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Childhood undernutrition yearly kills 3.1 million children worldwide. For those who

survive early life undernutrition, it can cause motor and cognitive development problems

that translate into poor educational performance and limited work productivity later

in life. It has been suggested that nutrition-specific interventions (e.g., micronutrient

supplementation) that directly address the immediate determinants of undernutrition

(e.g., nutrient intake) need to be complemented by nutrition-sensitive interventions

that more broadly address the underlying determinants of undernutrition (e.g., food

insecurity). Here, we argue that forest conservation represents a potentially important

but overlooked nutrition-sensitive intervention. Forests can address a number of

underlying determinants of undernutrition, including the supply of forest food products,

income, habitat for pollinators, women’s time allocation, diarrheal disease, and dietary

diversity. We examine the effects of forests on stunting—a debilitating outcome of

undernutrition—using a database of household surveys and environmental variables

across 25 low- and middle-income countries. Our result indicates that exposure to forest

significantly reduces child stunting (at least 7.11% points average reduction). The average

magnitude of the reduction is at least near the median of the impacts of other known

nutrition interventions. Forest conservation interventions typically cover large areas and

are often implemented where people are vulnerable, and thus could be used to reach a

large number of the world’s undernourished communities that may have difficult access
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to traditional nutrition programs. Forest conservation is therefore a potentially effective

nutrition-sensitive intervention. Efforts are needed to integrate specific nutrition goals and

actions into forest conservation interventions in order to unleash their potential to deliver

nutritional benefits.

Keywords: demographic and health surveys, ecosystem services, food security, height-for-age, malnutrition,

planetary health, partial identification, stunting

INTRODUCTION

Childhood undernutrition is a global problem, a factor
responsible for the death of 3.1 million children under the
age of five annually, or roughly 45% of all child deaths
(Black et al., 2013). Prevalence is higher in low and middle-
income countries than elsewhere (Perez-Escamilla et al., 2018).
Childhood undernutrition, particularly from conception to a
child’s second birthday, has been related to motor and cognitive
development problems that have adverse effects later in life,
such as poor school performance, limited learning, and work
capacity, decreased economic productivity, and shorter adult
stature [Almond and Currie, 2011; Currie and Vogl, 2013; United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 2013]. In addition to the
high prevalence and detrimental consequences of childhood
undernutrition, the fight against it is only growing more difficult
as growing human population, volatile food and oil prices,
conflicts and governance crises, and the increasing human
perturbation of Earth’s natural systems (e.g., climate, land cover)
all threaten the food system (Godfray et al., 2010).

Given these challenges, it has been suggested that nutrition-
specific interventions—those addressing the immediate causes
of undernutrition—(e.g., nutrient supplementation, food
fortification) need to be complemented by nutrition-sensitive
interventions that address the underlying determinants of
undernutrition and incorporate specific nutrition goals and
actions (e.g., agriculture, social safety nets; Ruel and Alderman,
2013). Underlying determinants of nutrition include household
income, food security, and access to services affecting nutritional
status (i.e., anthropometry, micronutrient status). Nutrition-
sensitive interventions often are implemented at large scale
with intention to reach vulnerable populations. They therefore
can also serve as vehicles to improve both the coverage and
targeting of delivery of nutrition-specific interventions (Ruel
and Alderman, 2013). A recent systematic review conducted
by Hossain et al. (2017) indicates that greater effectiveness has
been observed when programs combine nutrition-specific and
nutrition-sensitive interventions. Investments in development
and implementation of nutrition-sensitive interventions have
increased in the latest decade (Ruel and Alderman, 2013).

Here, we investigate whether forest conservation represents
a potentially important but overlooked nutrition-sensitive
intervention. We first describe the underlying determinants of
undernutrition that can be addressed by forests. We then use
a unique multi-country database to examine effects of forests
on nutritional status, particularly stunting (i.e., low height-for-
age), which is a common manifestation of long-term childhood
undernutrition (Hossain et al., 2017). Finally, we discuss the

features of forest conservation interventions that make them
potentially effective nutrition-sensitive interventions and suggest
ways to increase their nutrition sensitivity.

