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Introduction

Pia Katila, Carol J. Pierce Colfer, Wil de Jong, Glenn Galloway, Pablo Pacheco  
and Georg Winkel

The Aim of This Book
In 2015, 193 countries adopted Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development 
and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Each goal is composed of a 
number of targets to be achieved by 2030. The goals and the 169 targets cover 
a wide range of social, economic and environmental issues addressing cru-
cial global challenges, including ending hunger and poverty, protecting life 
below water and on land, advancing sustainable production and consump-
tion, and guaranteeing well-being to all with reduced inequalities. Agenda 
2030 forms an overarching framework that is expected to guide government 
and non-state actor efforts at different scales, from global to local, until 2030. 
The global indicator framework to follow and periodically review the pro-
gress towards the SDG targets was adapted in 2017 (UN 2017). The main 
responsibility to reach the SDG targets rests with national governments, but 
the agenda calls for cooperation and global partnerships that bring together 
governments, civil society, the private sector, the United Nations (UN) system 
and other social actors.

The SDGs (Table I.1) and their targets form a complex, integrated system 
with clear sectoral emphases but also strong interlinkages among goals and 
targets. The agenda does not explicitly address these interlinkages, nor the 
synergies and trade-offs among targets. In many instances, efforts to advance 
one target can directly or indirectly contribute to the advancement of other 
targets. In other instances, progressive measures for one target can hinder the 
achievement of others.

Natural resources are the fundamental basis for life and human well-being. 
Many of the efforts to achieve the SDGs and specific targets will have direct 
or indirect impacts on natural resources, the services they provide and the 
ways they are used, along with the distribution of their benefits. Forests cover 
about one-third of the world’s land area and are crucial for fundamental 
ecological processes and human well-being – from climate regulation and 
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Table I.1 Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Goal 2.  End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture

Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages

Goal 4.  Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all

Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

Goal 6.  Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 
sanitation for all

Goal 7.  Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy 
for all

Goal 8.  Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent work for all

Goal 9.  Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization and foster innovation

Goal 10.  Reduce inequality within and among countries

Goal 11.  Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable

Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns

Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts*

Goal 14.  Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources 
for sustainable development

Goal 15.  Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and 
halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

Goal 16.  Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels

Goal 17.  Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development

* Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is the 
primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response to climate 
change.

Source: UN 2015
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pollination services to provision of timber and non-timber forest products. 
They also provide habitat for a vast array of plants and animals. The future 
of the world’s forests is thus critical for sustainable development at all scales, 
from global to local.

Yet, forests are explicitly mentioned in only two SDGs. SDG 15 (Life on 
Land) focuses on the protection, restoration and sustainable use of terres-
trial ecosystems and halting the loss of biodiversity. SDG 6 (Clean Water and 
Sanitation) calls for the protection and restoration of forests in one of its 
targets: Target 6.6 aims at protecting and restoring water-related ecosystems, 
including forests. Due to the interrelated nature of the SDGs and targets, 
the implementation of the SDG agenda will inevitably affect forests and for-
est resources, thus impacting the possibilities to achieve these forest-specific 
targets. This will further affect the capacity and potential of forests to pro-
vide important ecosystem services (e.g. climate regulation, soil protection 
and formation, biodiversity protection, water regulation and supply, and an 
environment for recreation) and consequently to contribute to achieving the 
SDGs and supporting human well-being and sustainable development in the 
future.

This book presents a comprehensive interdisciplinary assessment of poten-
tial and anticipated impacts of efforts towards attaining the different SDGs on 
forests and forest-related livelihoods. It identifies possible synergies and trade-
offs associated with efforts to achieve the SDGs and the goods and services 
provided by forests. The assessment places special attention on interactions 
among the goals and their impacts on forests, forest use and forest-related 
livelihoods and economies, as well as how the goals and their interactions 
affect policies and governance relevant to forests. We expect that this book 
will thus contribute to the formulation of more integrated and coherent poli-
cies for reaching the SDGs and targets – policies that would leverage ben-
eficial synergies and minimise the inherent trade-offs among the targets. By 
analysing the interactions among the SDGs through a forest lens, this book 
provides an analysis of the SDG framework from the point of view of this 
crucial natural resource base on which human well-being depends.

