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This book is dedicated to tree planters—those who get their hands dirty and believe in the power of trees to make a difference in our lives.
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THE POWER OF TREES



I grew up in a house with a massive pin oak just outside our front door. The branches on that tree seemed to reach out forever, covering almost every square inch of our front yard. Standing 70 feet tall, it was the largest tree in the neighborhood by a long shot and dominated the landscape. The trunk of the tree was enormous, and its branches dropped thousands and thousands of acorns on our lawn. It was a beautiful tree. It shows up in hundreds of old family photos, as it should, because it was part of our home, part of our neighborhood, and part of our lives.


As a child growing up under the canopy of this beautiful tree, I never fully appreciated just how important it was. I took for granted all that this tree did for me, my family, and my community. I didn’t think twice about the shade it cast, blocking the late afternoon sun from our house and providing relief from the heat on hot summer days. I sure didn’t consider the amount of rain our tree captured and slowed during thunderstorms, preventing floodwaters from rushing down our street and into our neighborhood storm drains. And I didn’t appreciate the habitat and nourishment that oak created for the songbirds and squirrels that gathered regularly in our yard. Frankly, I took this beautiful hard-working tree for granted. It was easy to do—I was a kid. I had lots of other critical things on my mind like getting to school, heading to my next baseball practice, and riding my bike with friends.


Like that giant oak in my front yard, trees are often overlooked and underappreciated. They are a humble and reliable force in our communities that bring beauty and benefits aplenty to our everyday lives. Trees promote and protect the necessities of life. They also create unmatched beauty in natural forest lands and dense urban centers. Trees are a universal good. It doesn’t matter where you live, your religion, your political affiliation, or how old you are. People love trees. As a matter of fact, in this highly divisive and contentious time, trees are about the only thing we can all agree on. Trees connect communities, cultures, and generations. They unite us in creating a positive bond of progress. Trees are amazing, but they often don’t get the credit they deserve.


Fortunately, that mindset is changing. Like my coming to realize the value of the pin oak outside my childhood home in Lincoln, Nebraska, today the world is beginning to recognize the vital importance of trees and forests, the benefits they provide, and the urgency of preserving and protecting them.


Trees are under pressure like we have never seen before due to the increasing frequency and severity of natural disasters, historic forest fires around the world, and excessive temperatures soaring in our cities. At the same time, however, trees and forests are now recognized as the number one nature-based solution for reversing the negative effects of a changing climate.


That is why we at the Arbor Day Foundation say, if ever there was a time to be planting trees, that time is now. If ever there was a moment to engage in and become a part of the positive and inspiring solution of tree planting, that moment is now. This is truly the time for trees.


Lorene Edwards Forkner and I wrote this book to deliver an uplifting message about the power of trees and to encourage you to plant a tree and make your mark. In the chapters ahead, you’ll read about how trees shape our lives, the essential role trees play in providing sustainable and resilient forests and urban canopies, and how you can engage in local and global efforts to plant trees. And when it’s time to plant, we’ll help you decide what, where, why, and how to plant trees to ensure they provide generations of beauty and benefits.


I am proud to be a tree planter. I’ve made a career out of encouraging and inspiring others to plant trees—and it is a pretty great job. As president and chief executive of the Arbor Day Foundation, I have the privilege of meeting forestry leaders all around the world, from the most distinguished scientists to humble neighborhood volunteers. Their heroic work motivates me. I hope Now Is the Time for Trees offers you the inspiration and the information you need to become part of the tree planting movement.


The pin oak in front of my childhood home is still thriving today. It stands tall like a beacon of strength dominating the neighborhood skyline. Every now and then when I drive by to see it, that tree brings a smile to my face because of the memories it triggers, the benefits I now recognize it provides, and the beauty it displays in its modest grandeur.


This is an exciting time for all of us, and we appreciate your willingness to become a champion for trees. This is the time for trees, and it is your time, too.


—Dan Lambe, President and Chief Executive, Arbor Day Foundation









[image: Image]



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I get to talk about trees every day, but this is the first book I’ve written about them. It takes a team for an undertaking like this, and many people have made this book possible.


Let me start with Lorene Edwards Forkner, my collaborator in writing the book. To say Lorene is passionate about trees is a gross understatement. She brought her artful use of language and genuine love of trees and nature to these pages, and I am immensely grateful for her partnership.