UNDERLYING DETERMINANTS OF
UNDERNUTRITION ADDRESSED BY
FORESTS

A number of studies examine effects of forests on underlying
determinants of undernutrition, forming intermediate outcomes
along the pathways between forests and nutritional status
(Figure 1). Forests supply ecosystem services important to
nutrition. Among these services, forest foods are collected by
a large number of rural forest households in low- and middle-
income countries. A study covering 24 countries indicates that
over 55% of rural households with moderate-to-good access to
forest resources collect forest food products (e.g., diverse species
of animals, plants, and mushrooms) for subsistence (Hickey
et al., 2016). For the top forest dependent communities across
these countries, forest food products provide nearly 15% of the
recommended quantities of fruits and vegetables, and 106% for
meat and fish (Rowland et al., 2017). Fungo et al. (2016) report
that forest foods contribute 93% of daily vitamin A intake of
women in rural forest-dependent communities in Cameroon.

Forest food and non-food products (e.g., timber and non-
timber forest products) form a significant portion of the income
(in-kind and cash) of rural forest households across low-
and middle-income countries. A synthesis of 51 case studies
suggests that, on average, forest products compose 22% of forest
household total income (Vedeld et al., 2007), a percentage similar
to that found by a more recent study across 24 low- and middle-
income countries (Angelsen et al., 2014). In addition to being
used for subsistence, forest products are also sold for cash income
(Angelsen et al., 2014), which can be invested in household
nutrition through food purchase, protection against or treatment
for diseases (e.g., diarrhea, measles) that affect nutritional status.

Another nutrition-relevant service that forests provide is
habitat for pollinators. Seventy-five percent of leading food crops,
accounting for 35% of the world’s crop production, depend to
varying extents on pollinators (Klein et al., 2007). Pollination
is also crucial for the provision of essential micronutrients.
For example, 98, 70, and 55% of the available vitamin C,
vitamin A, and folate, respectively, in the world’s leading crops
are produced by pollinated plants (Eilers et al., 2011). In
addition to pollinators’ roles in subsistence agriculture, they
substantially contribute to the cash income of millions of rural
and poor people [Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform
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FIGURE 1 | Mechanistic pathways linking forests and nutritional status (purple oval boxes: underlying determinants of nutrition addressed by forests).

on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), 2017]. For
example, many of the world’s leading export crop products
from rural low- and middle-income countries are pollinator-
dependent (e.g., coffee and cocoa) [Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES),
2017]. The additional cash income arising from pollination
service can be used to improve household nutrition.

Women’s empowerment is a key underlying determinant of
childhood nutrition that could be addressed by many nutrition-
sensitive interventions (Ruel and Alderman, 2013), including
forest conservation. Particularly, in many low- and middle-
income countries, women are the primary collectors of non-
timber forest products (e.g., forest food, firewood, fodder;
Sunderland et al., 2014). Reduced access to these products
due to deforestation and forest degradation increases time
and energy women spend collecting them, shifting their time
and energy away from food preparation, more careful child
feeding behaviors, income generation, and health care (Agarwal,
2009; Johnson et al., 2013). For example, Wan et al. (2011)
reported that in India, women used to walk 1–2 km every day
to gather sufficient firewood for cooking. Eight years later, after
deforestation, they needed to walk 8–10 km for the same activity.
Such a shift in the use of time and energy by women can
negatively affect the nutrition of household members (Ruel and
Alderman, 2013).

Forests are also linked to reduced risk of diarrheal disease
(Pattanayak and Wendland, 2007; Johnson et al., 2013; Herrera
et al., 2017), which is a strong underlying determinant of stunting
in children (Checkley et al., 2008). For example, a study across 35
low- and middle-income countries indicates that, in rural areas,

a 30% increase in upstream tree cover is associated with 4%
reduction in the probability of downstream incidence of diarrheal
disease (Herrera et al., 2017). The reduced diarrheal disease could
be at least partly due to the improvement of drinking water
quality by forests. Forests have been shown to remove pathogens
and sediments from water (Ensign and Mallin, 2001; Cunha
et al., 2016). Water filtration by forests is likely to be particularly
valuable for the 663 million people, living primarily in low- and
middle-income countries, who use unimproved drinking water
sources [World Health Organization (WHO), 2017].

