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Foreword

The world’s forests provide a multitude of environmental, economic and social services, all of which are
invaluable in supporting human development. Forests sustain the livelihoods of hundreds of millions of

people globally, and contribute directly to the economies of numerous countries.

Yet, about 13 million hectares of forests continue to be lost every year with far reaching consequences in terms
of carbon emissions, loss of biodiversity and environmental degradation. Whereas forests and forest soils store
more than one trillion tonnes of carbon, current rate of deforestation and forest degradation is responsible
for close to 17.4 percent of all anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, contributing to climate change.
Increasingly, afforestation and reforestation are being promoted as means of climate change mitigation and
adaptation. Forests often are at the nexus of the most pressing issues high on the global environmental and
sustainable development agenda, namely: climate change, biodiversity loss, poverty eradication, ecosystem
management, and environmental governance.

To help communicate the value of forests to policy-makers and the wider public, the United Nations
Environment Programme, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and the United
Nations Forum on Forests Secretariat of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs
joined efforts to analyse, synthesize and illustrate topical forest issues in this new publication, the

Vital Forest Graphics.

A group of authors from around the world provided case studies and inputs. The publication was edited
by a core team, guided by a high-level panel comprising experts from the academia, as well as from leading
governmental and non-governmental institutions committed to forest conservation and sustainable

management.

This edition of the Vital Graphics series is intended to serve as an advocacy tool to promote conservation
and sustainable management of the world’s forests through a better and wider understanding of the critical

values they provide in support of global ecological stability, economic development and human well-being.

We are pleased to present this publication, and hope that you will find it both informative and thought-

provoking.
e Sen | s aaiiican
Achim Steiner Jan Heino Jan McAlpine
Under-Secretary-General Assistant Director-General Director

Executive Director, UNEP FAO Forestry Department UNEF Secretariat
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Forests:
Suppliers ot

multiple

ver the last few years, two
0 closely related key envi-
ronmental issues have been
at the top of the environmen-
Global forest types

tal agenda: climate change and
deforestation.  Deforestation,

estimated at around 13 mil-
lion hectares a year, has imme-
Py diate consequences in terms of
increased carbon emissions and

< - loss of biological diversity. Most

P S of the losses in forest cover are taking

- ; place in developing countries, in par-

E E ticular in South America, Africa and Southeast Asia. One of

= = the root causes behind deforestation is the weak governance

2 T structure for forest conservation and sustainable manage-

E : ment of forest resources. This applies particularly to publicly

P : Tefn;rioes:te owned forests that represent over 80 per cent of global forest

E E = cover.

- ° In order to help address forest governance, it is essen-
tial to further the understanding of policy-makers and the
general public at large regarding the importance of forests,
the underlying causes of their loss and the exciting success-

_ ful practices available to help conserve them. This calls for
a strengthening of the interface between science and policy
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and for efforts to ensure that scientific findings are translated
into a common, user-friendly language.

Environmental assessments, such as the Vital Graphics
series, are fundamental communication tools that promote
interaction between science and various stages of the policy
and decision-making cycle. The format of the Vital Graphics
series with its extensive graphic component reduces com-
plexity and adds value by summarizing, synthesizing and il-
lustrating critical environmental issues.

Forest issues are wide ranging. In order to effectively raise
the awareness and understanding of policy-makers and the
general public, Vital Forest Graphics focuses on a number of
selected issues that are topical and important.

The publication starts by setting the stage and looking at
what defines a forest. It examines changes in forest cover in
various parts of the world over the last century. The publica-
tion also provides an analysis of the most salient features of
the largest forest ecosystems, including the tropical forests

of the Amazon, the Congo

Basin and Southeast Asia, as well

as the boreal forests. The Vital Forest

Graphics also analyses the role and importance of

forests with regard to the most pressing environmental issues
of our time, including: climate change; loss of biodiversity;
trade and environment; air pollution; energy and biofuels;
agriculture and food security.

In order to further the understanding of the importance of
the forests, the publication reviews the main ecological func-
tions they provide in support of human well-being. These
include the regulation of ecological processes, including the
hydrological cycle and micro-climatic conditions.

Finally the Vital Forest Graphics highlights some of the
proven or innovative practices, including legal or economic
tools, which have been implemented to help conserve the
forests and secure the livelihoods of forest-dependent com-

munities.
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Forest definition and extent

How much forest
is there in the world?
A surprisingly difficult

question to answer

The main biomes of the world

D efining what constitutes a for-
est is not easy. Forest types differ
widely, determined by factors including
latitude, temperature, rainfall patterns,
soil composition and human activity.
How a forest is defined also depends on
who is doing the defining. People liv-
ing in the British Isles or Scandinavia
might identify forests differently from
people in Africa or Asia. Similarly, a
business person or economist might
define and value a forest in a very dif-
ferent way from a forester, farmer or
an ornithologist.

A recent study of the various defin-
itions of forests (Lund 2008) found that

s B4R,

more than 800 different definitions for
forests and wooded areas were in use
round the world — with some countries
adopting several such definitions at the
same time!

It should be kept in mind that dif-
ferent definitions are required for dif-
ferent purposes and at different scales.
An assessment focusing on the avail-
ability of timber for commercial or
industrial purposes may exclude small
wooded areas and types of forest not
considered to be of commercial value.
A definition based on physical charac-
teristics, such as the canopy cover, will
most likely be used for an assessment
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