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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Alliance for Community Trees (ACT) is engaging in a comprehensive process to identify 
national and local successes in urban and community forestry.  The idea is threefold.  First, is to 
understand local successes and provide some measure of benchmarking for community 
organizers.  Second, is to have a clear view of how local successes are being amplified as part of 
national trends and progress (to see the forest for the trees, if you will).  Third, is to combine local 
success and national trends into a “Blueprint for the Future” of urban and community forestry, 
an agenda that can be pursued by both national and local organizations committed to city trees. 
 
The third point arose in part from the surprisingly great deal of consensus around the strategic 
directions that urban and community forestry organizations themselves will be pursuing in the 
next five years.  We think it makes sense to present them to you as, at minimum, something for 
strong consideration in your strategic planning discussions. 
 
ACT members vary greatly, reflecting a diversity of missions.  From serving one city like Trees 
for Tucson to a whole state like Trees Virginia, or from an education-only organization like the 
Georgia Urban Forest Council to strictly tree canopy oriented group such as the Mile High 
Million, or from an all-volunteer group like Montgomery Tree Committee to a staff of over 100 
like the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, there is no “typical” ACT member. 
 
It’s absolutely a strength of the Alliance for Community Trees that there is such diversity among 
members, although it makes reporting… challenging.  Still, most ACT members do want to know 
what the average ACT member looks like and what kind of programs they operate.  So, although 
by taking the averages it just about guarantees that no ACT member actually looks like this, for 
benchmarking purposes here’s what the average ACT member looks like: 
 

• Annual budget is $275,000. 
• Works in a mid-sized metropolitan area (population 50,000) with a 22% canopy cover. 
• Spends 60% of organizational resources to plant 4,734 trees annually. 
• Spends $275 per tree (including plant materials, staff time, and maintenance). 
• Spends 20% of resources caring for trees and 20% of resources educating the public. 
• Engages 5,000 volunteers annually. 
• Participates in 2 Brown Bag webcasts annually. 
• Most valuable partnership is local government followed by other nonprofits. 

 
We hope this report has applicability to your everyday work.  Please feel free to follow-up with 
ACT regarding any questions you have. 
 
Here it is… 
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PART I 
LOCAL BENCHMARKING 

 
 
TREES AND VOLUNTEERS 
 
Regardless of mission, all ACT members are concerned with better planted and cared for trees 
and broader citizen knowledge and engagement.  So those are the essential two basic metrics that 
ACT tracks.  While reporting on these alone misses a great deal of information around the edges, 
starting here gives a good measure on how we’re doing overall. 
 
From founding through 2007, ACT members: 

* Planted 7.8 million trees. 
* Engaged 3.2 million volunteers and 10.7 million service hours 

 
That’s our collective impact… or part of the story until we collect 2008 accomplishments data.  
We hope you’ll use those numbers when framing the national perspective of what you do locally. 
 
ACT members report that they’re maintaining trees for an average of three years after planting, 
with a survival rate that averages 90%.  In fact, many members claim that they won’t plant in a 
given neighborhood if the residents of that neighborhood do not volunteer for the planting and 
sit through a Citizen Forester, TreeKeeper, or other urban forestry stewardship class.  That 
corresponds with what members say is the major hurtle to maintaining trees… community buy-
in. 
 
It’s also worth noting that ACT members spend 2 ½ times more personnel time and resources 
planting trees than either caring for them or educating the public.  57% of resources go towards 
planting, while 22% goes to maintenance and 21% to education.  Perhaps the breakdown should 
look more like:  50% planting, 20% maintenance, and 30% education…. 
 

Current 
 

 

Suggested 
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PARTNERSHIPS 
 
Working partnerships are the most valuable component of successful operations.  Aside from 
volunteers, we looked at who the next most important partners were.  Interestingly, the 
breakdown about parallels the breakdown of who funds the largest 150 nonprofits in the U.S.  In 
other words, while it misses the complete picture, it’s probably fair to say that part of what makes 
a partnership valuable is funding.  Here are the rest of the results: 
 

Partners 
 

 

Funding for 150 largest U.S. nonprofits 
 

 
 
Local Government 
While municipal programs retain ultimate responsibility for planting and caring for trees on 
public lands, they often contract with nonprofit organizations or subcontractors to actually 
perform the work and provide expertise.  Almost every ACT member reported receiving grants 
or contract from their city/county to plant and care for trees.  While many ACT members receive 
grants from municipal, county, and state governments, survey respondents made clear that they 
partner best with city agencies- especially urban foresters and city arborists- when leveraging 
their reputations to write grant support letters, conduct educational outreach to citizens, and 
engage community volunteers… all things that cost very little and garner political capital and 
goodwill. 
 