Elizabeth Lattanzio played an irreplaceable role in making this project a reality. Her optimism, solution-oriented mindset, and sense of humor kept us all in line, on time, and laughing along the way. A true professional, she has a tremendous capacity to just get things done. Thanks for your patience, Liz.


Stacee Lawrence with Timber Press was instrumental in helping to cast a vision for what this book could be and why it is important. Many of Stacee’s skilled colleagues worked to fulfill that vision.


I get to work with truly gifted team members at the Arbor Day Foundation. I am humbled by their talents and positivity. Thanks to Woody Nelson for the encouragement to move this project forward. Woody has a lyrical way with words and was important in crafting the tone for the book. Pete Smith is one of the smartest people I know, and his unique skills and knowledge were critical in helping to provide accurate information for our readers. Michelle Saulnier is a wonderful leader who plays a vital role keeping me in check at work, including during the creation of this book. I am grateful to the many other team members who pulled together information, images, and content to make this book possible, with special thanks to Lindsey Sullivan, Ashley Stephan, and Leslie Weldon for their assistance in editing. Finally, I want to acknowledge Matt Harris for providing extraordinary organizational leadership while being a great collaborator and friend.


I want to thank my wonderful wife, Brenda, and my children, Dylan and Regan, for supporting me. They offer me patience both when I’m away planting or talking about trees around the world and when I’m at home. Thanks for encouraging me, making me smile, and helping me keep everything in perspective. These are a few of the reasons why I love you.


Thanks to my mother, Liz, and father, Bernie, for instilling a tree planter ethic in me—even if I did complain once or twice about planting so many trees as a kid.


Finally, thanks to all the tree planters out there who I’ve had the chance to meet, plant trees with, and be inspired by. You make my job awesome, and I am so thankful for what you do.




[image: Image]


The author with his parents and years later with his own family at Arbor Lodge.












[image: Image]



CHAPTER 1



HOW TREES SHAPE OUR LIVES





Trees play a pivotal role in the memories and storyboard of our lives. From an early age to the wisdom of our elder years, trees frame our experiences. We recall them as part of the most uplifting and important events along our journeys.
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Majestic trees often take center stage in a landscape, like these southern live oaks (Quercus virginiana) reaching far beyond where they started.





They shape the neighborhoods we grow up in, the parks we retreat to, the playgrounds we learn in, and the forests where we relax and explore. Our personal storyline may bend, change, even roam from time to time. Yet quietly, humbly, and sometimes majestically, trees are steadfast characters in the backdrop of our lives.


Without saying a word, trees tell us so much about a place. No matter where you go in the United States, you’ll know where you are by the types of trees that surround you—from towering redwoods in the West to amazing moss-covered live oaks in the South. One of the coolest things I get to do as I travel for work is meet with other “tree people,” who always want to show me the oldest, biggest, or most iconic local trees. I love it. The southern live oaks found in places like Jacksonville, Savannah, and Baton Rouge are some of the most emblematic and unusually beautiful trees you will ever see, with branches stretching out like arms, reaching to create truly wonderous tree canopies. Seeing these trees, I can’t help but appreciate their history, endurance, and the comforts they provide. Significant trees like this can be found all around the nation and the globe and they all have a great story to tell.
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Every tree—whether it grows in a national park, a rain forest, or in your neighborhood—is helping to provide the necessities of a good and healthy life.






GIANTS IN TIME



Certain iconic trees have inspired people for generations. As witnesses to history, these ancient trees offer a perspective that extends far beyond our lifetime and enlarges our world. There’s a dignity and a grandeur to these trees that emboldens an appreciation for legacy and resiliency in us all.


Of the approximately 3 trillion trees on Earth, standing 380 feet tall and still growing, a coast redwood known as Hyperion is recognized as the tallest living tree in the world. It was discovered in a remote area of Redwood National Park in Northern California in 2006. Its height was verified by Stephen Sillett, an American botanist specializing in old growth forest canopies, who estimates Hyperion is around 600 years old.


