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Consistent cooling benefits of silvopasture in
the tropics
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Agroforestry systems have the potential to sequester carbon and offer numerous benefits to

rural communities, but their capacity to offer valuable cooling services has not been quan-

tified on continental scales. Here, we find that trees in pasturelands (“silvopasture”) across

Latin America and Africa can offer substantial cooling benefits. These cooling benefits

increase linearly by −0.32 °C to −2.4 °C per 10 metric tons of woody carbon per hectare, and

importantly do not depend on the spatial extent of the silvopasture systems. Thus, even

smallholders can reap important cooling services from intensifying their silvopasture prac-

tices. We then map where realistic (but ambitious) silvopasture expansion could counteract a

substantial fraction of the local projected warming in 2050 due to climate change. Our

findings indicate where and to what extent silvopasture systems can counteract local tem-

perature increases from global climate change and help vulnerable communities adapt to a

warming world.
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The actions taken in the next decade will be critical for
reaching several global milestones, including meeting
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) to the Paris

Agreement1, achieving the Sustainable Development Goals2

(SDGs), and restoring ecosystems for people and nature under
the United Nations Decade on Restoration3. Agroforestry systems
(i.e., intentional incorporation of trees and shrubs in agricultural
lands) are increasingly seen as one method for simultaneously
advancing all three global initiatives3. Recent studies estimate that
agroforestry systems currently store 6930 Tg C4, and that global
expansion could sequester up to 284 Tg C/yr5. Agroforestry sys-
tems can provide significant co-benefits that may be especially
important for rural populations in low- and middle-income
countries6, such as improved soil fertility, more accessible soil
water, and increased food security7–9. They can also complement
efforts to conserve biodiversity10 by creating habitat refugia
and serving as crucial stepping stones between more intact nat-
ural lands11,12. In addition to these benefits, a large body of
research has quantified many other potential benefits from
agroforestry8,13 (see also Supplementary Information).

As the climate warms, any environmental change that cools the
land surface can provide a socially valuable service, but the extent
to which agroforestry can provide cooling benefits is not currently
known8,13,14. Trees can provide local cooling benefits through
shade and evapotranspiration, and the tree’s shade and deep roots
can keep surface soil layers that contribute to evapotranspiration
moist15,16. Cooling benefits are particularly important in tropical
regions where many areas already experience temperatures that
regularly exceed safety thresholds for outdoor work17 and where
model projections indicate that the impacts of future warming
will be most deleterious18,19 and adaptive capacity may be
limited20. Excess heat reduces labor productivity21,22, increases
risks of heat stroke23, traumatic injuries24, and heat-related
mortality18, and triggers other adverse consequences25–27.
Potential cooling benefits could be extremely important in tro-
pical rural settings because these regions often lack adequate
access to common defenses against heat (e.g., air conditioning,
reliable water access).

Here, we examine whether and to what extent the expansion
of silvopasture, a kind of agroforestry that involves the deliberate
incorporation of trees into pasturelands, could help communities
in the tropics better adapt to the negative consequences of heat
exposure. We focus specifically on silvopasture for three
reasons. First, extreme heat stress is expected to increase in many
parts of the tropics and temperate zones not just for people but
for all major domesticated animal species28, negatively impacting
livestock production29,30. Second, regulation of temperature for
both livestock and people has been identified as a potentially
important benefit of silvopasture14,31, and third, pasturelands
are often targeted by initiatives to expand tree cover4,32. We
concentrate on the tropics given likely increases in heat exposure
in these areas33, but limit our analyses to the Americas and
Africa because there is relatively little silvopasture in
tropical Asia4,34. To estimate the cooling benefits of silvopasture,
we take advantage of recently published data on woody
carbon density in pastureland4 (Fig. 1, see Methods) and daytime
surface temperature data from the MODIS satellite35 (Supple-
mentary Fig. 1).

We answer four questions: (1) What are the cooling benefits of
silvopasture across tropical pasturelands in the Americas and
Africa? (2) How spatially extensive (contiguous patches of land,
or “patch size”) and intensive (amount of woody carbon density
per hectare) does silvopasture implementation need to be to
achieve cooling benefits? (3) Where are the potential cooling
benefits the highest? (4) Finally, how much woody carbon density
is required to achieve these cooling benefits?

Results
Cooling benefits increase with woody carbon density. We find
that silvopasture systems are cooler, on average, than systems
with no or low woody carbon density, and that cooling benefits
increase with increasing woody carbon density (Fig. 2). In this
study, the cooling benefits of silvopasture are quantified by the
forest equivalent temperature (FET) defined as the difference
between the temperature at a given location and the temperature
of intact tropical forests at the same latitude (see Methods for a
further discussion of FET). A FET of 0 ˚C means that the pixel
has the same annual mean temperature as intact forests at a given
latitude; negative values of FET indicate temperatures lower than
the observed average across intact forest at a given latitude, and
vice-versa for positive FET values.

On average, the highest FET values (least amount of cooling)
are found in pasturelands where woody carbon density is
extremely low (less than 1 tC/ha, Fig. 2a, b). We also show the
FET of pasturelands where woody carbon density is lower than an
established threshold4 for what constitutes a silvopasture practice
(less than 5 tC/ha, Fig. 2c, d), and where silvopasture practices
exist (greater than 5 tC/ha, l Fig. 2e, f). Finally, we show violin
plots of FET in intact dry and moist tropical/subtropical broadleaf
forests (Fig. 2g, h), which have mean zero by definition (see
Methods). The mean values of each subset of points shown in
Fig. 2 are significantly different from the others in the study
region at the p < 0.001 level according to a two-sided t-test.

