
Developing Regenerative Coconut 
Agroforestry to support Sustainability Goals

Through RCA, smallholder farmers and a new generation of coconut sector 
investors will be able to formalise the regenerative coconut agroforestry 
practices that deliver nature-based emissions-reduction, and have a new 
access mechanism to carbon verification, trading and climate finance. 

“As a concept agroforestry has now entered its fifth decade, as a practice it 
probably is as old as agriculture. (ICRAF)”

RCA Carbon recognised traditional smallholder coconut agroforestry 
systems are often regenerative in practice, contained valuable traditional 
knowledge and high potential for carbon sequestration.  Their mission is 
the continuous improvement and deployment of a regenerative 
agroforestry standard. Developing afforestation and reforestation projects 
with smallholders both directly and within nucleus estate models, to 
achieve scalable economic impact in the Global South and a valuable 
contribution to climate change. 

Regenerative Coconut
Agroforestry

By formal definition, Agroforestry systems are land-use systems in which woody 
perennials (trees, shrubs, palms, bamboos) are deliberately used on the same 
land management unit as agricultural crops (woody or annual), animals or both, 
in some form of spatial arrangement or temporal sequence.
(Huxley and van Houten) 

The adaptability of coconut trees to a range of geophysical factors and a unique 
versatility of use has made these trees a commonly grown crop throughout global 
tropical farming systems. In the Philippines it occupies nearly 80% of the perennial 
crop area and over 30% of the total cropped area. In Indonesia, India and 
Philippines combined, coconut plantings cover nearly 8 million hectares and 
engage the livelihoods of millions of smallholder farmers.
  

The Need



Regenerative Coconut
Agroforestry

Coconut agriculture enables agroforestry systems because tree spacing is wide, 
allowing higher levels of light under the canopy and the limited root zone 
accommodates the needs of other crops. Traditional coconut-based agroforestry is 
a common practice in smallholder landscapes and home gardens and typically 
includes non-trees, especially shade-tolerant understory species, but also 
light-demanding annuals and crops. Diversifying their farming system by 
intercropping cacao, coffee, banana, pineapple for example, and changing to 
multi-storied cropping systems, can generate much higher economic returns over 
the same area. (Proud, 2005) 

Perennials, such as coconuts have low soil disturbance and long lifespan. They 
have a much higher ability to protect soil carbon, contrasted to dicots (forest trees) 
as lower C goes into permanent structures (stems and coarse roots, and more than 
85 % goes into the highly perishable structures (fruits, leaves, peduncles and fine 
roots) that rapidly turn into litter, respired by the ecosystem and contributing to 
the build-up of Soil Organic Matter (SOM). As much of the coconut plant’s 
photosynthetic energy also goes towards fronds and nuts, understanding the 
management of this carbon pool is of significant importance. Furthermore, to 
capture the full climate benefits from replanting, an understanding of the 
management of biomass from senescent plantations is also critical.

 “Most agroforestry systems have arisen through the enterprise of indigenous rural 
communities who have, themselves, evolved them…. We should always remember 
that people are the key elements in agroforestry. ” (Peter Huxley) 

Carbon finance can be an important part of an integrated strategy to provide 
incentives for smallholder replanting of senescent monoculture coconut 
plantations into new diversified agroforestry systems. Coconuts are highly 
productive and can sequester significant amounts of carbon on farms. Exact 
amounts depend on the specific variety, climate and soils, planting densities, and 

The Solution

other farm and soil management practices. Simply transitioning from old 
senescent plantations to new, vigorously growing farms (of the same variety) can 
potentially increase annual carbon sequestration rates.

RCA modular strategies, including replanting with more productive varieties 
(hybrids), intensification, increasing planting density, intercropping with other 
productive crops and/or tree species, and improved soil and nutrient management 
as regenerative practices - can increase carbon sequestration even further. 
Efficient, full utilization of the biomass opportunity including from harvested 
senescent trees as biochar (applied as a soil amendment), lumber from the trunks, 
charcoal, and biomass energy can also further enhance the benefits associated 
with unlocking large-scale replanting.

“Many smallholder agroforestry systems in Southeast Asia are species-rich and 
tree-rich. Smallholders produce non-wood and wood products for both home use 
and sale. Due to their high biomass, these traditional agroforestry systems may 
contain large carbon (C) stocks. While the agroforestry systems of individual 
farmers are of limited size, on a per area basis smallholder systems accumulate 
significant amounts of C, equalling the amount of C stored in some secondary 
forests over similar time periods. 

The ability to simultaneously address smallholders’ livelihood needs and store 
large amounts of C makes smallholder agroforestry systems viable project 
prototype under the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) of the Kyoto Protocol, 
which has the dual objective of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
contributing to sustainable development.” (International Symposium On Forest 
Carbon Sequestration, Smallholder Agroforestry Systems as a Strategy for Carbon 
Storage James M. Roshetko, Marian S. delos Angeles, and Katherine Warner) 

For more information please contact us: info@rcacarbon.com

However, in the Philippines and Indonesia, an estimated 2.3 million hectares of 
coconut lands are old, senescent, and unproductive (ACIAR 2007). In conjunction 
with rising global demand for coconut oils and other coconut consumer products, 
industry stakeholders are increasingly worried about the future outlook. While 
significant replanting efforts are urgently needed over the next decade, farmers 
are resistant, without proper incentives or support (knowledge, finance and 
planting materials) are unlikely to make the transition to sustainablity.
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