Dietary diversity is another underlying determinant of
undernutrition affected by forests (Ickowitz et al., 2014; Galway
et al., 2018; Rasolofoson et al., 2018; Rasmussen et al., in
press). In a study across 27 low- and middle-income countries,
Rasolofoson et al. (2018) estimate that exposure to forest leads
to at least 25% greater dietary diversity in children exposed
to forest than non-exposed children. Rasmussen et al. (in
press) indicate, in a study across five African countries, that
forest configuration across landscapes, not just forest coverage,
influences dietary diversity. High dietary diversity correlates
significantly with better nutritional status in several low- and
middle-income countries (Arimond and Ruel, 2004; Steyn et al.,
2006). Forests could therefore improve childhood nutritional
status through their effects on dietary diversity. Increased dietary
diversity can also affect nutritional status via reducing risk
for diarrheal disease. More diverse diets are more likely to
provide adequate levels of micronutrients (Moursi et al., 2008;
Zhao et al., 2017), which can shield children against infectious
diseases. In particular, through its role in the immune system,
vitamin A—the consumption of which is positively affected by
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exposure to forest (Johnson et al., 2013; Rasolofoson et al.,
2018)—decreases susceptibility to diarrheal disease (Semba,
1999; Villamor and Fawzi, 2005) and thus lowers the probability
of stunting (Checkley et al., 2008).

The weight of evidence therefore tilts toward forests
addressing underlying determinants of nutritional status.
However, effects on underlying determinants do not necessarily
translate into effects on actual measures of nutritional status
(Ruel and Alderman, 2013). Empirical evidence about effects
of forests on nutritional status is therefore needed, but
unfortunately such evidence is rare (e.g., Golden et al., 2011;
Johnson et al., 2013). To strengthen the evidence about effects of
forests on nutritional status, we examine effects of exposure to
forest on prevalence of child stunting across 25 low and middle-
income countries in Africa, South America, and Southeast
Asia (Figure 2). We also explore effects of forests in view of
the impacts of different nutrition interventions on stunting, in
order to shed light on the potential of forest conservation as a
nutrition-sensitive intervention.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Stunting
Height-for-age represents the linear growth achieved at the age
of measurement. Prevalence of child stunting is the percentage
of children whose height-for-age values fall below two standard
deviations (−2 Z-scores) from the median height-for-age of
a reference population [World Health Organization (WHO),
2006]. In 2011, stunting affected 165 million children across
the globe (Black et al., 2013). In a synergistic association with
infectious diseases (diarrhea, pneumonia, measles), stunting is
responsible for a third of child deaths due to undernutrition,

making it one the deadliest manifestations of undernutrition,
particularly in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa (Black et al.,
2013).

Our data come from the Demographic and Health Surveys
(DHS) program of the [United States Agency for International
Development (USAID), 2018]. The DHS program has collected
demographic and health information across more than 90
developing countries. We used the DHS stunting information
that is based on the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) reference population [United States Agency
for International Development (USAID), 2013]. Our dataset
comprises 59,378 children under the age of five across 25 low-
andmiddle-income countries surveyed in different years between
2006 and 2013 (Supplementary Material Table S1).

Exposure to Forest
We defined exposure to forest following and using the same data
as Rasolofoson et al. (2018). Our forest data are from the MODIS
Vegetation Continuous Field products at 250m spatial resolution
(DiMiceli et al., 2011). Forests are areas with at least 40% tree
coverage [United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP),
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO),
and United Nations Forum on Forests Secretariat (UNFF), 2008].
The georeferenced communities surveyed by the DHS program
(referred to as “clusters” in DHS documents) were integrated
with the spatial forest data. Each child was assigned to the forest
cover of the year when they were surveyed or to the 2010 forest
cover when the survey took place in or after 2010 as the MODIS
Vegetation Continuous Field products ended in 2010.

We defined children exposed to forest as those living in
communities within 3 km of the nearest forest edge and with at
least 30% of the land within 5 km buffer around the community

FIGURE 2 | Communities included in the estimation of effects of forest on child stunting. Data are from the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) program of the

[United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2018].
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centers covered by forests. We defined children not exposed to
forests as those living farther than 8 km from of the nearest
forest edge. The criteria for the definitions of exposure and non-
exposure to forests are based on the average distance forest
people in low- and middle-income countries walk to come to
the closest forest to collect forest products, foraging distance of
pollinators (a mechanism through which forests affect nutrition),
and the uncertainty associated with the locations of communities
in our data (see full details and data description in Materials
and Methods of Rasolofoson et al., 2018). In fact, the locations
of communities in DHS were randomly displaced up to 5 km to
protect anonymity of survey respondents. This is the reason why
we used the 5-km buffer around the community centers in our
definition of exposure to forest. Moreover, this displacement also
means that communities located between 3 and 8 km from forest
edges could actually be within 3 km of forest edges and thus their
children could be exposed to forest according to our definition of
exposure to forest. This is why we defined children not exposed to
forest as those living further than 8 km from forest edge and we
excluded children of communities located between 3 and 8 km
from forest edges. We identified 13,927 children exposed and
45,451 children non-exposed to forest.

