
Forests and the UN

The need to establish a global consensus on the 
management, conservation and sustainable development 
of all kinds of forests led the UN General Assembly to 

pass Resolution 61/193 to declare 2011 the International 
Year of Forests, underlining their key role in achieving the 
objectives set forth in the Convention of Biological Diversity, 
the Framework Convention on Climate Change and the 
Convention to Combat Desertification and reflected in the 
national and international commitments of Member States 
through various Declarations, Conferences, Summits 
and Implementation Plans. Forests and their sustainable 
management should make a significant contribution to 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals. Their situation 
and evolution are indicators of advances in the incorporation 
of sustainable development principles, the conservation of 
biological diversity and the increase in forested areas.

The report entitled the State of the World’s Forests drawn up 
by the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is of 
great value for understanding the current state of our forests. 
The Global Forest Resources Assessment (FRA) of 2010, the 
most comprehensive to date, notes that the total forested 
area in the world amounts to just over 4,000 million hectares, 
which represents 31% of the total surface area of the Earth. 
With a very unequal distribution, five countries - Russia, Brazil, 
Canada, the United States and China - account for over half 
of the total forested area; ten countries or geographical areas 
have absolutely no forests at all, and another 54 have less 
than 10% of their surface area covered by forests.

The document also highlights the fact that the rate of total 
deforestation continues to be alarming. In the last decade, 
forests declined at a rate of 13 million hectares per year 
which has not been offset by either reforestation or natural 
expansion. Most of these losses are concentrated in countries 
and areas in tropical regions, the destruction of primary 
forests which are home to the richest biological diversity on 
the planet being particularly serious, with around 13 million 
hectares of tropical jungle being felled every year. The rate 
of disappearance of biodiversity around the world, which 
is mainly attributable to human activities, is between 100 
and 1,000 times the normal background rate of extinction. 
According to the FAO, 60% of global ecosystems are either 
degraded or are being used unsustainably, and since 1990 
we have lost 75% of the genetic diversity of global crops. 

Among other key aspects for moving forward in sustainable 
forestry management, according to the FAO report, are 
the extension of forestry resources, the preservation of 
biological diversity, improvements to forest health and 
vitality, the productive, protective and socioeconomic 
functions of forest resources, and the legal, policy and 
institutional framework for protection. 

The role of forests in mitigating and adapting to climate 
change is covered in the Kyoto Protocol. Developed and 
developing countries can make a significant contribution 
to combatting greenhouse gas effects and climate change 
by reducing CO

2 emissions, emissions deriving from 
deforestation and forest degradation, and offsetting global 
emissions by reforestation actions in accordance with the 
Clean Development Mechanism (CDM).

State of the Europe’s Forests 

Pin-oak - Pinus halepensis
Yátova - Spain
Picture of Janini book, 1914 29 n



the fragmentation of natural networks and has diminished 
the opportunities and numerous advantages of evaluating 
our natural wealth as a whole. In this respect, monumental 
trees, mature forests, centuries-old agricultural trees 
and crops and the most emblematic treed landscapes 
in Europe have paid a high price by being left out of the 
legislative, financial and conservationist spheres.

However, all these ancient trees offer highly representative 
and unparalleled examples of the potential that we should 
aspire to in the conservation of biodiversity, forests and 
habitats. They are home to an extraordinary biological 
diversity, constituting an essential part of the natural 
habitats of mature forests, and are also highly important 
or even exclusive micro-habitats for numerous species of 
Community interest of saproxylic organisms, bryophytes, 
lichens, microorganisms, micromammals, chiropters and 
birds, amongst others, included in Annexes II and IV of the 
Habitats Directive as being in danger of disappearance. 
Added to this is their biological function in maintaining the 
health and equilibrium of forests and agricultural ecosystems 
against biotic or abiotic disturbances, not to mention 

their importance in the in situ and ex situ preservation of 
genetic resources. They also allow innovation insofar as 
they offer existing heritage assets which are used to tackle 
the challenges of new environmental conditions related to 
climate change, genetic drift and pests and diseases in 
forestry, agricultural and ornamental landscapes.

The new EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020 opens the door 
to considering monumental trees and mature forests – 
whether completely natural, semi-natural, agricultural or 
urban – as “specimens” of community interest, as these 
outstanding individuals fall within the principles of Article 1 
of the Directive: endangered, vulnerable, rare and located 
in restricted geographical areas or thinly scattered over a 
more extensive area, requiring special attention due to the 
specific nature of their habitat and given the continuation 
of the factors that pose a present and future threat. 

It is a matter of urgency to guarantee their protection and 
preservation and to bring them back to a favourable state 
of conservation, which represents a special responsibility 
for the Community if they are regarded, as they deserve to 
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Among the strategies geared towards improving 
ecosystem services and preventing the indirect negative 
effects of desertification and genetic erosion is the need 
to establish a level of consistency between international 
programmes and agreements on existing forests, forestry 
governance, the rights of indigenous peoples and local 
communities, the participative approach, the conservation 
of natural resources and biological diversity, and making 
mitigation measures a permanent feature.

