


Coastal Forest Defences
Incoming assessment reports are highlighting the important
role played by mangrove forests, coastal plantations and other
natural ecosystems in weakening the impact of the tidal
waves. These ecosystems not only helped reduce the
magnitude and strength of the incoming tidal waves, but also
collected the marine debris that can be even more damaging
to populated areas than the gushing seawater. Throughout the
region, coastal areas with dense mangrove forests, mature
shelterbelt plantations and other substantial vegetative cover
reported fewer human losses and less damage to infrastructure
than those areas where coastal forest ecosystems had been
degraded or converted to other land uses. In the Indian state

Rapid Environmental
Assessment
in Sri Lanka
A team from IUCN’s Sri Lanka office undertook a survey in
mid-January of a section of the country’s south-eastern
coastline to assess the tsunami-related damage to the
terrestrial and wetland habitats. While finding the damage
to the area quite patchy, the team found a strong correlation
between the extent of ecosystem modification before the
tsunami and the level of tsunami-related damage. In general,
sites shielded by broad beaches, tall mature sand dunes,
thick coastal scrubland, casuarina plantations and/or broad
intact mangrove patches showed little or no damage and
proved effective barriers in protecting inland landscapes.

Six of the nine mangrove sites surveyed had been
subjected to ecological damage that will require restorative
action. Vegetation in home gardens was also severely
damaged, by being uprooted or exposed to high levels of
soil salinity. The team also found evidence that the tsunami
has changed the distribution of several invasive alien
species. Propagules of the invasive alien prickly pear cactus
(Opuntia dillennii) that occurred in beachfront habitats
have been transported inland by the tsunami waves and
have already started to establish in these new areas. The
invasive tree species Mesquite (Prosopis juliflora), already
prevalent in the area, may increase rapidly now as it tends
to dominate in conditions of high salinity.
Contact: Channa Bambaradeniya, cnb@iucnsl.org
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news: the Indian Ocean tsunami
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Tsunami-Related
Impacts on Forests

A Sri Lankan 
boy climbs 
a tree where a
boat landed
after it was
swept inland 
by the tsunami.

Here we summarize some of the forest and

biodiversity issues that are emerging from the

preliminary assessment reports on tsunami

impacts across the affected countries.

“Coral reefs act as a natural breakwater, and mangroves are a natural shock absorber, and this applies to floods and
cyclones as well as tsunamis.”Simon Cripps, Director of WWF's Endangered Seas Programme.





news: the Indian Ocean tsunami

4 other news in brief

Australian bush fires: January’s bush fires in the Eyre
peninsula, South Australia, burned 100,000 hectares of
mostly grazing land and claimed nine lives. A combination
of high temperatures and strong winds made this the
country’s worst bush fire incident since 1983. Scientists
from Macquarie University's Natural Hazards Research
Centre analyzed data from previous bush fires and
estimated that 500,000 Australian homes are at high
risk of being destroyed by fire because of their proximity
to the bush.
Source: www.theaustralian.news.com.au, January 15, 2005

Indonesia ups logging quota: Indonesia’s Minister of
Forestry is pushing for an increase in the country’s
logging quota from 5.45 million m3 to between 20 and 30
million m3. "Reducing the logging quota is not a wise way
to curb illegal logging. The low quota has prompted most
forestry-based companies to seek illegal timber to meet



The tsunami’s impact on the region’s marine and coastal
protected areas seems to have varied enormously across the
affected countries and parks. A report by UNEP’s Asian
Tsunami Disaster Task Force, released on 22 February,
highlights the protective function of intact coastal ecosystems.
In Sri Lanka’s Yala and Bundala National Parks, vegetated
and stabilized coastal sand dunes took the force out of the
tidal waves, which were only able to enter where the dune
line was broken by river outlets or artificial channels. Damage
in these parks is therefore highly localized, though severe, with
park facilities, forests and grasslands damaged in several areas.