As shown in Fig. 1, pasturelands with woody carbon density
between 1–5 tC/ha have very few trees, yet they exhibit
significantly cooler FETs on average compared to pasturelands
with low to no woody carbon density (less than 1 tC/ha). The
cooling effects of silvopasture systems (i.e., those with woody
carbon density greater than 5 tC/ha) are even more pronounced.
In general, the frequency distributions and median values shown
in Fig. 2 indicate that as the woody carbon density of silvopasture
practices increases, the FET decreases and local temperatures
converge towards the cooler temperatures found in intact forests
(Fig. 2d) within the same latitude.

We next examine how the cooling benefits of silvopasture
depend on woody carbon density. In both study regions, the FET
of silvopasture decreases linearly with woody carbon density. By
taking a linear best-fit across all silvopasture pixels in the study
regions, we find that the FET decreases by 1.11 ˚C for every
additional 10 tC/ha in the Americas, while in Africa FET of
silvopasture decreases by 0.83 ˚C for every additional 10 tC/ha
(p < 0.001 in both cases). Despite substantial spread in FET
(Fig. 2), there is remarkable agreement between the two study
regions on the relationship between FET and woody carbon
density, suggesting that we are correctly identifying the
biophysical impacts of silvopasture with our FET metric.

A comparison with the rate of global warming predicted for
2020 through 2050 in both study regions underscores the
importance of the FET-woody carbon density relationship for
potentially offsetting local impacts of global climate change. On
average, global climate models participating in the Coupled
Model Intercomparison Project–Phase 6 (CMIP6) predict that in
an accelerating greenhouse gas emissions scenario for the next
three decades (through 2050) local warming is 0.56 ˚C/decade in
the African study region and 0.51 ˚C/decade in the American
study region (see Methods).

Cooling benefits do not depend on patch size. Larger patches of
deforestation are known to increase local temperatures compared
to smaller patches36, so we hypothesize the converse - that
cooling benefits could be amplified by larger silvopasture prac-
tices. We use a flood-fill algorithm to quantify the area A [km2],
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mean within-patch FET, and mean within-patch woody carbon
density of each continuous patch of silvopasture in the study
regions (see Methods). We divide the patches into four size
classes: small (A < 10 km2), medium (10 km2 <A < 33 km2), large
(33 km2 <A < 100 km2), and extra-large (A > 100 km2).

There is a significant but weak negative correlation between the
logarithm of contiguous patch area and mean within-patch FET
in the Americas (r=−0.07, p < 0.001): larger patches of
silvopasture tend to be cooler in the American study region
(Fig. 3). In Africa, the opposite is true; there is a significant

Fig. 1 Silvopasture density. A visual guide to silvopasture systems in different biomes and with a range of woody carbon densities. Each row presents a
biome type where silvopasture occurs in our study regions in the Americas and Africa, and the columns present a range of carbon density within each
biome. Images from Google Satellite and woody carbon density from Chapman et al.4. Map data: ©2021 Google.

Fig. 2 Forest Equivalent Temperature (FET) by silvopasture density. Violin plots of FET in each 1 km2 pixel of pasture regions in the Americas and Africa
binned by the local woody carbon density in tC/ha, along with a violin plot of FET in each 1 km2 pixel of forested regions. In the violin plots, the thick black
line in the middle shows the interquartile range and the white circle in the center shows the median value. The probability density functions are smoothed
with a Gaussian kernel in each subset of points.
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positive correlation between the logarithm of contiguous patch
area and mean within-patch FET (r= 0.05, p < 0.001; see Fig. 3).
In both regions, the slope of the best-fit linear regression is weak;
an order of magnitude increase in contiguous patch area reduces
within-patch FET by only 0.79 ˚C in the Americas, while in
Africa, an order of magnitude increase in patch area increases the
within-patch FET by 0.29 ˚C. The lack of a strong or consistent
relationship between patch size and within-patch FET suggests
meaningful cooling benefits are realized for even small contiguous
patches of silvopasture.

Mean within-patch woody carbon density is negatively
correlated (p < 0.001) with FET in all four patch area classes in
Africa and in the small and medium patch area classes in the
Amazon (Table 1; Supplementary Fig. 2). More importantly, the
slopes of the best-fit linear regressions are large in all patch
classes; the range in regression values from −1.11 °C per 10tC/ha
to −2.84 °C per 10tC/ha suggest that increasing within-patch
density, rather than expanding contiguous patch area is the most
practical strategy for increasing cooling benefits. The best-fit
linear regressions in Table 1 show that in both regions the cooling
benefits of silvopasture are not preferentially conferred on the
largest patches; indeed in Africa the highest correlation and
largest regression slope comes for the smallest patch size class. An
important result from this analysis is that in both Africa and the
Americas, even small patches of silvopasture can increase the
cooling benefits imparted to the landscape by increasing woody
carbon density.

Cooling benefits in a changing climate - an action map for
silvopasture. Currently, silvopasture systems in the Americas and
Africa contain 0.20 and 2.55 GtC (billion metric tons of carbon),
respectively4. To generate cooling equivalent to the projected
warming over pasture regions in the decade centered around 2050

relative to the decade centered around 2010 under a high-
emissions scenario (see Methods), silvopasture systems would
need to add 21 tC of woody carbon per hectare in the Americas
and 18 tC per hectare in Africa on average (Supplementary
Fig. 3). This land use change throughout the tropics would
increase the total pasture woody carbon by a factor of ten in the
Amazon and by a factor of four in Africa. This amount of woody
carbon could push systems (e.g., native savanna) past their nat-
ural state37 and/or diminish the productivity of existing grazing
lands38, so it serves only as an upper bound on additional woody
carbon required to completely counteract warming from global
climate change.

