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THE ZERO ILLEGAL DEFORESTATION CHALLENGE  

      

I. RATIONALE 
 

1. During the period 2000–2010, the world’s forests decreased by an average of 5.3 million 

hectares per year (an area about the size of Costa Rica). While current net global deforestation 

estimates are down from the 8.3 million hectares per year, recorded for the period 1990–2000, the 

world continues to lose forests at an alarming rate. Deforestation rates continue to be particularly high 

in certain Latin American, African and Southeast Asian countries. Forests continue to be replaced by 

other land uses, and in many cases this occurs in an illegal, uncontrolled way. 

2. Climate change makes the halting of illegal deforestation even more urgent: in view of the 

need to reduce carbon emissions and to enhance carbon pools, the current global forest cover – 

estimated at 31 percent of the planet’s land surface (FAO 2010) – should be at least maintained and, as 

far as possible, increased. 

3. Zero illegal deforestation would significantly contribute to the achievement of important 

global initiatives, goals and targets; first and foremost Global Objective 1 of the United Nations Forum 

on Forests (UNFF) to “Reverse the loss of forest cover worldwide through sustainable forest 

management, including protection, restoration, afforestation and reforestation, and increase efforts to 

prevent forest degradation”. It would also contribute to the “Bonn Challenge” to restore 150 million 

hectares of forests and degraded lands worldwide by 2020. Two of the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD) Aichi Targets (for 2020) are strongly related to forests, namely Target 5 on 

significantly reducing loss, degradation and fragmentation of all natural habitats, including forests; and 

Target 7 on sustainable agriculture, aquaculture and forestry, ensuring conservation of biodiversity. 

The Tropical Forest Alliance has also established a goal to ensure by 2020 deforestation-free supply 

chains of commodities such as soya, beef, palm oil and fibre, through public-private partnerships.  

4. Efforts by countries to achieve zero illegal deforestation  will have significant impact on the 

sustainable management of natural resources and on the achievement of the three global goals of FAO, 

FAO's Medium Term Plan 2014-17 (MTP) and Programme of Work and Budget (PWB), especially 

within Strategic Objective -2: Make agriculture, forestry and fisheries more productive and 

sustainable; and Strategic Objective-5: Increase the resilience of livelihoods to disasters. 
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II. THE CHALLENGES 

5. Addressing illegal deforestation will face a number of important challenges:  

Drivers of deforestation: The main drivers of deforestation include the expansion of the agricultural 

frontier, urbanization and energy production. Forests compete with other land uses and often lose out 

because they appear less profitable in the short term. Few countries carry out and implement 

systematic land-use planning, balancing environmental, economic and social aspects. 

Degradation: Forest ecosystems continue to be degraded due to overexploitation of resources (mainly 

unregulated firewood collection, charcoal making and unsustainable logging), slash and burn 

agriculture, and fires and other hazards. Degraded forest lands are particularly prone to being illegally 

converted to other land uses, severely affecting the livelihoods of the more than one billion forest 

dependent people. In drylands and several other fragile ecosystems, degradation often also leads to 

desertification.  

Weak governance: Weak policies and legal and institutional frameworks, including on tenure and land 

use, exacerbates the problems caused by forest loss and degradation. In addition, sector policies often 

lack coherence or may even contradict each other. Some agricultural and livestock policies may 

actually favour deforestation. 

Increased food demand: In accordance with FAO’s report, The State of Food Insecurity in the World 

2013, feeding the world’s population is one of the most pressing challenges facing humanity in the 

twenty-first century. World population is estimated to increase by one-third by 2050 and this means 

that agricultural production needs to increase by 60 percent at the same time, especially in developing 

countries in a context of changing climate. It is to be feared that part of this increase will come at the 

expense of forests as more land is converted to agriculture. When this conversion occurs in an 

unplanned, illegal way, many risks may threaten sustainable food production. The International 

Conference on Forests for Food Security that took place at FAO in May 2013 highlighted the 

important role that forests, trees on farms, and agroforestry systems play for food security and 

nutrition, especially for rural populations in developing countries, although this role is still 

insufficiently recognized. 

