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Background

• Point of departure:
• The recent news about forest cover 

increase.
• Declined from ca 40% to ca 3%,
• Reversed from 3% to 23.6%

• Such a news is not new. Similar 
claims were made before (e.g., in 
2010, 2017).

• 2010 -- 11.0% 
• 2017 -- 15.0%
• 2019 -- 17.2%
• 2023 -- 23.6%

• Global headline news, awards, 
tributes as exemplary country;

• The question is:
• Are these claims true? Did forest 

cover really increase in Ethiopia?

• Objective:
• Fact checking the claims, through an 

in-depth and objective analysis of 
evidences

-- 2024

•“የዘንድሮው የአረንጓዴ አሻራ ቅድመ ማስጀመሪያ መርኃ 
ግብር ጠቅላይ ሚኒስትር ዐቢይ አሕመድ (ዶ/ር) 
በተገኙበት ከቀናት በፊት ተካሂዷል።  በቅድመ 
ማስጀመሪያ መርኃ ግብሩ ላይ ባስተላለፉት መልእክትም 
በዛፍ መጨፍጨፍ ሳቢያ የኢትዮጵያን የደን ሽፋን 
ከነበረበት 40 በመቶ ወደ 3 በመቶ እንዲያሽቆለቁል 
ማድረጉን አንስተዋል። በአረንጓዴ አሻራ መርሃ ግብር 
በተሰራው ስራ ግን በ2011 ዓ.ም ከነበረበት 17 ነጥብ 2 
በመቶ አሁን ላይ ወደ 23 ነጥብ 6 በመቶ ከፍ ማድረግ 
መቻሉን ገልጸዋል፡፡”

MOA(https://www.facebook.com/MoAEthiopia/
posts/pfbid02H3DPyosNziUapC8Q3PPBUtsxHS4J
W7UPCFXKyvvpPgB3VfK8D8Cuhq4GaArB8i2tl)

•“Ethiopia’s forest cover report increased to 23.6 
percent by 2023 from 17.2 percent in 2019, 
Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed revealed during the 
Green Legacy Initiative pre-launch program held 
on Friday…, which were 40 percent of the 
country’s landmass in the beginning of 20th 
century and declined into 3 percent.

FBC(https://www.fanabc.com/english/ethiopias-
current-forest-cover-report-pursues-internation
al-standards-forestry-devt/);

-- 2010

Previous claims: ttps://waltainfo.com/50344/
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/
ethiopia-s-forest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html 

https://www.facebook.com/MoAEthiopia/posts/pfbid02H3DPyosNziUapC8Q3PPBUtsxHS4JW7UPCFXKyvvpPgB3VfK8D8Cuhq4GaArB8i2tl
https://www.facebook.com/MoAEthiopia/posts/pfbid02H3DPyosNziUapC8Q3PPBUtsxHS4JW7UPCFXKyvvpPgB3VfK8D8Cuhq4GaArB8i2tl
https://www.facebook.com/MoAEthiopia/posts/pfbid02H3DPyosNziUapC8Q3PPBUtsxHS4JW7UPCFXKyvvpPgB3VfK8D8Cuhq4GaArB8i2tl
https://www.fanabc.com/english/ethiopias-current-forest-cover-report-pursues-international-standards-forestry-devt/
https://www.fanabc.com/english/ethiopias-current-forest-cover-report-pursues-international-standards-forestry-devt/
https://www.fanabc.com/english/ethiopias-current-forest-cover-report-pursues-international-standards-forestry-devt/
https://waltainfo.com/50344/
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/ethiopia-s-forest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/ethiopia-s-forest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html


Background

• Expect three key take away messages:
• Forest has 100s of definitions (Forest – Wikipedia):

• Nationally, three different definitions during three time-periods;
The classical defn             FAO-GFRA defn            REDD+ defn
  up to 1990s                      1990 - 2015                2015 – present
  high forest (20%)             0.5ha, 5m, 10%         0.5ha, 2m, 20%

  No woodlands+No P       HF+Some woodlands+P    HF+most woodlands+P
(e.g., WBISSP)          (e.g., FAO Country report)       FREL (2017)

• Comparing what should not be compared is a major 
cause of confusion in forest trend analysis.