Identification of the Effect of Forests on
Prevalence of Stunting: Partial
Identification
The effect of exposure to forest on stunting prevalence is
the difference between the prevalence of stunting for children
exposed to forest and the counterfactual prevalence of stunting
had these same children not been exposed to forest. The
former is the observed percentage of stunted children among
those exposed to forest. The latter, i.e., the counterfactual,
is not observed. We must thus assume that percentage of
stunted children among a comparison group not exposed to
forest represents the counterfactual. The credibility of our effect
estimate depends on the plausibility of the assumptions invoked
to identify the counterfactual. A precise point estimate of effect
(e.g., regression coefficients) often requires non-transparent
and strong identifying assumptions about the counterfactual
and thus, is of limited credibility (Manski, 2011; Ferraro
and Hanauer, 2014; McConnachie et al., 2016). We used the
partial identification approach (Manski, 2003), which considers
observed data on the characteristics of children exposed and non-
exposed to forest and invokes weak, but plausible, identifying
assumptions to generate ranges—delimited by lower and upper
bounds—within which the counterfactual and thus, the estimate
of effects of exposure to forest on stunting can occur.

Without making any assumptions, we know that the
counterfactual prevalence of stunting for the children exposed
to forest, had they not been exposed to forest, would be greater
than 0% (no stunted child) and smaller than 100% (all children
stunted). The difference between the prevalence of stunting for
children exposed to forest and these two extreme counterfactual
values, respectively, give the upper and lower “no-assumption”
bounds of the effect of exposure to forests.

We then invoked the monotone treatment selection (MTS)
assumption (Manski and Pepper, 2000). MTS posits that either
positive or negative selection bias is plausible (McConnachie
et al., 2016). Positive selection bias occurs when children
exposed to forest, had they not been exposed to forest, would
have stunting prevalence (counterfactual) greater than that for
children not exposed to forest. Negative selection bias occurs
when the counterfactual stunting prevalence for children exposed
to forest is smaller than the stunting prevalence for children not
exposed to forest. For our study, positive selection is plausible.
Forests are often located in marginal lands with low agricultural
potential, far from infrastructure (e.g., roads, markets), and
with high poverty (Sunderlin et al., 2005). These forest related
characteristics are not favorable for nutrition (Rasolofoson
et al., 2018). Children exposed to forest are therefore likely to
have characteristics less favorable for nutrition than children
not exposed to forest (Rasolofoson et al., 2018)—as generally
confirmed in our data (Table 1). It is thus plausible to assume
that the counterfactual stunting prevalence for children exposed
to forest, had they not been exposed to forests, would be greater
than the stunting prevalence for children not exposed to forest.
Therefore, we moved the lower bound of the counterfactual from
0% (no assumption) to the stunting prevalence for children not
exposed to forest. In turn, the upper bound of the range of the
effect estimate becomes the difference between the prevalence of
stunting for children exposed to forest and that for children not
exposed to forest.

To test the statistical significance of the upper and lower
bounds of the effect estimate (i.e., the differences between
the prevalence of stunting for children exposed to forest
and the upper or lower bounds of the counterfactual), we
used linear regressions with stunting statuses (stunted or
not stunted) of children as dependent variable and forest
exposure (exposed or not exposed to forest) as independent
variable. These regressions are equivalent to using independent
t-tests to compare the prevalence of stunting for children
exposed to forest and the upper or lower bounds of the
counterfactual (Pandis, 2016). Comparing means of a binary
variable (stunted or not stunted) between two groups
(exposed or not exposed to forest) with t-test is similar to
comparing proportions (percentages) with proportion z-
test when the sample size is large (Park, 2009), as in the
case of our analyses. We clustered the standard errors at
the community level. We computed bootstrap confidence
intervals. We did the analyses with the R “clusterSEs” package
(Esarey, 2017).

