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Excellencies, Ministers, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Thank you for this opportunity.  

I would like to congratulate Government of Australia for this initiative.  

I am pleased to share UNESCO’s perspective on the protection of rainforests, and I 

am grateful to the Government of Australia for this initiative.  

This is timely, coming on the heels of the United Nations Secretary General’s 

Climate Summit in September, in which I had the honour to participate, and on the 

eve of the World Parks Congress.  

This promises to be an important contribution to how we shape a new global 

sustainable development agenda to follow 2015. 

Forests are essential here.  

We know that nearly 90 percent of the 1.2 billion people living in extreme poverty 

depend on forests for their livelihoods. 

Forests are the source of a variety of essential resources for these populations -- 

providing timber, wood energy, bushmeat, fish and other foods, along with 

medicinal plants. 
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Without rain forests, there would be no chocolate, no sugar, no bananas, no vanilla, 

nor any of the spices that come from these areas – to put a little flavour into our 

discussion.  

Forests are home to most of Earth’s biodiversity and they provide ecosystem 

services essential to human life -- the air we breathe, the regulation of the climate 

and carbon sequestration.  

Almost half of the world's rain falls on rain forests, making them vital for global 

water and food security. 

I say all this to underline the importance of rainforests, to highlight the stakes of this 

Summit.  

At UNESCO we consider there is need for stronger national action and we need 

deeper international cooperation. 

Collective action is essential, because protecting one part of forest is simply not 

enough, if a neighbour is not engaged also – because biodiversity pays no heed to 

borders.  

For its part, UNESCO has crafted a global network of protected sites, including 

forests ecosystems, especially tropical rainforests.  

There are today 107 forest sites on the UNESCO World Heritage List, situated in 

over 56 countries, more than one-third of which in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Within our Man and the Biosphere Programme, the UNESCO World Network of 

Biosphere Reserves consists of 630 sites in 120 countries.  

All of these are designed as “safe zones” -- we need to connect them more tightly 

together, to share best practices among parks rangers and site managers, to 

advance sustainability at the local and global levels. 

The knowledge we can gather from these sites must be joined, to connect the dots 

on global trends and possible tipping points for the planet. 
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I would highlight here the use of satellite technology to monitor Biosphere Reserves 

and World Heritage Sites as a new emerging trend, to contribute to a better 

understanding of the impact of climate change and more effective action for 

mitigation.  

We must draw on all sources of knowledge, including local and indigenous 

knowledge -- I know this is especially true across this region, and in Australia. This 

is where UNESCO is actively participating in all United Nations programmes and 

projects on indigenous peoples. 

The Wet Tropics shows what can be done. 

The Wet Tropics is a UNESCO World Heritage Rainforest in Queensland, including 

19 national parks, 31 state forests, five timber reserves and one Aboriginal and 

Islander reserve and containing relics of the great Gondwanan forest that covered 

Australia and part of Antarctica 50 to 100 million years ago.  

All of Australia’s unique marsupials and most of its other animals originated in 

rainforest ecosystems, with their closest surviving relatives living the Wet Tropics.  

The Wet Tropics Act recognizes the important role Aboriginal people can play in the 

management of natural and cultural heritage, locally and globally.  

This had a tremendous, positive impact on the protection of the Wet Tropics – 

especially compared to other tropical rainforests, facing environmental threats, the 

resettlement of large numbers of people, and habitat degradation for key species.  

In other similar areas, road construction is affecting the integrity of tropical 

rainforest ecosystems, increasing the access of encroachers and damaging illegal 

activities. 

At UNESCO we are convinced that we can carry lessons from the Wet Tropics to 

other rainforests, in the region and across the world, to protect them from further 

threats, to enhance their integrity. 
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The paradox is that, despite their vital role, rainforest ecosystems are largely 

unknown. 

Too few developing countries have the resources to maintain forest inventories -- 

so even basic information on the extent of forests, their composition and conditions, 

is often outdated or, worse, non-existent.  

In many countries, it can be even more difficult to obtain Information about how 

forests are being managed.  

All of this weakens the basis for effective decision-making and action – we need 

knowledge-driven forest management, and this calls for urgent support to build 

capacities in rainforests countries.  

For the last 20 years, - to give another example - through ERAIFT, the regional 

post-graduate school at the University of Kinshasa, UNESCO has supported more 

than 170 master degrees, building capacity in African countries to better manage 

tropical ecosystems – I am confident this can be a springboard for stronger South-

South Cooperation, notably for the three tropical forest basins of Amazonia, Congo 

and East Asia.    

UNESCO is one of the champions of the United Nations collaborative initiative on 

Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation – REDD+. 

I was honoured to participate in the major event held during the UN General 

Assembly in New York this September, on the Transformative Potential of REDD+ -

- this was an opportunity to pay tribute to the vision and leadership of Indonesia, 

and of the the former president of Indonesia, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. 

I think the Great Apes Survival Partnership (GRASP), led by UNESCO and UNEP, 

is another example of innovative joint action by Member States, by civil society, by 

the private sector and by UN agencies -- that can be replicated for other 

endangered species and ecosystems. 

These are just a few examples, Ladies and Gentlemen, to illustrate UNESCO’s 

contribution to global efforts to conserve and manage our forests. 
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This is essential for human well-being and the planet. 

It is also vital to human identity, to our very understanding of the world. 

Our relationship with forests is basic, essential and primordial. 

Buddha dwelled in the forest.  

Martin Buber spoke of meeting the tree as a living “thou.”  

Pablo Neruda wrote that his art was steeped in the forests.  

As the poet Charles Baudelaire wrote: 

Nature is a temple in which living pillars sometimes give voice to confused words; 

Man passes there through forests of symbols, which look at him with understanding 

eyes. 

I cite these verses because UNESCO is also the house of cultural diveristy, which 

we believe is intimately linked to biodiversity.  This is why all our actions must take 

into account the specific views and needs of indigenous peoples – their traditional 

knowledge systems, their practices, cultural expressions and intangible cultural 

heritage.  

Forests mean the world -- we must do everything we can to protect them. 

Thank you.  
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