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While in the call for papers, the conference organizers acknowledge that land 
transformations in the tropics is a “continuum”, the request for papers asks authors to 
write about “one of three critical states: 1) Deforestation, 2) Agricultural Change, and 3) 
Forest recovery.”  Implicit in this separation is the idea that deforestation occurs 
independent of forest recovery.  If the forest recovers, did deforestation actually take 
place?  We argue that thinking about these stages in isolation in the context of shifting 
cultivation can lead to incorrect conclusions if the goal is to analyze the interplay 
between human decision making and ecological effects in the tropics.   
 
The distinction between forest clearing and deforestation in the context of shifting 
cultivation is a crucial one with implications for both academic research as well as policy.  
The failure to make this distinction has resulted in incorrect conclusions about the extent 
of deforestation and an exaggeration of the role of shifting cultivators as the primary 
agents of deforestation (Amelung and Diehl 1992; Myers 1992).    
 
Much of the challenge in understanding the link between shifting cultivation and 
deforestation lies in getting a better conceptual and empirical grasp of the ‘forest 
recovery’ stage.  In the context of shifting cultivation, this stage corresponds to the fallow 
period.  The question of how long the fallow period has to be to constitute forest recovery 
is not an easy one to answer (Ickowitz, 2006).  It depends not only on the biophysical 
characteristics of the soil, the type of crop grown, the past crops grown, but also on the 
definition chosen for ‘forest recovery’:  Do the original vegetative species need to 
regrow?  Does the vegetation have to reach a particular threshold density?  Do the 
original animal species need to repopulate the area?  From a technocractic perspective 
(e.g. the F.A.O. and other international agencies), the simple answer is that forest 
recovery takes place when the vegetation that regrows meets the current definition of 
‘forest’ (a tree canopy cover of at least 10 percent).  But for researchers and policy 
makers interested in specific outcomes, the verdict might not be so simple.  This brings 
us to the ‘big’ question:  what is deforestation really?  There is not one simple process of 
deforestation, but several different types of deforestation depending on the question at 



hand (Angelsen, 1995).  If the concern is carbon sequestration and global warming, for 
example, the relevant definition might be different than if one were interested in 
biodiversity loss or soil erosion.  If one is interested in local impacts on rural livelihoods, 
then the definition is likely going to be different than if one were interested in forests as a 
global public good.  Discussions of deforestation in a broad sense may be appropriate to 
motivate public concern and attention, but in an academic context it is more useful to link 
the evaluation to a more specific outcome depending on the issue being examined.  
 
In this paper, we propose to review the current literature on shifting cultivation and its 
links to deforestation and reforestation, thereby touching on all three critical stages.  
There have been two excellent overview studies of the empirical literature on shifting 
cultivation and deforestation (Angelsen and Kaimowitz, 1999; Geist & Lambin, 2002), 
and this paper will update these as well as raise new issues concerning what has been 
learned on this topic.  In particular, we focus on how the explicit realization of the 
interconnection of the three processes calls into question some of the conclusions of these 
older reviews as well as point out the limitation of the current studies involving land use 
transitions in the tropics.  We draw on experiences from our respective research in 
Cameroon and the Yucatan which highlight some of the complexities in trying to deal 
with the three stages of forest clearing, agriculture, and forest recovery separately.  
Finally, we make suggestions for a new research design that incorporates these 
interconnections for improving studies to tropical forest transitions in the future. 
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