• Data from different definitions are compared directly, technically 
wrong

• e.g. 40% to 3% and back to 23.6% -- are from hugely different defn 

• On a similar definition basis, forest cover never increased, 
rather declining at an alarming rate. No visible impact 
from the huge (50 billion) seedlings claimed to have been 
planted since 2007 including the GLI

• Developments in the central and highlands, but mapped forests 
in the peripheral lowlands

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forest


Major Forest Vegetations of 
Ethiopia

Juniper,
Podocarpus,
Ekebergia capensis,
Prunus africana,
Olea europea,
Hagenia abyssinica

Mixed farming

Moist evergreen

Dry evergreen

Aningeria 
adolfi-friderici,
Olea capensis, 
Sapium ellipticum, 
Macaranga capensis, 
Polyscias fulva, 
Schefflera abyssinica
Cordia

Coffee under canopy

The two are High Forest
= Classical defn



Acacia-Commiphora (AC) 
woodland (<5m)
- Eastern, SE, Rift Valley 

lowlands;
- Typical land use:

- Pastoralism
• Bush lands/low woodlands

Combretum-Terminalia (CT) 
woodland (<= 20m)
- Western lowlands and river 

gorges

- Typical landuse
- Shifting cultivation 

(Sesame, cotton, 
Sorghum) 

• High woodlands/WL

Major Forest Vegetations…

The two are WoodlandsThe high forest + CT Woodlands = 
FAO defn 

The high forest + CT +AC 
Woodlands = REDD+ defn 



The 1st period (classical defn)
(1900s – 1990s)

40% & 3.5% forest cover

A frequently cited statistics in discussions, news, 
and publications about the forests of Ethiopia is 
the 40% cover around the beginning of the 20th 
century and the decline of it to 3.5% around end 

of the 20th century



Which forest was 
covering 40% (37%) 
around 1900?

Classical forest definition

(Friis, 1986, 1992).

Earlier usage of the term “forest” is to refer to 
what is known as “high Forest” (Breitenbach, 
1962). This is forest with tall trees, multi-species, 
multistory, intermingled with liana and in high 
rainfall areas).

Two categories :

1) Moist evergreen Afromontane forest

2) Dry evergreen Afromontane forest

WBISPP (1990-2004) was a project that developed a 
strategic plan for Ethiopia to sustainably manage and 
conserve its woody biomass resources. Conducted extensive 
survey, image analysis and field inventory to generate detail 
data of forest resources of Ethiopia. The best national scale 
comprehensive forest inventory ever in Ethiopia. Classified 
forest vegetation into 
• Forest, Woodland, Shrubland, Plantation. 
• Served as the main data source for nearly 25 years

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260050853

Friis (1992). Forest Vegetation of Ethiopia

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/260050853


Where from is the 
37%/40% estimate & 
how do we know it is 
about High Forest?

(EBI, 1993)

Gebremarkos Woldeselassie (1998). THE FOREST RESOURCES 
OF ETHIOPIA PAST AND PRESENT. Walia, 19, 10 – 28.

Area of Ethiopia = ca. 111,300,000ha
Old data includes Eritrea. 37% = 40% 

Lowland forest = Afromontane 
transitional rainforest 



WBISPP (2005)



19th Century forest…
• More evidences of 30-40% cover come from:

• Late 19th and early 20th century travelers;

• Historians review (e.g., Pankhurst, 1995; Melaku, 
1998);

• There is clear indication that:
• Most areas south of Addis Ababa was hosting 

huge forest around 1900s

Ankober – Addis Ababa – Addis Alem – Addis Ababa

From Axum to Lasta-Lalibella was the same reason

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377276121_Review_of_the_Historic_Trajecto
ry_of_Deforestation_its_Drivers_and_Implications_in_Ethiopia/stats 

Chilimo

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377276121_Review_of_the_Historic_Trajectory_of_Deforestation_its_Drivers_and_Implications_in_Ethiopia/stats
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377276121_Review_of_the_Historic_Trajectory_of_Deforestation_its_Drivers_and_Implications_in_Ethiopia/stats


Travelers account… 
further south, east, SW

Maud (1904)

• The coffee, Khat & eucalypt dominated 
landscape today, 

• The highest population density, Sidamo 
was sparce and full of forest then!



