
DEFORESTATION FRONT KEY FACTS

Underlying causes 
Link to an increase in settlements close to forest reserves with unclear tenure, and 
tenure issues relating to settlements that existed before the reserves’ demarcation[1]. 
A growing urban population and presence of foreign investors increasing the 
demand for timber and minerals add pressure on the forests[6].

LIBERIA/IVORY COAST/ 
GHANA
The forests of West Africa, also referred to as the Upper Guinea forest, stretch 
from Guinea to Ghana. They are under pressure not only from the expansion 
of commercial agriculture and mining, but also from local peoples’ resource 
use in their quest for improved livelihoods. Different initiatives are in place to 
support smallholders and communities, ensure sustainable supply of agricultural 
commodities such as cocoa and palm oil, and regulate and control illegal logging.

Countries, region Liberia, Ivory Coast, Ghana

Forest type Moist and dry semi-deciduous forest in the south, 
and savannah woodlands in the north

Total area 30.0Mha

Forest area in 2018 12.3Mha (40.9% of total deforestation front area)

Forest loss 2004-2017 0.8Mha (5.6% of forest area in 2000)

Location of 
deforestation

In western portion of Liberia and southwest portion 
of Ghana.

Total forest core area 
in 2018

4.0Mha (32.9% of forests in 2018)

Fragmented forests 
2000-2018

2.7Mha (19.0% of forest area in 2000)

Accumulated burned 
area, 2002-2019

2.4Mha (17.4% of forest area in 2000)

Deforestation trend Increased, particularly in Liberia and Ghana

Future trends Increase may continue over time

Drivers of deforestation
Smallholder 
farming

Shifting cultivation and expansion of tree crops[1, 2], 
including cocoa, the latter mainly in Ghana. Some of 
these crops are established after forest clearing, and 
smallholders migrate into new forestlands looking for 
more fertile ground after plantations age[3-5] .

Commercial  
logging

Under way legally and illegally, also in protected forest 
reserves (e.g. in some southern regions of Ghana) 
which constitute the main remaining tracts of primary 
tropical forests[6]. Logging is stimulated by demand 
from local and foreign buyers[6]. In Liberia, logging 
companies are behind community forestlands[7].

Fuelwood and 
charcoal

People rely on fuelwood and charcoal as their energy 
source. This has profound effects on the standing 
forests, which are the source of raw materials. Some 
charcoal production originates from smallholder lands 
and some from non-designated public lands[2].

Mining 
operations

A threat for biodiverse areas in western Liberia[8], and 
expanding in some forest reserves in Ghana. This is 
associated with the opening of roads to prospective 
mining sites under construction[6], but also triggered 
by illegal gold mining[4], such as in the Dunkwa region 
in Ghana where some cocoa farmers have sold their 
lands to miners[9].

 Primary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Secondary cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation
 Less important cause of forest loss and/or severe degradation

Responses
Protected 
areas

Nearly 2,000 protected areas cover around 10% of West Africa 
as a whole, but around 90% of these protected areas are small 
and dominated by forest reserves. There are 53 protected 
areas with international designations, including 17 Biosphere 
Reserves [10]

Timber 
legality

Ghana signed a voluntary partnership agreement (VPA) with the 
EU which includes a wood traceability system from production 
zones to end buyers[11], although progress is slow due to strong 
vested interests among political elites[12]. Liberia has also signed 
a VPA with the EU, but the process in practice is slower[13].

Voluntary 
standards

Some palm oil companies have embraced RSPO standards 
to reduce impacts of plantation development on high 
conservation value (HCV) areas. Public and private partnerships 
for supporting sustainable commodity supply linked to zero 
deforestation goals have been set up in the context of the 
African Palm Oil Initiative (APOI) and the Cocoa and Forests 
Initiative (CFI)[14]. Companies have signed on to the TFA 2020 
Alliance aimed at achieving zero deforestation. 

Recognition 
of IPLCs 

Initiatives to enhance local tenure rights are in place in Ghana 
through the Community Resource Management Area (CREMAs)
[15]; a Land Rights Act in Liberia allows communities ownership 
of ancestral lands but does not apply retroactively[16].

Concessions Around half the land in Liberia has been allocated for 
concessions for logging, agriculture, mining and conservation[2]. 
Most of the industrial concessions have not yet been 
developed, so future deforestation and forest degradation 
depends heavily upon how these allocated areas are developed 
in the context of rising population and consumption.

REDD+ 
projects

Liberia made a zero-deforestation commitment and entered 
a partnership with the government of Norway for REDD+ 
and agricultural development in 2014[17], yet efforts aimed at 
building the reference level are still ongoing[18]. In Ghana, the 
REDD+ programme includes support to climate-smart cocoa 
practices by improving access to inputs and services, including 
replanting, to enhance the productivity of farms[15]. Ghana has 
agreed on performance-based payments for carbon reduction 
of up to US$50 million under the Forest Carbon Partnership 
Facility (FCPF)[19]

Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used  
and expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental



Main outcomes
Efforts to tackle deforestation and forest degradation have still to prove effective. 
RSPO sustainability standards have to be embraced more extensively by palm 
oil companies, for protecting HCV areas and local people’s rights. Initiatives for 
enhancing performance of smallholder cocoa producers are showing good results 
and committing all key companies, traders and processors across the value chain[20]. 
While efforts to halt illegal logging are in place, persistent extraction driven by 
expanding demand makes it a difficult to control timber harvesting[6]

Recommended future actions
 ● Improve enforcement against illegal logging while providing the means for 

smallholders and communities to undertake sustainable forest management [6].
 ● Support agricultural intensification on existing farmlands to reduce pressure on 

forest areas for expansion of commercial crops[1].
 ● Monitor compliance with environmental regulations for plantations 

development and mining operations, along with compliance with social 
safeguards.
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