ACT members also report that partnerships with government officials rarely work down the 
chain.  For example, they rarely start with a mayor or county executive issuing a directive to 
Public Works or a councilmember passing tree ordinance legislation.  Rather, it is more typical 
for nonprofit groups to work with citizens who then contact their representatives or a public 
works official who then reports to the mayor.  It’s about grassroots organizing. 
 
Other Nonprofits & Program Services 
Nonprofits are the second most important relationship for ACT members on the local level.  
Nonprofit partners may provide funding, marketing assistance and reputation or brand leverage, 
the ability to reach a broader more diverse audience, implementation assistance and outreach 
such as volunteers, research, and time-critical information about tools that make daily tasks 
easier.  This category includes arborist and trade associations, neighborhood associations, local 
community development corporations, affordable housing agencies, public cultural institutions, 
watershed associations, the Alliance for Community Trees, etc. 
 
Corporate 
Half of survey respondents reporting local business as one of their most valuable partners listed 
their utility company.  This is not a surprise since we are familiar with several very successful 
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tree-utility partnerships such as Sacramento Tree Foundation and SMUD, Trees Forever and 
Aquilla, and Trees for Tucson and TEP.  Nationally, the vast majority of corporate support, 
however, is in-kind donations, not cash (example food banks and medical supplies users).  The 
corporate sector is also highly savvy in the realm of public relations, and in apt to offer publicity 
assistance when asked. 
 
Forest Service 
While the Forest Service is a source of grants, educational materials, and program assistance, 
most ACT members reported that the Forest Service is most valuable for their research.  Almost 
all ACT members are familiar with studies coming out of the Research Stations from scientists 
such as Greg McPherson and Dave Nowak.  Their work continues to be hugely relevant because 
it focuses on people, and many citizens still need to be educated about the massive social and 
economic value of trees. 
 
Schools 
Most ACT members are involved in educational outreach.  This happens on both the community 
level and in traditional education.  From Citizen Forest and TreeKeeper programs to Project 
Learning Tree lesson plans, 21% of ACT members’ resources are dedicated to education and 
outreach. 
 
Foundations 
The Stanford Review cites Foundations as the least frequent source of funding for high-growth 
nonprofits.  Of the 2 of 150 high-growth nonprofits reviewed who are supported mainly by 
foundations, both were in healthcare. 
 
 
FINANCIALS 
 
Many ACT members are interested in benchmarking their cost of operations against similarly 
successful organizations. Depending on the region and types of projects undertaken, operating 
costs can vary significantly.  Nonetheless, these benchmarks are a great help as organizations 
evaluate their program structure and costs.  More information about this was provided at the 
annual meeting and will be available in the full report to members. 
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PART II 
NATIONAL TRENDS AND PROGRESS 

 
The real strength of the Alliance for Community Trees is in cumulative reach.  By taking local 
successes and amplifying them to a larger audience, we’re able to advance the cause of urban and 
community forestry, together.  Here are some measures of how we’re progressing together: 

 
• ACT is now 160 members in 40 states, plus DC and Canada.  ACT’s membership has 

grown by 40% since 2007. 
 

• Collectively, ACT members reach 217,525 individuals through print publications and 
224,013 individuals through electronic distributions.  Note: We’d love to have full reporting 
on this number, because it should be much higher. 

 
• ACT has a local member in 80% of the 30 largest U.S. cities (24 of 30 cities).  These major 

markets represent 38.2 million Americans.  In addition, ACT has a local member in 72% 
of the 50 largest U.S. cities (36 of 50 cities).  These major markets represent 47.0 million 
Americans. 

 
PARTNERSHIPS 
 
This year ACT joined the ServiceNation campaign as an organizing committee member.  
ServiceNation is a unique moment for the idea that voluntary service can unite Americans in 
common cause, help address specific social challenges, and be at the core of a new era of civic 
engagement.  ACT supports the call for expanded volunteer opportunities, and encourages all 
members to participate in the movement by asking their Congressional representatives to 
support ServiceNation legislation. 
 
ACT also continues to partner closely with the Sustainable Urban Forest Coalition on public 
policy matters, Soundprint Media and the Public Broadcasting Service on media items, the 
National Association of State Foresters, and the U.S. Conference of Mayors (discussed more in the 
Public Policy chapter). 
 
