
The Ndoki ra i n f o rest is nestled in the

n o rt h e a s t e rn corner of the Democra t i c

Republic of the Con go, bord e red on

t h ree sides by vast swamps. The Ndok i

was long so inaccessible that its animals

w e re naive of humans. In recent ye a r s ,

though, it has come under threat from

logging, political upheaval, and civil war

in the Congo Basin. Fortunately, the for-

est has also received protection, since the

a rea, cove ring 4,000 square kilometers, was

designated the Nuabale-Ndoki National

Pa rk in 1993. Given the tumultuous politics

and endemic corru p t i on of the re g i on ,

the pro t e c t i on of the Ndoki would seem

a con s e rv a t i on tri u m ph .

There’s just one problem: the forest

appears to be drying out. Rainfall records

are spotty, but other worrisome develop-

ments—changes in flora and the more

frequent appearance of harmattan dust—

point to a serious decline in moisture leve l s .

And with logging consortia continuing

to cut other unprotected forests through-

out the Con go Basin, reducing the sys t e m’s

ca p a c i ty to store and re cycle moisture,

regional rainfall may drop and stay below

the threshold needed to sustain a wet

t ro p i cal forest. 

The message from the Ndoki experi e n c e

is that protecting on ly parts of an ecosys-

tem is not su⁄cient. Con s e rv a t i on i s t s

must find ways to pre s e rve the vitality

of the systems that protect a forest, not

just the forest itself, lest factors such as

reg i onal climate change trump even the

most e ª e c t i ve legal pro t e c t i on. More ove r,

the pace of defore s t a t i on is such that con-

s e rv a t i onists will have to implement large-

s cale m e a s u res without perfect know l e d g e

of what it is they are trying to save. Wh a t

is needed, then, is a plan that is compre-

hens i ve enough to provide wall - t o - w a ll

c ove rage of an entire ra i n f o rest sys t e m ,

simple enough to bypass the usual ro u n d s

of endless study and nego t i a t i on, and
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a tt ra c t i ve enough to draw in new kinds of

d onors to areas curre n t ly starved of funds.

DISECONOMIES OF SCALE

Since the early 1990s, the problem of sca l e

in conservation has risen into bold relief.

Pre s e n t ly, on ly about five percent of the

w o rl d’s tro p i cal forests have eªective

p ro t e c t i on. And in recent years, the

a nnual rate of wet tro p i cal forest loss

and degradation has actually accelerated.

Meanwhile, new discoveries have under-

scored the interdependency of the earth’s

e c o s ystems. Defore s t a t i on in Su m a t ra and

Kalimantan, in Indonesia, has con t ri b u t e d

to re g i onal drought and wildfires; in Bra z i l’s

Mato Gra s s o, the ra i ny season has dimin-

ished, some believe as a result of the re t re a t

of the Amazon.

The international response to acceler-

ating defore s t a t i on, how eve r, has been

anemic, even as the disparity between the

s cale of the problem and the scale of the

e ª o rts has become cl e a r. A lack of foll ow -

t h rough has plagued almost all con s e rv a t i on

e ª o rts in recent years. The so-ca lled Eart h

Summit, the un Conference on Environ-

ment and Deve l o pment held in Rio de

J a n e i ro in 19 92, brought together heads

of state to address global environmental

p roblems; by the time the fleet of pre s i d e n-

tial jets left the runway, the commitments

made at the conference had already been

forgotten. Of the $1.2 billion that the g-7

group of advanced industrialized nations

p romised for the pre s e rv a t i on of the

Am a zon in the p pg-7 Agreement (the Pi l o t

Pro g ramme for the Pro t e c t i on of Tro p i ca l

Forests of Brazil), only $350 million has

been committed and only $120 million

disbursed in the intervening ten ye a r s .

As James Gustave Speth argues in Red

Sky at Morning, the only international

a g reement ratified during the past 30 ye a r s

that has had any major positive eªect is

the Mon t real Protocol on Substances that
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Deplete the Ozone. As a result, ye s t e rd ay’s

nightmare scenarios are becoming today’s

re a l i ty. In Indonesia, according to a re c e n t

study led by Lisa Curran of the Yale Sch o o l

of Forestry and Environmental Studies,

60 percent of protected areas have been

logged in the past 15 years. Su m a t ra might

have no undisturbed forest by 2005, and

Borneo by 2008—with dire consequences

for the orangutan, the pygmy elephant,

and countless other species.

