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The Purpose
of Forests

The Purpose of Forests, by Jack Westoby
(foreword by A.J. Leslie). Basil Black-
well Ltd, Oxford, UK, 1987. 343 pages.
Price £35;sterling.

I picked up this book with its appealing
titte “The Purpose of Forests” for some
light holiday reading. I soon became
immersed in a fascinating search for
some fundamental truths about interna-
tional development and the responsibili-
ties of professional advisers.

Forests and foresters are key charac-
ters, of course, but in many respects the
message of the book applies to other dis-
ciplines and professional groups.

I am not a forester (Westoby claims
the same distinction), but I found this to
be a most interesting book about fore-
stry and foresters, especially with refe-
rence to current concern about destruct-
ion of tropical forests.

The book is a collection of papers
written over a 25-year period, so it is
rather disjointed and some of it is dated,
but part of the interest is the develop-
ment of ideas over that period, as
pointed out by Alf Leslie in the fore-
word.

The full title is “The Purpose of
Forests; Follies of Development”, but
the sub-title is not displayed promin-
ently. The purpose of forests is not dis-
cussed directly, but a recurring phrase is
“forestry is not about trees, but about
how trees can serve people”.

Westoby has expended a lot of energy
promoting this concept over many years.

In many respects this book describes a
sad story. Westoby and others at FAO
worked hard te bring forestry into
respectability in the eyes of governments
and development funding agencies, with
the purpose of stimulating forest mana-
gement, hence benefitting “common
people” in developing countries.

Unfortunately these efforts largely
backfired. The forests received attention
as intended, but the most common result
was irresponsible exploitation of tropical
forests on a global scale, leading to
greater than ever disparities between
rich and poor, both within countries and
between countries.

The more recent papers attempt to
analyse what went wrong, and what
should happen in the future.
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The message I got was that the inter-

national funding agencies, national
governments, and foresters, all lost sight
of (or never realised) that the purpose of
forests is to serve the needs of common
people.

Solutions are not easy, but in a 1977
address to the Royal Society of New
Zealand (which I heard in Christchurch)
Westoby gives three priorities for achie-
ving agriculture-supportive  forestry
rather than export-oriented extraction in
developing countries:

1) Recognising that forests are for
people, forest policy must be devel-
oped in close co-operation with agri-
cultural policy, the primary objective
being to allow developing countries
to produce and cook their own food.

2) If sufficient forest resources are avai-
lable, then forest-based industries
can be developed in order to meet
domestic needs.

3) If there are abundant resources, and
if the above priorities are met, only
then should export of forest products
be contemplated, maximising proces-
sing to meet local needs.

Westoby concludes his latest address
(1985) with the opinion that “foresters
intent on supporting development in the
Third World need to know as much
about peasants as they do about trees”.

A number of other themes surface in
the book, and this review cannot do
justice to them all. Among others,
Westoby discusses forestry education,
reviews forestry in countries as diverse
as China and New Zealand, and pro-
motes dialogue between foresters and
conservationists (the latter being some
of the people that trees are for).

Running over and above this saga on
the many failures and few successes of
international development through fore-
stry, comes an uncompromising message
about the responsibility of professional
foresters (or any other professional
group). Regardless of one’s employer,
the overriding responsibility is to the
long-term community interest. He is
aware that this may often result in con-
flicts and difficult situations, which will
require strong support to individuals
from their professional societies.

I found the book awkward to read
because of the jumps in years and ideas
from paper to paper, but it was worth the
effort because the underlying messages
need wider circulation.

Andrew Buchanan

Flora of
Australia

Flora of Australia volume 19. Myrtaceae
— Eucalyptus, Angophora. Australian
Government Publishing Service, Can-
berra (1988).

Because of its importance, the genus
Eucalyptus was chosen for publication
early in the Flora of Australia pro-
gramme. Mr George Chippendale, who
was until recently employed at Division
of Forest Research, CSIRO, Canberra,
undertook its preparation.

Although much taxonomic work on
Eucalyptus has been published in the last
25 years, this volume is the first complete
account of the genus since Blakely’s “A
Key to the Eucalypts” (1934, updated in
1955 and 1965). While the present work
was in progress, it became clear that
major changes in the classification of the
eucalypts are likely in the near future.
Despite this, it was decided to publish
Chippendale’s account since it brings
together all currently accepted species
and all other published specific names,
and presents a formal classification at
the series level. This therefore provides
a baseline against which future publica-
tions can be assessed.

After describing the characters of the
family and of the genera Eucalyptus and
Angophora, Chippendale presents a 60-
page artificial key to the species of Euca-
lyptus which, unlike Blakely’s earlier
key, uses characters of bark, leaves,
buds and fruit which are generally avail-
able in the field. Identification of many
eucalypt species can never be easy, but
this key is a genuine attempt to make it
as easy as possible. It is followed by
detailed but concise descriptions of all
series and species published to January
1987. These are arranged to show nat-
ural relationships. Superb drawings illu-
strate the salient characters of each spe-
cies.

These descriptions make up the main
text, and are followed by distribution
maps arranged in the same sequence.

This important book will be a neces-
sary reference for all those interested in
the botany and taxonomy of the euca-
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