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Overview

Despite international efforts to promote conservation and sustainable forest management, forest areas have continued to decline rapidly in most regions of the world. Forests currently cover an estimated 3.6 billion hectares, about one third of the world’s land area, from an originally forested area of 6.0 billion hectares.  According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) Global Forest Resources Assessment of 2000, the gross rate of deforestation between 1990-2000 was estimated to be 14.6mm ha/year, with a net rate of 9.4 mm ha/year after accounting for reforestation and growth in tree plantations.  The total net loss of forests between 1990-2000, 94mm ha, is larger than the size of Venezuela. The vast majority of deforestation, 14.2mm ha/year, occurs in the tropics.

Change in Forested Areas, (mm of hectares)
	Domain
	Decrease in Forest Area 
	Increase in Forest Area 
	Net Change in Forest Area 

	Tropics
	-14.2
	+1.9
	-12.3

	Non-Tropics
	-0.4
	+3.3
	+2.9

	Worldwide
	-14.6
	+5.2
	-9.4


Where are the World’s Forests?

The largest share of the world’s forests can be found in Europe; however, tropical forests are the most predominant ecological type.  Ninety-five percent of forest cover is natural forest and the remaining 5% is plantations. Two-thirds of the world’s forests are distributed among 10 countries: the Russian Federation, Brazil, Canada, USA, China, Australia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Indonesia, Angola, and Peru.

Forest Distribution by Region (2000)
	Region
	% of World’s Forests

	Africa
	17%

	Asia
	14%

	Europe
	27%

	North & Central America
	14%

	Oceania
	5%

	South America
	23%

	World Total
	100%


Forests by Ecological Type (2000)

	Ecological Type
	Global Coverage

	Tropics
	47%

	Boreal Zone
	33%

	Temperate Areas
	11%

	Subtropics
	9%

	World Total
	100%


Causes of Deforestation

Understanding the root causes of deforestation is central to international policy-making. The proximate causes, such as agricultural expansion or forest fires, are driven by larger social, economic, and environmental forces, which must be addressed in order to create viable solutions. 

  The proximate causes of deforestation include:

· agricultural expansion to feed growing populations combined with increased cultivation of cash crops and livestock,

· area development, such as road construction, opening up access to forests for logging, settlements, and agriculture, large dams, flooding forested areas, and mining activities, resulting in the clearing of large areas,

· unsustainable commercial logging practices, such as clear-cutting  and illegal logging, which, according to World Bank estimates, cost country governments US$10-15 billion annually, 

· alien invasive species, devastating entire tree species and threatening to fundamentally alter natural forest ecosystems,

· forest fires, burning up to 500 million hectares of woodlands, open forests, and savannahs annually, 

· climate change, which could drastically alter global forest ecosystems, as well as air pollution, and acid rain. 
The underlying causes of deforestation are far more complex, involving government policy, market failure, and poverty.

Government policies in some countries promote the conversion of forestland to agriculture and cattle grazing. In some countries, farmers run the risk of losing their land title if the land is not converted to agriculture or other “useful” purposes. Many governments are also responsible for issuing timber concessions at below market prices and for turning a blind eye to, or even profiting from, illegal logging. Subsidies in forestry, agriculture, and transportation further encourage practices that are ecologically destructive. 

Market mechanisms only assign economic value to the timber extracted from the forests and fail to value the environmental services and other cultural, social, and subsistence benefits that forests provide. Consequently, demand for forest products is far higher than would be the case if these externalities were factored into prices. Lacking economic incentives to conserve forests, it is unsurprising that landowners choose to convert land to other productive uses. International demand, particularly in industrialized countries, for cheap meat, soybeans for livestock, and paper provide further encourages the conversion of forestland to agricultural use. Forests are cleared for cash crops that are produced almost exclusively for export to OECD countries.  

Poverty and weak land tenure in rural areas also play a role. Landlessness and unemployment drive migration to forest areas.  Sustainable use of forests and investment potential in the forest sector is limited by weak land tenure policies. In addition, the exclusion of local communities and indigenous peoples from decision-making and benefit sharing from forest resources further reduces incentives for sustainable forest management.  

Implications

Forests have multiple uses and benefits as storehouses of biodiversity, as stabilizers of the atmosphere and landscape, as human habitat, and as an essential natural resource. Consequently, the decline of the world’s forests has far-reaching environmental, economic, and social implications. 