Travelers account… 
further SW,…

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377276121_Review_of_the_Historic_Trajectory_of_Deforestation_its_Drivers_and_Implications_in_Ethiopia/stats 

In short, the 37% high forest cover seems real
• Coffee dominated landscapes today in SW, South, SE were not there around 1900

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377276121_Review_of_the_Historic_Trajectory_of_Deforestation_its_Drivers_and_Implications_in_Ethiopia/stats


The decline of forest 
cover to 3.5% in the 

1980s/1990s



Which forest declined to <4%? And where is the 
estimate from?

• Strictly the “high forest”

The relic forests of Ethiopia between 1973 and 
1990. Source: (Reusing, 2000/1998).  

• 1970s = 4.75% high forest

• 1980s = 3.93%



WBISPP (2005) – map 
based on shapefileC-T woodland

(High woodland)

A-C woodland
(low woodland)

1990s
Forest + woodland + 

plantation + shrubland 
= 53% 

1990s
High forest = 3.5%



So, 1900-1990s 
summarized

• Late 19th Century

• Forest = high forest

• High forest = 37% (42 M ha). 

• All (forest + WL) = 63% -66% (72 M ha)

• No plantation here

• Late 20th Century (1990s)

• Forest = High forest

• High forest = ca. 3.5% (4 M ha)

• All (forest +WL+SL+P) = ca. 53%  (62 M ha)

• Plantation = 200k – 500k

Year Forest type % cover Area (ha) Remark

1900 High forest 37 42,000,000
Breitenbach 
(1962)

1900 All forest 63 72,000,000 63 – 66%

1940 High forest 16 18,160,000 Mooney (1946)

1960 High forest 4.5 4,800,000
Breitenbach 
(1962)

1970 High forest 3.0 - 4.56 4,900,000 Reusing (1998)

1990 High forest 2.5 - 3.6 4,000,00

 EFAP 
(1994/1992)
WBISPP (2005)

1990 All 53.9 62,200,000 WBISPP (2005)



2nd Period/phase
(1990 – 2015)

FAO-FRA with a new 
definition

https://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/past-assessments/en/ 

Data of different periods

• Global definition of forest: “Land spanning more than 0.5 
hectares with trees higher than 5 meters and a canopy cover 
of more than 10 percent, or trees able to reach these 
thresholds in situ” (natural + plantation).

• Consistency for inter-period comparison (trend analysis); 
inter-country comparison (forest richness)

• Ethiopia is one of the countries providing data since 1990, 5yr

• Where was the data supplied came from?

• WBISPP data for 25 years (1990-2015)

• Modification of categories

• For each phase – deforestation rates are applied to 
project deforested area and adjust forest data 

https://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/past-assessments/en/


WBISPP forest category Reclassification by MoA FAO Category

Forest (High forest) Forest Forest

Woodland

High Woodland (>= 5m). Combretum - Terminalia woodlands (western 
lowlands)

Forest

Low woodland (>=2m). Acacia - Commiphora woodland (eastern and 
southeastern lowlands)

Non-Forest

Shrubland Shrubland Non-Forest

Plantation Plantation Forest

FAO



Original Data from WBISPP (1997)

High woodland:
Ca.10 M ha

Low woodland:
Ca.19 M ha

Total = ca. 60 m
4.07+29.2+26.4 =60M 



Ethiopia’s FAO Report 1990 –2010
https://www.fao.org/4/aj012E/aj012E00.pdf 

Total remains the same = 
3.65+10+46.3 = ca. 60 M

Deforestation rate used to adjust forest area

https://www.fao.org/4/aj012E/aj012E00.pdf


Ethiopia’s FAO Report 1990 - 2010
In 2010, about 12.3 M ha (11%) was 
estimated and reported to FAO, 

This is a decline of ca. 3.0 M ha from the 
size in 1990 for the same definition.

However, look the news on the next 
slide
• comparing with the 3%, which is 

referring to only high forest, the GoE 
claimed increase. Wrong comparison 
& wrong claim!!

What happened in 2010 surely 
surprise you.

