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Forests are very important for conservation of agricultural resources but the country’s deforestation, estimated at 0.2 to 0.5 per cent per annum, is the highest in the world. This accounts for 4-6 per cent decline in its wood biomass annually, calling for serious efforts to improve forest resources.

So far, the total forest cover has been reduced from 3.59 million hectares to 3.32 million hectares at an average rate of 27,000 hectares per annum. 

Forests enhance life of dams, reservoirs and irrigation network of canals and help plug seepage and percolation losses from canals and water courses. Trees control soil erosion, regulate water supply and keep climate moderate as well as supplement timber wood as raw material for wood industries.

Various products and by-products including timber, charcoal, firewood, pulp, tannin, cellulose and wax obtained from forests are of various uses. Hundred of thousands of people working in wood related industries depend on forests for their livelihood. 

Forests statistics is not encouraging. Less than five per cent of the country’s total area is under forests, which is very poor as compared with other Asian countries. For example, in India, Japan, Sri-Lanka, Philippines, Korea, Bhutan and Brunei, natural forest area is 24.2, 36.4, 42.1, 43.6, 49.8, 50.4 and 90.4 per cent respectively of the total land area. Contrary to this, total forest area of Pakistan is around four million hectares including 0.51, 1.33, 0.84 and 1.36 million hectares in Punjab, NWFP, Sindh and Balochistan, respectively. Of the total forest area, 32.8 per cent is under commercial forest and the rest 67.2 per cent under protected forests. 

Forests provide safe havens for biodiversity which is the life support system for this planet and constitutes source of food, medicines. Diminishing natural forests pose serious threat to survival and preservation of biodiversity. 

The annual wood consumption is 43.761 million cubic meters against annual forest growth of 14.4 million cubic meters. Therefore, it has to suffer a shortage of 29.361 million cubic meters per annum and the gap between demand and supply of wood for fuel and timber would further widen in coming years when supply of natural gas would be limited. Three sectors including domestic, industrial and commercial establishments use wood in the range of 81.8 per cent, 14.9 per cent and 3.3 per cent, respectively. 

There are various reasons behind deforestation. Smuggling of important timber including deodar, fir, partal, kail, oak, popular, horse chestnut, chilgoza pine and pencil juniper by local people has resulted in excessive cutting. These forests are very important to protect Mangla and Terbela dams and also to ensure clean supply of rain water to these dams. 

Excessive cutting of scrub forests in the Potohar region, the foothills of Muree and the NWFP hills that protect the watersheds of Tarbela and Mangla dams for fuel purposes has inflicted great loss to them. 

In a similar way, the tropical thorn forests that include xerophytes like karir, sarkand, van, kikar, jand and farash that provide green sites for grazing of livestock and protection of wildlife are on the way of vanishing due to rapid industrialisation, urbanisation, and road construction and over cutting of trees/shrubs by local people.

Shortage of water for irrigation, slow growth species, loss of wood by pilferage, diseases, insects, pests and weeds are factors that are causing difficulties for irrigated forests to yield the desired objectives. With the cultivation of arable crops on more area, it would be impossible to increase area under irrigated forests. 

On the other hand, forests located on both banks of Indus-eastern and western are rapidly vanishing in Sindh due to significant reduction in annual discharge of Indus in the lower Indus region. Moreover, illegal cutting by people for furniture, building material and sports goods is also big hazard faced by these forests. 

Over exploitation, pollution and changes in water quality, excessive cutting for fuel wood and fodder, solid industrial and domestic wastes and oil spills have resulted in reduction of area under mangrove forests. These forests are good feeding, breeding and nursery grounds for prawns, shrimps, fish etc. Equally these are good habitat for snakes, birds and mammals. These trees have the importance of arresting erosion, storm damage and wave action by acting as buffers and catching alluvial materials.

With one of the highest rates of deforestation in the world, the country’s commitment under Millennium Development Goals of Forestry to increase forest cover from existing five per cent to seven per cent by the year 2011, looks to be uncertain unless urgent measures for the protection and conservation of natural forest resources are taken. The major threat to the forests is uncontrolled and sustainable cutting for living purposes and timber products. 

There is need to launch forest management programmes through public-private joint venture to safeguard and promote forestry in the country. There should be punitive actions for those involved in illegal cutting of trees. Funds should be allocated to plant trees. Moreover, satellite monitoring would be introduced to protect forests.. 

Targets need to be allocated to provinces depending upon available resources and then they held responsible for not achieving the desired results. There should be well-equipped research centres for diagnosing tree diseases. To boost forest productivity, it is necessary to undertake certain cultural operations such as weeding, staking, pruning, thinning etc from time to time. 

Irrigation along with occasional fertilisation is crucial to get desired results. Last but not the least, removal of old trees and plantation of new saplings is the pre-requisite to maintain healthy forest crop.