The book addresses the following questions:

1. What are the possible and anticipated impacts of efforts to achieve the 17 
SDGs and related targets on forests and forest-related livelihoods? What are 
the contextual conditions that determine how SDGs are implemented and 
prioritised, and how do these conditions and related SDG implementation 
pathways influence impacts on forests and related livelihoods?

2. What are the important interconnections and interlinkages among the 
SDGs and related trade-offs and opportunities for beneficial synergies vis-à-vis 
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forests, forest ecosystem services and forest-related livelihoods in different 
contexts? How may the implementation of the SDGs transform existing rural 
well-being scenarios and forest-dependent economies?

Here, we introduce the SDGs and the processes that led to their adoption. 
We also summarise the importance of forests for human well-being and the 
crucial role and contributions of forests towards reaching the SDGs.

The Road to SDGs
The challenge of maintaining environmental sustainability in the context of 
economic growth and material well-being entered global discussions in the 
UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972. Several 
years later, the report of the Brundtland Commission, Our Common Future, 
placed the concept of sustainable development into the global environmen-
tal and development agenda. It defined sustainable development as ‘develop-
ment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs’ (UN 1987).

Since that time, sustainable development has been the overarching 
theme and guiding principle of global development. It was the main con-
cept for the UN Conference on Environment and Development held in 
Rio de Janeiro in 1992: the summit adopted Agenda 21 – a programme of 
action for sustainable development worldwide. Building on the declaration 
from the Stockholm conference, it presented the first international plan 
of action for global sustainable development into the twenty-first century 
(UN 1994).

The 2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, reaffirmed this commitment and included a reference to the 
three pillars of sustainable development by assuming ‘a collective responsibil-
ity to advance and strengthen the interdependent and mutually reinforcing 
pillars of sustainable development – economic development, social develop-
ment and environmental protection – at the local, national, regional and 
global levels’ (UN 2002: 1).

In 2000, the UN Millennium Summit adopted the Millennium Declaration 
with eight time-bound targets, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
with a deadline of 2015. It committed all countries to reduce extreme poverty 
and set a road map towards the implementation of the MDGs, which focused 
on eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; achieving universal primary 
education; promoting gender equality and empowering women; reducing 
child mortality; improving maternal health; combatting HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases; ensuring environmental sustainability; and developing a 
global partnership for development (UN 2000).
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The MDGs became widely accepted goals, but were mostly relevant for 
developing countries. While remarkable progress has been made towards 
these goals, especially in eradicating poverty and improving access to pri-
mary education, progress has been uneven within and across countries (UN 
2012). The MDG framework’s format – based on a limited number of con-
crete end goals and numerical targets – has been acknowledged as one of its 
main strengths (UN 2012). However, this approach has also been criticised for 
addressing complex development challenges with only eight concrete goals 
and reducing the development agenda to meeting basic material needs. The 
resulting narrow focus on selected indicators has accordingly been criticised 
for ignoring issues that are not captured with specific, quantifiable indicators, 
thus potentially leading to shifting priorities when implementing the MDGs 
(Fukuda-Parr 2017).

While the SDGs build on the MDGs, there are significant differences 
between them and the processes leading to their adoption. The process lead-
ing to the acceptance of the MDGs was criticised for being top-down, led 
by technocrats with limited consultations with other sources of knowledge 
and expertise. The process leading to the adoption of the SDGs was based 
on considerably broader participation. The SDGs were negotiated mainly 
through the Open Working Group of the UN General Assembly, whose work 
paralleled the work of the High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda set up by the UN Secretary General. The process included an exten-
sive global consultation and negotiation involving the interests of specific 
social groups such as women, Indigenous peoples, farmers and non-gov-
ernmental organisations (Dodds et al. 2017, Fukuda-Parr 2016, Stevens and 
Kanie 2016).

