
Why We Should Care About the Rainforests 
_____________________________________ 

 

 Tropical rainforests benefit the entire world, yet they are in rapid demise 

due to an astonishing array of threats. 

 Rainforests 

are the lungs of the 

earth.  They contain 

half of all the trees 

on earth and 

generate 40 percent 

of the world’s 

oxygen, according to 

the United Nations Environment Program. In one year, the average tree inhales 26 

pounds of carbon dioxide, mitigating against global warming, while exhaling enough 

oxygen for a family of four for a year, says UNEP.1  

 Rainforests affect rainfall in far reaching areas.  The trees are like pumps 

bringing up water through their roots that is then transpired into the atmosphere 

from their leaves.  One large tree in the Amazon rainforest may breathe 700 tons 

of water into the atmosphere over the course of a year, according to Dr. Michael 
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Keller, a leading NASA scientist in the Biosphere/Atmosphere Project in the 

Amazon.2  That’s almost two tons a day, which is a significant amount of moisture 

considering that the Amazon covers an  

area of forest larger than the United 

States. 3 

 This great moisture machine 

creates clouds that supply half the 

rainfall in the Amazon rainforest, 40 percent of the rainfall in the rest of the 

Brazil, and important portions of rainfall for all countries east of the Andes that 

lie south of the Amazon Rainforest, according to Dr. Thomas Lovejoy, President of 

the Heinz Center for Science, Economics and the Environment.5    

 But Dr. Roni Avissar, Professor and Chair of the Department of Civil and 

Environmental Engineering at Duke University, says regions even further away 

receive rainfall from the Amazon. He learned this when he ran a computer model 

designed to reveal what would happen if the Amazon rainforest is completely lost.  

He found that rainfall would be severely reduced in the Gulf of Mexico, Texas and 

Northern Mexico during the spring and summer seasons when water is crucial for 

agricultural productivity.  

 He found that the loss of other rainforests would have similar far reaching 

impacts on rainfall.  The computer model revealed that deforestation of Central 
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Africa would cause a significant precipitation decrease in the lower U.S. Midwest 

during the spring and summer and in the upper Midwest in winter and spring; 

deforestation in Southeast Asia 

would alter rainfall in China and the 

Balkan Peninsula most significantly;  

while deforestation of any of these 

tropical forests, Amazonia, Central 

Africa or Southeast Asia, would 

considerably enhance rainfall in the southern tip of the Arabian Peninsula.6 

 Rain clouds from tropical rainforests also affect global climate by taking an 

incredible amount of warmth with them as they move across the globe.7 

 Also significant, scientists say any kind of weather hiccup in Amazonia can 

have serious repercussions for the rest of the world, such as droughts and severe 

storms.8 

 Evidence is accumulating that in some areas, deforestation of rainforests 

can even lead to desertification.  Northeast Brazil became a desert when 

deforested.9  Some areas in Madegascar are turning into desert.  About 50,000 

years ago, Australia was covered in rainforests.  Today, the climate varies widely, 

but by far the largest part of Australia is desert or semi-arid – 40 percent of the 

landmass is covered by sand dunes.10   



 4 

 When the forests are cut, the searing tropical sun burns the unprotected 

soil, while the heavy tropical rains pound on it and wash it away.  These areas chose 

to be a scorched desert rather than a Garden of Eden.   

 The rich diversity of plants in the rainforest contain many with medicinal 

properties.  Out of about 3,000 plants that are active against cancer cells, seventy 

percent are found in the rainforest, according to the U.S. National Cancer 

Institute.11 That’s about 2,100 plants.  Rainforest plants have been used to create 

birth control hormones and tranquilizers, as well as pharmaceuticals that treat 

heart conditions, childhood leukemia, rheumatism, diabetes, glaucoma, malaria and 

more.12  Yet less than one percent of the rainforest’s 250,000 plants have been 

tested for their pharmaceutical applications.13 

 From tropical plants, we might also find new types of food crops. Tropical 

rainforests contain 3,000 fruits, but only 200 are in the marketplace.14 Forest-

dwelling indigenous people make use of about 2,000 fruits.15   

 In rainforests there are shrubs with fruit 300 times sweeter than sugar, 

palms richer in vitamin A than spinach and trees that yield oil-rich seeds.  There is 

a palm with seeds that contain 27 percent protein, which could be important for 

vegetarians. There is a fruit with more vitamin C than oranges and a palm whose 

seed oil tastes similar to olive oil. 16    
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 There are also rainforest plants that contain seeds that can be made into 

dyes and industrial grade waxes, plants that can be made into insecticides and 

plants that yield twine that is 

made into lovely baskets and 

furniture by the forest-dwelling 

people.17 There are plants that 

can be used to make rugs, 

string, fabric, shampoos, soaps, 

cosmetics, disinfectants, perfume, detergents, varnish, paint and wood-finishing 

products.18 There are thousands of timbers, resins and oils that have never been 

analyzed.19  

 Many of these could be very important when petroleum supplies dwindle and 

petrochemicals become too expensive to make. For instance, when petrochemicals 

are phased out, there could be a need for substitutes for insecticides, dyes, many 

