
Primary Forests

A number of leading institutions 
from across the world have 
joined forces to assess and 
report on the critical questions 
facing one of the world’s most 
important and fastest growing 
regions: the Tropics.

Over the past half-century 
the Tropics has emerged as 
an increasingly critical region. 
More than 40% of the world’s 
population now lives in the 
Tropics and this is likely to 
be close to 50% by 2050. The 
region generates around 20% 
of global economic output and 
is home to some 80% of the 
world’s biodiversity.

However, the resources to 
sustain larger populations and 

economic growth are imposing 
ever-increasing pressures. Issues 
of concern include relatively 
poor health outcomes, with 
more than one billion people 
suffering from tropical diseases, 
unacceptable levels of infant 
mortality and reduced life 
expectancy; extreme poverty; 
poor educational outcomes; 
environmental degradation; 
and, in some cases, political and 
economic instability.

The Project
In early 2011 a group of 

Nacional de Pesquisas da 
Amazônia (Brazil), James 
Cook University (Australia), 
Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine (England), Mahidol 
University (Thailand), Nanyang 
Technological University 
(Singapore), National University 
of Singapore, Organization for 
Tropical Studies (Costa Rica), 
University of Hawaii – Manoa 
(USA), University of Nairobi 
(Kenya), University of Papua 
New Guinea and University 
of the South Pacific (Fiji). 

 Á Biodiversity encompasses existing life forms, the ecological roles they 
perform, and the genetic diversity they contain.

 Á Tropical forest ecosystems host at least two-thirds of the Earth’s 
terrestrial species and provide significant local, regional and global 
human benefits.

 Á Human exploitation of forests has been at the expense of biodiversity 
and the natural regulation of ecosystem functions.

 Á Primary forests, in particular tropical moist forests, include some of the 
world’s most species rich, diverse terrestrial ecosystems.

 Á Around 7.8 million square kilometres (or 57%) of global primary forest 
is estimated to be in the Tropics. Brazil accounts for 35% of primary 
forests globally, and 60% of primary forests in the Tropics.

 Á The world’s area of primary forest decreased by about 420,000 square 
kilometres in the ten years to 2010, reducing the total area of primary 
forest by 3.7%. The vast majority of losses in this period were in the 
Tropics. Almost 70% of losses in the Tropics were in South America.

 Á Available data suggest the rate of loss of primary forests is slowing in 
the Tropics.

 Á The Tropics accounted for 60% of forests reserved for the conservation 
of biodiversity in 2010, or 2.8 million square kilometres.

 Á The concept of biodiversity hotspots is useful in identifying regions 
most at risk of biodiversity loss.

Key findings









Forests deliver a wide range 
of ecosystem services to the 
environment and to humanity, 
through provisioning (food, 
wood etc) and regulating 
(nutrient, water and carbon 
cycles) services. As such, 
habitat  destruction through 
deforestation or other 
impacts that affect forest 
biodiversity may not only 
affect species diversity, but 
also the performance of 
broader ecological systems 
and regulatory processes. 
Focusing conservation efforts on 
protecting habitats is therefore 
more likely to conserve both 
biodiversity and underlying 
systems15. 

The importance of primary 
forests in protecting biodiversity 
is increasingly acknowledged, 
but demand for timber products, 
industrial and subsistence farm 
land and access to resources 
is putting pressure on the 
stock of primary forests. For 
example, something as simple 
as a road through a primary 
forest to a remote mine site 
can open up vast areas of 
forest to exploitation. 

Growing concerns about the 
ever increasing impacts of 
anthropogenic pressures on 
tropical biodiversity and natural 
ecosystem services have led 
to increases in the number 
and extent of protected areas 
across the Tropics16. Protected 
areas are now a key part of 
global conservation efforts 
and, as such, an important 
indicator for policy makers.

Nonetheless, as with forests, 
not all protected areas are the 
same, and the performance of 
each will be affected by factors 
such as the effectiveness of 
management and enforcement 
activities, boundary demarcation 
and the ‘health’ of adjacent areas. 
Recent research suggests about 
half of all protect