The SDGs broadened the focus from that of the MDGs towards a wider 
development policy agenda addressing many aspects of economic, social 
and environmental sustainability. While the MDGs were mainly relevant for 
developing countries, the SDGs apply to all countries. They also address issues 
that were not included in the MDGs and ones that the MDGs were criticised 
for only partially including, such as inequality, gender, political and human 
rights, economic development and climate change.

Agenda 2030 is a universal plan of action that aims at guiding develop-
ment efforts and national development policies until 2030. It recognises that 
the SDGs are ‘integrated and indivisible and balance the three dimensions 
of sustainable development: the economic, social and environmental’ (UN 
2015: 1). Universal development and ending poverty in the spirit of ‘no one 
will be left behind’ are the central principles of Agenda 2030. ‘Eradicating 
poverty in all its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty’ is con-
sidered the ‘greatest global challenge and an indispensable requirement for 
sustainable development’ (UN 2015: 1).

Published online by Cambridge University Press



 Katila, Pierce Colfer, de Jong et al.

6

SDGs as a Complex, Integrated System
While the SDGs are stated to form a complex, integrated system of goals and 
interrelated targets that cut across traditional administrative sectors, many 
of the goals have an overall sectoral focus. Furthermore, the references to 
sectors other than the ones specifically addressed in a specific goal are not 
systematically considered (Boas et al. 2016). There is great variation in the 
nature and scope of the SDGs, and the related targets have different func-
tions. Some targets are ends in themselves, while others are means towards 
reaching other targets by supporting the development of an enabling envi-
ronment or providing resources that support the achievement of other tar-
gets (Elder et al. 2016, Holden et al. 2017). The relationship among the more 
intermediate targets can be synergistic, and a lack of progress in one may 
often hinder progress within another. In other instances, however, efforts 
towards achieving a specific target can undermine progress towards another 
one (Elder et al. 2016). While synergies among the targets can increase the 
effectiveness of implementation, incompatible targets lead to trade-offs. In 
addition, the interactions among the SDGs are non-linear. Deficient perfor-
mance in one crucial goal or target can potentially undermine progress in the 
overall agenda. Similarly, the implementation of one target at the expense of 
a non-compatible one can reinforce the trade-offs.

The interlinkages and interactions among the SDGs and related targets are 
receiving increasing attention. Le Blanc (2015) conducted a network analysis 
of the links among SDGs and targets (except those related to implementa-
tion) based on their wording. The results show that the SDGs are unequally 
connected. Some goals are connected through multiple targets, while others 
have weak connections to other goals. Sustainable consumption and produc-
tion (SDG 12), reducing inequality (SDG 10), eliminating poverty (SDG 1) 
and promoting economic growth and employment (SDG 8) are directly or 
indirectly linked to at least ten other goals. Life on land (SDG 15) is linked to 
six other goals. The results of the network analysis were compared to previ-
ous studies that had used a nexus approach to analyse the interconnections 
among climate, land, energy and water targets. This showed that most of the 
relevant interactions identified in nexus studies are not explicitly captured in 
the wording of the SDGs and targets.

SDG interactions have also been analysed through classifying and clus-
tering the goals and their interactions. Waage et al. (2015) have proposed 
a framework whereby the SDGs are grouped into three domains and repre-
sented by three nested circles: well-being (comprising SDGs 1, 3, 4, 5, 10, 
16) in the inner circle, infrastructure (comprising SDGs 2, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12) 
in the middle circle and environment (comprising SDGs 13, 14, 15) in the 
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outer circle. The potential interactions among SDGs are closely related to 
their position in the framework. The authors argue that there is potential 
for synergies among the goals in the inner level as they focus on different 
aspects of human well-being. Similarly, the outer-level environmental goals 
are interrelated and potentially synergistic. The infrastructure goals in the 
middle contribute to the achievement of the well-being goals, but compete 
for limited environmental resources such as land for agriculture, forestry or 
energy. The trade-offs between the inner- and outer-level goals need to be 
addressed within the infrastructure goals, which requires effective govern-
ance of these goals (Waage et al. 2015).