In Thailand, the UNEP report cites six marine national
parks as most severely damaged – Laem Son, Sirinath, Mu Ko
Surin, Mu Ko Similan, Tan Bok Koran and Hat Noppharat
Thara. Significant impacts were also reported in four sea
turtle conservation projects in the country, with loss of life
among project staff and participating communities,
destruction of project infrastructure and equipment, damage
to nesting sites and loss of thousands of turtles likely to
have long-term impacts on these conservation efforts.

In Indonesia, while detailed assessments have not yet been
conducted on the protected areas, WWF has noted that the
proximity of the Gunung Leuser National Park to the
impacted area is of concern. Timber demands for
reconstruction, together with the proposed Ladia Galaska
road through the Leuser ecosystem could potentially
increase illegal logging in the park.

Source: www.unep.org, February 22, 2005. Both IUCN and WWF are on the UNEP

Asian Tsunami Disaster Task Force and have contributed to the UNEP report.

other protected areas news in brief

New PAs in Brazil: Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva
announced in February the creation of two new major protected
areas in the Amazon, totalling 3.7 million hectares. The
decision was made in an effort to fight deforestation and land
conflicts and came less than two weeks after the murder of a
US-born nun known for her outspoken efforts to support
peasant farmers and wildlife conservation in the region.
Source: www.panda.org, February 21, 2005

Icelandic PA – Europe’s largest: The Icelandic government has
announced plans to create Europe's largest national park,
protecting some of the island-nation's key habitats and natural
landscapes. Covering more than 10,000 km2 – nearly one tenth
of Iceland’s land area — the proposed national park will
include the Joekulsa, a Fjoellum watershed encompassing the
largest free-flowing rivers in Iceland, and will protect the central
highland glaciers to the country’s northern coastline.
Source: www.panda.org, January 26, 2005

Peru’s first sacred PA: The first Natural Sacred Site in Peru
was launched in December as a Community Conservation Area.
Kechua communities from Cusco established the site in the
Vilcanota region with technical support from Peruvian and
international conservation organizations. This model of
protected area aims to recognize and promote Kechua values
and principles in the conservation and sustainable use of
biodiversity. The Vilcanota region includes the second most
important glacier system in Peru and is recognized as a hot-
spot of biodiversity.
Source: www.iied.org, December 7, 2004



news: meetings and international initiatives
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Policing small
boats carrying
mixed cargoes 
of hardwood logs
(often including
Ramin) is a 
major challenge
for CITES
enforcement
agencies.

The 3rd IUCN World Conservation Congress (WCC) was
held in Bangkok in November last year. Held every four
years, the Congress is the general assembly of IUCN
members and combines the business of the Union with
technical fora on a wide range of conservation issues. With
its high levels of attendance and representation, the
Congress also provides excellent opportunities for sharing
information and experiences among IUCN's worldwide
constituency of members, partner organizations and other
stakeholders. Last year’s Congress saw members voting on
over 100 resolutions and recommendations on critical
conservation issues, ranging from Genetically Modified
Organisms to the conservation of our oceans. One
resolution (Res. 55) adopted by the Congress called for
IUCN to continue to play an active role in supporting
international cooperation on forest management, including
through the UNFF and the ITTO processes. The Congress
also adopted a recommendation (Rec. 21) on ‘advancing
boreal forest conservation’ which advocates sustainable

forest management and the application of the ecosystem
approach in the context of the world’s boreal forests. The
recommendation puts particular emphasis on Canada and
Russia (which together comprise the majority of the
remaining intact boreal forests) and paves the way for more
interaction between these two countries and other boreal
forest nations in the development of a global effort to
preserve this important ecosystem.

The World Conservation Forum, the three days of the
WCC open to the public, was attended by over six
thousand delegates from across the globe and boasted five
hundred events. More than seventy workshops focused on
forests and dealt with issues such as governance, poverty
reduction and conservation, forest fires and markets for
non-timber forest products.

