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Abstract

Forest degradation led by human activities has diminished the capacity of the forest to deliver goods and services, making it less
productive and resilient. Hence, the purpose of this study was to examine the influence of institutional factors on forest
degradation in the most fragile states, with a particular emphasis on Somalia. Specifically, the paper examined the influence of
land tenure insecurity, lack of environmental policy and law enforcement, and weak governance on forest degradation in Somalia.
The methodology used for this paper was a systematic literature review, where information on forest degradation and factors
contributing to the forest degradation in North America, South America, South Asia, and Africa was utilized through journals
and institutional publications. Based on the literature reviewed, the forest sector in Somalia has severely degraded, and the sector
is rapidly depleting. The findings indicated that weak governance, land tenure insecurity, and lack of environmental policy and
law enforcement are the major factors causing forest degradation in Somalia. The study also revealed that the forest degradation
resulting from these institutional factors has contributed to biodiversity loss, climate change, and decline in agricultural
production. To address these issues, this review study recommends that the federal government of Somalia should strengthen
environmental governance bodies such as the Ministry of Environment and Climate Change and the Ministry of Livestock,
Forestry, and Range by building the capacity of staff, increasing funding for these institutions, and enhancing coordination among
these agencies. Additionally, the government should establish national land policy, protected areas, national systems for the
management and conservation of the protected areas, environmental and forest laws, and environmental law enforcement
agencies to control overexploitation and illegal logging activities and reduce pressure on the country’s forests and wildlife.
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1. Introduction

The forest sector is one of the main sectors that contribute to create jobs, improve the economy, empower communities,
to the economic growth of the countries. It is a source of food  and invest in environmental and biodiversity protection. Wild-
and water for animals and humans and hosts birds, insects, and life tourism has a substantial economic impact on the global
wild animals. For instance, through wildlife tourism, countries economy and accounts for 3.9% of the global travel and tour-
around the world generate billions of dollars that enable them
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ism sector, producing about $343.6 billion every year and sup-
porting 21.8 million jobs around the world [49]. Moreover,
forest conservation and management are crucial for environ-
mental sustainability, and it is a key strategy for human and
economic development. The contributions of the forests, such
as the welfare of the community, biodiversity conservation,
and improvement of soil health in farming areas, are signifi-
cant for sustainability, and forestry has a strong impact on the
economic and social transformation of a nation [20].

Nonetheless, human activities have negatively influenced
the forest sector and caused forest degradation, leading to a
decline in its development and contribution. Forest degrada-
tion is a short- or long-term damage to the forest led by human
activities such as breaking up of the forest areas, fire, and ex-
cessive logging, while the trees lost and ecological quality di-
minished do not completely alter the land cover [40]. Deso-
lately, forest degradation led by humans diminishes the capac-
ity of the forest to deliver goods and services, making it less
productive and resilient. The human-induced impacts became
a global threat and caused forest degradation, which led to
poor human health and welfare, loss of species, and climate
change [46]. The growing population has adversely impacted
the forests and posed pressure on their functionality. Conver-
sion of forests into unsustainable forms of land use severely
weakened their ecological functions and caused hazards such
as loss of animal and plant life, soil infertility, and floods [38].
Furthermore, drivers such as poor management of forests, ur-
banization, population growth, industry, and land use change
for farming are the leading causes of forest degradation [22].

The forest degradation became a threat to the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental development of many developed
and developing countries. According to [4], in Canada, forest
degradation is causing significant problems for wildlife, lead-
ing to species decline, particularly bird species, and long-term
loss of habitat. In Brazil, [24] noted that human disturbance
activities such as extraction and selective logging degraded
the Amazon forest, leading to fragmentation and loss of bio-
mass, and the degradation has impacted a larger area than the
deforestation. In addition, [32] states that forest degradation in
India is driven by a combination of direct and indirect factors,
including climate change, invasive species, selective logging,
expansion of agricultural land, rapid population growth, inef-
fective forest management and administration, intensive min-
ing, and forest fire.

