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Forests are vital for life on earth. They are not just the green cover we 

need to make the earth look beautiful; they have many functions integral 

for our survival and sustenance. They function as a resource for many 

aspects of human life. 

Here are some of the functions that forests perform for us. 

WATERSHED PROTECTION 

 Forests reduce the rate of surface run-off of water. 

 They prevent and check flash floods and soil erosion. 

 They produce prolonged gradual run-off and hence are a 

safeguard against draught. 

ATMOSPHERIC REGULATION 

 Forests help in absorption of solar heat during evaporation and 

transpiration. 

 They help in maintaining carbon dioxide level and hence give a 

boost to plant growth. 

 The help in maintaining the local climatic conditions and hence 

help fight climate change. 

EROSION CONTROL 

 They control the erosion of soil. They hold soil by preventing rain 

from washing and taking it away directly. 

 



 

 
 

LAND BANK 

 They help maintain the soil nutrients and structures. This way, they 

keep the local nature of soil intact and help in marinating their 

fertility naturally. 

BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY 

Biological diversity allows forest ecosystems to adapt continuously to 

changing conditions and to maintain their potential for meeting human 

needs.  

 The amount of primary forest provides a basic indication of biodiversity. 

Nearly half of the primary forest is found in South America, a quarter in 

North and Central America, and nearly a fifth in the Russian Federation 

alone. Several countries, mostly in Europe and in the arid zones of Africa 

and Western Asia, have no primary forests left.  

Protected areas of forest are important to conserve biological diversity, 

although many areas outside protected areas are also managed for 

conservation purposes. The area of forest designated specifically for 

biodiversity conservation has increased significantly over the past 15 

years. It now exceeds 11% of total forest area.  

The number of native tree species found in different countries varies 

greatly. In general, the highest number of species is found in countries 

located in the humid tropics and the lowest in those with boreal forests. 

The most common tree species appear to have remained the same in 

most countries over the last 15 years.  

http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/def/ecosystem.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/def/forest.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/abc/biodiversity.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/def/forest.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/abc/biodiversity.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/abc/biodiversity.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/pqrs/species.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/abc/boreal-forest.htm


 

 
 

Rare tree species and those with high economic value are often in 

danger of becoming locally extinct. On average, 5% of the tree species 

native to a country are threatened. There does not seem to be a clear 

relationship between loss of forest and number of threatened tree 

species. 

FOREST PRODUCTS 

 Forests provide a wide range of products, not only timber and 

fuelwood, but also products such as food (berries, mushrooms, 

etc.). 

 Wood is a natural resources that is renewable, recyclable and 

biodegradable. 

 Products made from fossil fuels, like coal and petroleum, are not 

renewable. 

 One third of the world’s forests are used primarily for production of 

wood and other forest products. Forests planted specifically to 

supply wood and other forest products make up less than 3% of 

the global forest area, but supply a substantial proportion of forest 

products. 

 The growing stock is the amount of stemwood in a given area. It 

provides an indication of how much biomass and carbon is stored 

in the forest. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/pqrs/species.htm
http://www.greenfacts.org/glossary/tuv/value.htm


 

 
 

DEFORESTATION 

What is deforestation? 

Deforestation is the process whereby natural forests are cleared through 

logging and/or burning, either to use the timber or to replace the area for 

alternative uses. 

What are the causes of deforestation? 

 Conversion of forests for other land uses including pulp, palm, 

and soy plantations, roads and other infrastructure 

  

 Forest degradation from fires, illegal and unsustainable logging, 

fuelwood harvesting, and climate change. 

What are the effects of deforestation? 

 Reduced biodiversity: Deforestation and forest degradation can 

cause biodiversity to decline. When forest cover is removed, 

wildlife is deprived of habitat and becomes more vulnerable to 

hunting. Considering that about 80% of the world's documented 

species can be found in tropical rainforests, deforestation puts at 

risk a majority of the Earth’s biodiversity. 

   

 Release of greenhouse gas emissions: Deforestation causes 

15% of global greenhouse gas emissions. Of these, carbon dioxide 

emissions represent up to one-third of total carbon dioxide 

emissions released because of human causes.  

http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/about_forests/deforestation/forest_conversion_agriculture/
http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/about_forests/deforestation/forestdegradation/
http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/about_forests/deforestation/forest_illegal_logging/


 

 
 

 Disrupted water cycles: As a result of deforestation, trees no 

longer evaporate groundwater, which can cause the local climate 

to be much drier.  

   

 Increased soil erosion: Deforestation accelerates rates of soil 

erosion, by increasing runoff and reducing the protection of the soil 

from tree litter. 

   

 Disrupted livelihoods: Millions of people rely directly on forests, 

through small-scale agriculture, hunting and gathering, and by 

harvesting forest products such as rubber. Deforestation continues 

to pose severe social problems, sometimes leading to violent 

conflict. 
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