Contact: Michelle Laurie, michelle.laurie@iucn.org, Tom Hammond,

tom.hammond@iucn.org

CITES Ramin Listing
What difference will the CITES listing of Ramin

make to trade in this tropical hardwood? 

Hin Keong Chen, TRAFFIC’s Senior Forest Trade

Advisor, looks at the potential benefits.

Ramin was placed on the Appendix II listing at the
Thirteenth Conference of the Parties (CoP) to CITES, held
in October last year. The fact that the listing was made by
consensus, in contrast to the mahogany listing at the
previous CoP that was achieved only by a simple majority,
indicates growing acceptance of the role of CITES in
managing commercial timber species. Ramin (Gonystylus
spp.) is a tropical hardwood that ranges extensively from
mainland Southeast Asia to the Pacific islands and is used
in products such as cue sticks, picture and window frames.

CITES listing requires all trading countries to increase
surveillance of the trade to detect and stop illegal activities

The World Conservation
Congress - Forest News

in contravention of CITES provisions. Whether the
Appendix II listing will be an effective means of
guaranteeing a legal Ramin supply will depend strongly on
the availability of national laws and procedures to verify
the source of Ramin as it moves through the supply chain
to the point of export and import. The listing will also
help ensure that export volumes of Ramin are maintained
within sustainable harvesting levels, once the non-
detriment findings (NDF) instrument of CITES is
activated to determine off-take levels. Indonesia has
already carried out the NDF for the one concession that is
its only legal source of Ramin. The CITES listing will also
assist and stimulate international co-operation to control
the illegal trade of Ramin. Indonesia and Malaysia, as the
two key range countries, and Singapore as the main re-
exporter of Ramin, have already formed a Tri-National
Ramin Trade Task Force, following a workshop convened
earlier last year by TRAFFIC, the wildlife trade
monitoring network of IUCN and WWF.

Contact: Hin Keong Chen, hkchen@pc.jaring.my
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feature: forests and natural disasters

What role do forests play in reducing human

vulnerability to natural disasters? And what are the

wider implications of forest degradation for human

security? Anne Hammill, Oli Brown and Alec Crawford

of the International Institute for Sustainable

Development (IISD) look at these questions.

The uniquely tragic events of the morning of 26th December
2004 need little introduction. With a death toll now
approaching 300,000 and untold human suffering, the impacts
of the Indian Ocean tsunami will be felt for decades.
Governments and communities found themselves
unprepared and overwhelmed by the effects of the disaster.
Questions over where responsibility lies for the extent of the
devastation have reignited debates about the role of poverty
and environmental degradation in amplifying the
destructive power of natural events. Early reports have
provided evidence linking the clearing of mangrove forests
to the increased exposure of coastal communities to the
disaster. Some have called for a greater investigation of the
economic factors that drive such degradation, in particular
the expansion of shrimp farming and the tourism industry.



Forest resources and services play an important role in the
achievement of human security. Whether it is through the
provision of livelihood resources (e.g. food, medicine, cooking
fuel, construction materials, etc.) or ecosystem services such
as water purification, climate regulation and erosion control,
forests are undeniably linked to the well-being and prosperity
of people. When the availability of these resources and services
is undermined, the resulting insecurity can range from hunger
and susceptibility to disease, to loss of income and livelihoods,
to social tensions and open conflict, and as seen in the
examples above – to acute vulnerability to natural hazards.
Exacerbating this increased exposure to hazards is a reduced
forest resource base from which to draw on during times of crisis.
Oftentimes, these resources are central to the local safety nets
that sustain rural communities as they recover from disasters.

