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Forest transitions?

“Forests in Transitions”  -  “Forest Transitions” ? 

How does “forest transition” help to think about “forests 
in transitions”?
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Forest transition in France

Mather et al., 1999
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Mather et al., 1999
Tallier 2004
Lowest point ~1866
(Clicheroux 1956)

Forest transition in France, and Belgium

Ferraris, ~1778

~1970
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Forest transitions - What it is

● Reversal from forest area decline (deforestation) to forest 
area recovery (reforestation)

● Over a somewhat large geographic extent (not a fallow plot), 
over a certain time period, reflecting a structural change (land 
use transition)

● Always associated with changes other than area itself
● Contingent empirical regularity, associated with certain 

drivers, but no deterministic or teleological trend
Mather’s many works
Rudel et al. 2005
Lambin and Meyfroidt 2010
Meyfroidt and Lambin 2011
Meyfroidt et al. 2018
Meyfroidt et al. 2022 PNAS
many others
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Spatial reorganisation and transformation of forests 
in Walloon Region

Kervyn et al., 2014

See theoretical 
model in 
Mather and 
Needle 1998

Ferraris -> Contemporary
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Forest transition at European scale - Tree species
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Forest transition at European scale - Management
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Forest transition at European scale - Demand
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Evidence across contexts

Updated from Meyfroidt and Lambin 2011 based on FAO FRA and other 
sources 10



Middle-range theories of Forest Transitions

Meyfroidt et al. 2018, Global Environmental Change 11



● 6.4-8.8 Mha/y
● 20-25% in international trade

● 87% to late/post forest transition 
countries (Pendrill et al. 2019 ERL)

Pendrill et al., Science 2022

Displacement
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Displacement … and complexitiesDisplacement

Pendrill et al., Science 2022 13



Contestation and Conflicts

Horace Vernet, 1803
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Equity and Effectiveness of restoration can go hand in hand

Löfqvist et al. 2022 
BioScience 15



Lessons learned & limits

● Evidence & theory
● Regularities and contingency

● Transformations and spatial reorganisation
● Conflicts but not only, equity, 

environmental justice
● Displacement  

>> Sustainable forest transition theory? 

Oldekop J. et al. in preparation
patrick.meyfroidt@uclouvain.be
https://landsystems-lab.earth/  

a rediscussion of land system complexities here:
Meyfroidt et al. 2022 PNAS
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