Forests are important repositories of biodiversity, containing 60-90% of all terrestrial species on the planet. The World Conservation Union estimated in 1997 that 12.5% of the world’s 270,000 species of plants and 75% of the world’s mammals are threatened by forest decline. Tropical forests, which cover approximately 7% of the world’s surface, are the most species-rich environments on earth, containing up to 90% of the world’s species. It is estimated that rainforest deforestation leads to a loss of 137 plant, animal, and insect species each day. The disappearance of species disrupts the functioning of ecosystems and may mean the loss of yet undiscovered cures for human diseases.

Deforestation is a key contributor to desertification and land degradation and essential to watershed protection.  The loss of forested area leaves soil more vulnerable to erosion, which can lead to extensive flooding, aggravated droughts, landslides, the pollution of watercourses, and the loss of agricultural productivity. Desertification affects 41% of the world’s land area and more than 900 million people in over 100 countries. It is estimated that the annual income lost in areas immediately affected by desertification amounts to US$42 billion.

Forests play a crucial role in global climate regulation, including rain, temperature, and winds, and are one of the Earth’s largest carbon sinks.  Forests absorb carbon from the atmosphere through photosynthesis and release carbon when destroyed or degraded. The largest vegetation and soil carbon pools are in tropical forests, 60% and 45% of the total respectively, due to their wide area and high carbon densities. Deforestation has serious implications for climate change. About 25% of the increase in atmospheric carbon concentrations in the past 150 years have come from changes in land use, such as deforestation and the cultivation of soils for food production. However, reforestation can reduce atmospheric carbon concentrations by sequestering carbon in trees and soil.  

The world’s forests are also the source of an essential economic commodity - timber.  In 2000, the international trade in wood and wood-based products was estimated at US $354 billion, or 1.2% of world GDP. In many developing countries, timber can be an important source of revenue and a major foreign exchange earner.  


Finally, forests serve as habitats and a source of livelihoods for many indigenous and forest-dependent peoples. 1.2 billion people, 90% of whom live below the poverty line, depend on forests for fuel-wood, food, and fodder.  Fuel-wood is an important source of energy in many parts of the world, accounting for as much as 70% of all energy use in 40 developing countries. For 60 million indigenous peoples of the world, forests provide food, medicinal plants, and cultural and spiritual values. 

History

In 1990, Swedish Prime Minister Ola Ulstein first put forward a proposal to create an international convention for the conservation and sustainable development of the world’s forests in response to the failure of existing international forest protection programs. Proponents envisioned a regime for tropical forests that would define sustainable forestry and regulate forestry management practices at a global level.  At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, nations were fiercely divided over the creation of an international treaty on forests. 

Key points of contention were 1) the implications of a forest convention to state sovereignty, 2) whether it was possible or desirable to apply an international definition of sustainable forest management over such a wide range of socioeconomic and ecological conditions, and 3) whether the convention should apply only to tropical forests or to all forests.  

Although the proposals were expanded to include all forests, a stalemate ensued and the issue was tabled for future negotiation.  Instead, the UNCED adopted the Non-Legally Binding Authoritative Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the Management, Conservation, and Sustainable Development of All Types of Forests.   

Key Elements of the Non-Legally Binding Forest Principles

· The principles should apply to all forests (both tropical and temperate)

· That forests should be protected both for their ecological value and for their subsistence and economic value to local communities

· States have sovereign right to exploit the natural resources within their jurisdiction and the corresponding obligation to ensure that their activities do not cause damage to the environment of other states or areas beyond the limits of national jurisdiction

· States have the sovereign right to manage and utilize their own forests in accordance with their developmental needs and on the basis of national policies

· National policies should recognize and support rights of indigenous people and forest dwellers

· Unilateral trade restrictions on timber and forest products should be removed

The proposal for a forest convention was revisited in 1995 at the third meeting of the Commission on Sustainable Development. Still unable to achieve a consensus, governments established the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF), from 1995-1997, to further examine sustainable forest management and the need for an international forest convention.  The IPF was succeeded by the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF) from 1997-2000. The outcome of the IPF/IFF process was a set of 270 proposals for sustainable forest management.  A third intergovernmental forum was created in 2000, called the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF).  Nations convene annually under the UNFF to voluntarily on their progress in implementing IPF/IFF proposals.  Other international forums on forestry include the Committee on Forestry (COFO) of the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO). 

