
TREES IN CITIES 
CHALLENGE ---
INFORMATION NOTE



More than ever before, cities are at the forefront of the 
battle against climate change.

Nature-based solutions (NBS) are emerging as the most 
cost-effective, accessible and affordable tools for cities 
to manage specific challenges associated with 
changing climate.

Now the role of the international community is to support 
urban policy-makers by providing straightforward NBS 
for climate change adaptation and mitigation; a practical 
vehicle for their implementation; and a suitable 
international platform for the exchange of best practices.

 

TREES IN CITIES 
CHALLENGE



The Trees in Cities Challenge is a global campaign launched by 
the Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE) Olga Algayerova, aiming to 
promote climate action in cities and help share effective 
nature-based climate change mitigation and adaptation 
strategies. 

In light of an increased urgency to take climate action at all levels 
of society and governance, and the promising potential of urban 
forestry for climate change mitigation, UNECE registered and 
launched the Trees in Cities Challenge as an acceleration action 
for the Climate Action Summit in September 2019. 

The Trees in Cities Challenge invites mayors to pledge to plant 
more trees in their urban areas and in that way put into motion 
new, or speed up the implementation of already existing, urban 
forestry projects.  

With the strategic and expert support of the UNECE/FAO, mayors 
will give a contribution to the ongoing climate action, increase 
their city’s resilience and liveability, as well as contribute to the 
achievement of national Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 
targets. 

The Trees in Cities Challenge directly contributes to the goals of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, especially SDG3: 
Good Health and Well-Being; SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and 
Communities; SDG13: Climate Action; and SDG15: Life on Land.
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MAKING A PLEDGE 
TO THE TREES IN 
CITIES CHALLENGE



1) Contact UNECE 
Secretariat and 
express your 
interest in joining 
the initiative. You 
may do so here: 
https://treesincities.
unece.org/ The 
Secretariat will 
send you the 
relevant information 
about the 
Challenge.  
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2) Prepare your 
suggested input 
and confirm the 
number of trees to 
be planted with the 
Secretariat. The 
pledge is made via 
exchange of letters 
with UNECE (see a 
template for the 
pledge letter in 
Annex). UNECE 
will send you a 
confirmation letter. 

3) Define your 
tree-planting strategy 
and make sure it is 
aligned with your current 
urban forest/greening 
strategy, if any; also 
make sure it is aligned 
with the existing legal 
and institutional 
frameworks; and identify 
sources of funding to 
support tree-planting. 
Due attention needs to 
be paid to pre-existing 
property rights. 

4) Plant trees and keep 
UNECE Secretariat 
informed of the 
progress. Contribute to 
our webpage by 
sharing data for your 
city profile (population, 
number of trees, etc). 
The tree-meter on the 
UNECE website will 
help cities track 
progress on 
tree-planting, publicise 
achievement, support 
international exchange 
of experiences and 
provide a platform for 
competition between 
mayors. 

There are 5 simple steps to making a pledge to the Trees in Cities Challenge:

5) Help us spread the 
word about the 
Challenge by inviting 
other mayors to join the 
challenge, regularly 
sending us material for 
social media, and/or 
organizing or attending a 
high-profile event 
organized by UNECE or 
its partners.

    



In light of current demographic, urbanization, and 
climatic trends in cities around the world, urban 
policy-makers face considerable challenges when 
it comes to the integration of urban forestry into 
their strategy for sustainable urban development. 

To maximize the impact and benefits of urban 
forest/greening, as well as avoid wasting time and 
resources, urban tree-planting should meet three 
basic criteria. 

SOME TECHNICAL 
CONSIDERATIONS



1) Tree-planting must be strategically approached and 
implemented.

In some cities, the extent of canopy cover is the only 
consideration used to inform policy-making. However, this 
approach does not recognize the vital difference between 
different kinds of trees, nor the implications of lack of diversity for 
benefits provided by urban trees. 

In particular, having details on the species, family, tree volume, 
location, age, structure and the condition of the existing trees are 
necessary both in order to manage trees effectively and to inform 
future tree-planting. Every city needs to develop its own strategy 
that is in line with the existing local knowledge of present tree 
coverage. Monitoring is essential; and it is important to properly 
integrate targets for the Trees in Cities Challenge with the existing 
urban forest strategy. 

