
D O W N T O W N F O R E S T

F I E L D  G U I D E  T O  T H E

M I N N E A P O L I S



F I E L D  G U I D E  T O  T H E

M I N N E A P O L I S

D O W N T O W N  F O R E S T

T H E  F O R E S T

W A T E R       

P L A N T S

C R I T T E R S

R E S O U R C E S

4 - 7

8 - 9      

1 0 - 1 3

1 4 - 1 5

1 6 - 1 7

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S



A
 

P
L

A
C

E
 

T
O

 
S

H
A

R
E

M
ISSISSIPPI RIVER 

DO
W

N
TO

W
N

 EAST 

ELLIO
T PARK 

DO
W

N
TO

W
N

 W
EST

N
O

RTH
 LO

O
P

LO
RIN

G PARK 



4

T H E  F O R E S T

Start seeing the trees, and keep looking until you find the forest
 
The Downtown Forest is the sum of connections between living and non-living 
things near the ground level of downtown Minneapolis. It is a dynamic ecosystem 
composed of trees, other vegetation, soil, water, air, critters, and humans. The 
context that supports this ecosystem is sometimes referred to as “green 
Infrastructure”.
 
If you’ve spent a lot of time in downtown, it’s entirely possible that you might 
think, “What forest? I can only picture concrete, tall buildings, and a few short 
trees.” There is more to the Downtown Forest than meets the eye – investments 
below ground that are helping trees thrive, connections between places, and 
relationships with people that are not visible at a glance. Forests are social 
ecosystems just like human cities and if you shift your perspective to see the 
whole and how you are connected to it, the Downtown Forest will unfold before 
your eyes.

This Field Guide is intended to help you get there. Young trees grow up not only 
with the help of critters and other plants but also with investments and care.
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As they say, it can be hard to see the forest for the trees – however, when you do 
find it, you will learn your place in it. As you read this guide, we encourage you 
to start seeing downtown with new eyes – observe the materials our places are 
made of, and all the trees and vegetation in streets, parks, gardens, plazas, railway 
corridors, balconies and roofs, gardens, greenways, river corridors, wetlands, and 
so much more!
 
The key to finding the Downtown Forest is to start seeing the connections
 between everything that makes up our city. Once you start to see those 
connections... you’ll be there.
 
As you begin your journey, we hope this guide helps you along your way.

Good Luck! 

Your forest friend,
Katherine DeKrey
Research Assistant 
University of Minnesota 
Master of Landscape Architecture
Candidate 2019
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W A T E R

Water is needed by all living things to survive and this is equally 
true for the Minneapolis Downtown Forest. However, water in 
traditionally built urban environments, known as gray 
infrastructure, is more often treated as a nuisance than a resource. 
Instead, the large amount of land covered by pavement or compact 
soil prevents rain from soaking into the soil underneath. Water (and 
pollution) from rain and melting snow is runs from the surface into 
storm drains that pipe the water (and again, pollution) into nearby 
rivers, lakes, and streams. This becomes a major problem and 
creates more barriers to sustaining beautiful places like the 
Mississippi River.

However, cities are becoming more aware of the benefits of 
replacing gray infrastructure with green infrastructure; 
creating more ways for water to filter into the ground instead of 
only through pipes in ways that support a healthy watershed and 
urban forest. 

Natural Ground Cover 75-100% Impervious Surface

Natural Cycle VS Urban Gray Infrastructure
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infiltration
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5% deep 
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imported 
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Balancing the Urban Water Cycle
with Green Infrastructure

stormwater tree

Infiltration planter 

Flow-through planter

precipitation

runoff

stormwater reuse

stormwater 
treatment

infiltration

reduced 
wastewater
discharge

wastewater reuse

reduce water
consumption 

evapotranspiration

natural or low management
high management
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P L A N T S  -  T R E E S 

Trees are more than just part of our 
natural landscape. They provide
shelter and food for wildlife, absorb 
carbon dioxide and produce breathable 
air, and add to the beauty of the world. 

Leaves 
Cool the air through 
evapotranspiration and 
filters pollutants from the air.

Trunk
Provides habitat for birds, 
mammals, and insects.

Canopy  
Absorbs swound and provides 
protection from the sun and wind.

Roots 
Stabilize soil, prevent erosion, and 
filter pollutants from surface water.
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Maple 
Maples have a distinguished by opposite leaf 
arrangement. Fruits of the maple are called maple 
keys,  helicopters, or whirlybirds. 

Oak
Oak leaves are arranged in a spiral, with lobate 
margins. Their leaves contain an acid that 
helps to guard from fungi & insects.

Birch 
Birches are medium-sized trees or shrubs, The bark of all birches 
is marked with long, horizontal lenticels, & often separates into 
thin, papery plates.

Ginkgo
Ginkgo leaves are unique among seed 
plants, being fan-shaped with veins 
radiating out into the leaf blade.

Honeylocust 
The popular ornamental tree that can 
survive and prosper in extreme 
conditions, including compacted soil, 
road salt, heat, and drought.

Crabapple
Crabapple trees requires cross-pollination between 
trees; making pollinating insects essential.

Coffeetree
A moderately fast-growing tree, and male 
trees are often grown in parks and along 
city. The seeds of these trees may be 
roasted and used as a substitute for coffee 
beans. However when not roasted (or 
roasted properly) the bean is toxic.
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P L A N T - V E G E T A T I O N

Coneflower 
Coneflowers are large, showy plants that 
bloom from early to late summer. Their 
family name Ekhinos means ‘hedgehog’ due 
to the spiny disk that makes up the center of 
the flower.