Effects of Forests and Impacts of Different
Nutrition Interventions on Child Stunting
To put the result of the partial identification approach into
perspective, we plotted the conservative bound of the estimate
of effects of exposure to forest on stunting with the estimated
impacts of different interventions on stunting investigated in
studies systematically reviewed in Hossain et al. (2017). Hossain
et al. (2017) estimated the impacts of the interventions they
reviewed as the average annual rate of reduction (AARR).
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TABLE 1 | Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) of characteristics of children exposed vs. non-exposed to forest.

Variable* Children exposed to forest Children non-exposed to forest Means difference 95% confidence interval

Stunting prevalence (%) 30.25 (45.94) 37.36 (48.38) −7.11 [−8.57, −5.66]

Poverty rate (% in two lowest

wealth quintiles)

74.32 (56.31) 67.50 (53.16) 6.82 [4.16, 9.48]

Age of household head (year) 39.13 (12.69) 40.03 (12.75) −0.90 [−1.30, −0.51]

Number of children under the

age of 5 in a household

2.02 (0.97) 2.27 (1.30) −0.25 [−0.29, −0.20]

Size of a household 6.42 (2.80) 7.20 (4.00) −0.78 [−0.92, −0.64]

Education of mother (years) 4.69 (3.67) 3.00 (3.93) 1.69 [1.51, 1.88]

Distance to a road (km) 13.63 (28.48) 2.95 (3.51) 10.68 [9.18, 12.18]

Slope (degree) 2.45 (3.27) 1.46 (2.07) 0.99 [0.77, 1.20]

Population size (individual) 6,539 (17,305) 15,113 (29,037) −8,574 [−10,167, −6,980]

Distance to a market (km) 43.51 (41.15) 33.39 (27.51) 10.12 [7.45, 12.79]

Land suitable for agriculture (%) 38.95 (48.77) 42.06 (49.37) −3.11 [−6.90, 0.69]

Community GDP (US$ billion

PPP)

1.43 (3.63) 1.56 (2.18) −0.13 [−0.31, 0.04]

Areas with low livestock density

(%)

74.01 (43.86) 23.55 (42.43) 50.47 [47.33, 53.61]

Areas with medium livestock

density (%)

18.15 (38.54) 47.83 (49.95) −29.69 [−32.56, −26.82]

Areas with high livestock density

(%)

7.84 (26.88) 28.62 (45.20) −20.78 [−23.19, −18.38]

*Detailed descriptions and sources of all the variables are in Supplementary Material Table S2.

We perused the reviewed studies. We extracted the raw
numbers of stunting prevalence from each reviewed study.
We then calculated impacts as the total changes in stunting
prevalence (in percent points) brought by the interventions
(Supplementary Material Table S3). Nevertheless, these studies
are not directly comparable to ours for a variety of reasons.
They investigate bundles of nutrition (specific or sensitive)
interventions instead of one at a time, and study designs and
scales differ from ours. Our plot therefore needs to be interpreted
with caution.

RESULTS

Partial Identification
The percentage of stunted children among those exposed to forest
is 30.25% (SD: 45.94%). The no-assumption lower bound of
the effect of exposure to forest on stunting is therefore 30.25–
100 = −69.75% points (95% CI [−70.86%; −68.64%]). The
no-assumption upper bound is 30.55–0 = 30.25% points (95%
CI [29.10%; 31.40%]). Without invoking any assumption then,
we can identify the estimate of effects of exposure to forest on
stunting to be within the range of [−69.75%; 30.25%].

The positive selection bias posited by the monotone treatment
selection assumption implies that counterfactual stunting
prevalence for children exposed to forest, had they not been
exposed to forests, would be greater than 37.36% (SD: 48.38%),
which is the stunting prevalence for children not exposed to
forest. Therefore, we can move the upper bound (conservative)
estimate of effects of exposure to forest on stunting to 30.25–
37.36 = −7.11% points (95% CI [−8.57%; −5.66%]), thus
narrowing our range of effect estimate to [−69.75%;−7.11%].