In addition, ACT has targeted 68 organizations to partner with whom a national partnership 
could be mutually beneficial for local members.  Of those 68, we’ve had at least an initial 
conversation with 25 of them.  Of those 25, we’re actively pursuing a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) with 9. 
 
PUBLIC POLICY 
 
This year, ACT expanded and advanced public policy outreach beyond Forest Service budget 
tracking.  We worked with committees such as Energy & Commerce, Transportation & 
Infrastructure, Financial Services, Environment & Public Works, and Science.  By lobbying for 
specific bills and amendments and encouraging hearings on related issues, we are working 
diligently to educate lawmakers about the economic and community development benefits of 
trees in their districts. 
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A couple months ago, we also stepped back to ensure that the federal policies and partners we’re 
advocating for are of value to members and best affect local urban forestry.  We asked members 
to comment specifically on 12 bills and 5 federal partners, and also to prioritize five policy issues 
(all with a focus on trees, of course).  According to you, in order of importance, this is what’s 
most important to you in public policy: 
 

1.    Healthy Communities 
2.    Energy Efficiency & Climate Change 
3.    Community Revitalization & Green Jobs (tied with Water Resources) 
3.    Water Resources (tied with Community Revitalization & Green Jobs) 
5.    Infrastructure Development & Maintenance 

 
The results confirmed that our distribution of resources on almost every bill we’re working on 
and every partner we’re pursuing are of value to members and in line with your desires with a 
few exceptions.  Members expressed fairly mixed reviews on ACT advocating for Wildfires 
Appropriations, green buildings, and national service.  With that in mind, for 2009, ACT will 
mainly continue to engage in public policy as it presently is.  The one major exception being to 
pursue more public policy related to water resources. 
 
NATIONAL COMMUNICATIONS 
 
The primary function of the Alliance for Community Trees is to serve as a resource and 
networking communications hub for urban and community forestry professionals and advocates.  
Note that figures for 2008 are reported through October 25, 2008 (so not a complete year). 
 
Website 
The main tool for communications is the website.  In 2005 and 2006, ACT undertook a major 
website redesign intended to make critical resources more publicly available, share success 
stories, and be a central repository of information.  More information about this was provided at 
the annual meeting, and will be available in the full report to members. 
 
Newsletter 
The newsletters have become one of the main channels through which ACT communicates with 
members.  Prior to 2006, there were newsletters, although they were 100% text formatting and 
had no regular schedule.  Beginning in the summer of 2006, the newsletters took on HTML 
formatting, were divided into two lists (“members” has 350 contacts and “friends” has 1,450 
contacts), and increased in number from 22 (in 2006) to 45 (in 2007) to 60 (in 2008).  ACT also 
delineated the information we send into six categories of newsletters. 
 
The major measure of the newsletters is the open rate.  It tracks how many people read any part 
of the newsletter, rather than sorting it to spam or deleting it immediately.  A good industry 
average open rate is around 20%.  Anything higher than that is outstanding.  ACT’s overall open 
rate is 45%, although there is some variation depending on the type of newsletter.  From the full 
results, we know that the members are more inclined to read targeted emails (short blurb about 
one topic with one link to click).  More information about this was provided at the annual 
meeting, and will be available in the full report to members. 
 
 



 
Report to Members- Executive Summary 

November 17, 2008 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________    

 

 
 
Page 7 

Alliance for Community Trees  |  4603 Calvert Road  |  College Park  |  MD  |  20740 
301-277-0040 (p)  |  301-277-0042 (f)  |  info@actrees.org |  www.actrees.org 

 
 

Discussion Listserv 
When the TreeLink-hosted Actrees discussion listserv was suddenly eliminated earlier this year, 
ACT scrambled to setup a similar hosted forum.  It was decided that messages would need 
administrator approval but not be moderated (to eliminate vacation messages and 
communications intended for one person rather than the whole group) and be for ACT members 
only.  The primary contact at every ACT member was automatically subscribed, and any other 
ACT members formerly on the Actrees listserv but not ACT’s primary contact was given the 
opportunity to subscribe.  In addition, ACT members could elect for others on their staff to be 
subscribed.  Today, the discussion listserv community is 175 members, and has generated 9 
threads. 
 
