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Potential to Fund Reforestation through Carbon Credit Generation:
A Multi-Stakeholder Pilot Project in Austin, TX
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• Established 1989
• For the first 20 years, single partner was the City 

of Austin. 1-2 staff conducted community tree 
plantings and tree giveaways

• Central Texas’ only nonprofit dedicated to 
supporting and growing the urban forest

• Long history of community engagement created a 
valued place for the organization in Austin’s 
cultural landscape
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Bastrop County Complex Fire

Image Courtesy Austin American Statesman
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In 5 years, TreeFolks worked with 500 
landowners to plant 2.2 million trees over 4,000 
acres.
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Memorial Day Weekend Floods 2015
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Blanco River Reforestation Program: 
Trees for the Blanco

• Modeled after Bastrop program 

• Provides trees, planting services, on-site 
consultations, and (most importantly) 
education

• After 2 years, have replanted 200,000 
trees for 100 families over 20 miles of 
river, with a third year to come
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Readiness to take on a carbon trading pilot

• Very long-term partnership with the City of Austin and existing work 
with several departments (Parks, Watershed Protection, 
Sustainability, and Community Tree Division)

• Experience in large-scale reforestation, particularly streamside/ 
riparian sapling planting

• Record of success in reforestation programs based on a low-cost, high 
return model of building forested land
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• 2016 Municipal Emissions dropped slightly from 2015 to 52,656 Metric 

Tons CO2e.  This is the lowest they have ever been. 

• 2007 Council Adopted Target of Carbon Neutral City Operations by 2020

Municipal GHG Emissions
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Austin’s Canopy Cover
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How to reforest Travis County streams?

• High interest within the city to assist in reforesting Travis County 
streams that drained into Austin

• Usual streams of revenue for large scale reforestation not present, i.e. 
post-disaster FEMA funding

• Could sale of carbon credits be the answer?
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City of Austin 
Office of 

Sustainability

City of Austin 
Urban 

Forestry

TreeFolks 
(Nonprofit 

Partner)

=
Plan to generate funds for tree planting 
both in and outside of the city through 
the generation and sale of forest credits
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• Buyer: City of Austin Office of Sustainability
• Purchases carbon credits generated by partnership

• Facilitator: City of Austin Urban Forestry (Development Services Department)
• Advises partnership on planning and financing

• Project Owner: Parks and Recreation Department / Watershed Protection 
Department

• Controls the land upon which the trees are planted and will grow

• Project Operator: TreeFolks, 501(c)3 nonprofit partner
• Interfaces with City Forest Carbon Registry to coordinate project
• Submits required documentation
• Financially invests in initial fees required to generate credits
• Verifies projects through data gathering over 26-year lifespan of project

Partners + Roles
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Registering Planting Projects 
with City Forest Credits

• City Forest Credits will provide verified Forward
Carbon+ Credits

• City of Austin will purchase all credits in attempt to reach their 
2020 carbon neutrality goal

• Funding from the sale of credits will go to support the work of 
generating the credits (TreeFolks), and then tree planting 
projects
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First, we needed to try it.

• Pilot planting projects through various 
community tree planting activities at 
TreeFolks

• 4 plantings occurred on city land

• 1 planting at an AISD school

• Plantings are being registered with City 
Forest Credits either as single-tree style 
plantings or canopy style plantings
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• Assumed all plantings facilitated by TreeFolks on COA public lands are 
eligible if they are open previous to planting. 

• “Canopy plantings”

• Ready Set Plant riparian reforestation projects – 23.57 acres, only a few of which were 
ultimately eligible

• Funded in part by COA Urban and Community Forestry in partnership with Watershed 
Protection Department

• Results in full canopy over lifespan of project

• “Single-Tree Plantings”

• Container Tree Planting at Davis Park: TBA

• Let’s use 58-tree planting on AISD lands as example

• Trees usually purchased by PARD Forestry for parklands. AISD work funded by TreeFolks.

• 5 or 15 gallon containerized tree stock, staked and irrigated (in-ground systems, or truck 
watering)

• Does not result in full canopy over lifespan of project

Currently planned projects for 2017-18 planting season
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• Funding pays for the carbon credits, not project implementation or trees

• Up front costs assumed by PO: $500 per site + $2/credit generated + $ for 
staff time to coordinate program and perform field checks

• PO handles project documentation including Project Implementation 
Agreements, reporting, and survival data

• Partner verification is an important component

• Landowner must agree not to remove trees planted through the project for duration of 
26-year verification period

• Survival is monitored either through single tree verification or canopy 
measurements via satellite imagery, but carbon is not re-calculated for 
each project

What does the project operator (nonprofit partner) do?
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Process
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CO2 t Cost of Credits

In the Year After Planting (10% CO2 t) 249.24 $7,477.24 

In Year 4 (40% CO2 t) 996.97 $29,908.95

In Year 6 (30% CO2 t) 747.72 $22,431.71

In Year 26 (20% CO2 t) 498.48 $14,954.48

Total 2492.41 $74,772.38 

2017-18 Ready Set Plant, 

Streamside Plantings at 23.57 acres

Canopy Plantings
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CO2 t Cost

In the Year After Planting (10% CO2 t) 14.02 $421

In Year 4 (40% CO2 t) 56.1 $1,682

In Year 6 (30% CO2 t) 42.1 $1,262

In Year 26 (20% CO2 t) 28.0 $841

Total 140.20 $4,206

2017-18 TreeFolks Container Tree 

Plantings (AISD) – 58 individual 5 gallon 

trees

Single-Tree Plantings
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Challenges so far

• Paperwork includes an Agreement to Transfer Credits from the land 
owner to TreeFolks. In large bureaucracies, it can be hard to find the 
right person to sign.

• Perception that the Project Operator is making lots of money and 
funding isn’t needed to carry out the plantings. 

• Credit generation may only be manageable at scale. If you are doing 
only a few container tree plantings, it may not be effective.
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o Locally sourced credits: environmental benefits and carbon dollars stay 
local, and where the people are

o Favorable media coverage to local elected and agency officials, community 
leaders, and NGOs implementing projects, all over many years as riparian 
areas, parks, streams, or neighborhoods are transformed

o Projects compliant with a national standard, to address a global problem, 
while delivering local benefits

o Builds regional capacity – by testing protocols, NGO can generate credits 
on lands not held by Austin that can be credited to CO2 goals while still staying 
local

o Helps City of Austin achieve local goals and plans such as Imagine Austin and 
the Urban Forestry Plan

Benefits to Austin Beyond Carbon
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Reforesting Travis County as a 
Natural Climate Solution

• Project Registration with City Forest Credits for public land, and a 
pilot study for credit generation on private lands

• Early calculations show that while credit generation can not fund 
project in its entirety, they can contribute to sustainability over the 
long term.

• Large area of public and private land that needs 
reforestation – 900 miles of degraded streamsides
that drain into Austin
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Opportunities

• Reforestation and benefits of canopy cover

• Restoration of ecosystem and habitat

• Increased watershed quality

• Carbon sequestration

• Regional resilience

• Building community ties

• Increasing property values

• Landscape scale climate mitigation

• Nonprofit sustainability
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