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Speakers and panel members to be confirmed 
 

Tree cover influences rainfall. Around the world local knowledge is certain about that, and 
formal science is gradually coming round to this view. Anyone walking through a landscape on 
a hot day knows that trees influence the local climate. However, no current climate maps 
include these effects. When we question the effects of a warmer climate on crop yield, 
managing tree cover in landscapes can be part of the answer. With the focus on REDD, carbon 
accounting, emissions and global climate change, little attention is being paid to the more 
direct and tangible influences that trees and forests have on the temperature, humidity and 
windspeed in which humans, crops and livestock live (the ‘micro-climate’) and on the 
landscape and regional patterns of rainfall (‘meso-climate’). 
 
The World Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF), the Centre for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) 
and the Center for Development Research (ZEF) of the University of Bonn are organizing a 
half-day discussion on rainfall, the water cycle, forests and trees. Speakers and panel 
members will debate how far the science of forest climate policies beyond carbon has come, 
what could be the implications for current climate negotiations and what further research, 
discussions and negotiations can take this issue into the world of policies and action. 

 
‘Blue water’ studies focus on water in rivers and irrigation systems; ‘gray water’ on the conditions under 
which ‘used’ water can return to the cycle without ecological damage; ‘green water’ studies emphasize the 
substantial part of rainfall that is recycled to the atmosphere by trees, forest and any other vegetation. All of 
these studies look at part of the hydrological cycle, but an important part is missing: the origin of rainfall. 
Rainbow water studies aim at this missing piece of the puzzle. Current estimates are that about 40% of 
rainfall over land masses originates from evapotranspiration over land1,2 . This implies that shifts in ‘green 
water’ recycling will influence rainfall ‘down-wind’. The distances involved in atmospheric transport can be 
substantial, but anthropogenic impacts of climate through such a pathway need to be considered. The 
recent research findings on the importance of recycling of rainfall over continents to influence rainfall 
through tree cover, point towards watershed, national and regional-scale action. There is no current forum 
to discuss this in the global climate negotiations that focus on greenhouse gas effects, but it may be time to 
deal with this omission. 
 
For example, maps of atmospheric moisture transport suggest that virtually all water transpired by trees in 
East Africa will come back as rainfall elsewhere in Africa. Understanding regional climate drivers in this way 
can give impetus to climate negotiations and cooperation at a more regional level.  
 
Existing climate data and models exclude the microclimatic effects of trees. Predicting crop growth under 
climate change scenarios, however, does not include the options of modifying local climate by increasing 
tree cover in strategic locations. Yet, tree planting is a very intuitive and popular human response to 



concerns about climate change – even though it relates only in minor ways to the global balance of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere3.   
 
The objective of the UNFCCC is “to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that 
would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system”. This framing leaves space 
for attention to anthropogenic interference with the climate system that is more direct than the route via 
greenhouse gasses: tree cover influences recycling of water and thus rainfall.  
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For further information, contact: Meine van Noordwijk (ICRAF), m.vannoordwijk@cgiar.org; Bruno Locatelli 
(CIFOR), b.locatelli@cgiar.org; Grace Villamor (ZEF), grace.villamor@uni-bonn.de. 
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      CIFOR and ICRAF are CGIAR Consortium Research Centres (www.cgiar.org) 

 

ZEF 

Venue:  
 
Zentrum für 
Entwicklungsforschung/Center for 
Development Research (ZEF), 
University of Bonn, Walter-Flex-Str. 3, 
53113 Bonn, Germany. www.zef.de 
 
Tram stop Heussallee / Museumsmeile 
(2 stops in direction of Bonn City from 
SBBSTA venue). 
See: 

http://www.zef.de/howtoreach.html 
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