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August 29, 2019 
 
Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chair 
Arlington County Board 
Ellen M. Bozman Government Center 
2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 
Arlington, VA 22201 
 
Re: Legislation to Include Contributions from Trees and Natural Environment in Energy Plans 
 
Dear Chair Dorsey: 
 
The Urban Forestry Commission (UFC) has developed an additional recommendation for legislation to be 
brought to Richmond in 2020, focused on capturing the environmental and economic benefits of trees and 
other natural resources.  
 
Many jurisdictions in Virginia, including Arlington County, have ambitious plans for fighting climate 
change by reducing emissions of the greenhouse gases. The Arlington County plan, for example, sets a 
target of net zero emissions for the County by 2050, and shows the projected contributions to those 
reductions from measures like expanding renewable energy and reducing vehicle miles traveled 
(especially those using petroleum-fueled vehicles).1 
 
The County shows those contributions 
in its Energy Plan with a so-called 
“wedge” chart (right), with each 
measure offering an individual wedge 
that, added together, adds up to the 
total emissions reductions. 
 
But this approach is missing one 
crucial component— the natural 
environment and trees, in particular. 
 
Trees (and other plants) grab carbon 
from the atmosphere and store it in 
their trunks and branches, thus 
reducing atmospheric concentrations 
of CO2. Recent studies have 
reinforced the enormous potential of 

                                        
1 https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/13/2019/07/Draft-CEP-Update-post-CB-Work-
Session-CLEAN-for-July-RTA.pdf 



 

 

trees and the natural environment to be major weapons in the battle to slow climate change. One study 
estimates that trees and the natural environment could provide a surprising one-third of the atmospheric 
carbon reductions needed between now and 2030 to keep planetary warming increases to safe levels.2 
Another calculates that planting trees is actually the most cost-effective climate mitigation step humans 
can take, more cost-effective than adding renewable power generation or adopting more electric cars.3 
 
These studies and many others also highlight the peril of cutting down trees, which releases the stored 
carbon to the atmosphere (even when the wood is used in construction, since the stored carbon may 
eventually be released when buildings are torn down). 
 
Just as trees have tremendous potential to slow warming by capturing and storing carbon, the converse is 
also true: The destruction of trees makes climate change even worse—and the challenge of tackling the 
problem even greater. 
 
Arlington County’s urban forestry team has calculated, for example, that the County’s urban trees now 
capture and store about 9,600 tons of carbon every year—which would be a significant contribution to 
meeting the County’s climate targets if included in the Energy Plan. Conversely, a loss of 5% of the tree 
canopy could release up to 9,300 tons of previously-stored carbon into the air, making the County’s task 
of reducing net emissions more difficult.  
 
The Arlington County Urban Forestry Commission thus recommends that the state of Virginia pass new 
legislation that would require the state and all local jurisdictions with Energy Plans to formally include 
the net gain (or loss) from trees and the natural environment in those Energy Plans. 
 
Specifically, the state and each local jurisdiction should conduct an inventory of its trees and natural 
vegetation to calculate the amount of carbon stored in the vegetation and soils. They should then 
determine the annual net gain or loss of carbon, and include that number in their projections for current 
and future net emissions. They should also set targets for the amount of carbon storage (i.e. “negative” 
emissions) expected from trees and the natural environment. 
 
Such measures could actually make it easier for the state and local jurisdictions to meet their climate 
policy targets (since trees can make a large contribution if included), while also providing powerful 
incentives to preserve existing tree canopy (and to plant more trees). That in, in turn, would bring a host 
of other benefits, such as managing stormwater better (thus reducing severity of flooding), reducing urban 
heat, cutting energy bills, and improving quality of life. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to share our ideas for legislation that can benefit Arlington County residents  
and other Virginians by making real, lasting improvements to our climate footprint and meeting our goals 
while enhancing the unique environment that makes Arlington County a healthy and special place to live.  
  
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Phil Klingelhofer, Chair 
Urban Forestry Commission 
 

                                        
2 https://www.pnas.org/content/114/44/11645  
3 https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/07/190704191350.htm 
 



 

 

Cc: Members, Arlington County Board 
 Members, Planning Commission 
 Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manger 
 Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 
 Greg Emanuel, Director, Department of Environmental Services 
 