C on s e rv a t i onists have long re c o g n i ze d

the problem of scale. Indeed, the big con-

s e rv a t i on groups have focused on work i n g

on larger scales through such pro g ra m s

as the Wi l dl i fe Con s e rv a t i on So c i e ty’s “L i v-

ing La n d s capes” and the Wo rld Wi l dl i fe

Fu n d’s ecore g i onal planning. George

Wo o d w e ll, of the Woods Hole Research

C e n t e r, has ca lled for action to protect the

“f u n c t i onal integri ty of landscapes,” e m ph a-

sizing the obvious but often ignored fact

that human econ omic activity benefits from

self-sustaining ecosystems that provide

services indefinitely. Human systems mu s t

be embedded in a natural matrix, the argu-

ment goes, because embedding natura l

s ystems in a human matrix benefits neither

humans nor nature .

In recent years, a number of ambitious

initiatives have aimed to protect larger

stretches of forest to preserve biologically

f u n c t i onal units. The Ecological Corri d o r

Project, for instance, links 1,000 reserves

between Bahia and Paraná in Brazil’s At-

lantic Forest. The Cordillera del Condor

Peace Park in Ecuador and Peru shows

that even nations with long histories of

c onflict can forge joint con s e rv a t i on eªort s .

An even more ambitious undertaking is

u n d e rw ay in the Am a zon Region Pro t e c t e d

A rea. That pro g ram, once added to existing

reserves, will protect roughly 40 percent

of the Brazilian Am a zon, at least on paper.

In Africa, the Congo Basin Initiative has

been o⁄cially endorsed by the region’s

seven governments, and Washington has

committed its prestige and $36 million to

bring the initiative to life; if the plan is

realized, 23 percent of the Congo Basin

forest will have some form of protection.

Su ch initiatives re p resent unpre c e d e n t e d

steps tow a rd protecting moist tro p i ca l

f o rests at the system level. They also

p rovide evidence that gove rnments and

nongovernmental organizations (ngos)

can jointly launch ambitious con s e rv a t i on

eªorts absent strong international agree-

ments. But the question remains whether

these eªorts will provide su⁄cient pro-

tection to safeguard the integrity of forest

systems, especially the two most crucial

ones, the Amazon and the Congo Basin.

At present, no one knows for certain

how much of a giant system must remain

intact in order to avert a self-reinforcing

drying cycle. Much depends on how and

where the forest is cut, and on what hap-

pens to the land afterwards. Absent any

certainty about the tipping point for the

world’s great forest systems, prudence

demands preserving as much of the sys-

tem as possible. And this means that en-

vironmentalists must look beyond parks

and indigenous zones, beyond biosphere

reserves and wildlife refuges, to find ways

to preserve forest covers in areas with

lower biodiversity, less ecological interest,

and large proportions of land held pri-

vately or being converted to other uses.

There is, at present, widespread recogni-

tion of the urgency of landscape-scale

initiatives. There remains, however, the

need for a plan that would extend to

areas not yet a priority for conservation

organizations, that could be rolled out
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rapidly, and that would excite both

donors and host countries.

A SIMPLE PLAN

The most ambitious prior eªort to addre s s

t ro p i cal defore s t a t i on—the Tro p i ca l

Fo rest Ac t i on Plan (t fa p), spon s o re d

by the Wo rld Bank and the u n Fo o d

and Agri c u l t u re Organiza t i on — b e ca m e

m i red in bure a u c ratic haggling and

a ct u a lly intensified defore s t a t i on in

C a m e ro on and some other tro p i ca l

n at i ons. Pa rticipants in the Kyoto Pro-

tocol, meanw h i l e, still cannot decide

whether to include a particular “ca rb on

s i n k” prov i s i on that would all ow indus-

t ries to oªset their greenhouse gas

e m i ss i ons by paying forest owners to

keep trees standing. In the case of

Kyo t o, o⁄cial action has been mired 

in d e cades of ditheri n g, and there is no

p o s s i b i l i ty of “avoided defore s t a t i on”

having mu ch impact as a result of the

t re a ty for at least another ten ye a r s .