Different approaches have been proposed to address the interlinkages 
among the goals and targets. In this connection the nexus approach has 
gained renewed attention. For instance, the UN Prototype Global Sustainable 
Development Report (UN 2014: 21) advocates for the climate–land–energy–
water–development nexus as a ‘pragmatic approach to integrated assessment 
for selected clusters of strongly interlinked issues’. In general, the nexus 
approach aims at increasing policy coherence across sectors. The water–
energy–food nexus has received special attention as a research agenda and 
development paradigm (Biggs et al. 2015, Bizikova et al. 2013, FAO 2014, 
Hoff 2011, Leck et al. 2015, Weitz et al. 2016). The downside of the nexus 
approach is that it specifically focuses on the interactions among a chosen, 
limited number of SDGs and targets, and thus fails to acknowledge possible 
important linkages to other SDGs that could be crucial for the specific SDGs 
under study.

As an attempt to develop a more comprehensive approach, Nilsson et al. 
(2016) present a framework consisting of a typology of interactions, where 
the interactions and relationships among SDG targets are assigned scores 
ranging from +3 (indivisible), +2 (reinforcing), +1 (enabling) and 0 (neutral) 
to –1 (constraining), –2 (counteracting) and –3 (cancelling). This framework 
is suggested as an approach to systematically assess the target-level interac-
tions. It recognises that the scoring is context specific and is affected by time-
scale, governance arrangements, technology and geography.

As these analyses demonstrate, the SDGs and related targets form a complex, 
interconnected set of different kinds of goals. However, these interconnec-
tions are neither systematically recognised nor addressed in the SDG agenda: 
‘A tendency to ignore interlinkages among sectors and across national borders 
has meant that success in one area or location has all too often come at the 
expense of increasing problems elsewhere’ (UN 2014: 21). Understanding the 
interactions among the targets is thus fundamental for making comprehen-
sive progress towards the targets and ensuring that progress towards a specific 
target is not impeding the achievement of other targets (Griggs et al. 2017).

Published online by Cambridge University Press



 Katila, Pierce Colfer, de Jong et al.

8

Forests and SDGs
Human welfare is ultimately based on global natural resources and biodi-
versity; the sustainable use of these resources within environmental limits 
is the foundation for sustainable development (Holden et al. 2017). Forests 
cover about one-third of global land area, totalling nearly 4000 million ha 
(FAO 2016a). However, ecological, social and economic conditions vary 
greatly in different parts of the world, among countries and even within 
countries, leading to great variations in forest–human interactions, the 
importance and potential contributions of forests for achieving the SDGs, 
and the potential and likely impacts of policies and measures for progressing 
towards the SDGs.

Brief Overview of the World’s Forests
The global forest area is made up of 3695 million ha of natural forest and 
291 million ha of planted forest.1 Natural forest area continues to decline and 
planted forest area to increase. From 2010 to 2015, the natural forest area 
worldwide decreased by 6.5 million ha per year, while the reported planted 
area increased by 3.3 million ha per year. Most planted forests are located in 
Asia, with 129 million ha, followed by Europe, with 83 million ha (FAO 2016a).

Most of the world’s forests are located in tropical countries (44 per cent), 
followed by temperate (26 per cent), boreal (22 per cent) and subtropical 
countries (8 per cent). Forest loss has also been concentrated in tropical coun-
tries, particularly in South America and Africa: from 2010 to 2015, tropical 
forest area declined by 5.5 million ha per year. In general, forest area has 
declined in Central America, South America, South and Southeast Asia and in 
Africa, while increasing in Europe, North America, the Caribbean, East Asia 
and Western-Central Asia (Keenan et al. 2015).

