
Some questions you may have about 
ACTrees’ merger with the Arbor Day Foundation 

  
Since 2007, ACTrees benefited from a reserve that was established when the National 
Tree Trust dissolved and its assets were distributed.  These funds helped to make key 
investments in the organization’s development, and starting four years ago, the ACTrees 
Board of Directors made a conscious decision to use a substantial portion of its reserve 
funds in an attempt to strengthen and grow the organization.   The organization initiated 
new programs and corporate partnerships, developed a strategic plan, and hired 
Development and Program staff.  While the organization was successful in many ways, 
this model proved to be financially unsustainable, and the reserve has been essentially 
exhausted. 
  
A strategic decision had to be made: should ACTrees continue functioning in survival 
mode with no guarantee of recovery, simply close our doors, or consider an alliance 
with another group that would keep our core programs and activities moving ahead?  
After deliberate discussion and examination over a six month period, including 
investigating potential options for affiliation, the ACTrees Board chose to pursue a 
merger with the Arbor Day Foundation (ADF). 
  
The decision was taken knowing that ADF will keep our core programs and member 
services intact and strong, and that ADF is committed to growing and augmenting 
support for our member base and the services we now provide over the long term.  
ADF’s programs and presence in all areas of the country are complementary and will 
provide significant strength to everything that we do. This merger offers ACTrees a 
platform of strength that we have long sought and will now significantly benefit from. 
  
The following is a list of questions and answers that may help you understand our 
process and the details of this decision.  After reading the document through, if you find 
that you would like to speak directly to an ACTrees Board Member or simply want to 
send a message, please email Danielle@ACTrees.org, the acting Board Chair. 
  
Q. Will this change my membership status or the services I receive? 

A.  No. Your membership status remains the same. You can expect to continue to 
receive informative newsletters, webinar opportunities, funding announcements, and 
other ACTrees network services throughout this transition and into the future. 
  
 



Q. Will we continue to be called the Alliance for Community Trees? 

A.  Yes, the alliance will maintain its role and identity as a network for urban forestry 
organizations, but it will become a program under ADF’s leadership. 
  
Q. When will the merger take place? 

A. The official merger will take place over the next few months as programs and 
commitments are fulfilled and all transition considerations are addressed. 
  
Q.  Why this timeline? 

A.  This schedule aligns with program work plan timelines, such as National 
NeighborWoods® Month, ACTrees Day at the Partners in Conference Forestry in 
November, 2015, Denver CO, and tree planting season. 
  
Q. Why merge? 

A. There are two primary reasons for the merger: 
  
It is simply not financially possible to maintain ACTrees programs and staffing on its 
current path. It has been and continues to be extremely difficult to secure sufficient 
unrestricted funds from donors to maintain the organization’s core staffing needs, and 
member dues are not sufficient to maintain the programs and services required for 
ACTrees to survive as a viable, growing member-based organization. 
 
Second, knowing our financial position and the structural challenges we face, the Board 
sought a way to put the organization on strong footing, with a high capacity national 
non-profit partner aligned to our mission and values.  This merger allows ACTrees to 
maintain high quality member services and programs, increase membership, enhance 
peer-to-peer learning, and invite more corporate investment in urban forestry at the 
community level. Important to the Board’s decision, alignment with Arbor Day 
Foundation also enables ACTrees to benefit from the back office functions a larger 
organization provides, including accounting and financial oversight, technology and 
communications support, high-quality governance, development and fundraising 
capacity, and other infrastructure that is a challenge to maintain as a small business. 
This will enable the ACTrees network to focus more of its time and resources on 
programs and services that benefit the membership, as we benefit from the capacity of a 
larger organizational home. 
 
 
  



Q. Whose idea was it to merge with ADF? 

A. The ACTrees Board of Directors. The formal connection with ADF will leverage the 
unique strengths of both organizations to accelerate the transformational change and 
impact we are striving to have in the communities we serve. It will provide long-term 
sustainability and create opportunities to increase the network of members and partners, 
exposure at the national level, and funding for ACTrees member organizations. 
  
Q. What ACTrees functions and responsibilities are transitioning? 

A. Virtually everything. ADF will facilitate existing functions including: 
       - Relationships with and obligations to corporate partners 

       - ACTrees Day in November 

       - National Neighborwoods® Month campaign 

       - Peer-to-peer learning, webcasts, e-newsletters, and social media 

       - Corporate partner funding of community awards 

       -  Support to local nonprofit organizations and other members of the    
            ACTrees network 

       -  Participation in the Sustainable Urban Forest Coalition 
  
Q. Why would ACTrees merge when we have been independent for 22 years? 

A. While we have been independent, we have had inconsistent capacity and been highly 
dependent on corporate funding for projects.  This is due in large part to the fact that we 
always have kept our member dues very low to ensure inclusivity and development of 
dozens of small programs nationwide. While that strategy has helped keep membership 
accessible to all, member dues do not provide significant revenue to support the 
organizational capacity we need to provide predictable, high-quality services to our 
members.   
  