The relationship between forest ecosystems and human
security is reciprocal. While forest degradation contributes to
human insecurity, the reverse is also true. Insecurity in the
form of chronic poverty, civil war, or the mass movements of
internally-displaced people can destroy ecosystems and as
resource-rich, multi-functional systems, forests in particular
often bear the brunt of insecurity. Decades of experience has
shown that when impoverished communities are left without
livelihood options and support services, they turn to the
environment for immediate solutions. During times of conflict,
armed groups have turned to legal or illegal sales of timber to
finance their operations, and often use forests as bases or
targets during military operations, degrading the resource base
in the process. Ironically, post-conflict situations can be even
more damaging for forests. Governments struggling to maintain



David Kaimowitz, Director-General of CIFOR, has

taken a critical look at the case against logging in

the great flood debate. Is logging really to blame

for floods, or is that, as Kaimowitz says, a “useful

myth”? Here we highlight some of his challenges

to the conventional wisdom on forests and floods.

The response to last year’s
floods in Haiti and the
Philippines was predictable –
everyone blamed logging for
leaving the land vulnerable to
the ravages wrought by the
water and mudslides.
Governments, aid agencies,
NGOs, academics and the
media talked about the scandal
of deforestation and logging
and the need for reforestation
and watershed management.
Small farmers and logging
companies were held
responsible for the damage
done and the lives lost.

The same response occurred in
1998 after Hurricane Mitch in
Central America and after the
floods along China’s Yangtze
river. Two arguments brought
against deforestation and
logging are that they reduce
the soil’s capacity to retain
water during heavy rainfall
and leave the denuded land
more vulnerable to landslides.
The impact of this established
notion that loggers and



11Will Rural-Urban
Migration 
Reduce Floods?
The worldwide trend of rural-urban migration

continues to have many socio-economic and

environmental consequences. Focusing on Latin

America, Mitchell Aide of the University of Puerto

Rico and Ricardo Grau of the National University of

Tucuman, Argentina, discuss some implications for

forest cover and floods.

In September 2004, Hurricane Jeanne passed over Puerto
Rico and Hispaniola (the Dominican Republic and Haiti).
Although both islands received similar levels of
precipitation the results could not have been more
different. The two storms resulted in 7 flood-related deaths
in Puerto Rico, 24 in the Dominican Republic, and more
than 3,000 in Haiti. What is so different about Haiti?
Although there are many socioeconomic and environmental
differences among these countries, we believe that the key
difference is rural-urban migration and the consequent
change in forest cover, particularly in mountains.

An increase in forest cover, especially on mountain slopes,
can reduce the risk of landslides and flooding associated
with extreme rainfall events. For example, in Honduras,
Perotto-Baldiviezo et al. (Agriculture Ecosystems &
Environment 103:165-176, 2004) showed that the effects of
Hurricane Mitch depended on the land cover type.
Although forested areas had the lowest landslide risk, areas
recently abandoned and covered with shrubs were much
less affected in comparison with grass fallow, croplands, or
bare soil. These differences were even more dramatic in
areas of steep slopes.

In Haiti, years of corruption and a faltering economy have
contributed to widespread poverty where large segments of
the population depend on wood and even roots for
cooking. Deforestation and wood harvesting have
consequently reduced the forest cover in Haiti to less than
3%, increasing the vulnerability of local communities to the
impacts of storms like Hurricane Jeanne. Seventy years ago,
forest cover in Puerto Rico was not very different from
Haiti, amounting to only 10% of the island’s land and
limited largely to the Luquillo Mountains. Severe erosion
and floods were common, and the associated sediment load
degraded coral reefs around the island. Today, forests cover
almost 40% of Puerto Rico, and a similar process of forest
recovery is underway in the Dominican Republic.

Why have large areas of forest recovered in the mountains
of Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic? The short
answer is that people are attracted to urban centres – in-
country and abroad – because of better access to jobs,

education, health services and other social benefits. But,
another important factor is the globalization and
intensification of agriculture. Agriculture and grazing
activities on marginal lands are often not competitive with
lowland production or international markets. Over the last
twenty years, these drivers of rural–urban migration have
contributed to a decrease of 20 million people who depend
on agriculture for their livelihoods, across the Latin
American and Caribbean region.