The lesson of t fa p and Kyoto is that

the m o re players there are and the more

t h e re is to nego t i a t e, the more likely it is

that nego t i a t i on will go on endl e s s ly. No b l e

i n t e n t i ons quick ly give way to a game in

w h i ch each player seeks to gain access to

res o u rces while pre s e rving his own com p e t-

i t i ve position. A more eªective appro a ch

to c on t i n e n t a l - s cale ra i n f o rest con s e rv a-

t i on would be to implement a simple,

m a rk e t -like plan that would minimize the

p o s s i b i li ty for nego t i a t i on while funneling

re s o u rces into eve ry part of a forest system. 

C onsider a system mu ch like the

C on go Basin ra i n f o rest: a con t i n e n t a l - s ca l e

tropical forest of roughly 800,000 square

miles that stretches over seven countries.

This ra i n f o rest has been shrinking steadily

in the face of timber operations, agricul-

t u ral conve r s i on, urb a n i za t i on, ill e g a l

c u t t i n g, land inv a s i ons, and out-of-con t ro l

burning seasons. Various countries have

established parks and re s e rves, enacted

logging codes, and taken other steps to

control deforestation. But corruption, a

l a ck of re s o u rces, and other external factors

have overwhelmed these eªorts.

Judging from failed past eªorts, a suc-

cessful conservation plan should include

s eve ral basic prov i s i ons. First, it should

i nv o lve eve ry country that is home to a

p o rt i on of the forest; the forest is an in-

t e rdependent system, so no nation ca n

“go it alone.” Se c ond, it should attra c t

outside funding; nations that are hom e

to large tropical rainforests are generally

poor, so it is unrealistic to expect them to

fund a plan on their own. Third, it should

be grand enough to draw a new cohort of

d onors at a time when past failures and the

sheer number of competing projects and

i n t e rn a t i onal tensions have produced don o r

fatigue. Fo u rth, it should be simple a n d

t ra n s p a rent, both to reduce the possibility

for misunderstanding in host countries

and to minimize the potential for endless

n e go t i a t i on and bure a u c ratic inertia. Fi n a lly,

g i ven the accelerating pace of defore s t a t i on ,

it should be deployed rapidly.

A market-like con s e rv a t i on plan would

divide the 800,000 square miles of forest

into 100 contiguous blocks. The blocks

would cross national boundaries and ethnic

divides. Although many con s e rv a t i on

b iologists would have a visceral reaction

against arbitrary boundaries that ignore

biogeographic realities, that is precisely

the point: the gri d’s uniform i ty would

eliminate the need for studies and nego t i a-

t i ons that could bog down the pro j e c t ,

a ll owing it to be easily understood by both

d onors and host countri e s .
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The plan would match a bidder with

every one of the 100 blocks on the grid.

The notion of bidders might raise hack l e s

in an area where politicians and residents

have vivid memories of past exploitation

by ri ch nations, but in this ca s e, a success-

ful bidder would not win the right to dra i n

re s o u rces but accept an obligation to

put resources in. A secretariat, approved

by the seven nations and composed of

t rusted l o cals and respected members

of the i n t e rn a t i onal com mu n i ty, would

oversee the mark e t .

The universe of potential bidders

i n cludes a broad spectrum of n gos, cor-

p o ra t i ons, mu l t i l a t e ral and bilateral aid

o r g a n i za t i ons, and other credible entities.

The market could be a simple lottery, or

it could be a complex structure that de-

mands diªerent things of diªerent bidders.

