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BUILDING CLIMATE RESILIENCE THROUGH  REFORESTATION  

In Sierra Leone, Freetown and the Western Area Peninsula have been losing 550 
hectares of forested land per year since 2011. Rapid deforestation exposes Freetown�s 
1.2 million residents to increased risk of flooding, landslides, water shortages, extreme 
heat, and coastal erosion. Residents in hillside and coastal landscapes are most 
vulnerable, particularly the 60% of Freetown�s population living in and around informal 
settlements. 

To address this increasing climate risk, Freetown co-designed with its 
residents #FreetownTheTreeTown, a community reforestation model aimed 
to plant, grow, and digitally track 1 million trees by 2023. The target has 
increased to 5 million trees by 2028. The target has increased to 5 million 
trees by 2030 to restore 5,000 hectares of urban forest and create equitable 
and sustainable pathways to climate adaptation.
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Freetown the Tree Town project's goals and objectives include: 

PROJECT OBJECTIVE

Communities to plant and grow 5 million trees in climate-vulnerable areas by 2028.
Restore 5,000 hectares of land and sequester 100,000 tons of carbon by 2028.
Create 10,000 direct green jobs.
Invest in nature-based solutions in climate vulnerable communities and alternatives 
against deforestation such as a transition to clean cooking and alternative cooking 
fuels in 500,000 households by 2028 through the carbon market.
Measure and reduce risks of climate impacts such as floods, landslides, coastal 
erosion, urban heat stress, air pollution and water shortages in the most vulnerable 
communities and landscapes across Freetown by 2028.
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THE APPROACH

KEY FEATURES OF THE PROJECT   

Tree tracking: Freetown is building a digital footprint for each tree planted to monitor 
growth digitally.
Verification: a team of data technicians digitally verifies each tree planted and tracked 
until the tree is full-grown (3-5 years) and conducts monthly physical tree audits on 
maintenance and tree survival.
Tokenization: attaching a �token� to each tree has enabled Freetown to create a market 
for reforestation to fund the trees� growth and support further planting.
Impact investment: Trees are linked to carbon offset contracts with corporate and 
institutional investors. The revenue is designed for funding further reforestation and 
adaptation projects indicated in the Freetown Climate Action Plan, ultimately creating 
a self-sustaining model.
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The Freetown Project employs a collaborative approach, involving a diverse range of 
stakeholders to ensure effective implementation and sustainability. From the outset 
the project emphasized community engagement, utilizing a human-centered design 
approach to co-create solutions with beneficiaries, thereby empowering local 
communities to lead and take ownership of the initiative. Stakeholders include the 
government ministries and agencies such as the Ministry of Lands and Country 
Planning, Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, and Ministry of Fisheries, 
alongside the Environment Protection Agency, National Protected Area Authority, and 
Guma Valley Water Company, with a particular focus on planting within water catchment 
areas. Additionally, the project partnered with NGOs, universities and research 
institutions to provide expertise in climate advocacy, soil testing, and species selection.

Early and inclusive collaboration

Involve the people you are solving problems for from the very beginning to 

co-design solutions that are sustainable and relevant to their context. By doing so 

local communities are empowered to lead and take ownership of initiatives.

Embrace human-centered design 
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A robust tree-tracking system was developed in collaboration with Greenstone 
Technology. This web and mobile-based application enable precise monitoring of tree 
planting and growth. A community-based organization is hired to recruit teams that can 
use the technology to track the trees. The project team, composed of data verification 
monitors and platform managers, organizes training for the trackers to use the 
technology effectively. After training, the trackers digitally track trees in the field, 
capturing images and syncing data to the system for verification. Trees are tracked 
quarterly for the first four years and annually thereafter, allowing for ongoing 
assessment of growth and survival. The system has successfully tracked 1,202,000 
trees that includes mangroves by 2024, with an impressive 82% survival rate, providing 
valuable data on the project's impact and progress.

Establishing robust monitoring and evaluation systems 

The project adapted its planting strategy, increasing the emphasis on mangrove 

restoration along the coastline due to its significant sequestration potential and the 
mayor�s focus on green job creation. Currently, mangrove trees are being planted to help 
protect coastlines from erosion and storm surges, improve water quality, and support 
biodiversity. They also play a significant role in carbon sequestration, helping to 
mitigate climate change.