WHAT IT MEANS TO BE AN ACT MEMBER 
 
A great deal of discussion has surrounded the question of what it means to be an ACT member.  
Is it merely anyone who pays annual membership dues?  Is it only for nonprofits?  When does 
one stop being an ACT member?  At the 2007 Annual Meeting in Baltimore, ACT members 
signed a Member Pledge that sought to answer these questions.  The Member Pledge details that 
membership means completing 100% of Growth Ring 1 annually, and working towards items in 
Growth Rings 2 and 3.  The Member Pledge was approved by 69% of member organizations 
attending the 2007 annual meeting (37 of 54 members). 
 
So how did we do?  More information about this was provided at the annual meeting, and will be 
available in the full report to members. 
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PART III 
BLUEPRINT FOR THE FUTURE 

 
Despite the broad range of missions that comprise ACT’s membership, there was surprisingly a 
great deal of consensus regarding the strategic directions that urban and community forestry 
organizations plan to pursue in the next five years.  We think it makes the most sense to present 
them to you as a blueprint, or at least something for strong consideration in strategic planning 
discussions. 
 
There are five recommendations: 
 
1.  Less Programs/Services and More Education/Knowledge-Based Initiatives 
Programs and services are 80% of what the typical ACT members does.  This includes: planting 
trees, fulfilling maintenance contracts, tracking through GIS mapping, staging annual 
conferences, and more.  It is important to note that for groups to make this switch does not 
necessarily mean a complete shift away from what they’re currently doing.  It does, however, 
mean a shift in how they think about what they do.  Rather than provide a service to the 
community, now they educate the community.  They can use tree plantings, GIS mapping, and 
other tools to educate, but those programs no longer stand on their own as the end result. 
 
2.  Programming Shifts 
While making a shift away from programs and services, many members also reported that they 
would be adding new services, replacing existing programs, and reevaluating all… and this was 
before the economy got so twitchy in October.  In an affirmation of what ACT does, several 
groups who do more than just urban and community forestry, noted that they would be 
refocusing efforts precisely there, while doing less of other things. 
 
3.  Focus on Communications and Advocacy 
There is a very real sense that what we’re trying to accomplish requires more disciplined and 
professional communications as well as more resources for advocacy.  Several members reported 
that while their message was getting out into the community, they felt that they were not having 
an effect equal to the amount of resources invested.  Their message needed to be clearer, more 
refined, better targeted, visually appealing, or something else, but that they were prepared to hire 
marketing & communications staff or contract with professionals. 
 
4.  Regional Planning 
Part of the answer to whom members plan to target may be answered here.  Five groups 
specifically cited regional planning as key to their operations in the coming years.  This entailed 
counties signing onto Greenprint-like initiatives, coordinated efforts among city officials, and 
mulit-year partnerships with local government agencies.  The members who referenced regional 
planning included: Sacramento Tree Foundation, Heartland Tree Alliance, TreePeople, Georgia 
Urban Forest Council, and Capital Trees Program.  We endorse Sacramento Tree Foundation’s 
Greenprint as a successful model for regional planning.  More information is available at:  
www.sactree.com. 
 
5.  Climate Change 
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Finally, you knew this was coming, everyone sees climate change as a real opportunity to engage 
citizens in greening their communities.  There is the opportunity to find funding to create a more 
sustainable future.  California is presently on the forefront of the air pollution mitigation 
movement, as things move ahead quickly with the California Climate Exchange.  Other 
opportunities include talking with businesses and lawmakers to pursue green design standards 
(referenced earlier), working with developers to install green technology, and lobbying for green 
buildings that includes green roofs and sustainable landscaping. 
 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
We hope that this report has identified useful resources, unique local programs, innovative new 
tools, and patterns that local members can use in benchmarking.  Sharing successes and 
challenges and providing program examples helps members to find new models and adapt as 
national trends and local needs change. 
 
On a national level, ACT will also be working to align our support services to help local members 
deliver on the five Blueprint for the Future priorities.  Already we’ve been talking more about the 
importance of public-private partnerships as a key to engendering greater community buy-in, if 
for no other reason than that community buy-in is the major hurtle to tree survival. 
 
The final notes we’d like to leave you with are the immediate actions you can take when you get 
home to help ACT best advocate for urban and community forestry.  They are: 
 

1. Pay 2009 ACT membership dues. 
 

2. Plan and register one or more 2009 NeighborWoods Month events. 
 

3. Monthly, report your organization's accomplishment data through ACT's surveys. 
 

4. Attend at least one of ACT's free monthly webcasts and suggest topics of interest to you. 
 

5. Use the ACT Member logo on your website, letterhead, newsletters, and other materials. 
 

6. Celebrate Arbor Day and encourage your local government to maintain Tree City USA. 
 


