
DEFORESTATION FRONT KEY FACTS

Main outcomes
Despite efforts by the government, donors and NGOs, deforestation is continuing in 
Zambia, driven primarily by rising numbers of people using inefficient agriculture. 
Major structural interventions will be needed to reverse these trends. The San 
people remain seriously disadvantaged in the country. 

Recommended future actions
 ● Increase effectiveness of the existing protected area network, particularly the 

large number of forest reserves, possibly through a planned rationalization of 
the system. 

 ● Develop carbon markets.
 ● Address the worrying lack of certified forests.

ZAMBIA

Drivers of deforestation
Smallholder 
farming

The main driver, linked to rural population 
growth[1] and the demand for land for subsistence 
agriculture[2], expansion of cash crops like tobacco 
and cotton, and poor farming that exhausts soils 
and encourages additional land clearance[3].

Charcoal The key driver in some areas[4]; extraction increases 
fire risk[5]. Urban charcoal use persists even if 
electricity is available due to frequent outages 
and load shedding[6, 7]. Supplies close to 87% of 
domestic energy needs and 30% of rural industry 
requirements, e.g. brickmaking.

Timber  
extraction

Significant, for domestic use and export, and opens 
up the forest to disturbance including fire[8]. Illegal 
felling is rampant, e.g. illegal rosewood costs Zambia 
US$3.2 million a year[9]. Zambia exports mainly 
to the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) region but also to China and Taiwan. 
Although log exports are officially banned, these 
occur, particularly to DRC[10].

Fire FAO estimates 5% of forest burns each year[8]; often 
through accidental spread during burning of crop 
residues and cropland preparation[3].

Livestock  
grazing

Significant in some places and overgrazing is 
reported[10]; burning to increase grazing also results 
in fires in forests.

Mining 
operations

Causes some deforestation but is a minor factor 
overall[11].

Road  
expansion 

Stimulates deforestation by opening to agricultural 
expansion and charcoal production[12].

 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

Zambia is undergoing high and increasing rates of forest loss, but still has large 
forest resources. Attempts at control have largely failed outside protected areas, 
and forest reserves have also been lost.)

Responses
Protected 
areas

641 protected areas covering 41.26% of the country; but 
555 of these are forest reserves with varying degrees of 
effectiveness[15]. Nonetheless, protected areas, including 
national forests, are identified as important for forest 
recovery[16].

PES incl. 
REDD+

Research shows Zambian forests are still a major carbon sink 
despite losses, and growth rates may be being stimulated 
by higher CO2 levels[5]. Carbon markets are important with 
a World Bank BioCarbon Fund project aiming to take a 
landscape approach to reducing forest loss[18].

Charcoal 
alternatives

Government efforts focus on providing alternatives to 
charcoal, with increasing productivity and income seen as a 
key factor[17].

Voluntary 
standards

A process has been ongoing since the 1990s, but still no 
certified forest[19]. Tenure issues are problematic because all 
forests are state-owned[20].

Deployment  
at wider scale

Actively used  
and expanding

Project-specific, 
experimental

Countries, region Zambia, Southern Africa

Forest type Tropical dry forest (miombo)

Total area 15.9Mha

Forest area in 2018 10.3Mha (64.5% of total deforestation front 
area)

Forest loss 2004-2017 0.4Mha (3.7% of forest area in 2000)

Location of deforestation Principally in the southeast of the country

Total forest core area 
in 2018

4.1Mha (40.1% of forests in 2018)

Fragmented forests 
2000-2018

1.1Mha (10.4% of forest area in 2000)

Accumulated burned 
area, 2002-2019

7.5Mha (70.1% of forest area in 2000)

Deforestation trend Increasing, more than doubled from 2010-2018 
compared to the previous decade

Future trends Likely to increase

Underlying causes
Amongst underlying causes, population pressure has direct impacts on forest cover 
through pressure for land[13]. Greater security of forest tenure is associated with 
better forest condition, while greater dependence on forests for livelihoods tends to 
create poorer forest condition[14].
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