Increased emphasis on mangrove restoration  

Implement robust and user-friendly data collection and monitoring systems 

from the beginning. Invest in training for data entry and verification to ensure 

data accuracy for informed decision-making. Regular tracking and analysis 

are crucial for assessing progress and identifying challenges. The tree-tracking 

app that was co-designed with the with Greenstand Technology enabled 

efficient data collection and verification. It also allows to track progress, 

measure impact, and adapt strategies based on data-driven insights.

Data management and monitoring 

Be prepared to adapt project strategies and objectives based on new 

information, evolving priorities, and unforeseen challenges. Flexibility and a 

willingness to adjust are key to successful implementation. The project adapted 

its strategy based on findings related to carbon sequestration potential in 

different ecosystems and the mayor�s focus on job creation. 

Adapting to changing circumstances 
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The initial model of one person handling all aspects of tree care has evolved into a 
system with specialized roles. Which includes individuals assigned specifically to tasks 
like planting, maintaining and tracking trees. This has helped to create more dignified 
employment opportunities.

Enhancing employment opportunities

Division of labour is useful in creating more dignified employment 

opportunities. By dividing tasks into distinct roles, the project not only 

increases efficiency and overall productivity but also provides workers with 

the chance to develop expertise in specific areas. This approach leads to more 

meaningful and rewarding job experiences, as individuals can focus on their 

strengths and interests, ultimately contributing to higher job satisfaction 

and better project outcomes.

Job specialization 

Most of the planted areas are protected regions, including coastal lines, which are 
owned by national and subnational governments as stipulated in the Local Government 
Act and the Constitution. Governmental ownership simplifies the process of providing 
proof of land ownership in the carbon market. However, when planting occurs on private 
property, landowners commit to maintaining the trees in return for financial incentives 
from the carbon market. This arrangement encourages landowners to sign agreements 
and provide proof of land ownership, facilitating participation in the carbon market.

Land tenure 

Navigating land ownership, especially for carbon market registration, 

requires careful consideration. Understand the local land tenure 

system and develop clear agreements with landowners, especially for 

long-term initiatives. For government-owned land, ensure clear 

documentation and alignment with relevant regulations.

Navigating the complex relationship between
carbon markets and land rights  
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The project's focus on carbon market registration demonstrates a proactive approach 
to long-term financial sustainability. The project is exploring innovative financing 
mechanisms, such as carbon markets to ensure long-term viability and incentivized 
continued participation.

Developing a sustainable financing model

KEY CHALLENGES

There has been active collaboration from the national government. However, during the 
2023 election, when the mayor wasn’t in o昀케ce, the political shift affected the 
momentum and support for the project leading to delays in implementation. The Council 
has worked to manage this challenge creatively by allowing stakeholders to play a 
relevant role in the project and ensuring that they are invited to all pertinent meetings. 
This approach has helped to overcome bureaucratic hurdles that might otherwise 
prevent ministry or agency representatives from attending coordination meetings.

Managing stakeholder relationships 

Consistently engage relevant ministries and agencies, assigning them clear roles 
and responsibilities throughout the project to overcome bureaucracy. Prioritize 
collaboration and build strong relationships with government, NGOs, research 
institutions, and the private sector, ensuring inclusive stakeholder involvement.

Managing political landscapes

When the project commenced, it faced significant challenges with communication. 
While the project team excelled in executing the work, they struggled to effectively 
showcase the progress and achievements. The mayor played a pivotal role in addressing 
these communication shortcomings by hiring a communication consultant to enhance 
outreach efforts and facilitate wider engagement. Although communication efforts 
have been largely successful, ensuring community understanding of the project 
expanding into the carbon market requires broader communication strategies. 

Communicating and reporting impact 
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The project began with a team proficient in project delivery, but the technical nature of 
the initiative posed additional challenges. The project required not only effective 
project management but also specialized technical skills, such as soil analysis, forestry 
expertise and data management for its successful implementation. Having identified 
this challenge, with the project�s funding, a data manager and a carbon developer were 
promptly hired. Additionally, the council is training a team of carbon developers to 
support the development of carbon projects. Strategic partnerships with universities 
also helped to bridge the skills gap, however dedicated technical expertise within the 
core team is critical to ensure consistency.

