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Connecting the Dots among Forests, Soils and Water 
When one thinks of forests, the immediate thought is most likely of trees. That makes sense. 
 
But forests and trees don’t exist in isolation. Things that affect – and are affected by – forests range from human 
activities to climate; from water and soils to insects and disease and from economics to forest products, to name just 
a few. 
 
With that in mind, the IUFRO 2015-2019 
Strategy focuses on five research themes: 
Forests, Soil and Water Interactions; Forests 
for People; Forests and Climate Change; 
Forests and Forest-based products for a 
Greener Future; and Biodiversity, Ecosystem 
Services and Biological Invasions. 
 
Regarding forests, soils and water specifically, 
the IUFRO Strategy notes several knowledge 
gaps and uncertainties related to those areas, 
in particular the impacts of climate change, 
forest management and soil conservation on 
water supplies. 
 
The importance of this is that forests play an integral role in the globe’s supply of clean water, and also in stabilizing 
and protecting soils from erosion. Much of the world’s freshwater is provided through forested catchments. Forests 
protect many dams from siltation and contamination from various pollutants and also protect groundwater systems 
from pollution. In addition, both soil and water are essential drivers of forest health and growth.  
 
But increasing demands for agricultural and urban land as a result of increasing populations and more affluent 
lifestyles, often put forests under pressure. In many regions this pressure will be exacerbated by climate change. 
 
And so, to fill those knowledge gaps and replace the uncertainties with some degree of certitude, a IUFRO Task Force 
on Forests, Soil and Water Interactions, coordinated by Professor Richard Harper of Murdoch University, Australia 
has been set up. Members of the task force come from across all continents and bring a range of perspectives. 
 
The specific aim for the Task Force will be to provide the basis for coherent management responses that build on an 
enhanced understanding of forest, soil and water interactions. These responses will also be informed by consideration 
of economic and cultural factors that affect adoption of new approaches and technologies. 
 
“We know that physical and human landscapes affect management policies and practices, as do political and market 
forces. Given that, our focus on forests, soil and water has to take into consideration the other four IUFRO themes,” 
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Professor Harper said. “So, our approach will be to develop linkages with scientists from the other (IUFRO) themes, 
industry and other international agencies. Rather than organizing new meetings, we’ll build sessions into meetings 
organized by others.” 

Professor Harper indicated the Task Force is considering, among other things, organizing a set of on-line 10-12 minute 
discussion pieces from various thought leaders on different aspects of forests, water and soils (science, policy, 
industry, user groups). These would be aimed at policy makers, decision makers and practitioners and encompass (a) 
large-scale synthesis, (b) the cutting edge of science, (c) regional studies, and (d) controversies and emerging issues. 

This task force’s activities are aimed at supporting the goals and objectives of the Five-year Forests and Water Action 
Plan, which will be launched during a two-day special event at the XIV World Forestry Congress in Durban, South 
Africa on Wednesday, 9 September 2015. 

Drafted over the past two years by an expert group and partner organizations from around the world – including 
IUFRO – the plan calls for action in the areas of science, policy, economics and practices for forests and water.  

Find out more: 

International Forests and Water Dialogue 
Tuesday 8 September - Wednesday 9 September 2015 
World Forestry Congress, Durban, South Africa 
http://www.fao.org/about/meetings/world-forestry-congress/programme/special-
events/water/en/  

IUFRO Task Force on Forests, Soil and Water Interactions 
http://www.iufro.org/science/task-forces/forests-soil-water/ 

IUFRO Research Letter on Forest and Water Interactions 
http://www.iufro.org/publications/iufro-research-letters/article/2014/09/15/research-letter-
forest-and-water-interactions/ 

International Year of Soils 
http://www.fao.org/soils-2015/en/ 

The findings reported in IUFRO Spotlight are submitted by IUFRO officeholders and member organizations. IUFRO is pleased to highlight and 
circulate these findings to a broad audience but, in doing so, acts only as a conduit. The quality and accuracy of the reports are the responsibility of 

the member organization and the authors.  

Suggestions for reports and findings that could be promoted through IUFRO Spotlight are encouraged. To be considered, reports should be fresh, 
have policy implications and be applicable to more than one country. If you would like to have a publication highlighted by Spotlight, contact:  

Gerda Wolfrum, IUFRO Communications Coordinator, wolfrum(at)iufro.org 

The International Union of Forest Research Organizations (IUFRO) is the only worldwide organization devoted to forest research and related 
sciences. Its members are research institutions, universities, and individual scientists as well as decision-making authorities and other stakeholders 

with a focus on forests and trees. Visit: http://www.iufro.org/ 
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