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DIALOGUE SERIES  

IN THE FRAMEWORK OF RIO+20 
 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BIODIVERSITY AND FOREST ECOSYSTEMS IN ECONOMIC GROWTH AND 

EQUITY IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
 

Background 
 
Forests cover 31 percent of total global land area and store more than 1 trillion tons of carbon.   
Over 1.6 billion people’s livelihoods, most of whom are poor and in developing countries, depend 
on this resource which is also home to 80 percent of terrestrial biodiversity and 300 million 
people around the world1. As stated by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) in 
its 2011 Green Economy Report, “forests are a foundation of the green economy, sustaining a 
wide range of sectors and livelihoods.”2 Yet, unsustainable practices continue to threaten 
communities, economies, biodiversity and the forests’ ability to provide vital ecosystem services3 
such as global climate regulation through carbon storage and watersheds protection. 
 
Each year, approximately 32 million acres – an area nearly equal to the size of Florida – are lost 
to deforestation4. Illegal logging, timber extraction, the expansion of infrastructure and the 
conversion of land use to energy-yielding crops, cash crops and cattle ranching, among others, are 
causing the degradation and loss of forests. In this context, the need to identify and strengthen the 
legal and institutional frameworks and enabling conditions for sustainable use of forests and 
biodiversity becomes evermore critical.  
 
The value of forests and biodiversity for sustainable development must be recognized and 
incorporated into policy and management decisions, taking into account their contribution to 
water conservation, food security, energy and land degradation. The drivers of competing land 
use, including market, policy and governance factors that often render deforestation a rational 
course of action, must be addressed if we are to halt and reverse deforestation, forest degradation 
and biodiversity loss. Furthermore, the lack of forests rights allocated to communities hinders 
local investment and denies certain ecosystem services from being recognized in the markets, 
constituting important governance and market failures.  
 

                                                 
1 United Nations Forum on Forests: 
http://www.un.org/esa/forests/pdf/session_documents/unff9/Fact_Sheet_IYF.pdf 
2 Towards a Green Economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development and Poverty Eradication, Forest 
Chapter: http://www.unep.org/greeneconomy/Portals/88/documents/ger/5.0_Forests.pdf  
3 Ecosystem services refer to the benefits that people obtain from ecosystems; in this case, forests. These 
include provisioning services such as food and water; regulating services such as regulation of floods, 
drought, land degradation, and disease; supporting services such as soil formation and nutrient cycling; and 
cultural services such as recreational, spiritual, religious and other non-material benefit; among the others 
mentioned above. 
4 The Nature Conservancy: Forest Conservation  
http://www.nature.org/ourinitiatives/habitats/forests/howwework/threats-to-forests.xml 
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The Organization of American States (OAS) through its Department of Sustainable Development 
(DSD) supports its member states in designing and implementing policies, strategies, programs 
and projects oriented around integrating environmental sustainability with poverty alleviation and 
economic development. This support translates sustainable development and environmental 
protection goals into concrete actions that have impact at the hemispheric, regional, and national 
level.  
 
The Department also supports transparency and community participation as practical ingredients 
of good governance, and is responsible for various tasks and initiatives in the areas of biodiversity 
and environmental law and governance aimed at supporting countries in making fundamental 
decisions which engage all stakeholders, and encourage accountability and respect for sustainable 
development principles and institutions. These initiatives are influenced by various mandates of 
OAS political organs and the Summits of the Americas process, including the 1996 Summit of the 
Americas on Sustainable Development in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia, where member states 
established institutional arrangements,  the Inter-American Forum on Environmental Law (FIDA) 
and the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network (IABIN).  
 
Consistent with the roles that it played in previous global conferences on environment and 
development dating back to Stockholm (1972), DSD has prepared a Roadmap to Rio+20.  DSD is 
also playing a key role on the High Level International Advisory Committee for the World 
Congress on Justice, Governance and Law for Environmental Sustainability (World Congress), to 
be held during the ‘sandwich days’ at Rio+20 in mid-June. The World Congress is aimed at 
supporting the Rio+20 process by promoting global consensus among relevant stakeholders. 
    
To promote dialogue in the Americas Hemisphere, the OAS is organizing a series of hemispheric 
dialogues on a variety of sustainable development themes, such as Energy and Climate Change, 
Integrated Water Resources Management, Oceans Governance, Risk Management and 
Environmental Law, Policy and Governance. The results of these dialogues will feed into the 
Rio+20 Conference process through means such as policy papers and recommendations.  
 