The UN Convention on Biological Diversity, which went into 
force in 1993 and is legally binding upon EU Member States, 
defines biodiversity as the variability among living organisms 
from all ecosystems, species and genetic resources, 
including agro-biodiversity and cultural diversity in its wider 
remit. The main goals of the Convention are the conservation 
of biodiversity, the sustainable use of its components, and 
the fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising.

Biodiversity is crucially important for the future as it is 
closely associated with the development, health and well-
being of people and the planet. Mature trees and forests in 
the natural and forested environment, agro-biodiversity and 
the urban environment all form part of the cultural identity 
of all peoples and should be regarded as the Natural and 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity and as Biosphere Reserves.

The main trends in the extension of forests and the 
changes to forest loss indices as well as the current status 
of productive and protective forests show a tremendous 
disparity in different regions of the planet. Some of the most 
important threats that directly affect the loss of biodiversity, 
which are also tending to intensify, include the destruction 
and fragmentation of habitats, the overexploitation of 
species and resources, pollution of water, soil and the 
atmosphere, the introduction of invasive alien species, the 
impact of poison on wildlife and phytocides, forest fires, 
desertification and climate change. 

Forests in Europe
As for European forests we should take into consideration 
the data in the FAO report “State of the World’s Forests” 
in 2011. Europe is made up of 50 countries and areas with 

a total forested area of around 1,000 million hectares, 
representing 25% of the global area. These data do not 
include Russia which, with 810 million hectares, is home 
to the biggest forest mass on the planet in the vast stretch 
of circumpolar forest that extends across Siberia, known 
as the taiga.

In view of the information gathered in the Forest Resources 
Assessment (FRA) in 2010, the rate of change in Europe, 
this being understood as gains or losses in the percentage 
of forested area remaining in the 2000-2010 period came 
to 0.07 %. This is a poor figure which is consistent with the 
global trend whereby the vast majority of regions is leaning 
towards zero or have a negative figure. In Europe, this 
negligible growth appears to be related to the disorganized 
recolonization of forests as a result of the abandonment of 
farmlands in the Mediterranean region. 

With regard to the economic function of forests in Europe, 
according to the FAO we should bear in mind that 52% of 
the total forested area is earmarked for forestry production, 
and that the total carbon reserve stored in forest biomass 
is estimated at 13 gigatonnes. These parameters, whether 
directly or indirectly, are starting to form part of global 
economic figures. Meanwhile, the area of forest assigned 
in Europe for the protection of soil and water as its main 
function covers an area of around 21.5 million hectares, 
while forest ecosystems destined for the conservation of 
biological diversity account for some 19.4 million hectares. 
It is interesting to note that the benefits deriving from the 
environmental protection of forests are difficult to quantify 
in economic terms, are barely valued in the markets, and 
are left out of decision-making mechanisms.

Protected forest habitats in the Natura 2000 Network cover 
an area of around 14 million hectares. In relation to the 
forestry reserves of 26 European countries, natural forests, 
i.e. those that have not undergone any major changes as 
a result of human activity, represent 1.7 % of the territory, 
i.e. 3 million hectares.

Up until now, the conditionality of the Habitats Directive 
aimed at wild species and habitats and the low consideration 
of the contribution made by agriculture and forestry to the 
maintenance and improvement of biodiversity has led to 
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be, as a “place of natural and cultural importance to the 
community”. There is a legal vacuum, or at least a lack of 
a specific legal framework, not only the Habitats Directive 
but also in agricultural and cultural policies. There is a 
need for a new impetus which will encourage and facilitate 
synergies and initiatives between institutions, the general 
public and the socioeconomic and productive stakeholders 
in the environmental, agricultural, cultural and social 
sectors towards the preservation of monumental trees and 
forests; one that implements sustainable development 
strategies based on actions that boost sustainability, joint 
responsibility and governance.

International Day of Forests
Neither social awareness nor the appreciation of the 
economic value of biodiversity, and hence its influence on 
policymaking, are growing at the desired rate to mitigate 
the effects of this destruction. The constant decline in 
mature trees and forests and biological diversity and their 
potential when it comes to providing ecosystem goods 
and services leads to environmental, economic and 
social consequences that threaten global socioeconomic 
development and have a particular impact on both 
developing countries and local economies in every country. 
The causes that lead to the loss of biodiversity have not 
diminished in the last few decades, nor are they going to 
in the short term.

The need to constantly uphold the objectives relating to 
the improvement of the world’s forests, bearing in mind 
the economic, sociocultural and environmental benefits 
they provide, and to promote international action with 
regard to the management, conservation and sustainable 
use of all kinds of fragile forestry ecosystems and the trees 
outside them led the Second Committee of the UN General 
Assembly to declare the 21st of March as the International 
Day of Forests, calling upon all member states to celebrate 
it every year. The close and profound relationship that binds 
monumental trees to their peoples and cultures all over the 
world offers us a unique opportunity to move forward in 
the protection and care of forests and biodiversity. n
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