Effects of Forests and Impacts of Different
Nutrition Interventions on Child Stunting
Figure 3 plots our conservative (upper bound) estimate of
effects of exposure to forest on stunting (−7.11% points) and
the estimated impacts of different interventions on stunting
reviewed in Hossain et al. (2017). The interventions reviewed
in Hossain et al. (2017) include combinations of nutrition
education, growth monitoring and promotion, micronutrient
supplementation, immunization, health and family planning,
access to health facilities, women’s empowerment, social safety
net, poverty, and food security alleviation, food fortification,
integrated management of childhood illness, infant and young
child feeding, water, sanitation and hygiene, deworming, child
psychological stimulation, community kitchen and garden,
telemedicine, feeding practices, and diarrhea and malaria
prevention and treatment (Supplementary Material Table S3).
The impacts of different combinations of these interventions
span from a reduction of 30% points to an increase of 6.3% points
in stunting prevalence (see Supplementary Material Table S3).
Our conservative estimate of forest effects falls near the median
impact of these other interventions (−10.05% point) (Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Forests address a number of underlying determinants of
undernutrition, including the supply of forest food products,
income, habitat for pollinators, women’s time allocation,
prevalence of diarrheal disease, and dietary diversity. As a likely
result of these mechanisms, our analysis across 25 low- and
middle-income countries suggests that, on average, exposure

Frontiers in Sustainable Food Systems | www.frontiersin.org 6 March 2020 | Volume 4 | Article 20

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles


Rasolofoson et al. Forest Conservation: Potentially Nutrition-Sensitive

FIGURE 3 | Effects of forests and nutrition interventions on child stunting (red

star: conservative effect of forests; blue circles: effects of interventions

reviewed in Hossain et al., 2017; red line: median of blue circles).

to forest leads to lower child stunting prevalence compared to
non-exposure. Further, the average magnitude of the effect of
exposure to forest on child stunting prevalence is at least near the
median of the estimated impacts of different nutrition (specific
and sensitive) interventions.

Our study confirms the increasingly recognized beneficial
effects of forests on quality of human diet (Ickowitz et al.,
2014; Galway et al., 2018; Rasolofoson et al., 2018; Rasmussen
et al., in press). We moved beyond effects on diet to actual
measure of nutritional status (stunting). While we did not
identify a precise point estimate of effects of forests on stunting,
based on a plausible assumption, we were able to indicate
that, on average, forests reduce the prevalence of child stunting
and that this average reduction is at least comparable to the
impacts of other known nutrition interventions. Our results thus
suggest that forest conservation can be a promising nutrition-
sensitive intervention.

Different levels of restrictions on use of forest resources
by different types of forest conservation interventions can
block, to a various degree, some of the mechanisms through
which forests affect nutritional status. These restrictions, for
example, include limited access to forest food products and
non-food products important for income (Poudyal et al., 2018)
and therefore may negatively affect nutritional status. On the
other hand, forest conservation interventions can also generate
benefits through improved ecosystem services, tourism and
infrastructure development (Andam et al., 2010). These benefits
could lead to improvement in the nutritional status of affected
communities (Naidoo et al., 2019). Therefore, the net impact
of forest conservation interventions on nutritional status is an
empirical question.

A number of studies capture promising actions to enhance
the nutrition sensitivity of forest conservation interventions (e.g.,
volume 13, special issue 3 in International Forest Review; Vira
et al., 2015). Some studies suggest thatmultifunctional landscapes
that integrate diversity of agricultural production systems and
forests deliver both nutritional and conservation benefits by
maintaining key ecosystem services (Sunderland, 2011; Vira
et al., 2015). Similar to the cases of other nutrition-sensitive
interventions (Ruel and Alderman, 2013), other studies indicate
that actions promoting gender equity can increase the nutrition
benefits of forest conservation interventions (Sunderland, 2011;
Wan et al., 2011). Jamnadass et al. (2011) advocate that
actions improving yield, quality, and market access for forest
food products can enhance nutrition in rural communities
by supplying ample nutritious food products of good quality
and raising income. Education, particularly nutrition education,
which is shown to enhance the impact of different nutrition-
sensitive interventions on nutritional status (Berti et al., 2004;
Leroy et al., 2009; Girard et al., 2012), also has great potential
to improve the effect of forests on nutrition (Vira et al., 2015;
Rasolofoson et al., 2018).