In Africa, several studies have investigated the causes and
impacts of forest degradation on livelihoods and the environ-
ment. For example, in Rwanda, heavy reliance on biomass en-
ergy sources, causing biodiversity loss, air pollution, and for-
est degradation [41]. Construction of homes using forest prod-
ucts and biomass for cooking in response to rapid urban
growth, driven by population pressure, also contributed to for-
est degradation in Rwanda [17]. Besides, forest degradation in
Kenya has become a critical environmental issue, and that has
accelerated biodiversity loss and threatened livelihoods. As
reported by [23], forest degradation has negatively affected

the population of arthropods living in the lower layer of the
forest and harmed the insect-eating birds that rely on these ar-
thropods for food. Additionally, this forest issue affected the
livelihoods and well-being of local communities and in-
creased hardship. In Uganda, [25] asserts that human activities
such as infrastructure development, settlement expansion,
livestock grazing, and industrialization have degraded 80.8%
of the forest and have negatively impacted the productivity
and livelihoods of local communities. In his study of forest
degradation and livelihoods of the community in Ghana, [3]
found that the forest degradation, resulting from illegal log-
ging, chainsaw cutting, unauthorized mining, and clearance of
forest for farming activities, has led to crop failure, decline in
local community income, soil erosion, and lessened agricul-
tural production. The human driving factors, especially pov-
erty, not only contributed to forest degradation but also caused
scarcity of land suitable for farming activities, widespread
joblessness in rural communities, and insufficient productive
forest resources in Tanzania [10].

Despite these challenges, the above-mentioned countries
have managed this environmental problem using their envi-
ronmental and forest laws and policies that enforce forest pro-
tection and restoration initiatives to promote sustainable forest
management. Reforestation programs, implementation of pol-
icies and laws, community-led conservation, and expansion of
protected areas are the conservation strategies that these coun-
tries are currently using to preserve the forest and mitigate
degradation. Through these efforts, forest restoration has im-
proved, the planting of billions of trees has been achieved, and
unsustainable harvesting of trees has been reduced.

In contrast, the case is different in most fragile states, where
extensive forest loss occurs and forests are illegally cleared for
charcoal production, firewood, construction materials, agri-
culture expansion, and overgrazing. As documented by [14],
forest degradation in conflict-affected communities is driven
by poor enforcement of environmental laws, demand for tim-
ber, expansion of farmlands, and unlawful logging. Prolonged
conflicts have weakened the institutions designed to protect
states’ natural resources, making forests vulnerable to illegal
exploitation. In fragile states, wars smashed the environmental
and forest laws enforcement institutions and led to severe for-
est degradation due to extreme overexploitation of forest re-
sources by war profiteers, fighters, and citizens [18].

In Sudan, the unsustainable activities, including expansion
of land for farming, limbing and felling of trees, overgrazing
by animals, infrastructure development, and charcoal produc-
tion, have caused severe forest degradation and biodiversity
loss [39, 50]. Similarly, in South Sudan, uncontrolled exploi-
tation and illegal logging, charcoal, and timber have led to
great loss to the country, and forest degradation has reduced
the species of some trees and wild animals. The government
policies for forest protection are ineffective and failed to man-
age this environmental disaster. The extended conflict in
South Sudan has negatively degraded the country’s forest re-
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sources, and urgent action of forest restoration and law en-
forcement to combat this massive degradation is needed [43].
In the same way, the prolonged war that took more than a dec-
ade in Syria brutally degraded the country’s forests and caused
widespread destruction [6]. Likewise, [ 1] noted that increased
dependence on firewood, decline in household incomes, and
increased unemployment have caused forest degradation in
Syria.

Somalia leads the most fragile states in the world. The in-
security, violent conflicts, and weak governance have dam-
aged the country’s development, disrupted livelihoods, and
caused long-term instability and poverty. In addition to that,
environmental problems such as deforestation, forest and land
degradation, climate change, and poor environmental govern-
ance have also resulted in severe food insecurity, biodiversity
loss, and a decline in local productivity. The country's natural
resources, including forests and wildlife, are not protected and

face significant and massive threats from illegal exploitation
led by the communities and traders. For instance, the forest
sector, which is supposed to be a habitat and peaceful place
for wildlife, has been neglected for decades and loses hun-
dreds of thousands of trees each year. The endless conflict that
has continued for three and a half decades has deteriorated in-
stitutions intended to conserve the country’s natural resources,
leaving the forests exposed to illegal exploitation. Weak gov-
ernance, lack of environmental policies and law enforcement,
and insecure land tenure have played a significant role in for-
est degradation and facilitated forests being exploited unsus-
tainably, such as illegal logging and charcoal and firewood
production, leading to rapid depletion of forest ecosystems. As
a consequence, this illicit tree cutting has triggered biodiver-
sity loss, a decline in agricultural productivity, and climate
change.

