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History 
 

The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga (UTC) is a public institution located in the 
heart of Chattanooga. Since its founding in 1886, UTC has grown into a 200-acre urban campus. 
Following a long period of urban reconstruction and institutional merging, the university has 
transitioned toward a more focused investment in its natural landscape and campus greenery.  

In the late 1990s, Tom Ellis of Facilities, Management, and Planning introduced the 
notion of UTC as a campus arboretum. Thereafter, Linda Collins, a former professor of the 
Biology, Geology, and Environmental Science department, took the initiative to create UTC’s 
Landscape Committee. Serving as Chairperson for thirteen years, she worked closely with Dr. 
Hill Craddock and several graduate students, including Jillian Koss (2011), to identify and label 
trees on campus.  

Under Dr. Margaret Kelly, Head of Development and Vice Chancellor, the university 
secured donor funding to commission an arboretum master plan and hire a landscape architect. 
These efforts resulted in the planting of over 600 trees in 2003. This project was further 
supported by UTC’s Green Fee, which funded the design of an arboretum map and the purchase 
of identification labels.  

In 2011, UTC was certified as a Level II Arboretum by the Tennessee Urban Forestry 
Council (TUFC). This required sixty to eighty-nine distinct tree species, labels with scientific 
and common names, and a publicly available map. Additionally, UTC was designated as a “Tree 
Campus USA” by the National Arbor Day Foundation in 2013 and held this title for ten 
consecutive years.  

In 2016, UTC officially renamed its arboretum the Linda T. Collins Arboretum in honor 
of her contributions during Arbor Day.  

Since then, the Linda T. Collins Arboretum has over sixty-four distinct tree species and 
over 2,000 trees and woody plant species across its campus. While the dissolution of the 
Department of Sustainability and the coronavirus pandemic led to a hiatus in its formal 
accreditations in 2021, undergraduate and graduate students, staff, and faculty are streamlining 
operations to restore certification status and redesign the management framework to better 
advocate for UTC’s urban landscape.  
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Mission & Vision 
 

The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga is dedicated to preserving and advocating for 
our campus greenery. Our mission is to provide a living laboratory where students, faculty, and 
the public can explore the vital role of plant species diversity and urban trees. In doing so, we 
catalog our various collections of trees and shrubs for scientific, educational, and ornamental 
purposes. We aim to raise awareness on campus plant life and inspire visitors to become 
environmental stewards.  
 

Our vision over the next ten years is to achieve Level III Arboretum accreditation through 
TUFC and establish a dedicated administrative office to oversee maintenance and public 
outreach. We aim to consolidate the current governance and continuity plan into a unified 
program to ensure long-term sustainability of the Collins Arboretum. Furthermore, we are 
committed to expanding our community impact through public tours.  
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Governance Structure & Continuity Plan 
 

The Linda T. Collins Arboretum is governed under UTC’s Landscape Committee and the 
SGA Student Environmental Action and Sustainability Committee (S.E.A.S). To ensure 
long-term continuity, undergraduate and graduate students from the Environmental Studies and 
Environmental Science Programs conduct ongoing research on tree species richness and tree 
abundance on campus.  
 

1.)​ UTC’s Landscape Committee is a diverse board of students, faculty, staff, and 
administrative members from the Department of Biology, Geology, and Environmental 
Science, Environmental Studies Program, Center for Applied Geospatial Science, and 
Facilities, Planning, and Management. Members meet monthly to discuss funding and 
management pertaining to UTC’s Arboretum, including (but not limited to): 
 

a.)​ Maintain all arboretum standards under TUFC to ensure successful recertification 
and status renewal every five years 

b.)​ Uphold certification as a ‘Tree Campus’ under the National Arbor Day 
Foundation and status renewal yearly 

c.)​ Collaborate with S.E.A.S members and students on research and educational 
outreach 

d.)​ Catalog arboretum master plan and tree list documents  
e.)​ Acquire funding to support ongoing tree care and landscaping  

