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DEFORESTATION
Christian Lamberechts
United Nations Environment Programme

This map of the island of Madagascar is striking evidence of the extent of deforestation. One of the most biologically 
rich and unique spots on Earth (home to 5 percent of the world’s species), it is in danger of becoming one of the 
least. All but 10 percent of the forests have been burned, replaced mainly by coffee plantations, cattle ranches, 
and mining operations. A booming population, mass migration to cities, and hard economic times complete the 
scenario of destruction. 

Ci
nc

ot
ta

, R
.P.

 a
nd

 R
. E

ng
el

m
an

. 2
00

0.
 N

at
ur

e’s
 P

la
ce

: H
um

an
 P

op
ul

at
io

n 
an

d 
th

e 
Fu

tu
re

 o
f B

io
lo

gi
ca

l D
iv

er
si

ty.
 W

as
hi

ng
-

to
n,

 D
.C

: P
op

ul
at

io
n 

Ac
tio

n 
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l.



12  My Community, Our Earth   THEMES 13

Definition
Deforestation is the removal of tree cover 
for the sake of agriculture, mining operations, 
water impoundments, infrastructure creation 
and maintenance, expansion of cities, and 
other consequences of a rapidly growing 
human population.

Description
The world’s forests have shrunk significantly 
over the last several thousand years. The 
extent of deforestation that can be directly 
traced and attributed to human activity has 
not been precisely determined. Extrapola-
tions based on current knowledge of the soil, 
elevation, and climatic conditions required by 
forests suggest that the planet’s original forest 
cover may have been reduced, from the time 
of the earliest civilizations to the present, by 
nearly fifty percent.

More importantly, the rate of deforesta-
tion appears to be accelerating. More than 
12.5 million hectares of natural forest (an 
area slightly larger than Iceland) are lost 
every year. This loss is unevenly distributed 
as well. In the tropics, where the vast major-
ity of the world’s known species lives—
making tropical forests both the engine 
and refuge of biodiversity—14.2 million 
hectares of natural forest are lost yearly, 
while in the industrialized temperate and 
boreal countries, natural forest cover is 
increasing by 1.7 million hectares per year.

Deforestation appears to be the conse-
quence of a lack of understanding of the role 
forests play in human lives and the benefits 
they provide. As habitats decline and larger 
numbers of plant and animal species disap-
pear, vital environmental services—regulation 
of river water flow, water filtration, soil con-
servation, absorption of greenhouse gases, for 
example—are lost as well. In the long run, 
deforestation undermines the foundations of 
the very economies, industries, and commer-
cial interests that are most responsible for 
and dependent on deforestation. A decline 
in human well-being, in other words, is ironi-
cally the cost of unchecked development.
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Offers educational content on sustainable forest 
management from Canadian, United States, and 
United Nations forestry resources. Operated by 
forestry companies and industry associations. 
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