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Tropical Forests Tomorrow -
No future?

Pierre-Michel Forget
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UME 8571 CNRS-MMNHN, 4 avenue du Petit Chatean, F-91800 Brunoy, FRANCE
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“If human societies can then exercise the self-restraint to utilize rain forests by working within their
natural limits the cries of doom and gloom of the late ‘eighties will have served a useful purpose. This is a
big “if".” Timothy Charles Whitmore (1990, p. vi) (1935-2002).

Forty years ago, in the French movie “That Man From Rio” (1964, by film maker Philippe de Broca), Jean-
Paul Belmondo played a French airforce pilot who sets out to rescue his girlfriend, who has been taken to
Brazil to help locate a lost treasure in the mythic Amazonian rainforest. In the beginning of this
Hollywood-like adventure, one sees Adrien running through the young city of Brasilia, passing modern,
concrete and futuristic buildings, driving along concrete, strip avenues. For a few seconds, behind the
action, one can glimpse a tropical forest at the city edges. At nearly the same time, in 1963, the Association
for Tropical Biology [and Conservation] (ATBC) was created. In parallel, Tim Whitmore was starting his
promising career. More than a year after he passed away in 2001, Whitmore was celebrated and honoured
during the ATBC-British Ecological Society meeting held July 7-11, 2003 in Aberdeen, Scotland, UK
(www.athio.org). Mow, at the turn of the second Millennium, we learn that deforestation rates in the
Amazon steadily increased between 1990-2000. Unfortunately, future scenarics, either pessimist or optimist,
still suggest a grave loss of ropical habitals. Paraphrasing Tim Whitmore in his famous book An Introduction
to Tropical Rain Forests one may ask, is there a future for tropical rainforest?

Indeed, the penultimate ATE annual meeting, entitled “Tropical Forests: Past, Present, Future,” was held
July 29 August 2, 2002 in Panama City, Panami. Coincidentally or not, the title recalls the last chapter of
Whitmore (1990), entitled “Tropical rain forests yesterday, today, and tomorrow.” Time indeed is an
important, if not crucial factor in science, especially for the conservation of tropical forests. Forty years
clearly means nothing for those giant trees of the tropical rainforests, but it encompassed virtually the entire
career of Tim Whitmore, who dedicated his life to the study of the southeast Asian tropical rainforests, their
diversity and their conservation (Chazdon 2002). Tropical giants are indeed disappearing, in the double
sense, and we are facing the future with that strange bitter taste in the mouth. What have we done so far
during these past four decades? What remains to be done during the next 20, 40 years? What is our next
challenge? In other words, how much time do we have left to study, protect and conserve what will soon
remain of tropical forests? At the scale of the forest one may answer, “so little;” at the scale of human life,
the answer may be “so much.” But these questions have been the focus of many papers and symposia at the
recent ATBC meetings in Panama and Aberdeen.

Years ago, as Chazdon and Whitmore's edited book reminds us (Chazdon and Whitmore 2002; Zagt 2003),
tropical biologists like Daniel Janzen (Janzen 1970), honoured 2002 ATBC fellow, and Joseph Connell
(Connell 1971; Connell 1978), 2003 ATBC fellow, inspired many young biologists to focus their work to
increase our understanding of tropical forest systems, Ower these past three decades, a plethora of scholarly
works have been published on the biology and ecology of tropical forests. Meanwhile, roads have been laid
and forests cleared (e.g. Laurance 1999). In the early 1970s, fragmentation and logging were not generally
issues being debated by binlogists. The ATE was just beginning, with only a few members, nearly all from
the neotropics. As early as 1970, Joe Connell was inspired to start long-term studies on seedling recruitment,
ending recently with 30 years of data (Connell and Green 2000. In the 80's, ecological processes were
starting to be studied and published, especially emphasizing plant-animal interactions. Young researchers
started permanent plots (Hubbell and Foster 1983), which have resulted in a substantial body of published