+ -

https://www.fao.org/4/al501E/al501E.pdf

https://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/past-assessments
/fra-2010/country-reports/en/   

https://www.fao.org/4/al501E/al501E.pdf
https://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/past-assessments/fra-2010/country-reports/en/
https://www.fao.org/forest-resources-assessment/past-assessments/fra-2010/country-reports/en/


https://waltainfo.com/50344/

https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/ethiopia-s-fo
rest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html 

https://www.zmescience.com/ecology/ethiopi
as-forest-area-triples/ 

2000 – 2013 FREL

Big news of 
forest increase,

while in reality a 
significant 

decline was 
reported to FAO.
Misinformation?

https://waltainfo.com/50344/
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/ethiopia-s-forest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/news/ethiopia-s-forest-cover-triples-ministry-2029508.html
https://www.zmescience.com/ecology/ethiopias-forest-area-triples/
https://www.zmescience.com/ecology/ethiopias-forest-area-triples/


FAO GFRA -2015
Plantation data: from Million Bekele (2011);

Major change plantation forest

Forest plantations and woodlots in Ethiopia
An estimated 190,000 ha in 1990 to c. 972,000 ha today. Of this area, c. 190,000 ha are commercial plantations, remaining 80% are non-industrial private small-scale 
plantation and woodlots. Ca. 650,000 ha in Amhara. (Hence, not due to government but due to Farmers action)

Change in plantation area

Attribution – to farmers 



3rd Period
(2015- present )

REDD+ & Ethiopia 
with its own new 
forest definition!!

•Ethiopia is active in REDD+ agenda

•IPCC – provision for countries to produce 
their own definition

•Ethiopia produced a new definition. Decision 
made to include the “low woodlands”, left 
out of the FAO definition!!

•Misconception that payment is by forest 
area, while payment is by the amount of 
deforestation avoided!!



REDD+   - FREL - Ethiopia



REDD+…

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/342735961_Birhanu_Woldegiorgis_A_history_and_
policy_analyses_of_Forest_Governance_in_Ethiopia_and_REDD#fullTextFileContent 

From 11.5 M ha by FAO to 17.2 M ha by FREL

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/342735961_Birhanu_Woldegiorgis_A_history_and_policy_analyses_of_Forest_Governance_in_Ethiopia_and_REDD#fullTextFileContent
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/342735961_Birhanu_Woldegiorgis_A_history_and_policy_analyses_of_Forest_Governance_in_Ethiopia_and_REDD#fullTextFileContent


FAO FRA 2020: Data source changed 
from WBISPP to the FREL. Why?
Not better methodology.

WBISPP: served for 25 years (1990-2015) 
& retired



Revised estimate: retrospective estimation

Violation of FAO def

+ -



FAO – FRA 2020: retrospective calculation!!

Despite multiple 
adjustments, forest is yet 
consistently declining

The forest gain from FREL is 
added

• Earlier estimate based on WBISPP
• Revised estimate based on FREL



Restoring/rehabilitating/reforesting/afforesting: 
what impact?



History

Major action began 
with Eucalyptus 
introduction  - 1900

Derg regime:

Yehibret 
sira/community 
forestry/S-W 
conservation, area 
exclosures

Commercial 
plantation: Fine 
manmade forests – 
still observable

Economic 
liberalization after 
Derg: boom in small 
scale tree plantings  
ca 1,000,000;

Mass planting – since 
the Ethiopian 
Millenium (including 
GLI)= 57.6 Billion 
trees

Several 
project/program-bas
ed efforts: – SLM, 
MERET, GTP, CRGE, 
REDD+

NGOs – 
environmental NGOs 
– managing nearly 
1.5 million ha of 
forest -- PFM



Mass tree planting (2007- 2023)
Project Source # reported (Billion/10^9) Ha Link Remark

National Millennium tree 
planting (2007)

Two Trees for Ethiopian 
New Millennium (Two 
Trees for 2000)

0.06  
https://allafrica.com/stories/200705070386.ht
ml

Meles Zenawi Memorial
(2017)

https://waltainfo.com &
0.7 300,000 https://waltainfo.com/50344/

https://www.UNEP.org

UNEP's Billion Tree Campaign https://www.UNEP.org 1.7  
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-
release/unep-pays-tribute-meles-zenawi-prime-
minister-ethiopia

Green legacy Initiative (GLI) 
Phase I (2019-2022)

https://sdgs.un.org 25 3,253,000
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/green-legacy-i
nitiative

The 3.253 million ha is for 2019 
planting alone. Plan in GLI phase 
I was 20 billion seedlings, yet it 
achieved planting 25 billion

Green Legacy Initiative phase 
II (2023-2026)

https://greenlegacy.et/green
-legacy/home

15  

https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-
ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-d
uring-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%
2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20o
n%2017%20July%2C%202023.

