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Executive Summary

The forests of the Kurdistan Region are more than a defining feature of its natural
landscape; they are a strategic natural asset with direct implications for water and soil
conservation, ecological balance, biodiversity, agriculture, and tourism. Yet over the past
several decades, this resource has come under sustained pressure. Available sources
and assessments point to a substantial decline in forest cover, with some estimates
placing the loss at approximately 50%. Combined with the increasing incidence of forest
fires, illegal logging, drought, and the growing effects of climate change, this decline
indicates that forest degradation can no longer be treated as a narrowly environmental
concern. It has become an issue of natural-resource security with long-term
implications for the Kurdistan Region.

Fire data illustrate the scale of this pressure. Analysis of MODIS data for 2001-2024
shows an average annual burned area of approximately 687 km?2 across the Kurdistan
Region. Over the 24-year period, the cumulative recorded burned area reached 16,486
km?, of which 8,542 km? was associated with forest areas. This figure represents the
cumulative area affected by fire events during the study period and should not be
interpreted as 8,542 km? of distinct forest permanently lost, as the same area may have
burned more than once in different years.

Fire, however, is only one part of the problem. lllegal logging, charcoal production and
trade, changes in land use, and wider human pressures are compounding the effects of
drought and rising temperatures. More than 63,000 trees were cut illegally in 2024 alone,
reports say. At the same time, the analysis presented in this policy paper points to a
relationship between rising temperatures, drought conditions, and increases in burned
area. Taken together, these pressures suggest that without a change in the current
approach to forest management, protecting the region's forests is likely to become
increasingly difficult and costly in the years ahead.

Important measures have already been taken. The Forest and Environment Police, Civil
Defense, and other relevant government institutions have worked to control fires, make



firebreaks, strengthen monitoring, combat illegal logging, and support reforestation. To
date, some 34 km? of firebreaks have been established. These interventions are
important and show that there is institutional capacity. However, the evidence presented
in this policy paper suggests that individual interventions, on their own, are insufficient
to meet the scale and interconnectedness of the challenge.

The missing critical link is an integrated framework connecting prevention, monitoring,
emergency response, law enforcement, and forest restoration. The current system is still
very much in a reactionary space after an incident has happened. While nearly 70% of
the fires detected in 2024 were controlled, those that were not still inflicted significant
damage. The central argument of this policy paper is therefore that success should not
be measured solely by the capacity to extinguish fires but by the capacity to prevent risks
from developing into damage.

The required shift is consequently broader than increasing the number of firefighting
vehicles, expanding firebreaks, or planting more trees. All of these measures remain
necessary, but they need to operate within an integrated risk-management system.
Satellite and Geographic Information System (GIS) data can be used to identify high-risk
areas in advance. Then firebreaks, water, equipment, and response teams will be
deployed based on the levels of risk that are determined. Law enforcement should also
be expanded to include the transport and market chains of timber and charcoal, not just
individual cases of illegal tree cutting. Similarly, forest restoration should be about
survival, growth, and recovery of ecosystem functions, not the number of seedlings
planted.

Such a change does not necessarily mean the creation of a new institution. Rather, it
calls for a more effective integration of existing responsibilities, clearer priorities set on
the basis of reliable data, and established mechanisms for coordination and
accountability. But laws and regulations, by themselves, are not enough to protect
forests without effective monitoring, enforcement, information systems, and clearly
assigned institutional responsibilities. Forest protection should also be reflected in
public budgeting and government planning as a long-term investment in the region’s
natural assets, not primarily as an emergency expenditure once damage has happened.



To translate this approach into practice, the policy paper proposes a 3-year roadmap.
The first stage is dedicated to baseline data generation, risk mapping, and an integrated
monitoring system. The next step is the allocation of resources and institutional
capacities based on the identified priorities and levels of risk. “Then progress is tracked
using satellite data, official records, and specific performance indicators. This approach
would allow policy performance to be judged by measurable changes on the ground
rather than simply by the number of activities implemented.

The analysis does not suggest that the Kurdistan Region has failed to act. On the
contrary, important measures have been undertaken, and relevant institutions possess
valuable experience and capacity. The central challenge is that these efforts require a
common direction, a shared evidence base, and a unified framework for implementation
and evaluation. Bringing these elements together would allow forest protection to move
beyond a series of separate responses to individual incidents and towards a sustained
policy for managing and protecting a strategic natural asset.

For decision-makers, the strategic choice is clear: forest management in the Kurdistan
Region needs to shift from managing damage after it occurs to managing risk before
damage occurs through an integrated system that connects data, prevention, law
enforcement, emergency response, restoration, and measurable results.
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