
AN EMERGENCY CALL TO ACTION  

FOR THE FORESTS AND THEIR PEOPLES (Penang Manifesto - 1989) 
1. Forests, both temperate and tropical, are an integral part of the life-support systems of the 

planet performing numerous eco-logical and social functions that are essential for the 
continuation of life, as we know it on earth. 

Those functions include; - regulating climate at both regional and global level - providing a habitat 
for the majority of species on earth - providing a homeland and spiritual basis for millions of forest 
peoples - maintaining and conserving soils -regulating hydrological cycles and ensuring water 
supplies.  

2. The continuing loss of the world's forests how constitutes a global emergency. 

In temperate areas, the bulk of primary forests has been destroyed. What remains is being lost to 
logging and acid rain and other pollutants. - In tropical areas, forests are disappearing at a rate of 
100 acres a minute or more. Moreover, the rates of destruction are increasing, and, on current 
trends, little will be left by the year 2040.  

3. The immediate and long-term consequences of global deforestation threaten the very 
survival of life on earth, as we know it. Indeed the scale of deforestation and its impact now 
represent one of the gravest emergencies ever to face the human race. 

Such consequences include: - a loss of biological diversity on an unprecedented scale - the 
destruction of forest-based societies -increasing floods, droughts, soil-erosion and desertification - 
the disruption of climatic equilibrium and the acceleration of global warming - an increase of 
impoverishment and famine among rural populations.  

4. Deforestation is the inevitable result of the current social and economic policies being 
carried out in the name of development. 

Such policies and practices include; - plantations both for industrial forestry and for export crops - 
ranching schemes - dam projects - commercial logging - mining and industry - the dispossession of 
peasants and indigenous peoples – colonization schemes - roads - pollution - tourism.  

5. Official solutions to the problem of deforestation have ignored or played down the 
fundamental causes of deforestation, and have instead adopted policies that blame the 
victims of deforestation for their plight, while simultaneously pursuing 'solutions' that can 
only result in the further degradation of forests and croplands through the promotion of 
industrialized forestry. 

Specifically such policies include; - The Tropical Forestry Action Plan (T-FAP), as promoted by the 
World Bank, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP) and others - sustainable yield commercial logging, as promoted by the International 
Timber Trade Agreement (ITTA) - policies to zone the forests - the commercialisation and 
privatisation of biological diversity, as promoted through the International Biodiversity Programme - 
pollution control programmes that are directed towards managing specific pollutants rather than 
reducing the source of pollution.  

6. Throughout the world, the victims of these policies are taking action to arrest deforestation 
and reverse the process of destruction. In Sarawak, Amazonia, the Himalayas, Thailand, 
the Philippines and elsewhere, people are standing up to protect the forests and their 
societies. Such people have proved that they are able to use the forests in the only way 
that is compatible with their preservation. It is they, not corporations, aid agencies or banks, 
which should be -entrusted with designing and implementing the protection and 
regeneration of the forest wealth of the planet.  

7. The victims of the development process, along with those concerned with their fate and the 
fate of the earth, therefore call upon the United Nations and national governments: 

To declare the preservation of the remaining tropical forests of the earth to be a global imperative 
and to subordinate political and economic considerations to achieving the overriding goal of their 
preservation - to restore ecological justice and integrity to humanity by returning to the millions of 
people who both live in the forests and who depend on it, their right to a sustainable livelihood - to 
restore ecological justice and integrity to life on earth through ceasing further forest destruction and 
regenerating damaged forest lands through the guidance of indigenous peoples, peasants and 



local communities, planting only the choice of trees and plants, with the aim of restoring ecological 
diversity and the survival of indigenous societies - to restrain the over-consumption and wastage of 
resources by the world's privileged groups through making the necessary changes in life-style and 
consumption patterns consistent with the development of sustainable livelihoods throughout the 
globe, in order to satisfy the ecological, spiritual, social and aesthetic needs of people everywhere.  

8. Specifically, we call on the United Nations and national governments: 

To empower forest peoples and those who depend upon the forests for their livelihood with the 
responsibility for safeguarding the forests and ensuring their regeneration by; - (a) achieving land 
security both through revising land-tenure legislation through land reform, as recommended in the 
Brundtland Report, (b) ensuring forest people have the right to a decisive voice in formulating 
policies for their areas, (c) correcting social and economic policies based on the assumed cultural 
superiority of non-forest peoples;  

To halt all those practices and projects which would contribute either directly or indirectly to further 
forest loss. Such projects would include - plantation schemes, dams, mining, ranching schemes 
and industrial projects, commercial logging, The Tropical Forestry Action Plan (T-FAP), the UN 
Biodiversity Programme etc.  

To revise radically the policies of those agencies that currently finance the projects and practices 
causing deforestation. Funding for such projects should be ceased and instead directed towards 
projects that promote the protection and regeneration of forests. The agencies involved include the 
multi-lateral aid agencies and banks such as the World Bank, the Inter American Development 
Bank, the Asian Development Bank, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization and the UN 
Development Programme, the overseas aid agencies of the developed countries and major 
international cooperation;  

To implement a programme for regenerating degraded forest lands and reinvigorating local 
cultures through the agency and under the direction of forest peoples;  

To take immediate steps to curb wastage, misuse and over-consumption of timber products;  

To take immediate steps to cut down the consumption of beef imported from tropical forest areas;  

To take immediate steps to reduce atmospheric pollution and to eliminate those pollutants 
responsible for forest die-back at source, both through improved technologies and through 
changes in current patterns of consumption and also production;  

To restructure the present unequal world economic system which is dominated by institutions and 
policies that favour the developed countries at the expense of the poor of the Third World. This 
global system at present enables the developed countries to control and use an overwhelming and 
disproportionately high share of the world's natural resources. A fairer and more equitable 
economic system is fundamental to any strategy for saving and regenerating the world's forests.  

To initiate a global shift towards developing sustainable livelihoods. The basic goals of such a shift 
would be developing systems of production that are ecologically and socially sustainable. This will 
require; - reducing the scale at which production is carried out and adopting practices which 
minimize the impact of production on the environment; - maximizing local self-sufficiency; - 
assuring that economic activities are subordinated to social and ecological ends. 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 

This is the text of 'The New York Declaration' (delivered 19 9 1989 to the UN). It is effectively the 
'Penang Manifesto' or the first step in the preparation of 'A FOREST PEOPLES' CHARTER'.    
(Supporting Organizations - ABEN REDES (Nicaragua), Americans for Indian Opportunity (USA), 
Bank Information Centre (USA), Cultural Survival (USA), Development GAP (USA), Earth Island 
Institute (USA), ECOROPA, The Ecologist (UK), Environmental Defence Fund, Forest Peoples 
Support Group (UK) Friends Committee for Nat-ional Legislation (USA), Friends of the Earth 
(Brazil), Haribon Foundation (The Philippines), The Indonesian NGO's Network for Forest 
Conservation— SKEPHI (Indonesia), Japan Tropical Forest Action Network (Japan), Monitor 
Consortium (USA), National Wildlife Fed. (USA), Probe International (Canada), Project for 
Ecological Recovery (Thailand), Rainforest Action Network (USA), Rainforest Information Centre 
(Australia), Reforest the Earth (UK), Research Foundation for Science and Ecology (India), 
Sahabat Alam (Malaysia), Survival International (UK), Third World (Uruguay), Uniao das Nacoes 
Indigenas (Brazil). 


