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Figure 1 Key Themes from the Intact Forests, Artwork by Cecile Girardin 

 

Introduction 
The international conference on "Intact Forests in the 21st Century" took place in Oxford on 18 – 20 
June 2018, hosted by the University of Oxford in partnership with the Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS) with funding support from the John D. and Catherine T. McArthur Foundation. The conference 
brought together leading scientists, researchers, policy experts and practitioners from around the 
world to review and debate the current state of knowledge relating to intact forests, i.e. ‘natural 
forests free from significant anthropogenic degradation’. Presentations and discussions looked at 
their values, the threats they face, and the most appropriate responses to those threats.  

The final conference programme, including the list of speakers and poster presentations can be 
found here. Audio recordings and slides from the presentations are available here.  

A special issue of the new open-access journal Frontiers in Forests and Global Change will be 
devoted to the topic of the conference; it is now open for submissions both from conference 
participants and other researchers. Details can be found here. 
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Below we share some of the key research shared, questions raised, and future research questions 
highlighted.  

 

Key themes and concepts from the presentations 
 

Intact forests are valuable 
Many presentations highlighted the importance of intact forests, for their role as habitats for 
biodiversity, as sinks and stores of carbon and thus potential contributors to climate change 
mitigation. Presenters shared results from efforts to map intact forests, highlighting the scale of 
their importance but also the rate at which they are being lost and degraded. They also showed that 
biodiversity is not just a co-benefit of reducing deforestation for climate change mitigation but that 
biodiversity plays a key role in supporting carbon sequestration.  Intact forests are also important for 
hydrological cycles that influence temperature and rainfall at local and regional levels.  

Intact forests are dynamic  
Several presentations looked at the importance of defining intact forests, of measuring their 
biodiversity and other values, locating where they are being conserved and where they are most 
threatened. While some intact forests have been studied more heavily, others are underrepresented 
in the scientific literature (e.g. Congo Basin). We looked at new tools to monitor the current state of 
intact forests (e.g. LiDAR to detect structural changes under the canopy) and other tools to look at 
their history and changes over time (e.g. paleoecology and pollen records of changing species 
composition in response to climate change). We highlighted the importance of recognising 
anthropogenic influence in some regions often mis-labelled as ‘pristine’ (e.g. the Amazon where 
indigenous peoples have shaped the landscape for centuries) but also of recognising that some 
forests may appear disturbed but are in fact naturally found in patches and experience naturally high 
disturbance regimes (e.g. boreal forests).  

Intact forests are being threatened 
All forest types are facing threats from anthropogenic activities. The drivers may vary by forest type 
or local context; industrial logging, mining, expansion of roads, and commercial hunting were given 
particular attention. At the same time, climate change poses a threat through changes in drought 
frequencies, fires, and changing growth rates and species composition linked to increased carbon 
dioxide and higher temperatures. In the end, all forests across the globe are being affected by 
human activities. In addition to impacts on biodiversity and climate, loss of intact forests has 
implications for human disease with some diseases showing increased prevalence in deforested 
areas and the loss of intact forests posing a risk to increasing the chances of emergence of new 
diseases.  

Threats to intact forests are linked to local, national, and global political economies  
In some cases, the threats to intact forests are linked to the complexities and inadequacies of land 
use planning, in others national level institutions and political failures are driving forest loss. Where 
forests have been demarcated as protected areas, they are often faced with insufficient resources to 
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adequately protect the forests from invasions and degradation. Some presenters shared examples of 
successful management of forests by indigenous and local peoples but highlighted the importance of 
protecting land tenure and the personal safety of the people defending the forest. We saw how law 
enforcement and protection of human rights in these contexts is often insufficient and in many case, 
there is no political will to protect forests and indigenous peoples’ rights.  

Despite the threats, there are opportunities to ensure the protection of intact forests 
Some of the presenters addressed the potential opportunities found in climate policy: we can build 
support for protecting intact forests by increasing our emphasis on the ‘+’ in REDD+ (reducing 
emissions from deforestation and degradation plus conservation, sustainable management of 
forests, and enhancement of forest carbon stocks). They also looked at the potential to pressure the 
finance sector to improve their implementation of social and environmental safeguards. Others 
looked at the potential to support local peoples’ conservation and management to improve 
outcomes for forests and people: the best forest protection is often happening in forests where local 
people have title and strong community institutions, highlighting the need for emphasis on the 
importance of recognising and securing local land rights.  Presenters also highlighted the importance 
of storytelling and ensuring that messages are framed in terms of local values, and also that 
incentives are linked to local contexts and needs.  

 

The Declaration on Intact Forests in the 21st Century  
 

The Declaration on Intact Forests, written with feedback from conference participants and to be 
signed by a number of organisations and individuals, highlights the importance of intact forests and 
their protection. It calls for all stakeholders to recognize the special value of intact forests and lists 
actions relating to science, policy, finance and on the ground action. It also highlights the environmental 
importance of ALL forests and the need to see intact forests as one priority alongside issues such as 
restoration, better management of production forests and of course the protection of primary forest 
fragments, which hold exceptional biodiversity value.  It concludes by noting that all action on forests 
should respect human rights, especially the tenure rights of indigenous and other forest-dependent 
communities. It is available in several languages on the conference website here.  

 

Further Information 
 

The conference was live-tweeted through @intact_forests and most participants used the hashtag 
#IF21 

The conference organizers can be contacted by email at ifc2018@ouce.ox.ac.uk and Tom Evans can 
also be contacted at tevans@wcs.org.  

 


