Urban Forests
Pakistan is rapidly urbanising, and from a financial perspective, it is excellent that we are commencing economic progress. However, we must ensure that we do not commence economic growth at the expense of our environment. Our cities are growing exponentially; however, this rapid expansion is eclipsed by an increase in environmental problems.
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The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) points out that Pakistan has the highest rate of urbanisation in South Asia. In fact, the UN Population Division predicts that almost half of Pakistan’s population is expected to live in cities by 2025. The already discussed figure must serve as a wake-up call for us to strengthen biodiversity in our urban areas and to make them more livable for us as well as for other forms of life on earth. A question that arises here is, how can we make this happen? The answer to this question is quite simple. We must integrate forests in our urban areas to make them socially equitable, ecologically viable and financially sustainable for all.
The concrete jungle ideology is neither working today nor will it work 20 years from now.
From a bird’s eye view, our urban areas are nothing but a concrete jungle, and all we can see are buildings of different shapes and sizes as far as we can see. We need to change this existing trend by incorporating forests in our urban landscape.
Do you know that trees are the most inexpensive carbon capture and storage technology, as they absorb carbon dioxide gas from the atmosphere and store it in their biomass? Thus, by incorporating forests in our urban landscape, we can certainly give our urban areas a chance to cool down during peak summer months by minimising the urban heat island effect.
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The sooner we incorporate forests in our urban landscape, the easier it will be for us to fight heatwaves and other negative impacts of climate change on our cities. According to the European Commission’s website, if European cities were to increase their tree coverage to 30%, it could help them reduce the urban heat island effect and minimise deaths because of it. Nordic Forest Research reveals that urban forests lessen the temperature by 8 degrees Celsius and thus help cities in cooling down and cutting their air-conditioning usage by 30%.
Urban forests create a win-win situation for both the economy and the environment. They make our cities more resilient and provide numerous ecosystem products and services, too. A report from North Dakota State University (NDSU) points out that trees in urban areas in the United States of America (USA) produce an economic benefit worth a whopping USD 73 billion by offering ecosystem services like carbon sequestration, minimising air pollution and reducing stormwater runoff. In terms of aesthetic value, properties in the USA with trees in their yard have higher financial value than properties without any trees. Finally, urban forestry adds USD 35 billion in financial benefit to the USA’s economy each year.
Pakistan can also reap the same environmental and financial benefits by incorporating urban forests in our cities. There is a dire need for us to transform our cities into ecosystems that are capable of sustaining us and all other forms of life that share this beautiful planet with us. It is pertinent that each municipality in small, medium and large cities in Pakistan should spare land that could then be used to plant native forests. In addition, we need to utilise available space in urban areas more strategically to plant native trees and to construct green roofs and green walls to make our cities greener than they are now.
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Do you know that London city alone has over 8.4 million trees in both inner and outer parts of the city? In fact, a report “Valuing London’s urban forest” points out that 14% of London is covered with trees, which offers economic benefits worth £132.7 million each year as ecosystem products and services to London city and its residents. In a decade, the financial benefits that London would reap from its urban forest would be over a whopping £1.3 billion. If London can have an urban forest, so can cities in Pakistan have forests to improve the local environment. After all, the focal point of sustainability is understanding that we share this beautiful planet with millions of other species, and we should live in harmony with nature.
To conclude, we need to make our cities livable for all. The concrete jungle ideology is neither working today nor will it work 20 years from now. We need to redesign our cities by incorporating urban forests, green roofs and walls, which would transform them from carbon source to carbon sink. We have what it takes to make this happen.
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