Just 427 miles away in the Giant Forest of Sequoia National Park in Tulare County, California, is the largest single-stemmed tree in the world. Known as General Sherman, this giant sequoia is 275 feet tall and has a trunk circumference of nearly 103 feet at ground level. This stately tree is estimated to be several thousand years old.


Growing at an elevation of nearly 10,000 feet in the White Mountains of central California, a 4853-year-old bristlecone pine known as Methuselah could well be the world’s oldest non-clonal tree. Even when gnarled and stunted by lack of water, extremely durable wood allows bristlecone pines to survive harsh conditions with an astonishing capacity to endure.
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Hyperion, a coast redwood (Sequoia sempervirens), is recognized as the tallest living tree in the world.
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General Sherman, a giant sequoia (Sequoiadendron giganteum), is considered the largest single-stemmed tree in the world.
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An ancient bristlecone pine (Pinus longaeva) in Inyo National Forest, where Methuselah lives.
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The root system of Old Tjikko, a Norway spruce (Picea abies), is estimated to be more than 9500 years old.
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The Angel Oak is a centuries-old live oak (Quercus virginiana) in Charleston, South Carolina.





Halfway around the world in Sweden, the root system of a Norway spruce known as Old Tjikko is estimated to be 9562 years old. For thousands of years the tree’s layering growth habit has produced trunks that die and regrow over and over, while the tree’s root system has remained intact. A stunted shrub formation, shaped by continual exposure to freezing winds, allowed the tree to further withstand the harsh conditions on Fulufjället Mountain. When the climate began warming in the 20th century, however, Old Tjikko sprouted a tree-like form more typical of a Norway spruce. The current visible tree is about 16 feet tall.


The Angel Oak in the Lowcountry of South Carolina is estimated to be around 400 years old. Native to maritime regions, live oak is known for having a broad crown and a relatively low profile that allows it to withstand forceful coastal winds. The ancient, outstretched limbs of the Angel Oak create a canopy that provides shade to nearly 2000 square yards of the land below its branches. And at 65 feet tall, the tree has achieved an impressive height as well as an astonishing spread.


A witness to history and culture, the Angel Oak stands on what was once Cussoe Indian tribal land before its purchase in 1675 by a representative of the British Crown. It was later transferred in a land grant to a wealthy man who owned several slaveholding plantations. According to local legend, the protective spirits of former enslaved people occasionally still appear around the Angel Oak. During segregation, Black families gathered to socialize and picnic beneath the tree’s enormous boughs, a safe and respected space. Today the majestic tree is the focal point of Angel Oak Park, owned by the city of Charleston and treasured by locals and tourists alike. In 2013, the Lowcountry Land Trust purchased 17 acres adjacent to the park to protect the tree from the impact of development.
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This stand of quaking aspen in Utah is actually a clonal colony of just one tree.





It’s easy to see how visitors to Fishlake National Forest in south-central Utah might mistake the tree known as Pando for a forest. However, genetic analysis has revealed something quite different. The 108-acre stand of quaking aspen is actually a clonal colony of a single male tree with one massive underground root system. Pando (Latin for “I spread”) is estimated to be one of the largest, most dense living organisms ever identified, weighing nearly 13 million pounds. The exact age of the clone is difficult to calculate, but scientists believe the tree sprouted from a single seed several thousand years ago. Unfortunately, under pressure from drought, disease, beetles, and browsing wildlife, Pando is showing signs of decline, with little juvenile and midstory growth replacing dying trunks.



MEMORY AND INSPIRATION



When planted in celebration of a baby’s birth, a marriage, or the formation of a new family, a tree is a meaningful expression of growth and hope for the future. It was just over 17 years ago that we moved into our new home. My wife and I planted trees with our young kids to commemorate the occasion and literally put down roots. It was especially memorable because my parents and grandmother were on hand to help, adding to the significance of those trees.
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This American elm (Ulmus americana) survived the Oklahoma City bombing.





Due to their longevity and resilience, trees also inspire recovery and healing. The act of planting a ceremonial tree is a dignified response to challenging circumstances. The living tree offers tangible proof of survival. A vibrant, beautiful tree benefits everyone in this lifetime as well as the generations to come. Perhaps the most fitting memorial of all, a tree is a living remembrance that grows more wondrous with the passage of time.


Planting a tree to mark a milestone is not the only way a tree takes on special meaning. Existing trees can unexpectedly emerge as symbols of hope and inspiration as well.


