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Around the world, over 420 million hectares of forest (about ten Californias) were lost to deforestation
from 1990 to 2020, and more than 90% of the deforestation was in the tropics.[1] Beef, soy, and palm oil
are responsible for 60% of tropical deforestation. Cattle meat is primarily for domestic consumption but is
also exported. Soybeans replace tropical rainforest in the Amazon, mainly for animal feed, while palm oil
is harvested in Southeast Asia.[2] Roads have a huge impact on deforestation by increasing accessibility
to the forest. Logging, mining, oil extraction, and illegal activities also contribute to deforestation.

The Amazon is the world’s largest tropical rainforest. It covers 40% of South America and is roughly the
size of the contiguous US. Conventionally, rainfall produces forests, but forests also make rain. The forest
releases moisture by surface evaporation and by transpiring water via roots up through leaves. The large
amount of water vapor condenses and lowers area air pressure, helping to pull air inland. Thus are formed
the Amazon’s “flying rivers” or rios voadores.[3] These low-level winds carry water evaporated from the
Atlantic Ocean westward, pick up vapor transpired by the forest, turn south at the Andes mountains, and
distribute moisture across South America (except Chile, on the other side of the Andes). The rainforest
recycles moisture five to six times and contributes up to 50% of rainfall in the region. From the east flank
of the Andes, water flows into the Amazon River and on into the Atlantic Ocean. The Amazon River
carries 20% of the world’s total river input to the oceans.[4] Forests also have cooling effects through
shade and evapotranspiration, nurture soil, ameliorate floods, and filter water and air.[5]

If the Amazon water cycle depends on the forest, what happens with deforestation? Fewer trees mean less
rainfall, increased surface run-off, and hotter temperatures. Winds blowing through cleared areas down
more trees during storms. Slash and burn methods for clearing land are no longer limited by the
rainforest’s natural moisture; fires are multiple and burn larger areas. On top of this, global warming
brings more heat, drought, and fire. As water stresses from deforestation are compounded by climate
change, the tropical rainforest is approaching a tipping point when it could transform into degraded
savannah or degraded secondary forest.[6]

What is at stake? The Amazon rainforest is home to more than 40 million people, including 2.2 million
Indigenous peoples, and provides livelihoods, food, water, fish, and transport. Regional agriculture relies
on the aerial rivers. It’s possible that shifts in such a large portion of the water cycle could affect
precipitation on other continents. The Amazon is notable for its biodiversity.[4,7] Forests are our allies
against climate change. Globally, forests have been absorbing twice as much carbon as they emit, overall
removing about 7.6 billion tonnes of CO2 per year.[8] The Amazon rainforest stores about 150 billion
tonnes of carbon in soil and vegetation[1] and has been a net carbon sink. Now the more vulnerable
southeastern part of the Amazon has become a carbon emitter.[9]

A half century ago, calls to “Save the Amazon” drew attention to deforestation for cattle and rubber,
accelerated by new road construction. Deforestation slowed, but then rose to new peaks.[10]
Deforestation in Brazil fell dramatically in the early 2000s, with 24 million hectares of new protected
areas, acknowledgement of Indigenous lands and rights, beefed up law enforcement, and targeted
incentives.[11] Indigenous territories have lower deforestation rates than other forests.[12] Although
deforestation is again declining, degradation from fires is up sharply, spiking in 2024. That will be the
setting for COP30 in Belém later this year, the first Climate Change Conference to be held in the
Amazon. Countries have pledged to halt deforestation by 2030 but are not on track to achieve this.[13]

To save the Amazon means limiting deforestation and global warming. Forests are integral to both the
carbon cycle and the water cycle. We may talk about climate change, biodiversity, food, water, and health
as if they were separate issues, but everything is interconnected. Water is life! Water is more precious
than oil. If we take care of the forest, the forest takes care of us. Saving the Amazon is saving ourselves.
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