Unfortunately, in Haiti, the solution will not be as simple as
‘abandoning the land’. The degraded soils and the
continued need for firewood will greatly limit the forests’
ability to recover. Also, many socioeconomic issues will
need to be resolved before any revegetation activities can
have an impact. Although international agencies have
funded many reforestation projects, the success of these
projects has been limited because the underlying causes 
of poverty have not yet been addressed. In addition,
reducing the human impact of any future floods will
require careful human settlement planning, to avoid the
worst flood-prone areas.

The lessons learned from these two Caribbean islands have
relevance beyond the region. Rural-urban migration is one
of the most important current demographic processes,
particularly in countries undergoing socioeconomic
changes associated with globalization. In most regions, the
lands being abandoned are in steep mountainous areas –
which play a major role in determining watershed regimes
including floods and the seasonality of water flow. The
increase in vegetation cover will help reduce erosion and
floods, and at the same time provide valuable habitats for
wildlife. Given that demographic and socioeconomic
changes appear to be as important as conservation efforts,
these processes need to be incorporated into forest
management and conservation policy.

Contact: T. Mitchell Aide, tmaide@yahoo.com; H. Ricardo Grau,

grau@yahoo.com.ar. This article is based on a paper published by the authors in

Science, September 24, 2004. For a copy of the article contact the authors.
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Recently
abandoned
grazing lands 
in the
mountains of
the Dominican
Republic.
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12 People-led
Protection
Are governments alone responsible for disaster

prevention? Terry Jeggle, Senior Officer with the

UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction,
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focus

As reported in arborvitæ 26, Mark Aldrich has taken over as
Target Manager – Forest Landscape Restoration in the
Forests for Life Programme at WWF International. With this
move, Mark has now passed on the managing editor
responsibility for arborvitæ to Chng Soh Koon,
Communications and Marketing Manager for the Programme.
Many thanks Mark for your great support for arborvitæ and
welcome Soh Koon!

WWF news in brief 

WWF’s Response tothe Tsunami DisasterWhile the tsunami’s destruction of ecologicalr

esources is on a different level to the appalling

loss of human life, its significance should not be

underestimated. In responding to the tsunami

disaster, WWF is focusing its efforts on restoring

damaged ecosystems and finding sustainable

solutions for the enormous task of reconstruction.

Here we report on the key tsunami-related

activities of WWF’s offices in the region.WWF Thailand is developing activities in three priorityareas: rehabilitation and restoration of conservation

infrastructure; environmental education; and restoration

and improved management of coastal habitats. The office is

developing a range of activities and tools, such as providing

online information for foreign divers planning on visiting

Thailand to volunteer in cleaning up the debris on coral

r

eefs. The office is also communicating the importance of

mangroves in lessening the impact of the tsunami. In parallel

to these conservation activities, WWF Thailand is also assisting

f a m i l i e s  o f  d e c e a s e d  o r  i n j u r e d  s t a f f  o f  p a r t n e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s . WWF India is focusing its efforts on the Andaman andNicobar islands, which suffered the worst damage from the

tsunami. The office is calling for debris piling up from relief

aid on the islands not to be dumped in the mangroves,

coral reefs or in the coastal areas. Instead, the office is

urging that the plastic debris be shipped back to the

mainland. WWF India is also collecting data on the role of

mangroves in reducing the tsunami’s impact in certain areas

and is calling for an immediate moratorium on mangrove

destruction and the immediate restoration of mangroves

that have been destroyed. The office is also encouraging the

government to strengthen development regulations in

coastal zones.
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Reviews in brief

Forests and Floods: Collecting the Evidence
Available from: www.cambridge.org

The flood prevention qualities of forests are given a
thorough examination in Forests, Water and People in
the Humid Tropics: Past, Present and Future Hydrological
Research for Integrated Land and Water Management.
Editors Mike Bonell and Sampurno Bruijnzeel have
pulled together contributions from a wide range of
specialists, covering fields as diverse as tropical
anthropology, environmental economics, human
geography, climatology, hydrology, meteorology and


