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THROWING SHADE:
Trees as Essential  Nature Based 

Cooling Solutions

2

Heather McMillen
Division of Forestry & Wildlife
Urban & Community Forester

Kaulunani Program Coordinator

e. heather.l.mcmillen@hawaii.gov
w. kaulunani.org
ig. @kaulunani



To support all of Hawaiʻi’s 
communities with a focus on equity to 
cultivate well-being and resilience 
through restorative & environmental 
justice, planting, caring for, and 
growing relationships with the trees 
and forests where we live, work, learn 
and play.

KAULUNANI MISSION



We recognize our mission is best 
fulfilled through engaging people of 
diverse backgrounds, beliefs, 
experiences and cultures with a focus 
on our underserved and low-income 
communities as well as Native 
Hawaiians. 

EQUITY & JUSTICE STATEMENT



OUR TEAM



WHAT WE DO



URBAN HEAT ISLAND EFFECT

Shaded surfaces may be 
45°f cooler

Ambient temps can be
25°f cooler

Must be strategic with
green infrastructure
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Credit: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency



WHAT IS AN URBAN FOREST?
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HOW TREES KEEP US COOL

National Association of State Foresters



COMMUNITY is KEY



BEYOND COOLING

water quality
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air quality resilience

equity educationhuman health economy

city planning

Credit: Vibrant Cities Lab
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Dr. Cecil Konijnendijk
Nature Based Solutions Institute

Konijnendijk 2022

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kq6v2xMLFxHOG3c1V06MRCDXmuvnPsxL/view?usp=share_link
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Dr. Cecil Konijnendijk
Nature Based Solutions Institute
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Credit: City & County of Honolulu Resolution 18-553 (2018)



TREE CANOPY VIEWER HAWAI‘I
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or visit kaulunani.org

scan QR code



Tree Canopy
Coverage



Tree Canopy
Coverage

Urban Heat 
Index
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% of Residents Living with Over 30% Canopy 
Coverage

Urban Tree 
Canopy Area

Honolulu County:

 17%



TREES IN & AROUND SCHOOLS

Why focus on schools?

• Heart of community

• One of our most valuable 
& vulnerable populations

• Big impact, both now & in 
the future
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TREE CANOPY & SCHOOLS

• 1/2 
mile radius around 

schools

• shadier, healthier, 
safer walks to school
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21% of Elementary School areas 
have 30% or higher canopy 

coverage (n= 183)

13% of Title I school areas have 
30% or higher canopy coverage

(n= 134)

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL AREAS
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buffer area =0.5 miles

-Analyses by Brayden Aki



23

Elementary School Areas
Highest Canopy Coverage

Elementary School Areas
Lowest Canopy Coverage

buffer area = 0.5 miles



CHALLENGES
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Lack of Tree Canopy in 
Communities

Lack of Capacity

Inequitable Distribution of Trees

Trees seen as a "nice to do"



STRATEGIES for SHADE
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Prioritize native and drought-
tolerant species

Right Tree, Right Place, Right Care, 
AND Right People

Normalize trees along strees, in 
parks, and public spaces



STRATEGIES for SHADE
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Shade Trees for Schools



CONTACT HEATHER McMILLEN:
e. heather.l.mcmillen@hawaii.gov
w. kaulunani.org
ig. @kaulunani

Gratitude to:
Skye Haraga, Kupu ʻĀina Corps 
Member



Dan Dinell
ddinell@treesforhonolulu.org

Honolulu is Hot
Trees are Cool



Heat…invisible, creeping disaster



Heat…invisible, creeping disaster



www.TreesForHonolulu.org



Our Urban Forest is Declining
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Observations
1. It takes a collective response
2. Nature makes the rules
3. Inequality abounds

https://license.honolulu.gov/tod/projects/dev-resources/climate-adaptation-design/extreme-heat.html


Case Study: Kaimukī



#1 Focus Effort



#2 Get Smart/Data

www.pg-cloud.com/hawaii/



#3 Engage Community



https://www.treesforhonolulu.org/trees-for-kaimuki/



Growing our 
Urban Forest
1. Focus Effort
2. Get Smart
3. Engage Community

Right Tree. Right Place. Right Care.
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