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TROPICAL FORESTS: OVEREXPLOITED AND UNDERUSED 

by MICHELLE HIBLER 

Recent years of drought have brought to world attention the march of the 

deserts on arable lands and the disappearance of what were once established forests. 

And yet, the problem is not new, nor is climate solely responsible for this increasing 

desertification. 

About one third of the earth's land surface is too dry, too cold, too 

steep or too sterile to sustain plant growth. In addition to these naturally barren 

areas, the United Nations Environmental Progranme estimates that one bi 11 ion hectares 

of tropical forests have been turned into unproductive·wastelands. And it is widely 

____ predict.e.d t.b~t. w_ithin the .. next 25 to 3Q years, rn.Qst pf__ the humid tropical forest_ as 

it now exists, will disappear. 

Why is the tropical forest estate shrinking? 

Small farmers throughout the humid tropics have for centuries practiced 

shifting cultivation. As populations increase the period of fallow becomes shorter 

and soil fertility is not fully restored. New clearings are created and abandoned 

~ with ever-increasing speed. If all goes well, brush and forest re-establish 

themselves, but too often the humus layer is washed away by rains and the sub-soil 

baked into a brick-like mass. 

In areas of ample but seasonal rainfall, the forest is quickly cleared 

to make room for agriculture. The ensuing demand for construction and firewood 

has meant that the trees in the surrounding drier areas are also quickly disappearing. 

Reforestation efforts are jeopardized by herds of hungry livestock and the surviving 

saplings are often destroyed by annual grassfires. 

Another kind of attack on the forest is mounted by loggers in search of 

highly valued trees such as mahogany and teak. Of the hundreds of tree species 
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found in tropical forests, only a few possess the desired characteristics. Loggers, 

selecting only the best, leave the worst to reproduce. In the harvesting process 

many of the remaining trees are damaged or destroyed, further degrading the forest. 

If the tropical forest is overexploited, it is equally underused, says 

the report of an international team of forestry experts who participated in a 

project, funded by the International Development Research Centre of Canada in order 

to identify tropical forestry research priorities. 

Tropical forests contain almost as much wood as the world's temperate 

forests although they are only half as large. Their harvesting, however, accounts 

for only about 10 percent of the world's industrial wood production. In terms of 

the producing countries, while half their land area is forested, forest products 

contribute only about five percent of the value of all renewable resources produced 

in tropical countries. 

11 Yet, 11 says Mr John Bene, project leader, 11 the well managed tropical 

forest will produce up to four times more fibre than the best man-made temperate 

forest and up to 35 times more fibre than the unman~ged tropical forest 11
• Sound 

management practices could safeguard the forest by improving logging and transport 

operations and increase the utilisation and value of forest products by the 

----- ---- --- --adoption -of appropr1ate- processTng technol ogres-.-

Wood exports by tropical countries, for instance, are usually in the fonn 

of roundwood (logs), rather than finished products. This deprives exporting 

countries of the employment and foreign exchange that secondary manufacturing 

industries would provide. _The development of appropriate manufacturing processes 

and markets that tolerate mixes of different woods would not only increase 

employment opportunities and the value of the product, but would promote a better 

utilization of presently unused species, for example, in domestic paper manufacturing, 

In 1970, wood and its derivatives (methanol, gas and charcoal) supplied 

seven percent of the world's total energy consumption. The total energy available 

in the unused annual increment of the tropical forest could, however, be equal to 

nearly half of the world's energy consumption~ 

It is also technically feasible to produce synthetic plastic fibres and 

rubber from wood. By hydrolisis, wood can be converted into edible sugars from which 

protein rich food and feed can be produced. Equally valuable are the non-wood products 

of the forest, including fruits and nuts, latex, oils, dyes, gums, spices and leaves 

for forage. 
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The extent to which the production and processing of forest products can 

be increased is, of course, subject to certain limitations. According to the report, 

however, these constraints largely rest on a lack of knowledge about the resources, 

the people affected and the institutions concerned. 

Barely more than ten percent of tropical forests have been catalogued and 

the surveys done generally list only the currently valuable species. Tropical forest 

inventories will need to include data such as population density, kinds of cultivation 

and accessibility of the forest and to classify land according to its potential uses, 

whether agriculture, forestry, wildlife or recreation. 

Also important is a better understanding ot the ecological effects of 

forest manipulation -- what happens when forests are cut or interfered with -- and 

the forest 1 s potential for repairing damage already done, such as for stopping the 

movement of dunes in desert areas. The formulation of sound forest policy and the 

implementation of effective administration as well as forestry education and training 

are equally essential. Probably, however, the most rapid benefit to the people in 

developing countries would accrue fran research on how to implement existing 

knowledge. 

Only 11 percent of the land in the tropics is flat enough to be worked 

by the plowo One-quarter is too infertl'fe-for-agriculture. - The ·remainder, although 

too dry, too rocky or too steep to be called arable land, will nevertheless support 

trees alone, or trees in combination with agricultural crops and animals, a system 

called agro-forestry. 

Through agro-forestry shifting cultivation could be upgraded to sustain 

continued production on less fertile land and crops could be grown in presently 

unproductive areas, for instance, by using trees as windbreaks or to provide fodder. 

Using quick-growing trees, a commercial tree crop could be grown for wood in less 

than 10 years and replace bush fallow while restoring soil fertility. 

The possibility of improving total production by canbining trees with 

crops and livestock has been demonstrated in many parts of the tropics. For example, 

the taungya system of rehabilitating logged over areas by growing food for short 

periods between newly planted trees was introduced in Nigeria some 50 years ago. 

The fast-growing trees have significantly increased forest production. Better 

management has attracted more game, an important source of protein. And experimentation 

is now under way to introduce giant edible snails under the trees. 
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To support and encourage research in agro-forestry, the report recormnends 

the creation of an internationally funded Support Unit. Included in the unit's 

objectives would be the acquisition and dissemination of information, the coordination 

and support of research and extension projects on agro-forestry systems, particularly 

those that would benefit rural peoples socially and economically without harming the 

environment, and the encouragement of training in this field. 

Says the report: 11 A new front can and should be opened up on the war 

against hunger, inadequate shelter and environmental degradation. This war can be 

fought with weapons that have been in the arsenal of rural people since time immemorial 

and no radical change in their lifestyle will be required. 11 
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