The secre t a riat would certify the bona fides

of those bidding for blocks, monitoring

p e rf o rmance and acting as a cl e a ri n g h o u s e

w h e re appro a ches could be com p a re d

and special problems addressed. Success-

ful bidders would have no superv i s o ry

a u t h o ri ty over their blocks; they would

be there as a re s o u rce. They would have

to win over local people, gove rn m e n t s ,

and ngos through oªers of assistance and

resources. Clearly, such a market would

a t t ract some bidders with motivations other

than saving the rainforest. A corporation

might want to spruce up its env i ron m e n t a l

image, while others might be attracted by

the visibility of a con t i n e n t a l - s cale under-

t a k i n g. Again, that is the point: the go a l

is to unlock new re s o u rces and ch a n n e l

them to prev i o u s ly ignored areas and

o p p o rtunities for con s e rv a t i on. Those bid-

ders lacking in expertise would have to seek

it out or pour new re s o u rces into existing

p rojects; meanw h i l e, mon i t o ring and peer-
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g roup p re s s u re in a high-visibility pro j e c t

would act as a con t rol against misch i e f.

A bidder that ended up with a block

could pursue any pre s e rv a t i on stra t e gy,

so long as the secre t a riat approved it. 

A p e riodic rev i ew of forest cover and

forest v i a b i l i ty would be the on ly meas-

u re of success. Those bidders deemed

successful could beef up enforc e m e n t ,

spur ecotourism, develop markets for

e nv i ronmental services, or pursue urb a n

d eve l o pment projects. 

Such an approach could be deployed

rapidly and show immediate results. It

would seed the area with ch a m p i on s

and i m p rove re p o rting on the state of the

f o rest. By displaying dozens of diªerent

a p p ro a ches side by side, it would also oªer

a testing ground for con s e rv a t i on and

d evelopment ideas. If a group’s strategy

started to falter, the group could switch

gears and try something that had proved

eªective in another block. Bidders could

cooperate, share expertise, and even sub-

contract conservation functions to other

bidders, possibly through an aft e r - m a rk e t

in rainforest blocks.

The plan could also solve the problem

of how to con s e rve “o rph a n” forest are a s —

those that lack the prominence to attract

major donors—by providing a credible

body to certify ca rb on credits or other eco-

s ystem service credits. A corp o ra t i on

seeking an oªset would pay either the

gove rnment or the con c e s s i on holder a

market price for the tons of carbon that

would be sequestered by keeping the fore s t

standing. For host governments, these

payments would represent a financial

windfall—far more than they currently

receive for timber fees. A U.S. electric

company, for example, might pledge to

spend $5 million a year over 20 years on

an “avoided defore s t a t i on” credit in an

o rphan block to meet a voluntary com-

mitment to reduce its carbon dioxide

emissions by two million tons a year.

E nv i ronmental groups already work-

ing in the forest would sure ly welcome the

i n i t i a t i ve as a source of new funding and

p u b l i c i ty. Meanw h i l e, the scale and high

profile of the plan would give outside

d onors a way to pursue “g reen bra n d i n g”

and market diªere n t i a t i on and could pro-

vide them env i ronmental credits that they

could later use to satisfy legal obligation s

in their home countries. An oil com p a ny

under fire for its env i ronmental pra c t i c e s ,

for instance, might want to adopt seve ra l

b l o cks and then subcon t ract its com m i t-

ment to n gos already working in the are a .

IN THE BALANCE

Could such an appro a ch re a lly work? It is

ch e a p, lean at the top, and, so long as host

gove rnments prove re c e p t i ve, easy to

d ep l oy. Donors would have various incen-

t i ves to join, ranging from ca rb on oªsets

for corp o ra t i ons to the pure ly ph i l a n t h ro p i c .

For host nations, meanw h i l e, the p l a n

oªers new re s o u rces, new re l at i on s h i p s

with pow e rful institutions, deve l o pm e n t

funds, and intern a t i onal c re d i b i l i ty on a

h i g h - p rofile env i ronmental issue. It re-

q u i res no studies or surveys, on ly eªective

m a rketing to host gove rnments and

d onors; thus, it promises real re s o u rc e s

and action without the endless h a g g l i n g

that has torpedoed most past initiatives

as the worl d’s tro p i cal forests have disap-

p e a red. Most important, there is simply

no other stra t e gy on the table for ensuring

conservation on a large scale. And u n l e s s

one is put in place soon, all the s m a ll -

s cale eªorts in areas such as the Con go

Basin may turn out to be for naught.∂
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