fabrics, detergents, synthetic rubber, nylon, paraffin wax, lubricants, varnishes, 

plastics, vinyl, solvents, epoxy resins and much more.20  

 There may also be fuel substitutes amidst the rich diversity of tropical 

plants. Already a palm has been found with resin that can be used unprocessed to 

run a diesel engine.21 
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 In spite of their incredible value of rainforest biodiversity, biologists 

estimate that perhaps 50,000 plant or animal species in the tropics are driven to 

extinction each year due to habitat loss.22    

 A slice of rainforest the size of a football field is lost every second.  That’s 

 86,400 football fields of rainforest per day, or over 31 million football fields of 

rainforest each year.23  

 Since the 1970s, an area of tropical rainforest larger than the EU has been 

destroyed.24 Scientists predict that in two decades, an additional 20 percent will 

be lost, and another 20 percent degraded.  But if that happens, scientists said the 

forest ecology is likely to unravel as the trees dry out and die.25  

 

Can the Rainforests Withstand Globalization? 

  The rainforests are endangered by globalization, which has left millions with 

little or no land to grow food for their families. Desperate, the landless slash and 

burn patches of rainforest to grow food.  

This situation occurs as giant global corporations grab for huge swaths of 

cheap land there trying to feed the world. The highly mechanized soya farms, hire 

only about one person for every 400 acres.26  

Industrial-scale producers of soybeans have replaced thousands of small 

farms.27 Small farmers in Brazil are left with only 1.5 percent of the land,28 while 



 7 

the richest 3 percent of the population owns about 66 percent of the land29-- one 

of the most unequal distributions of wealth and land in the world. 

After slashing and burning a patch of rainforest, the peasants can only farm 

one to three years before the land becomes unproductive since rainforest soils are 

poor.  They then move on and slash a new area of rainforest.  

 But its not just landless farmers slashing and burning land in the jungle.  

Huge areas of land are being cleared to grow soybeans for export to China and the 

EU, where people have steered away from genetically modified soy grown in the 

United States.30 Moreover, an area the size of Britain was cleared from the 

rainforest to grow soy to feed cattle, pigs and poultry that will be consumed by 

Europeans, according to Edilberto Sena, a priest who runs a radio station called 

Radio Rural in Santarem.31  

The global beef industry has also cleared enormous swaths of rainforest 

since cattle can be raised much cheaper in Brazil than in Montana.32  About twenty 

corporations -- Japanese, Western European and American -- invested in large-

scale ranches in the rainforest to raise beef for supermarkets and fast food 

restaurants across the world.  Some of these ranches were a half million acres in 

size. A total of 50 million acres of rainforest were cleared. But after about ten 

years, the productivity of the land was very low.  Half of it was abandoned.33  
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Large areas of rainforest have also been destroyed to grow sugarcane to 

make ethanol for cars in Brazil,34 as well as ethanol to export to Sweden and Japan, 

where biofuels are being used to reduce fossil fuel emissions under the Kyoto 

Protocol.35  

Now President Bush has signed an ethanol alliance with Brazil.  Concerning 

this alliance, Fidel Castro said, “Not a single tree will be left to defend humanity 

from climate change.”  He said in his country, land used to produce alcohol could 

better be used “for food production for the people and for environmental 

protection.”36  

 Globalization also threatens the rainforest as illegal loggers target exotic 

wood such as Mahogany, Teak, Rosewood, Sitka Spruce, and Western Red Cedar, 

for the export market.  The roads they make and the cleared land they leave 

behind bring in farmers and ranchers and people prospecting for gold.  Illegal 

loggers have made somewhere around 105,000 miles of roads in the Amazon.37 

 Satellite systems have been developed that can detect where illegal logging 

is taking place, but the country has few government regulators.  Moreover, many 

government regulators do not even have computers.  

 The largest iron ore mine in the world is in the heart of the Amazon 

Rainforest in Carzas. There are 51 mines, each with a 50 year supply of iron.  
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Fortunately, the mining companies are taking responsibility to replant trees 

whenmining operations 

cease.38 

  What is not as 

sustainable, thousands 

of people are cutting 

down trees to make 

charcoal for refining 

the ore from the Carzas mines.39  

 Many Brazilians want to fully develop their mineral resources, which could 

spell disaster for the global environment.  One pressure that prompts the country 

to exploit resources in the rainforest is Brazil’s onerous debt to the World Bank 

and International Monetary Fund, institutions that lend money to governments.  In 

1985, Brazil’s external debt totaled US $105 billion. Between 1985 and 1998, Brazil 

paid back US $282 billion in interest and amortisation. Nonetheless, by 1998, the 

debt had swollen to US $230 billion."40 

 To protect the rainforests, governments should forgive the debts of 

tropical countries and help pay the cost of surveillance of the rainforest.   

 It would be a tragic mistake to let the rainforests be lost. 
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