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We present seven critical unresolved and emerging issues likely 
to substantially shape forest restoration in low- and middle-
income countries over the next decade.

The problem
Rapid technological development, socio-
economic changes, political regime shifts, 
and interacting crises are creating new 
opportunities and challenges for forest 
restoration.

How these changes, combined 
with pre-existing challenges and the 
legacies of past restoration efforts, will 
affect outcomes in the near- to medium-
term future remains uncertain, challenging 
practitioners' ability to plan and adapt to 
future needs. 

Seven issues
We convened a diverse panel of 25 
international experts (the authors) from 
academia, the private sector, science and 
policy organisations to take part in an 
iterative discussion process to collectively 
identify issues likely to influence forest 
restoration.

1._Adverse environmental impacts
Poorly designed restoration - e.g., planting 
trees in wrong places, using inappropriate 
species, creating monoculture plantations - 
can harm biodiversity, reduce water 
availability, and increase vulnerability to 
climate change. Less than half of tree-
planting organisations monitor tree survival, 
and very few conduct monitoring beyond 
the first year.

2._Continued inattention to human 
wellbeing
Human dimensions including resource 
rights, local involvement, and equitable 
benefit distribution often remain 
afterthoughts despite strong evidence of 
their importance. Top-down approaches 
that fail to incorporate the voices and rights 
of Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities (IPLCs) are often ineffective 
and/or deepen injustices. 2

3._Funding gaps and investment 
challenges
Forests need decades to recover, yet most
funding covers only the initial years. 
Private investment through carbon and 
other natural capital markets remains low, 
volatile, and narrowly focused on carbon 
rather than forests’ multiple ecological and
social benefits.

4._New power dynamics and elites
Restoration is creating new power 
struggles over land, finance, technology, 
and narratives. In parallel, carbon and
biodiversity markets are producing new 
elites who control resources and expertise, 
potentially marginalising communities
without strong accountability mechanisms.

5._Technological revolution
AI and high-resolution satellite imagery 
offer transformative monitoring potential, 
but much technology and data are not 
freely accessible, particularly to IPLCs. 
Without equitable access, capacity
building, and appropriate safeguards, 
these advances risk reinforcing 
inequalities.

6._Climate adaptation imperative
Climate change is altering where and how 
trees can grow. Restoration must 
increasingly factor in droughts, wildfires, 
and extreme weather, requiring climate-
appropriate species selection, adaptive 
management, and greater investment.

7._Intensifying land competition
Restoration increasingly competes with 
agriculture, mining, infrastructure, and 
energy transition for land. Rising demands
are increasing opportunity costs and
putting previously restored forests at risk
of re-clearance.



Implications
These issues reveal risks of current approaches and potential pathways for transformative
change (Figure 1). Current paradigms often favour large-scale carbon-centric 
interventions that risk undermining environmental and social outcomes.
Whether emerging technologies and diversified funding can support community-led, 
bottom-up restoration depends on establishing robust regulatory frameworks, 
equitable technology access, and capacity development. Building decentralised 
governance and diversified funding sources that can help sustain restoration efforts 
against policy volatility from political regime changes is critical.

3

Figure 1:  Critical issues for advancing forest restoration in a world in flux. Seven
issues (turquoise shapes) likely to influence forest restoration (light blue centre) either 
directly or indirectly through specific mechanisms (orange shapes).
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Priority actions
• Move beyond carbon-only metrics to
value forests' full spectrum of benefits.

• Establish secure land tenure and resource
rights for IPLCs.
• Ensure free, equitable access to AI tools,
satellite imagery, and capacity-building.
• Develop long-term, stable funding
mechanisms.

• Support local bioeconomies to provide
long-term benefits from restored forests.

• Plan restoration with climate adaptation
in mind.

• Build governance mechanisms that
prevent elite capture.

Research needs to understand
• Ecological and social causes of low tree
survival.

• Long-term sustainability of natural capital
markets.

• Metrics for multi-dimensional restoration
outcomes.

• Conditions promoting just, sustainable
restoration across diverse contexts.



This briefing is based on open-access research published in

People and Nature
www.tinyurl.com/55jz7r3y

About Sustainable Forest Transitions
Sustainable Forest Transitions examines how drivers of reforestation
can benefit the environment and local communities, while improving
the design and evaluation of forest-sector interventions. The project 
was selectedby the European Research Council (ERC) and funded by 
UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) under grant number EP/X023222/1. 
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For more information and outputs
www.sites.manchester.ac.uk/sftresearch
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