This fifth dialogue in the series will focus on institutional structures, policies and procedures to 
facilitate effective forest governance and highlight the importance of biodiversity and forest 
ecosystems in economic growth and equity in Latin America and the Caribbean. Participants will 
deliberate on ways to strengthen these institutions and improve livelihoods through market-based 
instruments for forest sustainable use, and will be called upon to outline recommendations on 
forestry governance implementation.  
 

Context  
 
At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de 
Janeiro, Brazil in 1992, more than 178 governments adopted Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration on 
Environment and Development, and the Statement of principles for the Sustainable Management 
of Forests, all of which have had important impacts on the conservation and sustainable use of 
ecosystems. Agenda 21’s Chapter 11, entitled “Combating Deforestation,” reaffirms the need to 
sustain the multiple ecological, economic, social and cultural  roles and functions of all types of 
forests. This chapter calls to promote efficient utilization and assessment to value the goods and 
services provided by forests, and strengthen the capacities of national institutions.   Furthermore, 
Chapter 15, titled “Conservation of Biological Diversity,” reaffirms that despite mounting efforts, 
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the loss of the world's biological diversity, mainly from habitat destruction, over-harvesting, 
pollution and the inappropriate introduction of foreign plants and animals, continues to be a 
challenge.  
 
While the Rio Declaration pursues broader sustainable development goals, it is still important in 
reaffirming the need for cooperation to conserve, protect and restore the health and integrity of 
the Earth's ecosystems (Principle 7). Further to this Declaration, the Statement of Principles for 
the Sustainable Management of Forests states that this resource should be sustainably managed to 
meet the social, economic, ecological, cultural and spiritual needs of present and future 
generations including forest products and services, such as water, food, medicine, shelter, 
employment, recreation, habitats for wildlife, landscape diversity, carbon sinks and reservoirs 
(Principle 2).  
 
Furthermore, the Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 agreed upon at the 10th Conference 
of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity in Nagoya, Japan 2010, calls on countries 
to tackle the root causes of biodiversity loss while, at the same time, meeting societal needs by 
mainstreaming biodiversity across government and society. As a step towards a greener economy, 
through the 2020 Aichi Biodiversity Targets adopted at the same Conference, the Parties agreed 
to: eliminate or reform incentives, including subsidies, harmful to biodiversity (Target 3); take 
steps to implement plans for sustainable production and consumption keeping the impacts of use 
of natural resources well within safe ecological limits (Target 4); halve and, where feasible, bring 
close to zero the rate of loss of all natural habitats, including forests, as well as reduce 
significantly degradation and fragmentation (Target 5); and enhance ecosystem resilience and the 
contribution of biodiversity to carbon stocks, including restoration of at least 15 per cent of 
degraded ecosystems, contributing to climate change mitigation and adaptation and combating 
desertification (Target 15).  
 
In a similar regard, the 1940 Convention on Nature Protection and Wildlife Preservation in the 
Western Hemisphere expresses the member states’ commitment to protect biodiversity. It gives 
special attention to the conservation of the natural habitats of species of flora and fauna in danger 
of becoming extinct and calls on countries to establish protected areas or national reserves if 
needed as a mechanism for conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.  
 
In line with the above mentioned Convention, in the 2009 Declaration of Port of Spain, member 
states furthered the commitment of the OAS to promote environmental sustainability (Art. 64) by 
recognizing the importance of the sustainable management of forests, including efforts for 
reducing deforestation and the promotion of the exchange of biodiversity scientific knowledge 
through platforms such as the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network. Among other 
mandates, in the Santa Cruz de la Sierra Plan of Action in 1996, member states agreed to promote 
the establishment of national programs and the development of policies and comprehensive 
strategies to achieve sustainable management of forests (Incentives 19 and 20) in accordance with 
the legal system of each country and under various forms of land tenure (Incentive 22). Other 
relevant Plans of Action in the ambit of conserving and sustainably using forests and biodiversity 
include those of the Québec (2001) and Miami (1994) Summits of the Americas. 
 
The Inter-American Program for Sustainable Development (2006-2009) adopted by the OAS 
member states in 2006, and extended through 2014 at the Second Meeting of Ministers and High 
Authorities on Sustainable Development, prioritizes as a strategic area of action the sustainable 
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management of forests and other natural resources as well as supports the member states’ efforts 
to strengthen institutional capacity to address illegal practices, according to national legislation, 
through the promotion of forest law enforcement and governance at the national, sub-national, 
regional and sub-regional levels.  
 
The Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD), the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO), and the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF), the  United Nations 
Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species (CITES) and the International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO) 
constitute other relevant instruments for the conservation and sustainable use of forests and 
biodiversity.  
 
Regional Progress toward Rio + 20  
 
Consistent with the framework of Rio+20, giving increased attention to forest ecosystem-based 
solutions will be of vital importance if we are to move into a green and low carbon economy. 
Throughout the last decades, counties in Latin America and the Caribbean have made important 
efforts to achieve the necessary conditions for the sustainable use and conservation of 
biodiversity and forests resources, such as the strengthening of institutional and legal frameworks 
and the use of market-based instruments applied to ecosystem services.  
 
In this context, there has been significant progress at the institutional level to strengthen 
environment and forest governance. Such is the case in the U.S. - Peru Trade Promotion 
Agreement (TPA) which includes the development of legal provisions to strengthen 
environmental governance through the Forest Sector Governance Annex included in the 
Environment Chapter. As a result, the Peruvian Congress recently passed a new Forestry and 
Wildlife Law to combat trade associated with illegal logging and trade in wildlife, and amended 
its Criminal Code to increase penalties for forest, wildlife and environmental crimes. The OAS-
DSD will house the Secretariat for Environmental Matters of the U.S.-Peru TPA in an effort to 
continue to strengthen the implementation of the Agreement; as citizens will be able to file 
submissions to ensure effective enforcement of environmental laws by both Parties. 
 
The OAS member states have pursued innovative mechanisms for environmental management 
and have implemented over 400 projects and compensation transactions for environmental 
services including carbon sequestration and the conservation of biodiversity and water resources. 
Within this context, the OAS-DSD has supported OAS member states in the design and 
implementation of policies, programs and projects at both the national and regional level oriented 
towards the sustainable use and conservation of ecosystems and the services they provide which 
integrate environmental priorities with poverty alleviation, and socio-economic development 
goals. The OAS-DSD, for instance, has worked to further improve the livelihoods of 500 
households in San Pedro, Paraguay and protect and improve the ecosystem service capacity of the 
Bosque Atlántico del Alto Parana (BAAP) by implementing a menu of agro-forestry practices 
combined with a scheme of Payments for Ecosystem Services in partnership with the Instituto de 
Derecho y Economía Ambiental (IDEA).  
 
Furthermore, as an ongoing effort, the OAS-DSD has identified best practices in the 
implementation of compensation schemes for environmental services and the contribution of 
legal and institutional frameworks to strengthen the efficiency of this mechanism in areas such as 
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land tenancy, forestry, biodiversity and water resources, among others. As a result of these efforts 
the DSD has developed different initiatives including an Inventory on Payments for 
Environmental Services in Latin America and the Caribbean5, an analysis of the legal and 
institutional frameworks for PES in 8 countries of the Hemisphere6 and several courses and 
workshops on Payment for Environmental Services in the Americas. 
  
Specifically in relation with forest resources, the OAS-DSD has worked to further sustainable 
forest management through its collaboration with the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) in an initiative entitled “Biodiversity and Ecosystems: Why these are Important for 
Sustained Growth and Equity in Latin America and the Caribbean.” The report “Latin America 
and the Caribbean, a Biodiversity Superpower”7 developed under this initiative examines the 
financial and economic costs and benefits derived from the sustainable management of the 
region’s ecosystems, as well as the contribution of biodiversity and ecosystems for productive 
activities across various sectors. The forestry chapter prepared by the OAS-DSD in collaboration 
with other stakeholders explores the composition of forest resources in Latin America, the role of 
their ecosystem services in the region’s economy across each sector, livelihoods and markets, and 
the costs of a business as usual versus a sustainable ecosystem management (SEM) scenario. 
 
In this same context, the OAS-DSD hosts several information networks that share valuable data 
and tools for decision making and conservation at a hemispheric level such as the Andes Amazon 
Protected Areas Database (AAPAD)8, a platform developed in cooperation with the Gordon and 
Betty Moore Foundation that provides maps and information about the status, management and 
conservation of Protected Areas in the Andes Amazon basin region. Furthermore, the OAS also 
hosts the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network (IABIN)9, a platform that fosters 
technical collaboration and coordination among countries of the Americas in the collection, 
sharing, and use of biodiversity information on protected areas, invasive species, pollinators, 
ecosystems, and specimens relevant to policy and decision-making on natural resources 
conservation and development. Likewise, the OAS-DSD serves as the vice chair of the Western 
Hemisphere Migratory Species Initiative (WHMSI)10 and leads a groundbreaking collective effort 
to enhance the conservation of the Western Hemisphere's migratory species by strengthening 
cooperation among States, international initiatives and civil society, raising awareness about the 
importance of migratory species and expanding constituencies for conservation.  
 
