
In East Baltimore, neighborhoods that still bear the scars of redlining policies are nearly treeless.
Photograph: Baltimore Tree Trust
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Green health: a tree-filled street can
positively influence depression, study finds
More trees near the home was associated with a reduced
risk in antidepressant use, information that can help urban
planners
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In 2005, when Celena Owens purchased an investment property in the up-
and-coming East Baltimore neighborhood of Oliver, it was supposed to make
her life better. But three years later, the housing market crashed,
neighborhood renewal stalled, and the home that was going to be a rental
became her full-time residence. Owens fell into what she describes as a
“major depressive episode” that would last for the better part of a decade.

That’s when Owens, an IT developer for the state of
Maryland, began to notice a pattern. During her workdays in the leafy
suburbs of a nearby county, her mood would lift. “Even though I was still
dealing with stuff, I felt a sense of calm, of comfort,” she remembers. On the
commute back to the nearly treeless neighborhood she called home, that
feeling would evaporate. “The closer I got to my house, the more depressed I
would feel,” she says. “It was just this overwhelming sense of heaviness.”

Owens’s experience demonstrates the very real influence of tree inequity. In
many cities, a map of urban tree cover reflects the geography of race and
income, just as it does in Oliver, where 97% of residents are African
American. This holds true across Baltimore, which still bears the scars of
redlining, policies that denied mortgages and other financial services to
entire communities of color. Black residents were essentially barred from

3/16/25, 5:00 PM Green health: a tree-filled street can positively influence depression, study finds | Baltimore | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/mar/12/baltimore-study-trees-mental-health-study 1/9

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/series/americas-dirty-divide
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/baltimore
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/11/americas-dirty-divide-about-this-series
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/feb/11/americas-dirty-divide-about-this-series
https://www.theguardian.com/info/2016/jan/25/content-funding
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/baltimore


purchasing homes in so-called greenlined neighborhoods, forced instead to
choose among inner-city redlined areas.

A Baltimore neighborhood is lined with brick houses and trees. Photograph: Sergey
Novikov/Alamy Stock Photo

Today, according to the US Forest Service, previously redlined areas have an
average of 23% tree cover, while once-greenlined neighborhoods, living up
to their old label, have an average of 43% tree cover. When Owens moved to
Oliver, only about 10% of the neighborhood was tree-covered, according to
Justin Bowers, associate director of the Baltimore Tree Trust, an
organization that works to restore the city’s urban canopy. In a dense
neighborhood without lawns, this meant a stark lack of green space.

The adverse effects of treeless
neighborhoods are well-known and
many. Bowers says that summer
days in East Baltimore
neighborhoods can be four to 16
degrees hotter than other parts of
the city. In addition to heat-related
illnesses, residents who lack tree
cover consume more energy to stay
cool, endure poorer air quality and –
like Owens – report diminished
mental health, he explains.

Trees have long been suspected to
have a positive effect on city-
dwellers’ overall happiness. But for
many years, the correlation between
urban trees and mental health

remained difficult to prove.

Researchers in Germany have now provided concrete evidence of the link
between trees and mental health, by studying the correlation between
prescription antidepressants and tree cover across a range of neighborhoods.
This allowed researchers to avoid the shortcomings of previous studies,
which have taken various approaches to the question of: how do you define
and measure mental health?

Even if a group of scientists chose to zoom in on a single mental illness, such
as depression, there are still “a variety of self-reported questionnaires one
can use to measure it”, says Melissa Marselle, an environmental psychologist
and lecturer at De Montfort University who led the Germany study. “This
made comparing the results [across studies] difficult, as each questionnaire
may be measuring depression differently.”
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Kwamel Couther, foreman for Baltimore Tree Trust, unloads wheel barrows outside a school in
East Baltimore. Photograph: Baltimore Tree Trust

Past studies also failed to determine how close a tree needs to be to
someone’s home to make a difference. Does simply looking out the window
and seeing foliage have the same effect on mental health as visiting a city
park? No one could say for sure.

To isolate the relationship between everyday green space and mental health,
Marselle and a team of interdisciplinary researchers from the Helmholtz
Centre for Environmental Research, the German Centre for Integrative
Biodiversity Research and Leipzig University designed a study to figure out
how the number, type and proximity of trees correlated to the number of
antidepressants prescribed in a given neighborhood.

