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REFLECTIONS ON ECONOMICS, FORESTS
AND ENVIRONMENT

Paolo Gajo

University of Florence

The numerous and broad debates on the problems connec-
ted to the environment highlight a growing awareness in terms
of public opinion and public administration. They also permit
a development of ideas in particular aspects of the relationship
between e environment, the forests and the economy. Such
a relationship can, with the calls of opposing interests, cause
intrinsically conflicting problems. To reconcile economic deve-
lopment with the preserv: ion of the environment appears to be
an absolute riority, desired by all, in the positive interrelation

between material welfare and collective interests.

As faras e forestal sector is concerned, this presents an in-
creasingly evident environmental dimension, be it in the context
of agricultural politics or that of the activities taking place.

Above all, this reality is linked to the reinforced multipur-
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pose nature of the forest ecosystems which show an extraor-
dinary capacity to carry out a manifold service, answering an
ever-growing demand for the needs of environmental benefits.

Therefore the forest reaffirms it’s special character as a com-
plicated ecosystem with its very delicate alances. Furthermore,
it establishes a bic »gical environment open to other systems and
economic sectors with which it intregrates in various ways, and
inr on - which it has a notable influence, in its turn being

heavily influenced by human activity.

In this context, the forest, in the realm of an intense and
ever-v lening demand connected to the need for environmental
benefits, fii s itself among the essential components of the so-
urces of well. :ing, thus boasting the characteristics of a typical
useful mixture, both publlic and private. Therefore, on the one
hand, it shows itself to be competive in that consumption which
is ed essentia y to both wood production and non-wood pro-
duction and by th: token, on the: arket. On the other hand, in

e p' suit of manifold pul cinterests, it supplies numerous pri-
celess s vices: recreational, environmental, quality countryside,
etc. which are at the disposal of all.

To this purpose, it is expedient to remind ourselves that

e economic theory, dealing with the phenomena of produc-
tion a 1 consumption, long overlooked environmental resoures:
assets which are not commercially viable, having little or no mo-
netary value. Furthermore, these resources were always conside-
red infinite and as such, constantly reproducible. Thus, all these
entities whose value could not be expressed in financial terms
were « sregarded by economic theory. In this manner, in the re-
lationship between productive activity and the environment, the
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problems regarding the protection of the environment were un-
derestimated. In particular, with regard to the forestal sector
and in relation to its multiple functions as a unique provider of

services, its relationship with man was long neglected.

Therefore, fresh realities have arisen out of the ever intense
production of residues resulting from the increasingly sophisti-
cated procedures for the transformation of resources. These re-
sidues, when introduced into the environment, represent one of
the main causes of pollution and environmental deterioration. At
the same time, a rapid and widespread awareness of the nume-
rous risks that are a threat for the whole humanity has emerged
at different levels. At this stage, everybody is well-aware that
the condition of the environment is quickly deteriorating as a
result of deforestation, drought, desertification, ozone depletion,

gas emissions, dumping, etc.

The economic analysis is finally concentrating its interest
on environmental problems including all those resources which
until now have not been e focus of commercial attention. The
focus being placed on the environment in the widest sense of the
word is ecoming increasingly animated and widespread, as its
welfare increases and the man is becoming ever more interested

in its =fence.

The recent Congress « Vienna, that of 1993, saw the procla-
mation of environmental rights setting down a series of environ-
mental principles and established standards of solidarity in the
realm of international politics. Embracing the concept of ”su-
stainable development” which is the development of acceptable
conditions in the context of environmental protection.
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It follows that in order to ensure the manifold functions of all
the forestal vegetation, as a whole, especially where important
ecosystems are involved, a policy of conservation and "susta-
inable management” of forestal resources is indispensable. This
must all take place within the framework of a stable und wide-
-ranging strategy, which rotects biological equilibrium while sa-

tisfying the social and economic requirements of the man.

What we are witnessing is an increasing and attentive parti-
cipation of the various social groups to the problem of the state of
the environment and resource management. In this framework,
in reference to e forestal sector, which is above all public pro-
perty, although bound by strict legislative rules, some choices
must be made with the objective of optimizing the functionality
of the forests, taking into account technical and social realities,
in the context of environment which is in constant evolution.

The adoption of suitable models of forest management and
planning capable of satisfying above all the collective needs wo-

uld appear to e a rather arduous undertaking.

The ”normal forest” model, which defines a well-developed
selvicultural structure, has been realised on a wide scale, both
national and international, limited however to the objective of
sustainable wood production. The multicriteria model, which in
any case represents a step forward compared to the one mentio-
ned previously, is suitable from the point of view of methodology
and economic the: y to the harmonization of the relationship be-
tween the forest, man and the environment. Nevertheless, the dif-
ficulties relating to its practical application are well-documented,
particulary in terms of the rather lengthy periods during which
changes in the very functions of the forest’s eco-system and in
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farious and diverse. The forestry sector, in particular, was until
recently subjected to the pressure of very committed ecologists,
who brought to bear an intense protest act aspiring towards the
absolute conservation of the environmment and the forest, in a
vision dominated by feelings of ”ecological integralism”. They,
thus gave the impression of loving man less than ”their” forests
which only ey are capable of enjoying. The situation today
has changed, due to the widespread presence of ecological move-
ment, whose actions tend to be increasingly founded on scientific
konwledge rather than sentimentalizm, thus also showing their
appreciation of the various economic and social implications of

the system.

Even agricultural activity, which played a considerable role
in the context of environmental deterioration, is showing new
and interesting trends. Some of them are certainly having posi-
tive effects on the ecosystem. The pressure on woods and pastu-
res has been greatly reduced, while poor land is being abandoned
by an increasingly demanding agriculture, encouraged by timely
legislative measures. This is. allowing for the reconstruction of
ecological equilibrium and the real beneficiary at the end of the
- day is the forest, whi . is spreading into new areas often natu-
rally, while existing areas improve.

Unfortunately, with the spread of mechanisation, the at-
tempts to increase yields on the best lands and monoculture
involve the use of technology which often alters the environment
an which can also prove to be a source of pollution. The cha-
racteristics of this phe »menon are well-documented and of such
dimensions that it is a cause of serious alarm and represents a
danger to humanity.
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bring about a territorial plan, formulated in close connection
with a preventative analysis of production activities which have

an environmental impact.

The validity of global environmental policy is confirmed, be-
ing applied on the basis of the principles of solidarity and coope-
ration at an international level, likewise, the concept of ”susta-
inable development” is asserted and the tendency toward valid

preventative measures in an effective, legal context is agreed to.

Moreover, human activity as a whole will have to submit
itse " to norms that respect the environment, with strategies
agreed through negotiation. A tool necessary for the involve-

ment of Eastern European Countries.

Furthermore, recent EEC environmental policy measures hi-
ghlight the new means of understanding the environmental di-
mension of forestal activity. Already in the 1980°, the EEC had
revealed its complete global vision of resource management and
environmental protection. The problem of forest protection was
also the subject of animated anxiety, especially in relation to the

damage of so-called ”acid-rain” and of fires.

Forest policy intervention takes the shape of financial sup-
port for the safeguar ng of the forests, their reestablishment
and the protection of the soil. This community action, which
proved particular effective for the safeguard of numerous natural
pa sin Eurc e, has also been effective in creating new job op-
portunities. Environmental policy 1s thus becoming an essential
component of every economic policy and is showing its extraor-
dinary importance employment, characterised by its topical in-
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terest, permitting the marriage of environmental protection with
job opportunities. Likewise, economic incentives as a support to
agricultur: revenue are justified, being related to the operation

of correct and responsible management of environmental assets.








