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RECOMMENDATION 
 
It is recommended that the Commission deny the request for the removal of one City 
parkway tree located on Fairview Drive at Costa Mesa High School. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The Maintenance Services Division was contacted on September 7, 2004 by a member of 
the Costa Mesa High School Athletic Booster Club requesting the City remove a parkway 
tree to improve the visibility of a new electronic marquee sign that is planned to be installed 
where the existing marquee sign is located. 
 
On September 9, 2004, Joe Bogart, the City Arborist at that time, investigated the field 
conditions and made contact with Bill Sneen, representing Costa Mesa High School.  After 
evaluating the conditions, Mr. Sneen was informed that the tree did not meet the City’s 
criteria for removal as stated in the “Streetscape and Median Development Standards” and 
that he would direct some targeted pruning to improve the visibility of the location.  The 
Maintenance Services Manager subsequently reviewed the request and the field 
information and found the denial to be justified.  However, since the request did not come 
from the property owner, the Newport Mesa Unified School District, the requesting party 
was directed to have the principal of the high school or the school board make the request.   
 
The City subsequently received a letter dated September 27, 2004 from Dr. Frederick 
Navarro, Principal of Costa Mesa High School, requesting that the tree be removed.  See 
Attachment 1.  Contact was made through Dr. Navarro’s office to determine the time frame 
for the project and to determine how quickly a decision would be needed for the sign 
project to continue or be re-evaluated.  Based on that contact, the Maintenance Services 
Manager communicated the denial of the removal request verbally and confirmed with Dr. 
Navarro, his request to have the Parks and Recreation Commission review staff’s decision. 
 
ANALYSIS 

The tree is an American Sweetgum, Liquidambar styraciflua.  The designated City parkway 
tree for Fairview Road is American Sweetgum, Liquidambar “Festival” or “Palo Alto”.  The 
tree is growing within a four-foot by seven-foot (4’x7’) tree well within an eight-foot wide 
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sidewalk.  The tree is approximately thirty-five feet (35’) in height with a trunk diameter of 
thirteen inches (13”).  The tree is in fair condition, as it is still recovering from extensive root 
pruning performed during the Fairview Road street and sidewalk rehabilitation project 
completed a few years ago.  The tree was pruned last in June 2002.  See Attachment 2. 

As stated above, the tree was root pruned with root barriers installed two years ago.  The 
sidewalk has risen slightly, less than one inch (1”), likely caused by expansive soils.  Street 
Maintenance crews ground down the sidewalk at the location recently.  There is no safety 
concern at this time.  The tree does not meet any of the criteria that would support a staff 
approval of the request.  American Sweetgum trees are not considered “problem tree 
species” and at this location the tree is not causing any observable damage to vital 
infrastructure. 

The tree was root pruned extensively during the street, curb, gutter and sidewalk 
rehabilitation project two years ago.  It is not likely that any additional sidewalk lifting is due 
to the roots of this tree.  In an effort to work with the school, targeted pruning was 
performed immediately following the initial contact from Mr. Sneen.  

The new sign installation has not yet begun.  No timeline was provided to the City 
regarding the planned sign construction.  It is staff’s opinion that the visibility is adequate 
for the new sign and that any impact the tree may have on visibility is not significant 
enough to merit the removal of the mature tree.  Due to the size and age of the tree, it is 
not a good candidate for relocation. 
 
ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED 
 

1. The Commission could approve the request to remove one (1) City parkway tree 
located on Fairview Road on the west side of the Costa Mesa High School campus, 
with the requirement that the tree be replaced in a three-to-one ratio, with one 
twenty-four inch box-size tree and two (2) fifteen gallon-size trees, to be planted 
elsewhere on public property as specified in the Streetscape and Median 
Development Standards.  All removal and replacement costs to be paid by the 
Newport Unified School District. However, if the new 24-inch box-size tree is planted 
in the same location as the removed tree, the same visibility issues may arise in the 
future as the new tree matures.  As an alternative, the tree could be planted 
elsewhere in the City, and the subject tree well near the marquee sign could be left 
empty. 

 
2. The Commission could approve the request to remove one (1) City parkway tree 

located on Fairview Road on the west side of the Costa Mesa High School campus, 
with the requirement that the tree be replaced in a three-to-one ratio, with one 
twenty-four inch box-size tree and two (2) fifteen gallon-size trees, to be planted 
elsewhere on public property as specified in the Streetscape and Median 
Development Standards and recommend to the City Council that all removal and 
replacement costs associated with the project be paid by the City of Costa Mesa. 

 
3. The Commission could deny the request for the removal of one City parkway tree 

located on Fairview Road on the west side of the Costa Mesa High School campus. 
 
4. The Commission could defer any decision on the removal of the tree until the 

new marquee sign is installed, and the impact assessed.  
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FISCAL REVIEW 
 
There would be no fiscal impact as a result of Alternative #1, as all costs would be the 
applicant’s responsibility.  The City’s fiscal impact as a result of Alternative #2 would be 
approximately $400, including removal and 3:1 replacement cost. 
 
LEGAL REVIEW 
 
No legal review is required for this item. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The tree that is the subject of the request for removal is a City-owned tree located in the 
public right-of-way on Fairview Road.  It is in fair condition and the problem it may be 
causing with the sidewalk has been repaired.  The tree is not damaging any buried utilities 
or other vital infrastructure.  The applicant is requesting removal on the basis that the tree 
will partially obscure the visibility of a new electronic marquee sign that is planned to be 
installed at Costa Mesa High School.  The request does not meet the established removal 
criteria as stated in the Streetscape and Median Development Standards.  Therefore, staff 
recommends denial of the removal request. 
 
 
 
___________________________   ________________________________ 
BRUCE A HARTLEY    WILLIAM J. MORRIS 
Maintenance Services Manager   Public Services Director 
 
 
 
ATTACHMENTS: 1 Letter to City from Dr. Frederick Navarro dated September 

27, 2004
 2 Photographs of Tree
 
 
C: Dr. Frederick Navarro 
 Principal  

Costa Mesa High School 
2650 Fairview Road 

 Costa Mesa, CA 92626 
 
 
 William J. Morris, Director of Public Services 
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