The pressures on forests are related to population growth through the 
increasing demand for forest-based products and services and through increas-
ing competition for the use of land currently forested. The world’s population 
has increased concurrently with global forest loss, leading to declining per 
capita forest area. While on average it declined from 0.8 ha to 0.6 ha per 
capita from 1990 to 2015, during this period the forest area per capita in the 
tropics nearly halved and declined by more than 35 per cent in the subtropics 
(FAO 2016a, Keenan et al. 2015).

1 FAO (2012) definition of forest: Land spanning more than 0.5 hectares with trees higher than 
5 metres and a canopy cover of more than 10 per cent, or trees able to reach these thresholds in 
situ.
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Forest ownership and management rights are an essential part of forest 
governance; they are important in shaping the ways forests are used and 
managed and for the distribution of related costs and benefits. Most of the 
world’s forests (76 per cent) are publicly owned, and about 20 per cent are 
privately owned; for the rest, information is not available (FAO 2016a). Public 
ownership is highest in Western and Central Africa (99 per cent), Western 
and Central Asia (98 per cent) and South and Southeast Asia (90 per cent).

The share of privately owned forests is highest in East Asia and Oceania 
(42 per cent) and North America (33 per cent) (FAO 2016a). The category 
of privately owned forests includes forests legally held by individuals, com-
munities and firms. Individual, smallholder and family forest ownership is 
dominant in many European countries; it is increasing in countries with 
formerly centrally planned economies due to privatisation and restitution 
policies (Forest Europe 2015). Forest tenure reforms in China and Vietnam 
have led to forestland being allocated, leased or contracted to individuals and 
families, increasing the forest area under some degree of private management 
(Hou et al. 2017, Yasmi et al. 2017). In the United States, 58 per cent of forests 
are under private ownership, including private corporate ownership, which 
covers 19 per cent of forests.

According to the Rights and Resources Initiative data from 58 countries, 
covering 92 per cent of global forest area, private individuals and firms own 
11 per cent and Indigenous and local communities 12 per cent of the total for-
est area in the analysed countries (RRI 2018). The areas owned by Indigenous 
and local communities totalled 447 million ha in 2017. Furthermore, 
Indigenous and local communities hold legally designated rights to 80.5 mil-
lion ha of the publicly owned forests, meaning that ‘national law recognises 
Indigenous Peoples’ and local communities’ rights to access and withdrawal, 
as well as to participate in the management of forests or to exclude outsid-
ers’ (RRI 2018: 8). Taken together, most forest area either legally owned by or 
designated for Indigenous and local communities is located in Latin America, 
followed by Asia and then Africa (RRI 2018).

