
Forests:Ecological,economicandculturalservice

Forestsandhumanbeingsarecloselyrelatedwitheachotherfrom theverybeginningofthe

humanhistory.Greatsocialvalueofforestsandtheirmanyecologicalandeconomicservices

rendersignificantcontributiontowardsmaintaininglifeconditionsonearth.However,forest

resourcesarebeingdepletedatagreatpaceworldwidecausingincreasedthreatforliving

conditionsonthisplanet.Inthefaceofcontinuingdeforestation(at5.2millionhectares

worldwideperyear)thethemeofWorldEnvironmentDay2011“Forests:NatureatYourService”

appearedratherchallenged.Atthejunctureofglobalclimatechangeandrapiddeforestationin

Bangladesh(theannualrateinBangladeshis3.3percentwhichis0.6percentinSouthAsia),it

isnowhightimetolookbackattheecological,economicandculturalrolesplayedbyforests.

Sothatappropriatemeasuresaretakenbeforeitistoolate.

InBangladesh1.46millionhectares--17.5percentofthecountry'slandarea--areunderforest

cover.However,canopycoveragewouldnotbemorethan6percent.ForestsofBangladesh

coverthreemajorvegetationtypes,i.e.hillforests(evergreentosemi-evergreen);Salforests

(tropicalmoistdeciduous)andSundarbans(mangrove).Servicesprovidedbyforestscovera

widearrayofecological,economic,socio-culturalconsiderationsandprocesses.However,

thesecategoriesandgroupingsareneitherexhaustivenordiscrete.

Ecologicalservices

Theecologicalservicesofforestsarethoseenvironmentalorecologicalprocesses,which

directlybenefithumans.Someofthekeyecologicalservicesare:carbonstorageand

sequestration,preservationandprotectionofhydrologicalfunctionandconservationof

biodiversity.Plantsabsorbcarbonthroughphotosynthesisfrom atmosphericcarbondioxide

andreturnoxygentotheenvironment.Thus,simplybeingthereforestsreduceandkeepcarbon

outoftheatmosphereandmaintaintheearth'ssuitabilityforliving.Therefore,forestscanbe

deemedasthelungsoftheearth.

Forestshavemajoreffectsonhydrologicalprocessesalso.Forestshavinglargecapacityfor

waterabsorptionandretention,maysometimesconvertirregularprecipitationintoamoreeven

flowofwaterfrom catchmentareas.Theriskoffloodingduetoextremeweatherandrainfall

may,therefore,bereducedifforestsexistthere.

Moreover,forestsarekeycomponentsofbiodiversitybothinthemselvesandasahabitatfor

otherspecies.Forestsprovidesomeofthemostbio-diversityrichecosystem onearthandare

supposedtoprovidehabitatforanestimated90percentofthethreatenedandendangered

species.Regardlessofpoorcanopycoverage,forestsofBangladesharerichinbiodiversity.



About5,700speciesofvascularplantincluding300treespeciesarefoundinBangladeshi

forests.Thereareapproximately840wildlifespeciesintheforestsofBangladesh,which

includes19amphibian,124reptile,578birdand119mammalspecies.Biodiversityhasintrinsic

valueaswellasprovidespracticalandeconomicbenefitsformingthefoundationofforest

dwelling

people.

Economicservices

Forestsform thebasisofavarietyofindustriesincludingtimber,processedwoodandpaper,

rubber,fruits,etc.InBangladesh40%ofthecommercialtimberissuppliedbytheChittagonghill

forests.Besides,differentkindsofbamboo,undergrowthofthehillforests,isthemost

importantrawmaterialforpapermills.Itisalsousedforhouseconstructionandsupportsmany

cottageindustries.Salforestsofthecentralpartofthecountryalsoprovideeconomically

valuabletimbers.

InBangladesh,Sundarbans--world'slargestmangroveforest--provideslivelihooddirectlyto

approximately600,000peoplewhoworkasfishermen,wood-cutters(bawali),loggers,honey

andwaxcollectors(mawal),etc.Forestsalsocontainproductsthatarenecessaryfor

communitieslivingsurroundinganddependingontheforests.Theseproductsinclude:fuel,

fodder,game,fruits,housebuildingmaterials,medicinesandherbs.Approximately3million

peopleliveinthevillagessurroundingtheSundarbansandaredependentsolelyontheforest

resourcesforlivelihood.

Socio-culturalservices

Forestsarehometomillionsofpeopleworld-wide,andmanyofthesepeoplearedependenton

theforestsfortheirsurvival.Inaddition,manypeoplehavestrongculturalandspiritual

attachmentstotheforests.TheMunda,firstsettlersaroundtheSundarbansconsider

themselvespartoftheforest.Theybelievetheforesttobethemostholyplace.

Theissueofindigenousknowledgeisalsoimportant.Manylocalpeopleunderstandhowto

conserveanduseforestresourcesinasustainablewaybecauseoftheircontinuedattachment

withforestsovermanyyears.Ithasoftenbeenarguedthatforestscurrentlyarebeing

destroyed,inpartbecauseofthenon-forestdwellers'lackofknowledgeaboutthemannerto

bestexploitthevastdiversityofmedicines,foods,naturalfertilizersandpesticidesthatforests

contain.Forexample:thewood-cuttersandhoneycollectorsoftheSundarbanshavedeveloped

traditionalculturalpracticesforcustomaryuseofresources.Thetraditionalculturalpractices

ofthegolpatacollectorsdonotpermittoharvestanareamorethanonceinayear.Theyonly

cuttheleavesthatareapproximatelyninefeetlongandtheyneverdestroyflowersandfruits.



Honeycollectors(mawal)makesurethatyoungbeesareneverkilled.Sheerdependenceof

thesepeopleontheforestshasdevelopedandfosteredthesenormsandknowledge,whichare

anintegralpartoftheforest-dependentpeoples'cultures.

Non-forestdwellersarealsoincreasinglyexploitingforestsnow.

Itisnowinvariablyagreedthatforestskeeptheharmonyintactbetweenecology,economyand

culture.However,forests'sustainabilityseemstobeinverselyrelatedtothepopulationdensity.

Themaincausesofdegradationofforestsanddeforestationareover-exploitationdueto

populationpressure,encroachments,shiftingcultivation,meageremploymentopportunities

outsideagriculture,etc.Sotocombatover-extractionofforestresourcesanddeforestationand

protecttheremainsofnaturalforestsandbio-diversitypeople'sparticipationinforest

managementmustbeincreased.Inthisregard,expansionofagro-forestry,trainingoflocal

peopleandflowofinformationaboutthenaturalservicesprovidedbyforestsandhowtobest

utilizethenaturalservicesinsustainablemannersmayplayvitalroles.Nowisthetimetoactso

thatcontinuedecological,economicandsocialservicesarereceivedfrom forests.