A more realistic scenario for silvopasture expansion involves
increasing woody carbon density on pasturelands where the
density is currently low to an ecologically sustainable value. In
Fig. 4 we show the fraction of 2050 warming that could be
counterbalanced by increasing woody carbon density to an upper
bound set by the median value found in silvopasture systems
(woody carbon density > 5 tC/ha) within each biome. Assuming
that this threshold value represents an ecologically and economic-
ally sustainable amount of woody carbon density, these maps thus
identify locations where there is potential for silvopasture to
achieve both carbon storage and substantially counteract the
projected warming. In other words, these are locations where
there is high potential for both climate mitigation and adaptation
because woody carbon density is currently below the biome
median value. The clearest example of this is the Sahel, where
much of the current pastureland has lower woody carbon density
than the biome median. Across the Sahel, our results suggest
more than 50% of the warming induced by global climate change
in 2050 could be counterbalanced by relatively moderate increases
in woody carbon density.

Across both study regions, increasing low density silvopasture
practices to their biome median value would provide an average

Fig. 3 Individual Patch Forest Equivalent Temperature (FET) and continuous patch area. The relationship between contiguous patch area and mean
within-patch FET in Africa (left) and the Americas (right). The box plots are aggregates of small, medium, and large patches. The orange lines in the boxes
show median values, boxes show the interquartile range, whiskers show the 5th–95th percentiles, and open circles show the outliers. Filled black dots show
patches larger than 100 km2. The green shading shows the standard deviation of the control points (intact forests, see Fig. 2). The red line shows the zero
value (a value of zero means that the patch of silvopasture has the same temperature as intact forests at the same latitude).

Table 1 Best-fit linear regression slopes quantifying the relationship between mean within-patch mean Forest Equivalent
Temperature (FET) and woody carbon density.

Small Medium Large X-large

Africa −2.37 (r=−0.35) −1.90 (r=−0.30) −1.46 (r=−0.25) −1.11 (r=−0.20)
Americas −2.69 (r=−0.12) −2.84 (r=−0.13) NS NS

Correlations (r) between woody carbon density and within-patch mean FET are shown in parentheses. All slopes listed are in °C per 10 tC/ha. All values listed are highly significant at p < 0.001, a “NS”
denotes a non-significant correlation.
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cooling benefit of 0.59 °C (0.48 to 0.67 interquartile range) in the
Americas and 1.06 °C (0.95 to 1.29 interquartile range) in Africa,
as well as store 0.49 GtC of additional carbon in the Amazon and
4.79 GtC in Africa, mostly on pasturelands that currently have
very low woody carbon density. We provide estimates of the FET
and carbon storage benefits per country (Supplementary Table 2-
3) and find that the greatest potential for total carbon storage on
pasturelands is in Sudan, Chad, and Somalia.

Discussion
A recent review of the potential planetary health benefits of
agroforestry noted that agroforestry may reduce heat exposure in
the rural agricultural areas that already experience adverse heat
effects8. Importantly, this review found little to no estimates of
the current distribution and degree of agroforestry practices that
provide these cooling benefits at scale. Our study presents the first
comprehensive assessment of the current and potential cooling
benefits of silvopasture across the American and African tropics.
We find silvopasture practices have the potential to significantly
cool the local environment on pasturelands. The best-fit linear
regression between woody carbon density and local forest
equivalent temperature is −1.11 °C per 10 tC/ha in the Americas
and −0.83 °C per 10 tC/ha in Africa. We estimate that a realistic
but ambitious silvopasture intensification to biome median
woody carbon density could provide 0.59 °C and 1.06 °C of
additional cooling, on average, and store a total of 0.49 and 4.79
GtC in silvopasture regions of the Americas and Africa, respec-
tively. Moreover, woody carbon density, not spatial extent, is the
biggest determinant of FET on silvopasture lands suggesting that
even smallholders could gain the cooling benefits of silvopasture
adoption.

Our results mirror previous findings indicating that cooling
services provided by trees are substantial in tropical
environments22,36,39–41. Our findings demonstrate how adding
trees to agricultural lands - not just preventing deforestation39,40,42

- can decrease local temperature, thus potentially reducing heat
exposure of outdoor working populations and livestock in low-
latitude countries. Moreover, our analyses are conservative in that
they do not capture the additional cooling benefits of shade, which
would further minimize heat exposure-related health risks to
outdoor workers24. Many outdoor workers in rural tropical areas
lack basic health protections, and emerging evidence indicates that
even basic interventions that include providing shade can reduce
the risk of adverse health outcomes such as kidney injury43.
Hence, agroforestry may be a key component of approaches to
reduce heat-related negative health outcomes in rural tropical
areas. In addition, cooling services also extend to livestock in these
regions, as excess heat loads can decrease productivity, growth,
and reproduction, and increase vulnerability to disease28–30. The
importance of cooling services are increasingly clear given recent
work highlighting humid heat impacts on factors such as labor
may be underestimated44.