Demand for forest products and services: With the increase in population, demand for forest products 

is increasing worldwide and will hardly be met in a context of shrinking forests. In addition, forest 

goods and services are essential for a more sustainable future. Wood is a renewable resource and an 

environmentally friendly product while forests provide important ecosystem services that support, 

inter alia, agriculture. Eliminating illegal deforestation and forest degradation and increasing 

sustainable forest management is crucial for greening the economy and for sustainable development as 

envisioned in the post-2015 development agenda. 

III. HALTING ILLEGAL DEFORESTATION 

6. As deforestation is often triggered by developments in other sectors, especially agriculture and 

livestock, eliminating illegal deforestation and forest degradation should aim to achieve greater cross-

sectoral collaboration for better harmonization of land-use policies and sustainable use of natural 

resources. It should lead to a better understanding at country level of the need to protect and 

sustainably manage natural resources, including forests and wildlife, in order to improve food security 

and rural livelihoods. 

7. Despite persistent problems of deforestation in many parts of the world, a significant group of 

countries show very encouraging developments in forest restoration. Between 2005 and 2010, an area 

of 5 million hectares was successfully planted and nearly 3 million hectares of forests expanded 

naturally. This offsets the approximately 60 percent of globally deforested area in the same period. 

The greatest success has been reported in the Asian region as well as in some Near East, African and 

Latin American countries.  

8. Illegal deforestation and forest degradation are closely linked to insecure tenure of land and 

natural resources. Therefore, the implementation of the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible 
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Governance of Tenure of Land, Fisheries and Forests in the context of food security is essential for 

achieving the Zero Illegal Deforestation target. 

9. Even though governance problems often transcend the forest sector, reducing illegality in the 

forest sector will have a positive impact on forest resources. Many countries have embarked on 

initiatives to improve forest governance either through the implementation of the European Union’s 

Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action plan or similar initiatives that may 

be complemented by voluntary market instruments such as certification. 

10. Attaching more value to forest resources, thus making them more competitive in relation to 

other land uses, also contributes to stopping illegal deforestation, especially in situations where forest 

owners need to make a living from their land. Countries like Costa Rica that have established 

programmes of payments for ecosystem services of forests, have demonstrated that deforestation can 

be reversed. Giving political commitment to forest restoration has as well reverted deforestation as the 

impressive forest area increase in China or Vietnam.  

11. Halting illegal deforestation and reversing the loss of forest cover is possible and some 

countries have made significant progress. Such successful country experiences should be further 

systematized and shared with those countries still facing illegal deforestation problems.  

12. Achieving zero illegal deforestation will require strong political commitment by countries and 

by the international community. The positive experience generated by the UN Secretary General's  

Zero Hunger Challenge might be an inspiring example of achieving political momentum through 

advocacy. Due to the linkages between the challenges of ending hunger and halting illegal 

deforestation FAO may be seen as a well-placed intergovernmental organization to support countries 

in such an endeavour. 

IV. POINTS FOR CONSIDERATION 

13. The Committee may wish to invite countries to:  

 work actively towards achieving zero illegal deforestation, drawing attention to the need to 

protect, conserve, restore and sustainably manage forest resources worldwide; 

 step up efforts to reduce deforestation and forest degradation and to invest in afforestation, 

reforestation and forest restoration; 

 design and implement policies and programmes in support of achieving zero illegal 

deforestation;   

 advocate at national and international level for zero illegal deforestation.  

14. The Committee may wish to request FAO to: 

 assist countries, within the context of the strategic framework and MTP-PWB, to strengthen 

their efforts to ensure sustainable management of natural resources, including achieving zero 

illegal deforestation; 

 support countries in their efforts to develop capacity for self-reliant monitoring and 

assessment of forest resources, including of causes of deforestation and forest degradation and 

overall land use change patterns, to support policy development and planning. 

15. The Committee may wish to invite member organizations of the Collaborative Partnership on 

Forests to enhance collaboration in this area.  

 

 


