
US Bank tree removal decision was horribly flawed

Three beautiful Japanese Zelkova trees that used to grace downtown have been cut down for no good reason. Two more are on the chopping block, apparently alive only because of migrating birds sheltering in their branches. 

What crime caused the trees to be sentenced to death by the City of Salem at the request of US Bank? Doing what shade trees do: grow. And drop leaves in the fall. 

If that sounds crazy to you, join the club of outraged citizens who protested the arrival of chainsaws, leaving sad stumps where three healthy trees used to thrive.

Because the trees are in downtown’s Historic District, US Bank’s removal application was reviewed by the City’s Shade Tree Committee. Three times, three, the committee said there was no reason to cut down the trees.

Pruning was advised. Trimming of roots might be needed on one or more trees. But cutting them down, no, no, no. So why did a March 12 decision by Peter Fernandez, Public Works Director, approve the US Bank tree removal application?

It’s a mystery. 

None of the reasons stated in the decision make sense. Fernandez says sidewalk liability concerns are “not pertinent to the tree removal decision.” Yet US Bank officials have been telling people that the trees needed to be cut down for this reason. 

Not true. 

So what were the reasons? Fernandez claims the trees obscure sight lines to a historic building; the tree branches are too bunched together; the branches are too close to the US Bank building; and a tree or two may impact the stormwater system.

Each of these concerns, if justified, could have been addressed by judicious pruning of branches and roots. This was the recommendation of the Shade Tree Committee, tree experts who testified at committee hearings, and the City’s own urban forester.

We have appealed to the City and US Bank to prune the remaining trees rather than cut them down. 

We also have asked that the Shade Tree Committee review the City’s reasons for approving US Bank’s tree removal application, since they are at odds with the facts, advice from arborists, and testimony by downtown business owners, along with other members of the public.

Nothing will bring back the three wonderful trees that have been reduced to stumps. However, at the moment two equally beautiful trees remain at the corner of State and Commercial. 

Since there was no good reason to cut down any of the five trees, that no-good-reason has been reduced by 60% with the destruction of three trees. Some good will for the City of Salem and US Bank can be salvaged if they belatedly acknowledge this.

Please, Peter Fernandez, City Public Works Director, and Ryan Allbritton, US Bank regional president: save the remaining trees. 

If they too are cut down for no good reason, their absence will speak volumes about how solid facts, expert advice, and public testimony mean next to nothing in how the City of Salem operates these days.
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