That increasing tree cover on human-modified lands, such as
pasturelands, can provide cooling benefits is promising, as it
demonstrates a shared pathway for advancing human well-being,
land conservation or restoration, and climate adaptation and
mitigation goals. Several policy efforts are merging to elevate
agroforestry for achieving sustainable development and climate
change goals. Forty-four out of the 165 countries that have sub-
mitted nationally determined contributions for the Paris Climate
Agreement mention agroforestry, and 39 of these directly link
agroforestry to emissions targets45. Agroforestry serves as just one
type of natural climate solution5, but has great potential in many

Fig. 4 Cooling potential of realistic silvopasture expansion. The percentage of warming expected in 2050 due to anthropogenic emissions that would be
counterbalanced in (a) Africa and (b) the Americas if pasturelands, where woody carbon density is currently less than the biome median value, were
increased to their biome median value (see Methods). Coastline data generated from A Global Self-consistent, Hierarchical, High-resolution Geography
Database.
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countries4. For human development goals, a recent analysis found
agroforestry can contribute to nine of the SDGs46, and economic
analyses of agroforestry practices suggest agroforestry can be
financially profitable for adopters while also generating important
offsite benefits47. Agroforestry practices have also been identified
as a means for avoiding or reducing biodiversity loss on human-
modified lands48.

Despite the promise of agroforestry, several practical barriers
must be overcome to scale up its implementation. Policies must
be carefully designed to avoid known pitfalls in agroforestry
policy implementation13,49. Recent large-scale analyses identify-
ing ideal areas for increasing tree cover indicate that careful
selection of areas conducive to such efforts is important50. Par-
ticular caution is merited in systems that naturally support low
tree densities (e.g., xeric and montane shrublands and
grasslands)51, which we excluded from our analysis (see Meth-
ods). Although trees and agroforestry systems can be found in
these locations (e.g., parklands in the Sahel), trees can negatively
impact grassland biodiversity52,53 so we conservatively excluded
these from our analysis to avoid suggesting perverse biodiversity
consequences. Adding trees to crop-only systems can result in
trade-offs with crop yields54,55 and in some cases negative social
and environmental impacts56, which can be minimized or avoi-
ded through appropriate species selection54,57 and more inclusive
planning process that account for the needs of the local
communities56. Land-use histories must also be considered when
targeting areas for agroforestry, as, for instance, biodiversity
benefits from agroforestry result from planting trees in existing
agricultural lands rather than converting ‘pristine’ habitats
or converting forests to agroforestry58. Similarly, site-level
assessments are necessary to determine the tree (or shrub) den-
sity and species for optimizing grazing productivity and carbon
storage37.

Incentives and support for landholders must also be improved.
Many rural populations in low- and middle-income countries
with weak institutions face significant tenure insecurity59, thus
reducing incentives to invest in long-term land management
practices60,61. Both state and non-state actors can reduce barriers
to agroforestry adoption62, such as by facilitating access to credit
and markets, building farmer knowledge and capacity, and
creating sustainable supply chains. Several policy guides exist to
help policymakers overcome these barriers49,63.

While our study advances the understanding of the cooling
benefits of agroforestry, it has several limitations. Ideally, we
would know the initiation date of the silviculture practice; since
this information is not available, we used above-ground carbon
density to assess the cooling benefits of silviculture rather than
investigating the temperature change before and after the practice
began. We limited our analysis to pasturelands, so it is unclear
whether the benefits for croplands would differ. Our analytic
framework focuses on carbon stocks rather than specific silvo-
pasture practices (e.g., arrangement of trees) or tree species,
which provides a practical but grounded analytic approach for
estimating cooling benefits at large scales. However, future work
should examine whether specific tree spatial arrangements or
species yield varying cooling benefits, as has been documented for
urban trees64. Moreover, we only focused on aboveground carbon
stocks which drive temperature differences, but additional carbon
accumulation can also occur in belowground and soil pools7.
Finally, the satellite data provides information on the canopy
surface temperature in regions where tree cover is dense. As such,
our study uses our forest equivalent temperature metric as a
proxy for ground-level temperature reduction, a key determinant
of human60 and livestock thermal comfort61. Field-level studies
suggest the cooling benefits are substantial, with one study in
Ethiopia finding areas with agroforestry were up to 6 ˚C cooler

compared to open fields65, but more field work is needed to verify
the results presented here on a large scale. Field studies and high-
resolution data would provide more confidence in the results
presented here which are limited in scale by the spatial resolution
of the temperature data (>1 km2).

As momentum builds for increasing the density of trees
on agricultural lands in low- and middle-income countries, there
is a need to fully articulate and understand the potential co-
benefits trees provide to rural communities8,13. For national
governments and others making investments in such efforts for
global biodiversity, climate change, and SDGs, understanding
where agroforestry can simultaneously address multiple goals is
essential, but any effort must be balanced by grounded assess-
ments of restoration and tree planting potential. Our results
can be used with data on where agroforestry programs can
increase food security, carbon storage, and other outcomes of
interest to target efforts to expand agroforestry to benefit local
populations.

Methods
Data sources. Our analysis requires information on both woody carbon density
and temperature throughout the tropics on a scale fine enough to distinguish places
where smallholder silvopasture could impart cooling benefits. For woody carbon
density, we used global aboveground woody biomass density data from Chapman
et al.4, which partitions information for agroforestry on specifically defined pasture
and agricultural lands. While no extensive and comprehensive maps of silvopasture
practices exist, we used the spatial layer from Chapman et al.4 that maps above-
ground biomass density within known pasturelands as a proxy for silvopasture.
These data were regridded from 30 m2 to 1 km2 (the resolution of the temperature
data) by multiplying the mean biomass density on pastureland within each 1 km2

square by the fraction of each square occupied by pastureland. Each 1 km2 grid is
referred to as a “pixel” in this study. To prevent contamination by pixels with very
sparse silvopasture practices, we only included pixels where more than half of the
1 km2 area is covered by silvopasture in our analysis. To convert from aboveground
woody biomass density to wood carbon density, we multiplied the data in the
Chapman et al.4 layer by 0.47.

