woodlands to contemporary urban forests. Despite dramatic shifts in 
species composition, and a near-complete loss of understory vegetation, canopy cover of the 
contemporary urban forest remains similar, making it possible to re-oak our cities without dramatically 
increasing the number of trees.  
Both beautiful and functional, native oaks be integrated into streetscapes, backyards, and landscaping. 
Oaks are also foundation species, forming the base of the most diverse habitat type in California. 
Providing specific guidelines for urban forestry and landscaping, this project envisions more ecologically 
healthy urban forests of the future. 
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Erica Spotswood is an Applied Ecologist at the San Francisco Estuary Institute where she leads projects 
related to urban ecology and ecological resilience. Current work addresses how regional planning, local 
project-scale design, and urban forestry can be coordinated to achieve broader resilience goals. Before 
joining SFEI, Erica conducted postdoctoral research with Katherine Suding, and received her PhD from 
the University of California at Berkeley in the department of Environmental Science, Policy and 
Management. 
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