Governments maintain legal and administrative authority over publicly 
owned forest areas; a large part of this is used and managed by Indigenous 
and local communities on the basis of customary, community-based tenure 
systems without formal government recognition. This, combined with the 
fact that large areas of government-administered forests have been granted 
to companies and investors under concession and license agreements with-
out acknowledging the existing customary rights, has led to conflicts and 
disputes over forestland (RRI 2018). This situation has had serious negative 
livelihood implications for peoples residing in and around forests.
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Forests’ Contributions to SDGs
Forests provide ecosystem services that are crucial for human welfare. The 
contributions of forests to achieving the SDGs were explored before the SDGs 
were formally adopted and have since been further analysed and discussed 
(Brack 2014, FAO 2016b, 2018; Grazer and Keeton 2017, Sunderland et al. 
2013, Vira et al. 2015). Forests can be directly or indirectly linked to each of 
the SDGs. Forests provide plant- and animal-based products that are impor-
tant as foods and medicines, contributing directly to ending hunger (SDG 2) 
and ensuring health and well-being (SDG 3). Forestry employment can con-
tribute to providing decent work (SDG 8) and forest-based incomes can con-
tribute to ending poverty (SDG  1), and these incomes can be used to buy 
food, which further contributes to food security (SDG 2). Forests also provide 
clean water and influence hydrological cycles and downstream water supply, 
contributing to water and sanitation (SDG  6). Forest biomass can contrib-
ute to reducing global dependence on fossil fuels for energy (SDG  7), and 
forests can contribute to responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) 
by providing renewable materials to substitute non-renewable ones. Forests 
can also support industrial development and innovation (SDG  9). Some 
forest communities are among the most equitable globally, relating to gen-
der (SDG 5) and equality (SDG 10), while participatory forest management 
approaches contribute to inclusive societies and building inclusive institu-
tions (SDG 16). Forests are crucial for carbon storage and for regulating cli-
mate (SDG  13). Forests also provide supporting services, such as nutrient 
cycling and crop pollination, that are fundamental for sustainable agricul-
tural production. Furthermore, mangroves (SDG 14) provide coastal protec-
tion benefits, strengthening coastal community resilience to climate-related 
hazards. Forest-related cultural ecosystem services include recreational, spir-
itual, religious and other non-material benefits. These benefits are important 
for rural and urban populations and contribute to learning and physical and 
mental well-being (SDG 4 and SDG 3) and more resilient and sustainable cit-
ies (SDG 11). Furthermore, most of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity is found 
in forests (SDG 15).

Forest ecosystem services contribute to human welfare at different scales. 
At a global scale, all people benefit from the climate change mitigation and 
crop pollination services of forests. A large share of the global population also 
benefits from forest-based products such as wooden furniture or timber for 
housing. In addition, it is estimated that 350 million rural inhabitants are 
highly dependent on forests for food security, livelihoods and energy, while 
an estimated 60 million Indigenous peoples are totally dependent on forests 
for their subsistence (World Bank 2008).
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Impacts of SDGs on Forests and Livelihoods
As already noted, despite the profound importance of forests for human well-
being and their important role in reaching the SDGs, forests are only men-
tioned in two: in single targets under SDGs 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) 
and 15 (Life on Land). Due to the interrelated nature of the SDGs and targets 
previously discussed, the implementation of the SDG agenda will inevitably 
influence the possibilities to achieve these forest-specific targets. In addition, 
SDG implementation will likely affect the capacity and potential of forests to 
provide the important ecosystem services described and consequently sustain 
forests’ contributions to achieving the SDGs.

The implementation of the SDGs is principally in the hands of national 
governments: ‘Targets are defined as aspirational and global, with each 
Government setting its own national targets guided by the global level of 
ambition but taking into account national circumstances. Each Government 
will also decide how these aspirational and global targets should be incorpo-
rated into national planning processes, policies and strategies’ (UN 2015: 13). 
From the viewpoint of international law, the SDGs are considered as norms at 
the ‘softest end of the soft law–hard law continuum’ (Persson et al. 2016: 60). 
SDG 17 focuses specifically on the means of implementation, concentrat-
ing on finance, technology, capacity-building, trade and systemic issues, 
including policy and institutional coherence, multistakeholder partnerships 
and data, monitoring and accountability. In addition, specific targets under 
each SDG relate to the implementation of the given SDG. Yet many targets 
are rather vague, aspirational-outcome targets that do not specify the ways 
or conduct by which they should be achieved: different pathways can be 
taken (Persson et al. 2016). Moreover, the implementation targets do not 
address the interdependencies and interlinkages among the goals and targets 
(Stafford-Smith et al. 2017). Beyond the key role national governments play 
in Agenda 2030, it is important to recognise the emerging importance of 
regional and local governments, communities and private-sector entities in 
SDG implementation.