Planting trees in native grasslands can have adverse biodiversity consequences66

and these trees have experienced high mortality rates67. We, therefore, used biome
designations from Dinerstein et al.68 to remove silvopasture from our analysis that
is located on montane grass and shrublands, along with deserts and xeric
shrublands where silvopasture is unlikely to be viable due to water and nutrient
limitations (this reduces total agroforestry by 16% in the Americas and 6% in
Africa). Finally, we excluded mangrove biomes because they are highly dynamic
systems that require complex accounting for in situ versus exported carbon69. We
show maps of woody carbon density in terms of tons C per hectare (tC/ha) for
silvopasture systems within the remaining areas of the two study regions in
Supplementary Fig. 1a, b.

Temperature data come from the MODIS Aqua satellite35, which provides
daytime (1:30 PM local time) surface temperatures across the globe. We use annual
averaged daytime temperatures from the year 2018, a year in which the El Niño
Southern Oscillation was relatively inactive, allowing for a more accurate estimation
of the biophysical impacts of silvopasture on local temperatures that do not include
the potential external influence of ocean temperatures. Since temperatures are
highest and the influence of vegetation on turbulent energy fluxes is greatest in the
middle of the day, the MODIS Aqua observations provide the best temperature
observational dataset for a study aimed at understanding how silvopasture impacts
local temperatures. The MODIS data are available at 1 km2 resolution and are not
regridded in this analysis. Maps of annual mean daytime surface temperature for the
two study regions are shown in Supplementary Fig. 1c, d.

We calculated the projected warming for 2050 using output from 24 global
climate models participating in CIMP6 (models listed in Supplementary Table 1)
forced by the SSP5-8.5 scenario of human activity (land use) and emissions, which
shows a median global averaged warming of 1.25 °C compared to the global
average temperature in the decade centered on 2010. Although SSP5-8.5 is a high-
end emission scenario, the projected warming over this 30-year horizon using a
low-end emission scenario (SSP1-2.6) is 0.75 °C70,71. This difference is roughly
equivalent (60%) to the fraction of warming that is avoided by silvopasture
(~ 30–80%; Fig. 4), meaning that in a warming scenario less severe than the one we
present in our analysis, adding silvopasture could counteract a higher fraction (or
potentially all) of the local anthropogenic warming in 2050. The data and code for
this study has been deposited at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5787022.

Definition of forest equivalent temperature. The ideal data set to quantify the
cooling due to silvopasture would indicate the date that silvopasture was imple-
mented for each pixel in the tropics; in this case, a difference in the averaged
temperature before and after implementation would give a precise measure of the
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cooling induced by additional woody carbon density because averaging would
remove the unrelated year-to-year natural variability. However, the Chapman
et al.4 data set does not indicate implementation date; rather those authors indicate
(for a range of years) the pixels with silvopasture. Without temporal information,
we defined the forest equivalent temperature (FET) as the difference between the
average annual mean temperature at the pixel in question, and the average annual
average temperature of the intact forests at the latitude of the pixel in question. We
calculated the FET using the annual temperature at each pixel for one year (2018)
and stratified the results based on woody carbon density for each pixel (see Fig. 2).
We then subtracted this temperature from the average temperature of intact forests
at the same latitude in 2018 to arrive at FET. The use of a single year introduces
noise associated with natural temperature variability (regional in spatial extent),
but not so much as to obscure the relationship between silvopasture intensity and
FET. The set of pixels that qualify as “intact forests” are those classified by
Dinerstein et al.68 as “tropical and subtropical dry and moist broadleaf forests”—
these regions are most ecologically similar to high-density silvopasture practices.
The latitudinal mean approach was used in this study to eliminate the continental
scale changes in mean solar radiation found across our study region.

Very little silvopasture is actually practiced on tropical/subtropical moist and
dry broadleaf forests, and we have included Fig. 1 as a visual guide to woody carbon
density to show how the most intense silvopasture practices may approach actual
forest biomes. We experimented with different sets of control points (rather than
intact forests), including the latitudinal mean of low carbon pasturelands, tropical
and subtropical grasslands, and all biomes, but found that the spread in tropical/
subtropical dry and moist broadleaf forests was the smallest of all sets we examined.
The set of intact forest points best fits our need for a homogenous dataset of
control points, likely because the high evapotranspiration and available soil
moisture in these forested regions limits temperature variability in response to solar
radiation and precipitation fluctuations that create larger temperature fluctuations
in more arid regions.

The MODIS satellite measures some mixture of canopy and surface
temperature in regions where agroforestry is practiced rather than the two-meter
air temperature that is a common metric of heat exposure. Here we are attempting
to illuminate the potential cooling services offered by increasing the woody carbon
density of silvopasture by comparing canopy temperatures across space. However,
temperatures beneath tropical tree canopy are lower than canopy surface
temperatures72 due to the canopy’s shading effect. Since the impact of canopy
shading on beneath canopy temperatures likely scales with woody carbon density,
we believe our estimate of FET to be a conservative estimate of on-the-ground
cooling.