7.5 billion in 2023 & 7.5 billion in 
2024. Plan for the GLI phase II is 
25 billion. Phase I plus Phase II = 
50 billion)

The GTP II 
Environment Forest and 
Climate Change Commission 
(EFCCC), 2020].

15 2,600,000
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-an
d-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796
106/full#B10 

21 billion was the plan

Area exclosure

https://www.frontiersin.org/
journals/forests-and-global-c
hange/articles/10.3389/ffgc.
2022.796106/full#B10 

 1,500,000 Birhane et al., 2018
1990-to present?

Total  57.46/50.00 6,153,000  

https://allafrica.com/stories/200705070386.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/200705070386.html
https://waltainfo.com/
https://waltainfo.com/50344/
https://www.unep.org/
https://www.unep.org/
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/unep-pays-tribute-meles-zenawi-prime-minister-ethiopia
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/unep-pays-tribute-meles-zenawi-prime-minister-ethiopia
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/unep-pays-tribute-meles-zenawi-prime-minister-ethiopia
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/green-legacy-initiative
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/green-legacy-initiative
https://greenlegacy.et/green-legacy/home
https://greenlegacy.et/green-legacy/home
https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-during-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20on%2017%20July%2C%202023
https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-during-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20on%2017%20July%2C%202023
https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-during-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20on%2017%20July%2C%202023
https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-during-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20on%2017%20July%2C%202023
https://www.fanabc.com/english/premier-says-ethiopia-planted-a-whopping-7-5bn-seedlings-during-the-current-planting-season/#:~:text=On%2017th%20July%202023%2C%20the,hours%20on%2017%20July%2C%202023
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B18
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B18
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B18
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/forests-and-global-change/articles/10.3389/ffgc.2022.796106/full#B10


If

57.5 Billion planted;

85% survival = 48.875 Billion trees 
survived;

Area :

1.5*1.5 m = ca. 10, 996,875  ha 
forest/tree cover expected

• = big enough to be detectable; 
• = even farm forests are conspicuous
• But where are they??

https://greenlegacy.et/green-legacy/home 

https://greenlegacy.et/green-legacy/home


Where are the forest?

• Any evidence?

 

No new forest where 
development taking place in the 
highlands!!

EMA, 2013  FAO definition 

FREL, 2013 new country forest definition

CIFOR/EFD, 2023

More existing woodlands 
mapped, no new forest 
discovered!!



Conclusion
• Back to the News: 

• If similar definition is applied, Ethiopia has lost 
huge forest 

• Between 1900 (historic cover) & 2023  = 
66% - 23.6%

 ca. 40% net forest loss

• Between 1990 (WBISPP) & 2023        = 
53.2% - 23.6% 

Ca. 30% net forest loss   

• 33% - 23.6% 
Ca. 10% loss

• Major problems: – definition related

• Increase or decrease is not development 
related, no sign from development, but 
politics, it is misinforming the public.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF 
FORESTS TO NATIONAL 
INCOME IN ETHIOPIA AND
LINKAGES WITH REDD+ (2016)Vs 26 M ha -- 2023



Huge deforestation ongoing!

https://gfw.global/3TEO7Bj 

https://gfw.global/3TEO7Bj


Why no success?
• 1) claims are political/unrealistic/not verifiable  -- very 

suitable for mass mobilization for political gain
• Billions can not be raised and planted  (7.5 billion /yr )

• Tree seed supply is critically a challenge in Ethiopia
• Too high to appear true, Nursery networks

• Experts in gov system – if not with us or you are against us is 
the hard choice!!

• 2) Ownership: objective less, ownerless,
• Why is farm forest flourishing but state-owned natural forest is 

declining or mass planting not surviving?

• 3) Institutional base: no responsible entity for protection, 
follow up, utilization. Thrown into the soil?

• 4) Technical challenge: – quality of seedling, planting and 
tending

• 5) Human population increased geometrically; rural 
confinement, economy stagnating : - these do not allow 
effective conservation!!

29 October 2017

Previous critics on similar subject



Thank you!
Q&A