The value and opportunities which forest ecosystems and biodiversity provide in the region must 
be recognized and acted upon. Notwithstanding the progress made in the institutional and legal 
framework for greater environmental governance, significant challenges remain in terms of 
enforcement. There is a critical need for greater political will, technical support and additional 
resources. The path to safeguarding their ecosystem services and the myriad elements which 
comprise the sustainable management of these resources remains a significant challenge. In 

                                                 
5 The Database of PES Projects is available at http://www.oas.org/dsd/PES/Database.htm  
6 "Legal Institutional Frameworks for Payment for Ecosystem Services: Eight country Analysis” available 
at: http://www.oas.org/dsd/PES/MARCOSlegalsFnlLR2.pdf 
7 The full report titled “Latin America and the Caribbean, a Biodiversity Superpower” is available at 
http://www.undp.org/latinamerica/biodiversity-superpower/English_Report.htm  
8 More information available at  http://www.oas.org/dsd/AAPAD2/AAPAD2.htm  
9 More information available at www.iabin.net  
10 More information available at www.whmsi.net  
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addition, an understanding of biodiversity and forests as a foundation of green economy will be 
essential to progress. In this light, the discussions at this Dialogue will aim to address key issues 
related to improving livelihoods through market-based instruments for forest and biodiversity 
conservation and sustainable use, as well as analyzing the necessary legal and institutional 
frameworks required to integrate the forestry sector into the green economy 
 
The following challenges will be particularly addressed during the discussion: 
 
 Challenges in implementation of innovative mechanisms that could support enforcement and 

compliance (i.e. certified timber schemes, payment for ecosystem services, protected areas, 
REDD+) that ensure the contribution of forests to a green economy attracting investment in 
the public goods derived from forests as they sustain a wide range of sectors and livelihoods.  

 Institutional, legal and governance challenges related to sustainable forestry and the need to 
reform policies that favor competing land uses and have an adverse effect on the provision of 
ecosystem services (i.e. agricultural subsidies).  

 Strategies to reflect the public goods and services derived from biodiversity and forests in 
national accounting systems.  

 Enabling conditions needed to motivate the private sector and communities to make 
investments in sustainable forest management including forest governance and policy 
reform.  

 Challenges in participation and gender mainstreaming to achieve sustainable use of forest 
resources and conservation of biodiversity.  
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PRELIMINARY PROGRAM 
GUERRERO ROOM  

3:00 to 5:00 pm 
 
Tuesday, January 31st, 2012 
 
3:00 – 3:15 pm Welcome remarks, H.E. Luís Alfonso Hoyos Aristizabal, Ambassador, 

Permanent Representative of Colombia to the OAS* 
 
3:15 – 4:30 pm Davos-Style Panel Discussion11: The Importance of Biodiversity and 

Forest Ecosystems in Economic Growth and Equity in Latin 
America and the Caribbean 

 
Chair: Richard Huber, Principal Environmental Specialist, Biodiversity, 
Department of Sustainable Development, OAS 
 
Panelists: 

 
1) Charles E. Di Leva, Chief Counsel, Climate Change, Sustainable 

Development and International Law, Legal Vice Presidency, World 
Bank; 

 
2) Keith Alger, Vice President, Latin America, Rare Conservation; and 

 
3) Marlon Flores, Senior Fellow, Environmental Economics and Policy 

Ecologic Institute 
 
4:30 – 5:00 pm Open discussion and recommendations 
 
5:00 pm Closing, Cletus Springer, Director, Department of Sustainable 

Development, OAS 
 
 
 
*To be confirmed 
 

                                                 
11 The ‘Davos-style’ panel discussion will emphasize discussion and interaction among the experts on Governance, 
Public Participation, and Gender Mainstreaming in Sustainable Development Decision-Making. After opening remarks 
and introduction of the panelists, the Moderator will pose questions and facilitate a discussion. The Moderator will 
provide a brief summary of comments and thoughts at the end of the discussion. 
 
 