Analysis of forest equivalent temperature. To generate Fig. 2, we composited all
1 km2 pixels within the study regions by their woody carbon density (or biome in
the case of the intact forest violin plots in Fig. 2g, h). We used a linear best fit to
quantify the relationship between woody carbon density and FET in both study
regions. To further explore the relationship between woody carbon density and
FET, we used a flood-fill algorithm to isolate continuous patches of silvopasture
and quantify the average FET and woody carbon density within them. This algo-
rithm iterates through the Chapman et al.4 dataset to find silvopasture pixels that
share at least one boundary. While this method allows us to find continuous
patches of silvopasture and record the variables of interest (woody carbon density
and FET) within them, it does not discriminate between patches with different
shapes; a long thin line of silvopasture pixels agroforestry will be counted identi-
cally to a perfect circle of pixels with the same area. Nevertheless, this method
allows a precise quantification of the biophysical impacts of agroforestry in a way
that large-scale satellite averaging does not.

Sources of uncertainty in our analysis. One important source of uncertainty in
our analysis is that we have only looked at one year of data-2018. While this is a
necessary compromise with the period of the Chapman et al.4 data set, interannual
climate variability creates some unavoidable noise that is reflected in the spread of
FET values shown in Figs. 2, 3. We expect interannual climate variability in this
year, when the El Nino Southern Oscillation was relatively neutral, to be normally
distributed with no warm/cold bias in respect to the longer climate record.

While we have removed the latitudinal variability in solar radiation by taking
the average of temperatures in forest biomes as our control points, there are zonal
inhomogeneities that influence temperature across both study regions, and
particularly in Africa (see Supplementary Fig. 1). Importantly, because forests are
cooler than all other major biomes in the tropics on average, the uncertainty
induced by zonal inhomogeneities should skew towards warmer values. Despite
this potential bias, we still recover the cooling signal from agroforestry in our
analysis, though zonal inhomogeneities undoubtedly contribute some noise along
with interannual climate variability.

Finally, there is inherent uncertainty in temperature and aboveground woody
carbon density, which are derived from satellite products. However, we are not
aware of errors in these products that would bias our results and thus do not view
them as a major concern for our analysis.

Creating the action maps. To create the maps shown in Fig. 3, we used the linear
equation:

ΔT ¼ mΔC: ð1Þ
In Eq. 1, ΔTis the FET change driven by changing woody carbon densityΔC,

and m is the slope of the best-fit linear regression between the two quantities
obtained from the individual pixel analysis (m=−1.11 °C per 10 tC/ha in the
Americas, m=−0.83 °C per 10 tC/ha in Africa) to make the most conservative
estimate that does not account for the possible cooling benefits associated with
larger contiguous patches of silvopasture. Using the CMIP6 model ensemble
(Supplementary Table 1), we calculated local temperature change over the two
study regions between the climatological average temperatures from 2045–2055
and from 2015–2025. CMIP6 model output was downloaded from the Earth
System Federation grid and regridded to a common spacing equivalent to the
MODIS grid for better comparison with all other data sets. By dividing this
temperature change by the slope m, we estimate the additional woody carbon
density that, if added to each grid cell, would provide local cooling equivalent to the
warming projected by climate models roughly 30 years from now under a high
emission scenario (e.g., SSP5-8.5) shown in Supplementary Fig. 4. Low emission
scenarios (e.g., RCP 4.5) warm by ~ 60% of the high emission scenarios73.

In some regions, the amount of woody carbon density required to counteract
the warming is not feasible, either because of biological limitations of the regions
(i.e., negative impacts on grassland biodiversity, insufficient water, sunlight, soil
nutrients, etc.) or because these regions are already under high density silvopasture
practices, thus making adding more trees impractical. Therefore, to make Fig. 3, we
calculate ΔC by assuming that only places where current woody carbon density on
pasturelands is less than the median value of silvopasture (>5 tC/ha) on their
respective biomes can increase. By assuming that all these pixels (where current
woody carbon density is less than the biome median silvopasture value) increase to
their respective biome median values, we use Eq. 1 to compute the change in
temperature attributable to increasing woody carbon density to this ecologically
reasonable goal. By dividing this temperature change by the global warming signal
from the CMIP6 models, we arrive at the percentage values shown in Fig. 3.

Data availability
The data for this study has been deposited at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5787022.

Code availability
Code used for analyses are available at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5787022.
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Other health co-benefits of agroforestry systems 
Our study highlights the cooling services provided by agroforestry systems on pasturelands, but a 
large body of evidence has demonstrated agroforestry systems can provide other health co-
benefits, highlighting how these systems can be an asset for other public health initiatives. In 
general, decreased heat exposure via local cooling benefits increases productivity, decreases 
exacerbation of chronic disease, and improves mental health outcomes1,2. Increasing forest cover 
increases native air-filtering systems that can improve air quality, resulting in decreased 
exacerbations of chronic lung diseases such as asthma and COPD3.  Agroforestry systems also 
provide increased nutrition security by providing a stable, climate-resistant source of healthy 
foods4. Access to a consistent source of healthy foods helps communities located in historical 
food deserts overcome traditional barriers to a healthier diet, which in turn reduces risk of 
obesity, diabetes, and other cardiovascular disease. By changing current land use rather than 
increasing land conversion for agricultural use, there is a decreased chance of interaction with 
emerging, novel human pathogens. By providing alternate, more stable and environmentally 
friendly sources of income, there is greater healthcare affordability. Agroforestry can also 
provide sources of naturally-grown medicine, without reducing yields for cash crops required for 
income5,6.  
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Supplementary Figure 1 Silvopasture density and Daytime Temperatures: Woody carbon 
density from the Chapman et al7 dataset for Africa (a) and the Americas (b). We have removed 
carbon density data from ecosystems dominated by montane grass and shrublands, deserts and 
xeric shrublands, and mangrove biomes. Daytime surface temperature from the MODIS satellite 
averaged over all months in 2018 in Africa (c) and the Americas (d). Coastline data generated 
from A Global Self-consistent, Hierarchical, High-resolution Geography Database. 
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Supplementary Figure 2 Silvopasture Patch Density and FET: Contour plots showing the 
relationship between mean within-patch woody carbon density and mean within-patch FET in 
the four patch size classes of silvopasture across Africa (a) and the Americas (b). The dashed 
lines show linear best-fit regressions for each size composite. The black line shows the zero 
value for FET (a value of zero means that the patch of silvopasture has the same temperature as 
forests at the same latitude). We only show contours and regressions for patch size classes where 
the correlation between mean within-patch density and FET is statistically significant (see Table 
1). 
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Supplementary Figure 3 Biomass Required to Counterbalance Local Warming: Additional 
woody carbon density required in Africa (a) and the Americas (b) to fully counterbalance local 
warming on pasturelands in 2050. Coastline data generated from A Global Self-consistent, 
Hierarchical, High-resolution Geography Database. 
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Supplementary Table 1: CMIP6 models analyzed 