THE SURVIVOR TREE


On April 19, 1995, in the heart of downtown Oklahoma City, an American elm witnessed one of the worst terrorist attacks ever to take place on American soil. Situated across the street from the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, the tree was completely exposed to the full force of a 4000-pound bomb that killed 168 people and injured hundreds more.


Shattered and broken, the tree was slated for removal to accommodate the recovery of shrapnel and evidence embedded in its trunk and branches. After the blast, however, something shifted in the hearts and minds of Oklahoma City residents, and the community came together to save the tree. The Survivor Tree, as it came to be known, stands today, a living monument in the Oklahoma City National Memorial, a symbol of hope, recovery, and life.
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The 9/11 Survivor Tree now grows at the site of the memorial in lower Manhattan.





THE 9/11 SURVIVOR TREE SEEDLING PROGRAM


In October 2001, a month after terrorists attacked the World Trade Center in New York City, recovery teams discovered a severely damaged Callery pear buried in the rubble. Though broken and burned, the tree showed signs of life. The 9/11 Survivor Tree, as it came to be known, was extricated and handed into the care of the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation. In 2010, the rehabilitated tree was planted on the plaza of the 9/11 Memorial & Museum. With smooth new limbs emerging from gnarled old growth, the tree stands as a testament to resilience, survival, and rebirth.


Each year, the 9/11 Memorial & Museum shares seedlings grown from the Survivor Tree with communities around the world affected by tragedy. The program was launched on September 11, 2013, in partnership with Bartlett Tree Experts of Stamford, Connecticut, and John Browne High School in the Flushing neighborhood of Queens. In 2020, seedlings were donated to five hospitals throughout New York City’s five boroughs as a symbol of resiliency and hope, to honor healthcare workers’ response to the coronavirus pandemic.
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The Treaty Oak can be found in a small park in Austin, Texas.





THE TREATY OAK


On a small downtown lot in Austin, Texas, stands a majestic Texas live oak. The tree, estimated by foresters to be about 500 years old, is the only surviving member of the Council Oaks, a grove of fourteen trees that served as a sacred meeting space for Tonkawa and Comanche tribes prior to European settlement. The Treaty Oak attained national status in 1927 when it was determined to be the most perfect example of a North American tree and inducted into the American Forestry Association Hall of Fame.


In an act of vandalism borne of unrequited love, in 1989 the tree was intentionally poisoned with a hardwood herbicide. In fact, the vandal used enough of the toxin to kill a hundred trees. Austinites were outraged and rallied to save the historic tree, including billionaire and philanthropist Ross Perot, who wrote a blank check to fund remediation efforts. Roughly two-thirds of the tree succumbed, and arborists weren’t optimistic about its survival. But, defying all odds, the tree recovered and began producing acorns again in 1997. Today, saplings grown from those acorns are sold and planted throughout the city, a testament to culture, history, and community engagement.


EVERY TREE COUNTS


A compelling and ever-growing body of evidence generated by scientists, healthcare professionals, conservationists, humanitarians, and both public and private corporations supports the critical importance of trees. Their work highlights the real impact trees have on the human condition.


Trees filter pollutants out of the air and water and provide protection for people and communities from dangerous heat and flooding. They lower urban temperatures, reduce energy bills, and sequester carbon to slow the rate of climate change. Forest resources around the globe help to keep people out of extreme poverty.




[image: Image]


Start children young and you’ll grow a tree planter for life.
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The trees we plant today will be the giants of tomorrow.








THE ARBOR DAY FOUNDATION’S



Community Tree Recovery Program


Trees play a vital role in our communities, so when natural disaster strikes, the loss of trees can be devastating. Houses and buildings are covered by insurance, but trees are not.


The Arbor Day Foundation’s Community Tree Recovery® program began in the wake of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, when an estimated 320 million trees were lost in the Gulf Coast states. The Arbor Day Foundation works with local partners on the ground to help organize tree distribution and planting events, ensuring that trees are delivered at the right time when the community is ready to replant. Since the program began, more than 5 million trees have been distributed. When tornadoes hit Alabama, Kentucky, Missouri, and Nebraska, when wildfires raged through Texas, Colorado, California, and Alaska, when Superstorm Sandy destroyed tree canopies in New Jersey, the Arbor Day Foundation was there, distributing trees, raising spirits, and renewing hope.


