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The world’s forests have declined signifi-
cantly in both area and quality in recent
decades. Almost half of the forests that

once blanketed Earth—3 billion hectares—are
gone.1 At least 200 million hectares of forest
were lost between 1980 and 1995 alone—an
area larger than Mexico or Indonesia, or three
times the state of Texas.2 Each year there is a
net loss of another 16 million hectares as
forests are converted to other uses.3 Between
1990 and 1995, at least 107 countries had a
net loss of forest cover.4

Today, forests cover more than one quarter
of the world’s total land area, excluding
Antarctica and Greenland.5 Slightly more than
half of the world’s forests are in the tropics;
the rest are in temperate and boreal (conifer-
ous northern forest) zones.6 Seven countries
hold more than 60 percent of the world’s
remaining forests: in order of forest area, they
are Russia, Brazil, Canada, the United States,
China, Indonesia, and Congo (formerly
Zaire).7

Until recent decades, most forest loss
occurred in Europe, North Africa, the Middle
East, and temperate North America. By the
early part of the twentieth century, these
regions had been largely stripped of their
original cover. Now forest cover in Europe
and the United States is stabilizing, as sec-
ondary forests and plantation forests fill in.8

In the last 30–40 years, in contrast, the vast
majority of deforestation has occurred in the
tropics, where the pace has been accelerating.
Indeed, between 1960 and 1990, one fifth of
all tropical forest cover was lost.9 Asia lost
one third of its cover, and Africa and Latin
America lost about 18 percent each.10 During
the first half of the 1990s, these regions con-
tinued to lose significant portions of forest
cover.11 (See Table 1.)

Broad regional overviews such as these
can mask even more severe forest loss that is
taking place in some countries and forest
types. Well over half (57 percent) of the net
forest loss from 1980 to 1995 took place in
just seven countries: Brazil, Indonesia, Zaire,
Bolivia, Mexico, Venezuela, and Malaysia.12

Tropical dry forest types, mangrove forests,
and the temperate rainforests of the Americas
have experienced very high losses.13

Deforestation is not the only threat.
Serious declines in forest quality are affecting
much of the world’s forests. The temperate
forests are the most fragmented and disturbed
of all forest types. For example, 95–98 percent
of forests in the continental United States
have been logged at least once since settle-
ment by Europeans.14 And in Europe, two
thirds of the original forest cover is gone,
while less than 1 percent of old growth
remains.15

The secondary forest and plantations that
are filling in are a very different type than
the original. The forests are highly manipulat-
ed and highly fragmented. Plantations and
even-aged stands occupy substantial areas of
forestland. Worldwide, at least 180 million
hectares of forest have been converted to tree
plantations.16 In the last 15 years, the area of
tree plantation doubled and is expected to
double again in the next 15 years.17

Atmospheric pollution is also taking a toll
on the world’s forests. This is particularly evi-
dent in Europe, North America, and Asia, as
well as near cities throughout the world.
More than one quarter of European trees
show moderate to severe defoliation from
exposure to pollution and its related stresses,
according to regular surveys conducted by the
U.N. Economic Commission for Europe.18

The extent of forest loss and fragmentation
was made clear in a recent study by the
World Resources Institute that identified what
it calls “frontier forests”—areas of “large, eco-
logically intact, and relatively undisturbed
natural forests.”19 The study found that while
40 percent of the world’s forests are frontier,
only 22 percent of the world’s original forest
cover remains in these large expanses, about
evenly divided between boreal and tropical
forest.20 Only 3 percent of the frontier forests
are entirely within temperate zones, much of
which is in Chile and Argentina.21

More than 75 percent of the world’s fron-
tier forest is in three large areas: the boreal
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forests of Canada and Alaska, the boreal
forests of Russia, and the tropical forests of
the northwestern Amazon Basin and the
Guyana shield (Guyana, Suriname, French
Guiana, northeastern Brazil, Venezuela, and
Colombia).22

Just eight countries—Brazil, Suriname,
Guyana, Canada, Colombia, Venezuela,
Russia, and French Guiana—have large por-
tions of their original forests in vast undis-
turbed blocks.23 Other countries that have lost
much of their original forests—Indonesia, the
United States, and Congo—still hold frontier
forest by virtue of their size.24 Seventy-six
countries have no frontier forest remaining;
11 others are about to lose theirs.25 In Europe,
only 1 percent of the original forest cover is
in large patches, in Sweden and Finland.26

The size and remoteness of most frontier
forests does not isolate them from threats.
Logging has been identified as the major dan-
ger in most forests, including the frontier

ones. Mining and energy and infrastructure
developments are also threats. Logging and
these other developments play an important
role in opening up frontiers to other activities,
such as large-scale clearing for agriculture
and ranching. The record-setting fires in
Indonesia and Brazil in 1997 to clear forest
for large plantations and ranches, the roads
under construction through the remote forests
of South America, and the logging that is
occurring in every region—tropical, temper-
ate, and boreal—make it clear that even
remote forests are under threat.27

A major opportunity for international
cooperation lies in improving monitoring of
global forest conditions and threats. In order
to assess the state of the world’s forests accu-
rately, data collection procedures and classifi-
cations need to be improved, satellite moni-
toring used, in-country capacity strengthened,
and an independent monitoring mechanism
put in place.

TABLE 1: FOREST COVER AND FRONTIERS BY REGION, MID-1990S

TOTAL FRONTIER FOREST 
NET ANNUAL REMAINING AS SHARE OF

ORIGINAL TOTAL CHANGE AS SHARE OF TOTAL REMAINING
REGION FOREST REMAINING 1991–95 ORIGINAL FOREST FOREST

(thousand square kilometers) (percent) (percent) (percent)

Africa 6,799 2,302 –0.7 34 23

Asia 15,132 4,275 –0.7 28 20

North and 12,656 9,453 –0.1 75 41
Central America

Central America 1,779 970 –1.2 55 18
North America 10,877 8,483 0.2 78 44

South America 9,736 6,800 –0.5 70 65

Russia and Europe 16,449 9,604 — 58 36
Europe 4,690 1,521 0.3 32 1
Russia 11,759 8,083 0.1 69 43

Oceania1 1,431 929 –0.1 65 34

World 62,203 33,363 –0.3 54 40
1 Papua New Guinea, Australia, and New Zealand.

SOURCES: Dirk Bryant, Daniel Nielsen, and Laura Tangley, The Last of Frontier Forests: Ecosystems and Economies on the Edge
(Washington, DC: World Resources Institute, 1997); net annual change from U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization, State of the
World’s Forests 1997 (Oxford, U.K.: 1997).
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