Model Name 

ACCESS-CM2 

ACCESS-ESM1-5 

CanESM5 

CESM2 

CESM2-WACCM 

CNRM-CM6-1 

CNRM-CM5-1-HR 

CNRM-ESM2-1 

EC-Earth3 

EC-Earth3-Veg 

GFDL-ESM4 

GISS-E2-1-G 

HadGEM3-GC31-LL 

INM-CM4-8 

INM-CM5-0 

IPSL-CM6A-LF 

MIROC6 

MIROC-ES2L 

MPI-ESM1-2-HR 

MPI-ESM1-2-LR 

MRI-ESM2-0 

NorESM2-MM 

NorESM2-LM 

UKESM1-0-LL 
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Supplementary Table 2: Viable woody carbon density on pasturelands from agroforestry and associated projected cooling  in the Americas. 
   Viable biomass Cooling 

 Cell count Hectares Total tC Mean tC/ha Median tC/ha 25% qrtl tC/ha 75% qrtl tC/ha Mean˚C Median ˚C 25% qrtl ˚C 75% qrtl ˚C 

Argentina 100,062 7,570,312 39,705,016 5.25 4.98 5.43 5.98 0.33 0.31 0.34 0.37 

Bolivia 117,301 9,748,726 51,702,140 5.30 4.89 5.72 6.10 0.33 0.30 0.35 0.38 

Brazil 355,815 29,438,978 139,428,496 4.73 3.97 4.95 5.76 0.29 0.25 0.31 0.36 

Chile 11,643 870,417 4,532,320 5.21 5.23 5.24 5.24 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.33 

Colombia 118,182 10,108,965 50,972,060 5.04 4.53 5.59 5.98 0.31 0.28 0.35 0.37 

Costa Rica 324 27,438 122,128 4.45 3.92 4.68 5.32 0.28 0.24 0.29 0.33 

Cuba 950 75,992 399,172 5.26 4.60 5.60 6.29 0.33 0.29 0.35 0.39 

Dominican 
Republic 

304 24,770 127,738 5.16 4.49 5.62 6.31 0.32 0.28 0.35 0.39 

Ecuador 997 85,770 298,116 3.48 2.01 3.64 5.03 0.22 0.12 0.23 0.31 

El Salvador 42 3,511 12,982 3.70 2.30 3.74 5.29 0.23 0.14 0.23 0.33 

Guatemala 135 11,173 38,557 3.45 2.75 3.64 4.14 0.21 0.17 0.23 0.26 

Guyana 6,703 576,219 3,439,370 5.97 5.91 6.07 6.15 0.37 0.37 0.38 0.38 

Haiti 9 731 3,973 5.43 5.11 5.52 5.67 0.34 0.32 0.34 0.35 

Honduras 3 251 731 2.91 0.93 2.71 4.95 0.18 0.06 0.17 0.31 

Mexico 91,422 7,012,642 38,517,504 5.50 4.84 6.13 6.73 0.34 0.30 0.38 0.42 

Nicaragua 3,618 301,951 1,192,048 3.95 3.06 4.22 5.10 0.24 0.19 0.26 0.32 

Panama 7 596 2,092 3.51 3.01 3.58 4.27 0.22 0.19 0.22 0.26 

Paraguay 58,853 4,583,240 18,873,734 4.12 3.15 4.44 5.36 0.26 0.20 0.28 0.33 

Peru 13,009 1,089,295 5,228,438 4.80 4.17 5.61 5.86 0.30 0.26 0.35 0.36 
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USA 50,467 3,808,571 18,735,112 4.91 4.35 4.90 5.95 0.30 0.27 0.30 0.37 

Venezuela 56,497 4,814,548 24,136,170 5.01 4.27 5.64 6.09 0.31 0.26 0.35 0.38 
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Supplementary Table 3: Viable woody carbon density on pasturelands from agroforestry and associated projected cooling to counteract 2050 
average warming for countries in Africa. 
   Viable biomass Cooling 

 Cell count Hectares Total tC Mean tC/ha Median tC/ha 25% qrtl tC/ha 75% qrtl tC/ha Mean˚C Median ˚C 25% qrtl ˚C 75% qrtl ˚C 

Algeria 234 18,085 238,264 13.12 11.73 11.79 14.97 1.13 1.01 1.01 1.29 

Sudan 704,216 58,860,703 862,139,456 14.65 14.97 14.97 14.97 1.26 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Angola 159,455 13,304,798 88,884,088 6.70 2.95 5.75 10.12 0.58 0.25 0.49 0.87 