Tree Cover Loss in Somalia, 2001 to 2024
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Figure 1. Annual tree cover loss in Somalia, 2001-2024.

Somalia is facing severe forest decline, and the forest sector
is being destroyed at an alarming rate. Between 2000 and 2017,
a large area of trees was devastated in Somalia, and approxi-
mately 686,000 hectares of forests were cleared, representing
an annual loss of approximately 6% of all trees lost docu-
mented across Africa. As the statistics show, during this pe-
riod, the country had lost 205,000,000 trees, and this massive
tree damage has negatively impacted the environment, pro-
ducing about 5,000,000 tons of CO, into the atmosphere [9].
Further, [28] did an analysis on forest cover change in Somalia
and found that the country has lost nearly 23% forest cover,
and extensive production of charcoal, which is among the lead
drivers, has exacerbated the land degradation. From 2001 to
2024, Somalia lost 4.7K ha of tree cover (Figure 1), and 85.2%
of this loss occurred in the country as a result of permanent
agricultural expansion. Logging and shifting cultivation in So-
malia impact the environment and contribute significantly to
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forest degradation [15].

Although the forest is a crucial sector in Somalia, literature
progress on factors contributing to forest degradation is grow-
ing. A limited number of literature reviews have recorded the
impacts of forest degradation. [33] investigated forest degra-
dation caused by an increase of charcoal production, while [16]
explored forest landscape and rangeland restoration. These
studies focused on impacts of charcoal production and over-
grazing on forest degradation, as well as on rangeland and for-
est restoration, but had not addressed institutional factors that
affect forest degradation. Therefore, this study aimed to fill
this knowledge gap by examining the influence of institutional
factors on forest degradation and the impact of degraded for-
ests in Somalia. The objectives of this paper are to:

1. Investigate the influence of weak governance on forest
degradation in Somalia.

2. Examine the influence of land tenure insecurity on forest
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degradation in Somalia.
3. Assess the influence of lack of environmental policy and
law enforcement on forest degradation in Somalia.

2. Materials and Methods

The study employs a narrative literature review methodol-
ogy. Specifically, the study examines the influence of institu-
tional factors on forest degradation in Somalia, focusing on
weak governance, land tenure insecurity, and lack of environ-
mental policy and law enforcement. The systematic review re-
search approach is designed to assess and organize empirical
research studies that align with predetermined inclusion crite-
ria to provide responses to specific research questions [37].
Data on forest degradation and factors causing forest degrada-
tion in North America, South America, South Asia, and Africa
were sourced through journals, and institutional publications.
A total of 50 published articles were reviewed as indicated in
the reference section. It was sourced from various individual
articles and institutional reports, including World Tourism
Trafficking Council (WTTC), Convention on Biological Di-
versity (CBD), Global Forest Watch (GFW), Emission Index,
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD),
United Nation Environmental Program (UNEP), United Na-
tions Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), Envi-
ronment, Climate, Conflict, and Peace (ECCP), and Rift Val-
ley Institute (RVI).

3. Results

Institutional Factors and Forest Degradation

3.1. Weak Governance

Weak governance is an issue that contributes to forest deg-
radation and illicit natural resource exploitation. It has accel-
erated natural resource and environmental decline and men-
aced long-term development, environmental sustainability,
and natural resource conservation. Weak governance poses
substantial risk to sustainable development, particularly in
ecosystems and in countryside settings that are economically
and socially valuable [11]. The inquiry conducted by [29] on
understanding the forest degradation and its drivers revealed
that weak governance is a critical factor that causes forest deg-
radation. Weak governance diverts policies to personal gain
and motivates illegal allowances and illicit logging to forest
degradation even in areas that are supposed to be protected
[27].

Weak governance has been associated with a high rate of
forest degradation in Somalia. For that reason, [2] reveals that
Somalia’s weak governance has worsened the environmental
issues, including floods, droughts, and land degradation that
the country faces, and impeded the country’s capacity to de-

99

liver basic social services, execute effective climate adapta-
tion strategies, and handle climate change threats. As well, [7]
noted that due to the weak governance, the illegal harvesting
of trees and charcoal trade in Somalia have increased. This
situation has intensified the instability of the country and ham-
pered efforts to accomplish sustainable development.