Prairie Dropseed
A grass that grows in clumps, Prairie 
Dropseed prefers dry, rocky soils. 
Good drought tolerance.

The way a plant looks is not only about beauty—it also 
provides many benefits, one of which is improving the 
ability of water to infiltrate soil by preventing 
over-compactness with extensive root systems

Functions of Roots 

Anchor plant 

Absorb water and minerals

Send water and minerals to stem 

Store food 

Communication 
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Sedum
Sedum are able to strut their stuff where many 
other plants dare not venture. They are able 
to happily call many places home such as the 
cracks of a wall or walkway, under large trees 
or even on roofs.  

Speedwell
Speedwell are the carefree and 
easy-to-grow perennial is known for 
their graceful and long blooming flow-
ers. These flowers are made up of long 
spikes of small petals in purple, blue, 
pink, or white. 

Dogwood
Dogwoods are woody shrubs which can 
generally be distinguished by their 
blossoms, berries, and distinctive bark.

Juniper
Junipers are evergreens with needle-like 
leaves. The plant varies in size and shape 
froms tall tree to low spreading shrubs.
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C R I T T E R S

Sparrow 
Sparrows are small, plump birds with short tails 
and powerful beaks. Many sparrows inhabit cities 
and nest on buildings. They primarily eat seeds and 
small bugs, but many scavenge for food around 
cities and will eat just about anything in small 
quantities.

Rabbit
Rabbit habitats include meadows, deserts, 
wetlands and urban forests. Rabbits live in 
underground burrows or rabbit holes and a 
group of burrows is called a warren! Much like 
humans in the urban area, urban rabbits live in 
more density than their rural counterparts and 
therefore living in smaller, simpler warrens.

Bats
Bats are the only mammals that can fly, although 
other species can glide from trees. Staying 
airborne requires a lot of energy and even the 
smallest of bats can eat up to 3000 insects 
(particularly moths, mosquitoes, and other flies) in 
one night! 

Ants
Ant species have different affinities, they nest differently, turn over 
soil differently, eat different types of food.Some ant species keep 
pest populations down so trees can survive and others do massive 
amounts of garbage clean-up by chowing down on your trash.

Urban wildlife are not only cute critters in the city. Many of them 
work around the clock picking up trash, controlling pests, and 
processing air and water pollution! It’s a hard job and they are 
happy to do it.
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Lorax
A person who works to create and maintain the downtown forest. 
A city tree arborist, someone that recycles the can in the street, a 
neighborhood that builds and takes care of new planters, a retired 
landscaper that helps to weed community garden beds in their free 
time, a person stopping to appreciate the beauty and majesty of 
urban trees…all these people are a Lorax. They are everywhere and 
every single Minneapolis resident can become one today! As the 
original Lorax says, “unless someone like you cares a whole awful 
lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.” 

M P L S D I D . C O M / G R E E N I N G L A B

Bees 
Bees are flying insects closely related to wasps 
and ants, known for their role in pollination. 
Bees are the most famous pollinators. Other 
pollinators are butterflies, moths, beetles, flies, 
wasps, and some birds. It is estimated that if 
bees disappeared today humans would only be 
able to survive for four more years.

Squirrels
Tree squirrels are commonly seen everywhere 
from woodlands to city parks. They are terrific 
climbers and eat acorns, berries, and flowers. 
Squirrels communicate using complex systems 
of high-frequency chirps and tail movements. 
By burying seeds for winter snacks (and 
occasionally forgetting where they stashed 
them), squirrels contribute to increasing 
biodiversity. 
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R E S O U R C E S

O V E R V I E W

Downtown Service Area Master Plan
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/park_care__improvements/park_projects/
current_projects/downtown_service_area_master_plan/#group_0_212381

Trees & the Urban Forest
https://www.minneapolisparks.org/park_care__improvements/trees/

Downtown Public Realm Framework
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/cped/lrp/WCMS1P-134268

W A T E R

Green Infrastructure Cost-Benefit Resources
https://www.epa.gov/green-infrastructure/green-infrastructure-cost-benefit-re-
sources

Mississippi Watershed Management Organization 
https://mwmo.org/

Natural and Urban “Stormwater” Water Cycles
https://www.teachengineering.org/lessons/view/usf_stormwater_lesson01

Soils Sustain Life
https://www.soils.org/
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R E S O U R C E S

P L A N T S

Brewing a Better Forest
 http://www.brewingabetterforest.com/

Community Forestry 
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/forestry/urban/index.html

The Hidden Life of Trees: 
What They Feel, How They Communicate--Discoveries from a Secret World by 
Peter Wohlleben, Tim Flannery

Master Gardener
https://www.extension.umn.edu/garden/master-gardener/

My Minnesota Woods 
http://www.myminnesotawoods.umn.edu/

 Planting in a Post-Wild World: 
Designing Plant Communities for Resilient Landscapes
By Thomas Rainer and Claudia West

The Secret Lives of Plants
https://www.ted.com/playlists/356/the_secret_lives_of_plants

C R I T T E R S 

Conservation of Minneapolis Bees Project
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/environment/bees

Every Project Needs a Lorax
http://www.jamesurban.net/

Living with Wildlife 
http://dnr.state.mn.us/livingwith_wildlife/index.html

Urban Wildlife Basics 
http://urbanwildlifegroup.org/
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