Integrating technical expertise in project delivery 

Without a concerted effort from the Ministry of Lands and Country Planning, and the 
Ministry of the Environment and Climate Change, National Protected Area Authority, 
Environment Protection Agency in collaboration with the Freetown City Council and 
Western Area Rural Council to protect planted areas, the project risks failing to attract 
necessary financing from the carbon market.

Land ownership and registration process

Effectively communicating project progress and impact is vital for stakeholder 
engagement and securing future support. To communicate effectively and 
transparently invest in a dedicated communication expert.  Develop a 
comprehensive communication strategy from the outset, ensuring regular 
updates and showcasing achievements to all stakeholders, including local 
communities and potential investors. Keep all stakeholders informed about 
project goals, progress, challenges, and successes. 

Strategic communication

Ensure the project team includes or has access to the necessary technical skills to 
support implementation and achieve project goals. Strategic partnerships can 
bridge these gaps, but dedicated technical expertise within the core team ensures 
consistency. While strong project management was crucial, technical expertise in 
areas like forestry, soil analysis, and carbon development was required for the 
project success.

Identifying and hiring technical expertise
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Identify and mitigate risks, such as political changes and land sales within planted 
areas by conducting thorough risk assessments and developing mitigation 
strategies. Engage with national government entities to advocate for the 
protection of project areas and secure necessary long-term commitments.

Proactive risk management 

There is a significant risk of losing the team responsible for planting and maintaining the 
trees if their payments are delayed or insu昀케cient. There is an increasing likelihood that 
team members might leave for better-paying jobs, which could jeopardize the 
sustainability and success of the project. To address these challenges, the project 
ensures timely and adequate payment to the team to maintain their commitment to the 
project. 

Attrition of project field staff 
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KEY ACHIEVEMENTS 

One of the key achievements of the project is it�s inclusive consultations to identify the 
most vulnerable communities at risk and determine the appropriate tree species for 
planting. The consultations ensured that reforestation efforts were tailored to the 
specific needs of the community maximizing the impact of the initiative. The 
community-level engagements ensured that the project did not only addresses 
environmental challenges but also created livelihoods for residents. 

Inclusive consultation 

The project has led to the creation of a robust network of community volunteers known 
as Climate Action Ambassadors, who are instrumental in leading changes within their 
communities and fostering a sense of ownership and responsibility towards 
environmental conservation. These volunteers serve as catalysts for change, amplifying 
the project's message and driving grassroots action. Leveraging the existing influence 
of community counsellors, community-based organizations (CBOs) were hired to play a 
pivotal role in recruiting volunteers and implement restoration activities. 10 
community-based organizations have been established across the 13 catchments 
areas.  Through the community-based organizations, operation teams of over 2,000 
team members have been hired comprising of daily workers, the growers, and trackers. 

A network of community volunteers established 

The project has empowered the youth to establish community-based organizations that 
focus primarily on climate justice and adaptation initiatives, transitioning from their 
initial focus on advocacy. The council has provided support to five organizations, 
helping them develop their processes and explore additional funding sources that 
contribute to the project's goals.

Establishment of climate focused community-based

organizations CBOs

Invest in empowering local organizations by equipping them with the 

essential skills, knowledge, and resources needed to operate efficiently and to 

pursue diverse funding sources for a project�s sustainability. Supporting the 

growth and capacity building of community-based organizations (CBOs) 

accelerates project implementation and ensures the sustainability of an 

initiative.

Invest in capacity building at the local level 
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The project has achieved a remarkable milestone by planting 1.2 million trees across 13 
catchments within the Western Area, marking significant progress towards the goal of 
increased vegetation cover. This effort spans 90 reforestation areas, with planting 
densities ranging from 5,000 to 10,000 trees. Complementing this achievement is the 
digital tracking of all 1.2 million trees, ensuring accountability and transparency in the 
reforestation process. The use of technology to monitor tree growth and survival rates 
demonstrates the project's commitment to innovation, effective impact monitoring and 
data-driven decision-making.

Increased reforestation 
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