Over just five days in August 2016, 20 inches of rain fell on Baton Rouge, Louisiana, causing catastrophic flooding. More than 60,000 homes flooded and thousands of trees were lost. In the aftermath, aid poured in from every corner of the country and neighbors came together to help each other. But the loss of those trees seemed to crush the spirits of Baton Rouge residents, who were already facing a massive rebuilding effort. The Arbor Day Foundation understood and stepped in to help city and local leaders replace and replant the lost trees.


I have seen firsthand the emotional and ecological impact of disasters and the recovery that follows. In January 2019, I had the opportunity to be a part of a Community Tree Recovery event in Panama City, Florida. Hurricane Michael had struck the Florida Panhandle the previous October, coming ashore as a powerful Category 5 storm with winds topping 170 miles per hour. Mexico Beach and Panama City were especially hard hit, with catastrophic damage from the extreme winds and the accompanying storm surge flattening homes. Tens of thousands of trees were damaged or destroyed.


Working with state, local, and forestry leaders, the Arbor Day Foundation helped distribute trees to homeowners in Panama City and other communities in the path of the hurricane. The mood was celebratory as people of all ages—from families with young children to retirees—lined up for the chance to select a tree or two to take home and plant in their yard. Seeing their passion and excitement was both humbling and inspiring. Planting trees was the start of bringing hope and healing back to their lives.
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At home and abroad, the Arbor Day Foundation works with local partners to help replace lost trees in the wake of a disaster.
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To plant more trees, we need more tree planters.





Natural environments filled with trees and green plants create vitality and support health and well-being. These are trying times. We’re stressed out, and it’s making us sick. This, in turn, places pressure on our healthcare system, the productivity of our economy, and the resiliency of our social connections. More importantly, when we aren’t operating at a hundred percent our energy and human potential can be curtailed, causing us to draw into ourselves rather than reach out, connect with, and strengthen our communities. A walk in the woods helps us clear our mind and has been proven to effectively counteract the negative mental and physical side effects of toxic stress. What’s more, trees bring communities together.


Whether growing in a backyard, city park, national forest, or tropical rain forest, every tree on this planet is working hard to provide the necessities of life. Every tree counts. When you plant a tree in your yard, that tree immediately goes to work filtering out pollutants, intercepting stormwater, and capturing carbon. With proper placement, that tree can also help lower household energy use by as much as 20 percent. And as your tree grows, its benefits grow as well.


Planting a tree is a hopeful act—it means you believe in the future. Whether you’re planting in a personal landscape, pitching in to create community green space, or supporting reforestation around the world, planting trees is both inspiring and empowering. However, to plant the number of trees that are needed to furnish a healthy tomorrow and turn the tide on the negative impact of canopy loss, urbanization, and a changing climate, we need tree planters. A lot more tree planters.
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Planting the Future—With Roots in the Past


SOLEDAD O’BRIEN, journalist


When I was growing up, my favorite tree was a beautiful weeping willow on my family’s property on Long Island, New York. That willow was probably the first tree I could identify. We had a lot of different trees in our yard—dogwoods and Japanese maples, to name a few—but I loved the beauty and grace of the willow.


Over time, our back yard also became a suburban forest of pine trees, the happy result of our annual live Christmas tree tradition. Each year, we would bring home a live pine tree with the giant root ball wrapped in burlap. We would decorate the tree and, when the festivities were over, plant it in the back yard. In hindsight it seems like a crazy tradition because we had to dig a hole in the frozen soil of a New York winter. My parents sold that house some years ago, but I have been back to visit, and the trees are still standing, living reminders of our family’s history. It’s pretty awesome to see the trees I helped plant. My parents knew we were planting for the long haul.


Planting a tree says you believe in your home or community—for today, tomorrow, and for years to come—because it takes time before you start reaping the benefits of a tree’s canopy and shade. As a reporter, I cover a lot of stories that deal with inequality and communities that have been overlooked. You can learn a lot about a community by simply counting the number of trees in it. Those with plentiful trees are the communities that have historically been invested in; those where no one has bothered to plant a tree are the communities that have been ignored.