To further determine the merit of recognizing forest
conservation among nutrition-sensitive interventions, it helps
to examine the key features specified in their definition.
One key feature of nutrition-sensitive interventions is
that they are often implemented at large scale and can
effectively target disadvantaged populations with high rates
of undernutrition. Nutrition-sensitive interventions can
therefore serve as delivery platforms for nutrition-specific
interventions (e.g., nutrition behavior-change communications,
food fortification) in efforts to increase their scale, coverage
and effectiveness (Ruel and Alderman, 2013). Another key
feature is that nutrition-sensitive interventions incorporate
specific nutrition goals and actions to achieve these
goals (Ruel and Alderman, 2013).

One of the most widespread measures to conserve forests is
the designation and management of protected areas [Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment (MEA), 2005]. Protected areas currently
cover 14.7% of the globe’s land area (Jones et al., 2018).
Forest conservation can also be advanced through community
forest management. Local communities, to a various extent,
manage 15.5% of the world’s forests [Rights and Resources
Initiative (RRI), 2014]. Protected forests and community
managed forests are often located in lands with higher
elevations, steeper slopes, greater distances to roads and cities,
less suitable for agriculture, and high poverty rates (though
protected areas may be more remote and less developed
relative to community forest areas; Sunderlin et al., 2005;
Joppa and Pfaff, 2009; Rasolofoson et al., 2015). Hence,
people living in or around protected areas or community
managed forests often lack access to sufficient agricultural
products, markets, and health services, and thus are likely to
have high rates of undernutrition. Using protected areas or
community forest management, in different ways, as delivery
platforms for nutrition-specific interventions will therefore
ensure that these interventions reach large numbers of the world’s
undernourished communities.
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Combination of nutrition-sensitive and nutrition-specific
interventions is one of the elements of success of nutrition
programs (Hossain et al., 2017; Perez-Escamilla et al.,
2018). Therefore, using forest conservation interventions as
delivery platforms for nutrition-specific interventions may
better deliver nutrition benefits than either of them alone.
Examples of such combination could include addition of
nutrition behavior-change communications, micronutrient
supplementation, food fortification, or disease prevention
programs to forest conservation initiatives. Where local
communities are involved in forest conservation (e.g.,
community forest management), the experience and external
support they receive in managing their forests can develop
social (e.g., community associations, network), human (e.g.,
skills, expertise), and institutional (e.g., community rules and
regulations) assets that constitute a good foundation upon
which nutrition interventions can build to reach their goals
(Pailler et al., 2015). These community assets are important,
given that nutrition interventions are more likely to be
successful where there are community-based delivery platforms
accompanied with active community engagement (Hossain et al.,
2017).

Addition of explicit nutrition goals and actions to nutrition-
sensitive interventions help boost their potential to deliver on
nutrition outcomes (Ruel and Alderman, 2013). International
funding for forest conservation increasingly links conservation
and poverty alleviation goals (Miller, 2014). Forest conservation
projects therefore increasingly include activities aiming to
compensate local communities for benefits forgone due to
restrictions on access to forest resources and to improve their
livelihoods in order to win their support for conservation
(Tabor et al., 2017). Nevertheless, forest conservation initiatives
rarely consider health issues (Wan et al., 2011)—including
the integration of nutrition goals and actions. Adding
nutrition-specific interventions and nutrition goals to forest
conservation interventions may be challenging. However, cases
of collaboration between health and conservation experts have
promoted positive health and conservation outcomes (Wan
et al., 2011).

In conclusion, given that forests address a number of
underlying determinants of undernutrition, lead to lower child
stunting prevalence, and that forest conservation interventions
cover large areas and are often implemented where people
are vulnerable, policy makers, and public health practitioners
might consider forest conservation as a potential nutrition-
sensitive intervention. Such interventions might be particularly
useful in contexts where implementation of standard nutrition
interventions is challenging and where forest conservation
interventions might be feasible. This suggests that public health
and conservation practitioners should work together to identify,
design, and implement projects that help achieve both forest
conservation and nutritional goals. Nutrition benefits of forest
conservation would not only be of interest to those trying
to improve public health, but also those concerned with
biodiversity conservation. Co-benefits for nutrition could help

to incentivize local communities to participate in conservation,
a key factor in determining the success of conservation
interventions (Wan et al., 2011). There is unlikely to be a
single bundle of nutrition interventions that is effective across
all contexts (Hossain et al., 2017) and future research should
test different combinations of forest and nutrition interventions
in various contexts. Nonetheless, our growing understanding
of the potential nutritional benefits of forest conservation
is promising.
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