International Tropical Timber Agreement (1994)

· The first International Tropical Timber Agreement was adopted in 1984 and renegotiated in 1994
· The 1994 agreement removed the emphasis on tropical forests, but did not explicitly include temperate forests

· All producing countries agreed that their goal would be to export all tropical timber products from sustainably managed forests by 2000

· The ITTO has compiled 41 principles and 36 recommendations that comprise ‘sustainable yield forest management’ – the yield that a forest can produce continuously at a given intensity of production and management

· These guidelines included national level land use strategies with clearly demarcated forests and plantations, a logging plan, and wood production targets

· By 2000, there had been little progress towards implementing the sustainable management principles 

· Nevertheless, parties to the treaty reaffirmed their commitment to sustainable forestry and renamed the guidelines the ITTO 2000 Objective

Major Debates
Binding vs. Non-binding

The merits of creating a legally binding versus a non-binding treaty is a major source of controversy amongst nations and civil society. Proponents argue that a legally binding international forest convention is the best way to ensure that the world’s forests are sustainably managed by creating a universal regulatory framework with monitoring and compliance features. Opponents counter that lengthy negotiations would only delay action and that a legally binding treaty would further legitimize the commercialization of forests and exclude indigenous and forest-dependent peoples. Such a treaty may also entrench narrow and potentially harmful interpretations of national sovereignty over natural resources.

A Framework Convention vs. a Protocol to an Existing Treaty

A legally binding agreement could be negotiated in several forms including a framework convention, outlining general principles to be operationalized by future protocols, or as a protocol to an already existing treaty.  There are dozens of currently existing legally binding treaties at regional and global levels related to forests in some manner. However, most existing agreements are mainly focused on environment, biodiversity, or trade. One major source of debate has been how to more effectively link these overlapping agreements and foster greater cooperation on global forest issues.   

Relevant Treaties
	Convention on Biodiversity (1992)
	Conservation and sustainable use of forest biological diversity and the fair and equitable sharing of the benefits from the use of forest genetic resources

	United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (1992)
	Aims at stabilizing the concentration of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere so as to prevent dangerous human-induced changes to the global climate system



	Kyoto Protocol (1997)
	Protocol to UNFCCC that provides project based mechanisms (Clean Development Mechanism and Joint Implementation) for meeting emissions targets, which include carbon sequestration through reforestation and afforestation

	Convention to Combat Desertification (1992)
	Forests are addressed as an important element for the prevention of drought and desertification

	International Tropical Timber Agreement (1994)
	Promotes international trade in tropical timber, the sustainable management of tropical forests, and the development of forest industries through international consultation and cooperation, policy work and project activities.

	Convention on the International Trade of Endangered Species (1979)
	Covers endangered forest species subject to international trade restrictions


Utilization vs. Conservation

The stated objectives of international forestry efforts are ‘conservation’ and ‘sustainable management.’ However, there is a great tension over which of these objectives should be emphasized in a global treaty.  Conservationists tend to view forests in terms of the environmental services they provide and as sources of biodiversity.  Conversely, sustainable management is often perceived as a synonym for either sustainable trade or a way to manipulate the international trade of forest products in favor of Northern countries. Sustainable management is also closely tied to issues relating to the rights of local communities to access forest resources


Forests for the trees

Much of the international forest policy debate has surrounded the global definition of sustainable forestry management.  If a common definition could be agreed upon, countries could have a global standard differentiating ‘green wood,’ which could then be applied to trade policy.  Advocates believe that discrimination in favor of ‘green wood’ will provide effective economic incentives for implementing sustainable forest management.  Other countries view ‘certification’ or ‘eco-labeling’ of wood as nothing more than a disguised form of protectionism.  They fear that richer players in the forestry industry will use green labeling as a tool to gain competitive advantage in the global timber market. Furthermore, the World Trade Organization (WTO) does not permit trade discrimination based on the process and production methods (PPM).  Some believe that a multilateral convention on forests will have primacy over WTO rules, but the issue is very contentious. 

Forests as carbon sinks

Some countries strongly support a forest convention as a tool to combat global warming, claiming that halting the loss of forests will reduce the build-up of carbon in the atmosphere at a fraction of the cost of reducing fossil fuel carbon emissions. Other countries are outraged that forests should be considered as carbon sinks rather than a habitat and a source of food for poor and indigenous peoples.  Opponents have argued vociferously that forests are not a global commons, but a national resource.  They argue that nations with large forests resources cannot be expected to sacrifice their economic interests or the survival of poor forest dwelling communities to preserve forests as carbon sinks for the rest of the world.