3.2. Land Tenure Insecurity

Land tenure insecurity is a threat that influences the envi-
ronment and causes forest degradation and ecosystem destruc-
tion. Land tenure insecurity has severely impacted the forest
and raised tree extraction by 23% [48]. The issue facilitated
actors to access and control land and massive clearance of
trees, leading to forest degradation and loss of plant and ani-
mal species.

Research carried out by [47] investigated the relationship
between land tenure insecurity and forest conservation. The
result of the study indicated that land tenure insecurity is
among factors that contribute to illegal acquisition of vast ar-
eas of land and promote environmental degradation and un-
sustainable exploitation of natural resources. Consequently,
[31] argues that insecure land tenure has a direct and signifi-
cant link with forest degradation, as it contributes to unsus-
tainable tree logging, bush clearance for human settlement,
and heavy reliance on fuelwood for energy.

The land tenure system in Somalia had severely impacted
the civil war that destroyed the country. Due to that, the sys-
tem became complicated and unclear. This has led to the emer-
gence of community-based tenure systems, which have in-
creased the land conflicts. Under these systems of land own-
ership, the person can get or control land through different
ways such as the person's social identity, inheritance, buying,
clearing land, gifts, and allocation by village leaders [19]. This
land tenure issue has spoiled the environment and contributed
to forest and land degradation, conflict, land grabbing, moti-
vating illicit tree cutting, and posing a significant risk to bio-
diversity. To add to this, [34] explains that the faulty land ten-
ure system has allowed powerful individuals to acquire large-
scale land and take control of the marginalized groups’ land
in southern Somalia, causing conflict among communities and
making them poorer. In their investigation on a framework for
national assessment of land degradation in the drylands with a
focus on Somalia, [30] noted that community-based land ten-
ure systems that are widely practiced in Somalia are the main
motivators that provoke uncontrolled tree cutting, which leads
to land degradation in the country. Therefore, in his explora-
tory research study of the formation of a national land policy
for land management and administration in Somalia, [26]
urges the government of Somalia to develop a national land
policy that manages the land and defines tenure forms for
community, public, and private entities. This reduces the in-
stability and unsustainable use of the land and contributes to
the development of the country.
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3.3. Lack of Environmental Policy and Law
Enforcement

The absence of environmental policy and law enforcement
becomes a big challenge to the environment and remains a
major driver of forest degradation. It enables excessive forest
clearing, illegal logging, and overexploitation of forest re-
sources to persist without accountability. This environmental
damage has created excessive pressure on forest habitat and
caused loss of biodiversity and degradation of ecosystems.
According to [36], when the policy is lacking, people often
overexploit the environmental resources for personal gain.
The lack of law enforcement has negatively affected the forest
and driven approximately 68% of illegal logging [35].

Somalia does not possess environmental policy, forest law,
or law enforcement that protects the natural resources. This
condition has caused the country’s forests to be depleted un-
sustainably, leading to environmental damage and biodiver-
sity loss. The lack of environmental policy and execution of
regulation in Somalia became a barrier to the environment and
caused severe overexploitation of natural resources [13].

Based on evidence from [45], overexploitation of forests
has been confirmed to be a leading cause of land degradation
in Somalia. The lack of environmental policies and law en-
forcement has promoted cutting down trees and caused the de-
cline in the quality of the land. To mitigate this environmental
problem, [8] suggests establishing basic environmental law
that governs and coordinates Somalia’s environment and
should be approved by the federal government of Somalia and
its member states.

4. Impacts of Forest Degradation in
Somalia

4.1. Biodiversity Loss

Cutting trees became a serious threat that disrupts habitats
and devastates the biodiversity of Somalia. A study by [21]
noted that cutting down Terminalia prunioides, Acacia bussei,
Prosopis juliflora, Acacia senegal, Acacia tortilis, and Acacia
nilotica trees for charcoal production in Somalia has damaged
the environment and caused biodiversity loss. Illegal logging
and charcoal production in Somalia have reduced plant spe-
cies such as the acacia tree and contributed to severe forest
degradation [44]. This forest harm has encouraged unlawful
poaching and wildlife trade, and forests become more acces-
sible to hunters, leading to the population loss and disappear-
ance of some species. Cheetahs, elephants, antelopes, and gi-
raffes, for example, are the most wildlife animals decimated
and poached for years. In their report of the National Biodi-
versity Strategy and Action Plan of Somalia, [42] highlighted
that poaching has endangered Somalia’s wildlife animals, es-
pecially larger mammals, and has become a recurring issue.
The researchers further identified that antelopes are hunted for