The researchers analyzed data collected from 10,000 Leipzig residents
during the University of Leipzig’s Life-Adult Health Study, an exhaustive
study that took place between 2011 and 2014 in which participants reported a
wide array of health metrics, including their prescriptions. By combining
that data with the number and species of street trees throughout the city,
researchers were able to demonstrate in more material terms than ever
before the correlation between trees and mental wellness.

They found that, regardless of species, more trees within 100 meters from
the home was associated with a reduced risk of antidepressant use. “This
everyday contact with nearby nature – either through a window view at the
home or on the street – has been shown to be beneficial for mental health
and wellbeing,” the researchers reported.

The association was especially pronounced in residents with low
socioeconomic status. “This is important because those from social deprived
groups are most likely to be prescribed antidepressants,” says Marselle.

Though the study has several limitations (some individuals with depression
are not prescribed medication as part of their treatment; some don’t have
access to treatment at all), it can serve as an important directive to urban
planners. “While planning, guidance for urban green space is mostly based
on intentional, purposeful visits for recreation,” the researchers wrote, “we
suggest that such ‘unintentional’ everyday contact may reach more people
and that such easily accessible urban green space can contribute to public
health.”

This study comes on the heels of another that found that during Covid-19
lockdowns, people who could see trees and greenery outside their window
reported lower rates of anxiety and depression, further demonstrating the
importance of trees near the home.
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Why you can rely on the Guardian not to bow to Trump – or anyone
I hope you appreciated this article. Before you move on, I wanted to ask whether you
could support the Guardian’s journalism as we face the unprecedented challenges of
covering the second Trump administration.

As Trump himself observed: “The first term, everybody was fighting me. In this
term, everybody wants to be my friend.” 

He’s not entirely wrong. All around us, media organizations have begun to
capitulate. First, two news outlets pulled election endorsements at the behest of
their billionaire owners. Next, prominent reporters bent the knee at Mar-a-Lago. And
then a major network – ABC News – rolled over in response to Trump’s legal
challenges and agreed to a $16m million settlement in his favor.

The Guardian is clear: we have no interest in being Donald Trump’s – or any
politician’s – friend. Our allegiance as independent journalists is not to those in
power but to the public. Whatever happens in the coming months and years, you can
rely on the Guardian never to bow down to power, nor back down from truth.

How are we able to stand firm in the face of intimidation and threats? As journalists
say: follow the money. The Guardian has neither a self-interested billionaire owner
nor profit-seeking corporate henchmen pressuring us to appease the rich and
powerful. We are funded by our readers and owned by the Scott Trust – whose only
financial obligation is to preserve our journalistic mission in perpetuity.

Baltimore Tree Trust crew members plant a Red Maple in the Johnston Square neighborhood of
Baltimore. Photograph: Baltimore Tree Trust

In 2012, a non-profit called ReBUILD Metro began investing in Celena
Owens’s neighborhood, working with residents to remediate abandoned
properties. Meanwhile, Justin Bowers says Baltimore Tree Trust “completely
planted out”, the nine neighborhoods that make up East Baltimore.

“It definitely feels different,” Owens says. “It’s cooler on a physical level,
obviously, but also on an aesthetic level. It creates a whole different vibe on
the block and in the community in general.”

By 2015, her depression had abated. Today, she’s an outspoken community
leader, spearheading efforts to build more parks and playgrounds in Oliver.
She’s also dedicated to raising awareness about the benefits of street trees
among her neighbors who she says sometimes object to tree plantings over
concerns about weeds in the summer and leaves in the fall.

Owens may be busy creating change in her neighborhood, but she’s not quite
done with her own space. Soon, she hopes to dig up the small concrete patio
behind her rowhouse and “put in a nice little tree”.

on
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What’s more, we make our fearless, fiercely independent journalism free to all, with
no paywall – so that everyone in the US can have access to responsible, fact-based
news.

With the new administration boasting about its desire to punish journalists, and
Trump and his allies already pursuing lawsuits against newspapers whose stories
they don’t like, it has never been more urgent, or more perilous, to pursue fair,
accurate reporting. Can you support the Guardian today? 

We value whatever you can spare, but a recurring contribution makes the most
impact, enabling greater investment in our most crucial, fearless journalism. As our
thanks to you, we can offer you some great benefits – including seeing far fewer
fundraising messages like this. We’ve made it very quick to set up, so we hope you’ll
consider it. Thank you.
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