Benin 133 11,192 150,308 13.44 13.84 14.49 14.55 1.16 1.19 1.25 1.25 

Botswana 118,961 9,524,995 127,440,200 13.39 11.85 14.80 14.97 1.15 1.02 1.27 1.29 

Burkina Faso 14,328 1,204,616 14,464,056 12.03 9.20 14.97 14.98 1.03 0.79 1.29 1.29 

Burundi 282 24,224 45,404 1.87 0.54 1.40 2.53 0.16 0.05 0.12 0.22 

Cameroon 3,627 305,396 3,983,671 13.04 11.73 13.92 14.97 1.12 1.01 1.20 1.29 

CAR 3,398 287,406 3,767,258 13.11 13.40 14.75 14.95 1.13 1.15 1.27 1.29 

Chad 408,159 34,235,532 465,366,592 13.61 14.29 14.97 14.97 1.17 1.23 1.29 1.29 

Congo 1,977 170,015 770,198 4.53 1.69 3.74 6.67 0.39 0.15 0.32 0.57 

Côte d’Ivoire 13,359 1,135,632 3,097,488 2.73 0.92 2.10 3.85 0.23 0.08 0.18 0.33 

DRC 4,517 385,343 1,637,300 4.25 2.03 3.97 6.15 0.37 0.17 0.34 0.53 

South Sudan 210,014 17,896,939 168,544,448 9.42 5.43 10.44 14.23 0.81 0.47 0.90 1.22 

Eritrea 49,679 4,114,199 61,452,224 14.94 14.97 14.97 14.97 1.28 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Ethiopia 95,583 8,171,446 119,315,904 14.60 14.95 14.97 14.97 1.26 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Gabon 2,035 175,130 1,334,177 7.62 4.28 7.89 11.31 0.66 0.37 0.68 0.97 

Gambia 2,512 210,178 1,781,076 8.47 4.49 8.79 12.84 0.73 0.39 0.76 1.10 
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Ghana 31,711 2,692,393 15,025,451 5.59 2.01 4.59 8.38 0.48 0.17 0.39 0.72 

Abyei 4,828 409,359 3,618,137 8.84 5.21 9.20 12.81 0.76 0.45 0.79 1.10 

Guinea-Bissau 498 41,914 109,485 2.61 0.93 2.14 3.88 0.22 0.08 0.18 0.33 

Guinea 2,131 180,140 642,460 3.57 1.10 2.61 5.24 0.31 0.09 0.22 0.45 

Iran  60,640 4,557,495 29,683,890 6.51 6.50 6.50 6.50 0.56 0.56 0.56 0.56 

Kenya 229,618 19,748,841 287,932,064 14.58 14.96 14.97 14.97 1.25 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Lesotho 12,633 945,875 10,919,983 11.55 10.51 12.12 13.21 0.99 0.90 1.04 1.14 

Madagascar 113,960 9,247,635 43,178,252 4.68 2.57 4.68 6.72 0.40 0.22 0.40 0.58 

Malawi 598 49,935 95,306 1.91 0.53 1.23 2.18 0.16 0.05 0.11 0.19 

Mali 250,166 20,739,241 298,448,640 14.40 14.97 14.97 14.97 1.24 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Mauritania 115,032 9,491,262 142,090,272 14.97 14.97 14.97 14.97 1.29 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Morocco 15,110 1,133,128 5,828,825 5.14 5.16 5.16 5.16 0.44 0.44 0.44 0.44 

Mozambique 92,609 7,371,883 39,062,116 5.31 2.34 4.64 7.61 0.46 0.20 0.40 0.65 

Namibia 122,193 9,917,638 141,673,664 14.29 14.90 14.97 14.97 1.23 1.28 1.29 1.29 

Niger 206,450 17,121,632 255,928,976 14.95 14.97 14.97 14.97 1.29 1.29 1.29 1.29 

Nigeria 52,055 4,391,795 54,054,060 12.32 11.34 14.63 14.97 1.06 0.98 1.26 1.29 

Oman 104 8,556 128,521 15.02 14.97 14.97 15.08 1.29 1.29 1.29 1.30 

Rwanda 720 61,940 240,941 3.89 1.35 2.81 5.30 0.33 0.12 0.24 0.46 

Senegal 20,697 1,719,845 24,791,320 14.42 14.94 14.97 14.97 1.24 1.28 1.29 1.29 

Somalia 375,734 32,145,576 450,089,280 14.01 14.96 14.97 14.97 1.20 1.29 1.29 1.29 

South Africa 79,583 6,193,929 61,711,520 9.92 5.18 11.63 14.73 0.85 0.45 1.00 1.27 

Swaziland 2,303 176,912 807,760 4.57 2.07 4.24 6.74 0.39 0.18 0.36 0.58 
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Togo 603 51,211 275,643 5.39 1.63 3.86 7.95 0.46 0.14 0.33 0.68 

Uganda 13,436 1,155,325 8,861,710 7.67 4.03 6.87 12.07 0.66 0.35 0.59 1.04 

Tanzania 85,187 7,300,801 71,603,992 9.80 4.75 11.65 14.80 0.84 0.41 1.00 1.27 

Yemen 22,994 1,912,083 28,426,742 14.87 14.93 14.97 14.97 1.28 1.28 1.29 1.29 

Zambia 51,821 4,317,773 18,682,978 4.34 1.50 3.29 6.58 0.37 0.13 0.28 0.57 

Zimbabwe 114,048 9,216,492 76,158,584 8.28 4.22 8.37 12.60 0.71 0.36 0.72 1.08 

Ilemi triangle 2,841 243,683 3,603,087 14.79 14.92 14.97 14.97 1.27 1.28 1.29 1.29 
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