Forests for human habitat

Whereas some countries value forests primarily for timber and the ecological services they provide, countries with large numbers of forest dwelling or indigenous peoples view forests as human habitats, central to the subsistence and survival of their poor.  They argue that forests are best managed through community control and participatory management systems. These countries fear that an international forestry treaty would super centralize decision-making power away from communities and national capitals to the global capitals of the world, leading to policies that are technocratic and anti-people.  Furthermore, any international agreement on forests would have to take into account that 22% of forests are currently owned by local communities and indigenous peoples.  

Forests as sources of biodiversity

As the world’s greatest source of species diversity on the planet, forests have long been championed by environmental NGOs and some countries as the richest of all terrestrial ecosystems and thus worthy of concerted conservation efforts. This biodiversity is widely seen as having important scientific value and many forests, particularly tropical ones, are prized as potential sources of new medicinal drugs or agricultural crops. Nevertheless, the scientific and commercial value this biodiversity represents is a hotly contested issue for many countries. Some countries seek to tighten control over their genetic resources and to protect it from uncompensated exploitation or “bio-piracy” by pharmaceutical or agricultural firms. Others seek to devolve control over these resources to local forest dwellers who are familiar with their use and who claim them as part of their own traditional forest-related knowledge (TFRK). It must be noted, however, that TFRK, although often used with exclusive reference to extractable forest-related products, is a very broad concepts with two alternate definitions. In addition to being seen merely as an extractable commodity, TFRK can also be understood as a technical component of sustainable forest management or as a broader knowledge system that incorporate customary tenure systems and the daily lived experience of local peoples.
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United Nations Forum on Forests

Report of the Ad Hoc Expert Group on Consideration with a View to Recommending the Parameters of a Mandate for Developing a Legal Framework on All Types of Forests. New York, 7 to 10 September 2004. United Nations Forum on Forests Fifth Session. UN Economic and Social Council. E/CN.18/2005/2.
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Websites:

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) - www.fao.org
· State of the Forests Reports, country specific information, general information on global forestry issues

United Nations Forestry Forum (UNFF) – http://www.un.org/esa/forests/ 

· Background information on forestry negotiations, country initiatives, IPF/IFF and UNFF national reports, forest milestone documents
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) – www.unep.org/gef 

· Information on the Global Environment Facility
The International Timber Trade


The international trade in forest products increases by 4.5% per year


Industrialized countries in the Northern hemisphere account for 80% of exports and imports of forest products


In 1995, the top five importers were United States, Germany, Japan, United Kingdom and Italy, and accounted for 50 percent of world imports; the top five exporters were Canada, United States, Sweden, Finland and Germany, accounting for more than 50 percent of world exports. Brazil, Indonesia and Malaysia accounted for 10 percent of world exports and 50 percent of developing country exports


China is increasingly becoming a major importer of tropical forest products 


Timber from plantation forests in the Southern hemisphere, particularly from Latin America, have provided fierce competition for Northern wood producers.  Southern hemisphere plantation forests enjoy the advantage of higher productivity, having a faster growth rate than Northern forests


Certified forests constitute only 4% of forest area, 90% of which are located in the Commonwealth of Independent States, North America, and Europe


It is estimated that the illegal timber trade makes up 10% of the world’s timber trade











� The Negotiation Simulation on Global Forests Management and Conservation is for educational use only. The scenario and role instructions in this simulation are entirely hypothetical and do NOT represent any official policy or positions. This simulation exercise was developed in partnership by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR), the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy (Tufts University), and the University of Joensuu, Finland, under the direction of Barbara Ruis (UNEP), Brook Boyer (UNITAR), Professor Adil Najam (Fletcher School) and Professor Tuomas Kuokkanen (University of Joensuu). Brooke Barton and Nadaa Taiyab, both of the Fletcher School, coordinated the role development, and the individual role instructions were written by Brooke Barton, Karoun Demirjian, Joshua Newton, Nadaa Taiyab, and Nirmalan Wigneswaran from the Fletcher School and Hyun-Binn Cho and Arun Seetulsingh from UNITAR.  The development of the exercise was supported by the University of Joensuu. This exercise may not be used, reproduced, revised, or translated in whole or in part by any means without written permission.
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