
The Root of the Problem

What’s driving tropical 

deforestation today?



Why evaluate the drivers of deforestation

• The Cancun Agreements requested 
SBSTA to evaluate the mitigation potential 
of land use, specifically those related to the 
drivers of deforestation

• It is often said:
– There is a trade-off between development 

and forest conservation

– Developed countries are responsible for 
deforestation

– Small-scale farmers and fuel gathering are 
important drivers of deforestation





Wood for fuel

• Assumptions: 

Developing countries will 

need wood to fuel their 

economic development

• The literature shows: 

Firewood is not a major 

driver of deforestation, but 

there is still concern about 

charcoal



Small-scale farmers

• Assumption: Rural 

populations are driving 

deforestation for 

subsistence farming

• The literature shows: 

Small-scale farmers 

are no longer a main 

driver of deforestation, 

although much of the 

NGO literature focuses 

on this issue



So, if these aren’t the drivers of 

deforestation, what are?



Soybeans

• Assumption: Soybean 

expansion is driving 

deforestation, especially 

in the Amazon

• The literature shows: 

Policies and incentives 

have successfully 

reduced the impact of 

soybeans on 

deforestation in the 

Amazon.



Beef cattle

• Assumption: Reducing 

beef consumption will 

decrease 

deforestation in the 

Amazon

• The literature shows: 

Beef is driving 

deforestation, but 

alternatives can help 

address this driver



Palm Oil

• The literature shows: Palm oil contributes 

to significant carbon dioxide emissions 

when it is planted  on peat lands

• Assumption: 
Palm oil is one 
of the most 
important 
drivers of 
deforestation



Timber and pulp

• Assumption: The timber industry, and illegal 
logging, are critical drivers of deforestation

• The literature shows: Tropical timber does not meet 
much of the world’s demand, but it can grow quickly 
without policies and incentives to address it.



Population and Diet

• Assumption: Increasing 

rural populations will 

increase pressure on 

forests

• Our findings: Urban 

populations and export 

markets are the main 

sources of demand that 

drive deforestation



Forest Transition: Displacement of 

Deforestation

• Some tropical 
countries are 
increasing their forest 
cover

• Leakage does occur 
(but not 100%)

• Global policies may be 
useful to avoid 
leakage



Root of the Problem
What’s driving tropical deforestation today?

• Report will be 

released on 

Monday 13 June 

2011

• www.ucsusa.org/whatsdrivingdeforestation