The implementation of the SDGs varies according to economic prosperity, 
political stability, social cohesion and national circumstances, such as geo-
graphic features, natural resource base, level of technological development, 
and policy, institutional and social frameworks. National circumstances and 
development priorities will influence how the SDGs are prioritised and how 
they are included in national policies and strategies. In this connection, the 
extent and condition of forest resources and the role of forests in industrial 
development and for livelihoods, as well as social and cultural perspectives 
and voices pertaining to forest use and conservation, are important factors 
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in shaping the policies and strategies that relate to forests and the relative 
importance given to forests in relation to other land uses.

Understanding the potential impacts of SDGs on forests, forest-related live-
lihoods and forest-based options to generate progress towards achieving the 
SDGs, as well as the related trade-offs and synergies, is crucial to the efforts 
undertaken to reach these goals. It is especially important for reducing poten-
tial negative impacts and to leverage opportunities to create synergies that 
will ultimately determine whether comprehensive progress towards the SDGs 
will be accomplished.

Little attention, however, has yet focused on possible and likely impacts 
that efforts undertaken by different sectors to advance towards the 17 SDGs 
will have on forests, forest ecosystem services, forest-related livelihoods and 
human well-being, or on how these impacts, in turn, will contribute to or 
undermine the contributions of forests in achieving the SDGs. Efforts to 
achieve the SDGs may result in an emphasis on forest management and pro-
duction or on forest protection, or a combination of both. Where the empha-
sis lies will affect the ecosystem services provided by forests and the associated 
benefits accruing to different segments of society. In this light, efforts to 
achieve some of the SDGs will likely drive additional land-use change and 
deforestation. Developments in sectors such as agriculture, transport, min-
ing and energy may have crucial implications for forest-related development. 
Policies and actions to improve governance and build effective institutions 
for natural resource management may affect the conditions shaping forest 
resource use, benefit-sharing and sustainable production, while also affecting 
gender concerns and wider issues of social equity and equality.

Impacts of SDG implementation can vary according to geographical scale. 
National policies favouring more gender-equitable land tenure, for instance, 
can wind up being ignored at the local level. Progress on a particular SDG in 
one location can lead to harmful impacts in other locations. For example, a 
study on seven developing countries that have experienced forest transition – 
a shift from net deforestation to net increase in forest cover – found that in 
most cases reforestation was accompanied with deforestation in other coun-
tries through trade in timber and agricultural products (Meyfroidt et al. 2010).

The impacts can also vary according to the time horizon. Intensifying the 
use of forest products (e.g. collection of non-timber forest products) can sup-
port livelihoods and increase incomes in the short term, but in the long term 
may lead to depletion of the resource base and reduced availability of these 
products, resulting in declining incomes.

Assessing the impacts of the SDGs and related policies on forests and peo-
ple is not a trivial undertaking. It requires a thorough look into the SDGs 
and the inherent trade-offs and synergies among them, the contextual factors 
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that shape how the SDGs are prioritised and implemented, and the conse-
quent impacts on forests and people.

Chapters 1 to 17 focus on the potential impacts of the implementation 
of the SDGs on forests and forest-related livelihoods and economies, taking 
into account the considerations discussed. Each chapter is dedicated to the 
analysis of one of the 17 SDGs. The analyses focus especially on people who 
live in or near forests and who depend on forests for their material, social, 
cultural and emotional well-being. In the following chapters these impacts 
are generally referred to as impacts on ‘forests and people’. Based on existing 
evidence, these chapters identify the most important contextual conditions 
that guide or determine how a specific SDG is prioritised or pursued and 
discuss the possible impacts of its implementation on forests and the goods 
and services forests provide in different contexts. They also consider the link-
ages among the SDGs, identifying important opportunities for synergies and 
drawing attention to possible or unavoidable trade-offs.

Chapter 18 synthesises the findings from Chapters 1 to 17. Chapter 19 
concludes with broad conclusions on a few key lessons learnt, with a view 
to providing guidance for the future co-evolution of people and forests in a 
changing world.
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