Urban trees can be classified into a number of groups (i.e., 
residential trees, street trees, park trees, woodland trees) and all 
of them count towards Trees in Cities Challenge, as long as they 
meet the following definition of a tree: “A woody perennial with a 
single stem or, in the case of coppice, with several stems, having 
a more or less definitive crown” (source: UNECE/FAO Forest 
Resources of Europe, CIS, North America, Australia, Japan, and 
New Zealand (2000), United Nations, New York and Geneva).

In accordance with its strategy, every city should focus on:

a) Increasing the diversity of its tree cover; while avoiding 
invasive and allergenic species;

b) Keeping an eye on biodiversity and properly placing newly 
planted trees into broader ecosystem of the city; 

c) Being selective and choosing trees fit for purpose and 
adaptable to climatic challenges;

d) Ensuring that the location of each planted tree is chosen for a 
particular reason and in line with the overall strategy of tackling a 
particular issue in that part of the city (i.e. air pollution, lack of 
green spaces, high temperatures, high energy consumption 
during hot summer days.) 6



2) Tree-planting should be strongly driven by climate 
considerations. 

This includes current and future climate conditions, as they 
determine which tree species can actually grow in a city, 
but also their benefits. Not all tree species respond well to 
difficult urban conditions and challenges cities present 
them with. 

Tree-planting should take this into account and focus on 
including a mix of species that are most suitable for desired 
targets and plant them in strategic sites. 

When possible, locally indigenous species should be 
planted as they are normally best suited for the prevailing 
climate conditions. 

Moreover, research has repeatedly shown that large trees 
provide greatest benefits despite typically requiring greater 
investment and more maintenance. 

Like all ecosystems, urban trees are impacted by ongoing 
climate change that results in rising air temperatures, 
increased carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere, 
stronger and more frequent storms, and heat waves. A 
strategic approach and tailored maintenance are needed 
to offset some climate implications, which requires a 
far-sighted approach to tree-planting. 
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3) Tree-planting should be implemented with full regard 
for social equity and inclusivity, the overall ecosystem, 
as well as complement the national strategy for the 
implementation of the SDGs.  

When it comes to street trees, priority should be given to 
providing shading of buildings and paved surfaces on 
footpaths and cycling paths, but also to the establishments 
such as schools, transport hubs, hospitals. 

In open spaces, tree-planting should take place in areas 
with high heat exposure, especially those with high 
concentration of vulnerable populations which often lack 
the access to cooling devices. 

The aim is to find the golden middle between consideration 
of a particular problem a city faces and its environmental 
and social reality.

For example, if the target is using urban trees to tackle air 
pollution, trees should be planted where the concentration 
of air pollution and population density overlap; while 
keeping in mind that trees can only clear air within very 
close radius. 

Likewise, if the main target is reducing energy consumption 
and providing a natural way of lowering temperatures, trees 
should be strategically located vis-à-vis surrounding 
buildings but also surrounding urban roads and 
infrastructure. 

Although trees provide shade that can protect and prolong 
the life of asphalt paths and roads, reduce their 
maintenance costs and extend longevity, tree-planting in 
ill-chosen areas can actually cause damage to hard 
infrastructure, so this is another consideration to take into 
account. 
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FROM PLEDGE TO 
IMPLEMENTATION 



Tentative timeline

1) July-August 2019 – Early expressions of interest and 
the first stage of preparations for the Challenge;

2) September 2019 – Official launch of the Challenge at 
the Climate Action Summit in New York;

3) September, October, November, December 2019 – 
First pledges

4) January-December 2020 – New pledges and 
tree-planting

This initiative is implemented in partnership with FAO’s 
Tree Cities of the World and other initiatives. Participants 
are strongly encouraged to find out more about the work 
already in progress in their respective cities. 
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ANNEX: Pledge Letter Template

[Date and place]

Dear Ms. Algayerova,

This letter is to confirm that [city] has accepted taking part in the 
Trees in Cities Challenge and commits to plant [number of trees] 
by the end of 2020. 

Concretely, with this pledge we aim to achieve the following 
objectives:

a) 

b) 

I also confirm that we have taken your recommendations into 
account and that we will regularly keep the UNECE up to date on 
the progress, as well as provide required data for measuring it. 

I designate [name of the person] as the focal point for the Trees in 
Cities Challenge [email address and phone number]

I look forward to the outcome of the Challenge. 

Yours sincerely,

[Name of the mayor]
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Find out more: treesincities.unece.org

Contact: Ms. Milica Apostolovic: 
milica.apostolovic@un.org 

mailto:milica.apostolovic@un.org
mailto:milica.apostolovic@un.org