meat, while species such as cheetahs are seized alive and ille-
gally transported to Gulf countries for sale. From the study by
[5], the vital ecosystems of Somalia have severely degraded,
and heartless overexploitation has threatened the wildlife spe-
cies. Bird species, including the bulo burti boubou and the So-
malia thrush, and 14 of the country's 22 antelope species are
critically threatened and are at risk of extinction. Astound-
ingly, the species of wild ass, which once numbered thousands,
has declined greatly and become a few dozen, whereas the
black rhino, elephant, lion, and Swayne’s hartebeest have van-
ished from most of the nation.

4.2. Decline in Agricultural Productivity

Forest degradation has negatively affected the agricultural
sector in Somalia and interrupted ecosystem services that help
farming methods. It has caused water stress, soil infertility,
pests and disease outbreaks, and extreme heat and led to crop
failure and food insecurity. The sector has become underper-
forming and contributes only minimally to the country’s over-
all production. This has increased the food insecurity and hun-
ger across the country and disappointed farmers and pushed
them to stop farming. The disappearance of Somalia's tree
cover, resulting from illegal logging and charcoal production,
has promoted droughts and soil erosion, leading to a decline
in agricultural production and an increase in surface runoff
[44].

4.3. Climate Change

The degradation of forests in Somalia has gloomily in-
creased climate change by plummeting the nation's natural ca-
pacity to absorb CO,. This degradation has increased green-
house gas emissions, raised temperature across the country,
and messed up rainfall patterns, contributing to more frequent
floods and droughts, human and animal health issues, and air
pollution that undermines the country’s progress towards sus-
tainable development. Moreover, the country is one of the
largest emitters and contributes to global warming. For in-
stance, in terms of greenhouse gas emissions in 2021, Somalia
was ranked as the world’s 110th largest producer. Cutting
down trees and changing natural ecosystems play a significant
role in carbon production and have a negative influence on
Somalia’s emissions. This issue has shot up the CO, and CHa
production level by 17.4 million tonnes. The country has re-
leased 25.8 million tonnes of CO.e, and its emissions have in-
creased at a compound annual growth rate of 0.16% [12]. The
study on trends and threats for environmental and natural re-
sources challenges of Somalia, conducted by [8], notes that
the nation’s natural resources are being greatly degraded and
strained. It was identified that charcoal production, timber,
firewood, and unregulated farming activities put a heavy bur-
den on the forests and destroyed trees, resulting in increased
CO; emissions and air pollution.
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5. Discussion

The paper investigated the key drivers of forest degradation
in Somalia, with particular focus on institutional and policy-
related factors. Specifically, the discussion focused on how
weak governance, land tenure insecurity, and the lack of envi-
ronmental policy and law enforcement influence forest degra-
dation. Based on the literature reviewed, the forest sector in
Somalia has severely degraded, and the sector is rapidly de-
pleting. More importantly, the findings indicated that weak
governance, land tenure insecurity, and lack of environmental
policy and law enforcement are the major factors causing for-
est degradation in Somalia. The study also revealed that the
forest degradation resulted from these institutional factors and
has contributed to biodiversity loss, climate change, and de-
cline in agricultural production.

6. Conclusions

Weak governance, land tenure insecurity, and lack of en-
vironmental policy and law enforcement promoted overuse
of forest resources and caused forest degradation in Soma-
lia. These institutional gaps have formed situations that en-
able illegal exploitation of forests to continue. To address
these issues, this review study recommends that the federal
government of Somalia should strengthen environmental
governance bodies such as the Ministry of Environment
and Climate Change and the Ministry of Livestock, For-
estry, and Range by building the capacity of staff for envi-
ronmental law enforcement, monitoring of natural re-
sources, forest management, and environmental conserva-
tion; increasing funding for these institutions; and enhanc-
ing coordination among these agencies. Additionally, the
government should establish environmental and forest laws
and environmental law enforcement agencies to control
overexploitation and illegal logging activities. Developing
national land policy, establishing protected areas, and for-
mulating national systems for the management and conser-
vation of the protected areas can also significantly decrease
pressure on the country’s forests and wildlife. Finally, ex-
ecuting of these measures would significantly mitigate for-
est degradation and promote sustainable forest manage-
ment and conservation in Somalia.
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