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Beyond the Golden Shovel: 

Recommendations for a Successful Urban Tree Planting Initiative



Context: Urbanization

Global drivers of forest loss (Curtis et al. 2018)

<1%22%

31%21%25%

urban
<3%

agriculture
37%

Terrestrial land use (Liu et al. 2014; World Bank 2024)

2008: 1st time humanity more urban than rural 
2100: 75% urban + end of urbanization project (Angel 2012)



Singapore: “pervasive 
greenery…wherever the eye 
[can] see” (ULI 2013)

Green Roofs & Walls (GRHC 2014)

Major Tree Planting  (Young 2011)

 

Green Area Factors (Keeley 2011)

 

GI for Stormwater Management
(City of Philadelphia)

 

Context: Cities are greening! ”frantic greening process” (Cariñanos & Casares-Porcel 2011) 

A distinct chapter in the historic arc of urban greening?



Seven-fold growth in TPI scholarship 2008-2019 
(Eisenman et al. 2021) 

Web of Science: “urban tree planting initiative”(TPI)
 

TEMPORAL CONTEXT– UG as a Contemporary Movement

“green infrastructure” related terms (Matsler et al. 2021)



Planted 1 million 
trees 2007-2016

Countless TPIs globally today

• >60 cities 
• >11 million trees

Tree Planting Initiatives (TPIs)

• Urban Tree Cover (UTC) %
• Quantitative outputs
• Monetary value $$$

2006
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Tree Planting Initiatives (TPIs)

• Urban Tree Cover (UTC) %
• Quantitative outputs
• Monetary value $$$

2019

g l o b a l i z i n g

Uppsala Kommun: April 2024
• 30% UTC
• Public & Private Land



Definition of TPI:
“A focused tree planting campaign 
that is distinct from a municipality’s 
typical tree planting activity, such as 
operational or ceremonial planting.”

Sample: 
41 leaders of an urban TPI in the 
United States 

“What characteristics distinguish TPI from your municipality’s typical tree planting activity?”
 → 117 discrete traits
 → distinct cultural phenomenon & practice from typical urban forestry 

Distinguishing traits
• Separate name & website
• Involvement of residents
• Public-private partnerships
• Often driven by UTC% / large planting goals

TPIs: Survey (business-as-usual)
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TPIs: Survey (business-as-usual)

Other findings w/ management implications

 • 71% had funding separate from city budget

 • 40% tracked tree survival

 • 34% had a funding and administration plan

Typical distribution 
of TPI funds
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Definition of TPI:
“A focused tree planting campaign 
that is distinct from a municipality’s 
typical tree planting activity, such as 
operational or ceremonial planting.”

Sample: 
41 leaders of an urban TPI in the 
United States

TPIs: Survey (business-as-usual)

Other findings w/ management implications

Factors informing species selection



Fundraising event to celebrate planting of 
100,000 trees in Atlanta, GA. 
Source: Image courtesy of TreesAtlanta



Roughly equal allocation of funds across all phases of a TPI

Funding

Marginalized groups 
excluded from planning 
process resist new trees 

(Carmichael & McDonough 2019) 

50% of new trees 
typically die 13-18 years

(Hilbert et al. 2019) 

$500–$3,500 / tree
(Duseau 2022, Ostapiuk 2022)



Place: climate & culture

Washington, DC Paris

Aesthetic norms

4.9 trees/100 m of street7.3 trees/100m of street

+ Urban Form

https://c2.staticflickr.com/6/5135/5515981704_ac6471f98d_b.jpg


Place: urban form

• SEPA: 2% UTC increase
• 3-30-300 (Konijnendijk 2022)

• 14,297 trees to meet 30% UTC (500/yr Uppsala)
• Comprehensive changes in land use required
• Private property and residents essential



Place: cultural norms

species preferences management practices

Uppsala



People: 

Distributional Justice → where trees are planted 

Procedural Justice → process whereby TPIs are planned and implemented

Recognitional Justice →  incorporating  different cultures, worldviews, and experiences 
          in TPI planting goals and practices

Los Angeles, Boyle Heights neighborhood 
celebration of planting

Los Angeles, community planning 
meeting by City Plants.



Planting: tree supply 

Our City Forest, 

San Jose, CA

Greenland Nursery, 

Philly Parks & Rec

• Local nurseries run 
by municipality or 
nonprofit

• Advance 
procurement contracts



Human interaction?

Placemaking?

Monetizable ecosystem functions?

Wildlife habitat & biodiversity?

Large Shade Trees Small Fruit & Flowering Trees

Native Species Formal Qualities

Planting: tree selection → values



Planting: standards

International Society of Arboriculture TreePeople

(NGO in Los Angeles)



Learn: monitor tree health & outcomes

Outcomes: Before & After?
• Temperature?
• Resident perceptions?
• Pscyho-social outcomes?
• Workforce development?

U.S. Forest Service Survival & Health



Ongoing Research

Urban Greening in a Globalizing World

• plantable space?

• landscape preferences?

• governance norms?

teisenman@umass.edu
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