 
2.)​ S.E.A.S is a standing committee under the Student Government Association and is 

dedicated to improving the student body’s quality of life by integrating sustainable 
programs and green spaces on campus. In doing so, S.E.A.S is also responsible for: 

 
a.)​ Support the maintenance and recertification of the UTC Arboretum under TUFC 

and as a ‘Tree Campus’ under the National Arbor Day Foundation 
b.)​ Promote the UTC Arboretum through campus events (see page….) 
c.)​ Collaborate with the Landscape Committee on research and educational outreach 
d.)​ Serve as the liaison between the student body, Landscape Committee, and TUFC 
e.)​ Attend Landscape Committee meetings 

 
3.)​ Students in the environmental science and studies programs can pursue undergraduate 

or graduate research projects within UTC’s arboretum to earn academic credit. They 
are required to: 

 
a.)​ Update the interactive arboretum map and photographic database using ArcGIS 

Field Maps 
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b.)​ Assess and catalog tree species diversity via Excel 
c.)​ Assess and catalog shrub species diversity via Excel 
d.)​ Report and catalog all tree removals and plantings  
e.)​ Attend Landscape Committee meetings 
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Public Access & Educational Outreach 
 
UTC is a publicly accessible campus with offices open primarily from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm 
Monday through Friday. Although designated tours are not currently available, the campus 
landscape remains open to visitors at any time.   
 
We have several campus events, volunteer opportunities, and academic courses to educate 
students about our arboretum and general arboreta: 
 

1.)​ Annual Arbor Day Celebration - Each spring, between late March and early April, the 
university hosts an annual tree-planting event. Students, faculty, staff, and other 
volunteers gather to plant native trees and mulch and clean existing trees around campus. 
This year, we planted three Water Hickories (Carya aquatica), two Dawn Redwoods 
(Metasequoia glyptostroboides), and one Swamp White Oak (Quercus bicolor). 

 
2.)​ Earth Week - Every April, student leaders from S.E.A.S., Ecological Design for General 

Education ( E.D.G.E), and the Student Sustainability Society host programming to 
highlight UTC’s green initiatives. These organizations advocate and implement edible 
student gardens and composting systems while educating peers on the ecological 
importance of the campus arboretum. 

 
3.)​ Environmental Studies Program - UTC’s Environmental Studies Program offers 

courses such as ‘Urban Forests’ and ‘Values and the Environment’ where undergraduate 
students gain first-hand insight into the effects of human societies on the natural world 
and the role that environments, both natural and built, have played in shaping human 
cultures. 
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Benefits and Conclusions 
 

The UTC Arboretum serves the Chattanooga community by providing a unique space to 
conserve and display native plant life within an educational institution. Our urban trees provide 
numerous benefits to academic and community members, such as: 
 

●​ Enhancing aesthetic value 
●​ Removing air pollutants 
●​ Producing oxygen 
●​ Lowering air temperatures 
●​ Providing wind breaks 
●​ Cooling buildings 
●​ Preventing erosion 
●​ Removing carbon dioxide   

 
The Linda T. Collins Arboretum stands as a living testament to the enduring collaboration 

between students, faculty, staff, and administration. Linda Collins characterizes this partnership 
as a "synergy," a philosophy in which the arboretum’s success is viewed not as a solitary 
achievement, but as a result of the combined contributions of a diverse campus community. From 
the student researchers who catalog plant life to the grounds crews who ensure their health, this 
collective effort has transformed the campus into a unified ecosystem of learning and 
conservation. 
 

Although Linda T. Collins Arboretum was established only twenty years ago, the heritage 
of the UTC urban forest offers a unique glimpse into the region’s ecological history, featuring 
‘legacy trees’ that predate the university itself. With the oldest trees exceeding a century and the 
newest trees planted in 2026, UTC’s urban forest reflects the evolution of Chattanooga and 
connects our modern campus to its historical roots.  
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This narrative is a written collaboration of Dr. Hill Craddock, Lauren Cheung, and Alex Harb. 
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