
What causes tropical deforestation?



A complex picture

No simple generalisations
Tropical forests are lost due to a large number of 
factors acting together
Useful conceptual framework divides factors into 

Proximate causes
Underlying causes



Results of meta-analysis

Geist and Lambin analysed case studies from 
Asia, Latin America and Africa
Found large number factors that led to 
deforestation
Drivers differ in importance between regions
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Conclusions

Causes and drivers of tropical deforestation 
cannot be reduced to a single variable. The 
interplay of several proximate and underlying 
factors drive deforestation in a synergetic way.
The expansion of cropped land and pasture is 
clearly the most important proximate cause of 
tropical deforestation



Conclusions

Shifting cultivators are not always the key agents 
of deforestation
Chain-logical causation in the form of 2-factor 
chains underlies about two thirds of the proximate 
as well as underlying causes
Population pressure in the form of natural 
increases in number of population is not a major 
underlying driving force alone, without migration.
The explanatory power of PAT variables 
(population, affluence, technology, thought to work 
together in the seventies) is  poor.
Economic growth and technology may slow or 
reverse deforestation.
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