This affiliation reduces our operating costs significantly and provides ACTrees with a 
growth platform that will allow us to focus more of our resources and energy on the 
membership and developing quality programs that help local nonprofits and community 
groups be successful. 
  
In short, we see this merger as a significant achievement that opens the next chapter in 
fulfilling ACT’s mission. 
  
Q.  Why does ACTrees need to be dissolved and lose its tax exempt status  
(501(c) 3)? 



A. The Board wrestled with this question and in the end we felt it was the right course to 
take.  First, the decision to join with a group like ADF will move ACTrees’ work to a 
new level that we cannot achieve by continuing to pursue an independent model.  ADF 
offers well-staffed and funded systems and structures that will provide enhanced 
member support, additional funding opportunities, stronger web presence and a host of 
other activities. ADF offers critical strengths that ACTrees could not achieve at a small 
scale as an independent organization – most importantly, a strong accountability and 
governance structure and professional fundraising and development capacity. 
 
Second, we went into this process knowing that if we approached another group to take 
on our responsibilities and mission, we wanted to be all-in. We did not approach this 
saying – “we want another group to take over management to help strengthen us, until 
the time we re-launch.” Such an approach seemed disingenuous, and would not have 
produced an agreement as strong as what we achieved – or an agreement at all – not 
only with ADF, but with the other prospects we considered. 
  
To summarize, we went into this because we wanted to take the next step in terms of 
organizational evolution.  In terms of mission support, and organizational structure, 
finances and function, this partnership makes sense.  For all these reasons, keeping the 
501c3 status is not something we feel is in the best interests of our members, their work, 
or the organizational transition.  
 
Q. What will the structure of ACTrees look like at ADF? 

A. ACTrees will be run as a program of ADF with multiple staff assigned to manage 
and grow the ACTrees network as well as a dedicated ACTrees Program Manager.   
This is effectively equal to the staff capacity we have in place now, but housed within a 
much stronger and more cohesive structure within a larger organization.  An ACTrees 
member-based advisory committee will be formed to provide input and guidance on 
programs and services to ADF. 
  
Q. What will happen with ACTrees and its Board? 

A.  ACTrees will exist as a program of ADF with guidance from an ACTrees member-
based advisory committee to provide direction for the programs. ACTrees as an 
independent 501(c)3 will be legally dissolved. 
  
Q. Who do I call for information? 

A. Michelle Scribner, Arbor Day Foundation Program Director, will be the primary 
contact.  Her phone number is (402) 473-9576 and her email address is 



MScribner@ArborDay.org.  Sarah Anderson is supporting the Arbor Day Foundation to 
fulfill and implement key partner commitments for several months.  You can contact 
Sarah directly at Sarah@ACTrees.org or info@ACTrees.org. 
  
In the coming months, ADF will conduct a national search to hire a full-time employee 
to lead the ACTrees program.  This Program Manager will be the primary member 
contact in the future and collaborate with multiple departments and team members 
within ADF to sustain and grow the ACTrees network. 
 
Q. What does the future hold? 

A. In 2015, you can expect business as usual with very little if any change in the 
services and programs offered to members. ADF will look for member feedback and 
guidance from the ACTrees Advisory Committee to prioritize programs and services 
that would best support member organizations and the urban forestry agenda across the 
nation moving into 2016. For the future, you can expect to see more member services 
and more opportunities for grants and funding. 
  
Q. Will the existing ACTrees staff be working at the ADF? 

A. Current ACTrees staff employment will expire on July 31st, 2015. Sarah Anderson 
will be contracting with the Arbor Day Foundation starting August 1, 2015 to fulfill and 
implement key partner commitments for several months.  You can contact Sarah 
directly at Sarah@ACTrees.org or info@ACTrees.org. 
  
In the coming months, ADF will conduct a national search to hire a full-time employee 
to help lead the ACTrees program.  This Program Manager will be the primary member 
contact and collaborate with multiple departments and team members within ADF to 
sustain and grow the ACTrees network. 
  
Q. Where will this program be based? 

A. The ACTrees program will be based at ADF headquarters in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
  
Q. Will I still pay dues? 

A. Membership dues have been an important part of sustaining the ACTrees 
organization, providing unrestricted revenue, and ensuring member engagement. 
ACTrees will remain a dues-paying membership network and the dues structure will 
remain consistent. Dues will be paid to the Arbor Day Foundation C/O ACTrees, and 
will only be used for ACTrees activities. 
  



Q. Will we be able to keep the existing ACTrees corporate partners? 

A. Our goal is to retain existing corporate partners and secure new ones to benefit our 
members’ on-the-ground work to improve urban forests.  ACTrees staff and ADF have 
been collectively working with existing corporate partners to secure a clear 
understanding of the transition as well as seek future support and commitment for 
investment in local communities for ACTrees member organizations.  
 
Q. How does this merger create opportunities for growth for the ACTrees 
Programs? 

A. We are confident that combining ACTrees’ distinctive leadership by its members in 
local public awareness, citizen engagement, and advocacy with the ADF national brand 
and strengths in marketing, communications, resource development, and program 
delivery will create exponential growth opportunities for individual ACTrees member 
organizations and the larger urban forestry community. 
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