Trees, especially in an urban environment, can change the entire look and feel of a street. If you can’t pinpoint what makes a particular street seem a little more magical than others, try looking up at the trees. In my neighborhood in Manhattan, 22nd Street is that magical street. When I’m walking home I often opt for the scenic route down 22nd Street because it is lined with magnificent trees.


My parents passed away a couple of years ago, within 40 days of each other. I planted three weeping willows in their memory, and we scattered their ashes around those little trees. I wanted to pick a place that I knew that they would love for their final resting spot. A tree is forever.








THE IMPACT OF 100 MILLION TREES



If one out of three people in the United States each planted one tree, the compounding benefits of those 100 million trees would be immense. According to a study by the U.S. Forest Service, over a hundred years, those 100 million trees would:


• remove 578,000 tons of chemical air pollution—enough gaseous chemical pollution to fill seventy Goodyear® blimps;


• remove 15,850 tons of airborne fine particulate matter—enough airborne particles to fill nine Olympic-sized swimming pools;


• sequester 8 million tons of carbon—equal to taking 6.2 million cars off the road for a year; and


• absorb 7.1 million cubic meters of water runoff—equal to each person on Earth filling a bottle of water every day for 5 years.


Trees clean our air and water, moderate global warming, help prevent flooding and erosion, improve our health, enhance our communities, and beautify our world. By planting more trees, this proactive, positive change can be ensured. The trees we plant today will serve our planet and its people for generations to come.





A GROWING MOVEMENT


The natural world is under pressure. The atmosphere is heating up, artic ice is melting, and species extinction is accelerating. We’re losing precious soil to erosion. Hunger is on the rise, and people are suffering. It would be so easy to give in to despair. Instead, there is reason to hope. Trees are a powerful, efficient, and cost-effective tool that can be used to repair and restore the planet’s damaged environments. We can plant change.
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Trees are an effective nature-based solution to tackling climate change.
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A Viral Tree Collective—The Power of Many


MRBEAST (JIMMY DONALDSON),
YouTube creator and co-founder of #TeamTrees


What’s special about trees? Well, for starters, I breathe their air!


It was actually a fan of mine who came up with the idea that I plant 20 million trees for #TeamTrees. I reached out to Mark Rober to help me figure out how to do it—I mean, he helped build a rover that landed on Mars, right?


Turns out, it’s a lot harder to plant 20 million trees than we thought. Fortunately, Mark connected with the Arbor Day Foundation. With their tree planting skills and network, the foundation could take care of planting the trees and #TeamTrees could focus on raising the money.


The campaign took off in a massive way. There’s so much passion and drive for trees in the environment. Every YouTube creator we pitched to was like “Cool, I want to help however I can.” The youth were on fire for this project. #TeamTrees gave them an outlet for getting involved and feeling like they could make a difference. And, for others who weren’t as environmentally aware, it was a great way to help bring them up to speed.


One of the funnier parts of the campaign was watching people compete for top spot on the leaderboard. It was pretty amazing to see Elon Musk donate $1 million only to have Tobi Lütke take the lead by donating $1 million plus $1.


#TeamTrees is a great example of people in the YouTube community, like Mark and me, using our connections to do something good and take it viral. We’re not done. We’ve got more environmental actions planned for the future.





Inspired by a collective sense of urgency, a global movement of champions for tree planting is emerging and quickly gaining momentum. To move the needle, though, we need to act on a massive scale. Worldwide, we need to plant millions of trees today to have a measurable and lasting impact on billions of lives tomorrow.






PLANTING CHANGE: #TEAMTREES
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MrBeast (right) and Mark Rober at a tree planting event for #TeamTrees.





What started as a social media post quickly turned into a global force of—and for—nature. #TeamTrees began when a fan challenged YouTube star MrBeast (Jimmy Donaldson) to plant 20 million trees to celebrate reaching 20 million subscribers. MrBeast accepted the challenge and quickly joined forces with fellow YouTuber and ex-NASA engineer Mark Rober to launch an ambitious tree planting campaign for the internet age. Together with the Arbor Day Foundation, they formed a super-team of 600+ YouTube creators along with their millions of fans, making #TeamTrees the largest YouTube collaboration in history.
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