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OIL TREES 

Introduction 

1. Most countries of the Near East region have very limited forest cover.  Moreover, the 

region is characterized by extremely arid conditions which render the forest resource situation 
precarious. However, in spite of the limited extent of forest and wooded lands , these resources 

have important socio-economic, environmental and cultural roles.  Many countries still depend on 

fuel wood as a source of domestic energy, whether for cooking or heating, and the existing forests 

and wooded lands are the main sources to meet that need. In addition, the large variety of non 

wood forest products found in these countries, such as fodder, fruits, medicinal and culinary 

plants, honey, etc. contribute significantly to rural populations’ income and hence help to alleviate 

poverty.  

2. The increasing need for food and commodities as a consequence of expanding  

populations and the resulting extension of agriculture and urban areas is inevitably expected to 

place greater pressure on forest and wooded lands. The situation is expected to worsen with the 

impact of climatic changes and global warming, which will subject the region to serious 

environmental problems, induced by desertification and increasing demands for water. The lack 

of financial resources continues to be a major constraint for certain countries, thereby preventing 

them from taking effective measures to combat desertification, deforestation and forest 

degradation. 
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Afforestation / reforestation  

3. In view of the limited productive capacity of forests and woodlands, the region is highly 

dependent on imports of wood products.  In order to improve the situation, a number of countries 

are making considerable efforts by implementing afforestation and reforestation programmes, 

whether on degraded forest lands or outside forests. There have also been a few experiments using 

treated sewage water for the production of timber. Tree planting in urban areas as shelter belts or 
in protected areas have also been encouraged, although the main objective of such plantations is 

in most cases protection.  

4. In addition, costs incurred in afforestation programmes are high and the prospects of 

reasonable productivity remain uncertain due to the climatic changes that are taking place.  

Moreover, the global economic situation is not favourable towards the forestry sector, as it is food 

security, health and water supply which are at the forefront of most countries’ current concerns. 

 

Opportunities and constraints 

5. The technological, economic and climatic changes which are taking place led a number of 
countries to consider the possibility of engaging in specific afforestation programmes using oil 

producing species.  In addition, the increase in fossil oil prices, and in the perspective of using 

cleaner energy sources, led a number of promoters and investors to propose large-scale 

plantations. Species such as Jatropha and Moringa are often quoted and their oil productive 

capacities emphasized.  

6. Besides oil, which is considered to be of great potential as an alternative energy source, 

other applications include medicine, cosmetics, food supplements and bio lubricants. According 
to the information available, these products have much greater economic potential. 

7. Within the global search for responses to the effects attributed to climate change and in 

view of the recognized role of forests in mitigating the expected negative impacts, the issue of 

afforestation is repeatedly evoked. Strong recommendations are formulated during regional and 

international meetings to increase financial and technical support to help countries to engage in 

afforestation programmes through various channels such as the Clean Development Mechanism 

(CDM) and carbon markets. 

8. In the light of available information, the introduction of exotic species, such as those 
mentioned above, calls for caution for various reasons. The first relates to the problem of water 

resources, because in order to ensure that production is economically viable, these species require 

a significant amount of irrigation water and specific cultural techniques, while the limited water 

resources in the region constitute major development constraint,  particularly in the agriculture 

sector. 

9. The other necessary precaution associated with the introduction of these exotic species 

relates to their ecology. Their behaviour and the invasive risks which they can engender and/or 
eventual diseases they can transmit to native species are not well known as no extended studies 

have been conducted in the region so far.   

10. The weakness of policy and legislation regarding oil tree plantations for energy in the 

region and the large deficit of information and collaboration constitute another major obstacle for 

bioenergy programme development. 

 

Recommendations  

11. The regional symposium on “Oil trees for energy production and for valorisation of 

marginal land and water resources” organized by the FAO Regional Office for the Near East in 

Luxor, Egypt, from 10 to 13 February 2009, was a useful opportunity to shed light on the various 

facets of oil tree plantations. Through the case studies presented, the extensive information shared 
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and experiences exchanged as well as in the light of the actual limited level of knowledge, it was 

stressed that more research was needed on the socio-economic and environmental effects of oil 

tree plantations before undertaking any form of introduction on a large scale.  

12. The meeting recommended the formulation of a pilot regional project with the assistance 

of FAO, to study the feasibility of large-scale oil tree plantations in selected Near East countries, 

to identify opportunities and constraints, to strengthen national capacities in this regard and to 
develop regional cooperation. 

 

Discussion 

13. The Commission may wish to: 

 

• discuss the outcomes of the symposium and try to evaluate the real potential of oil 

producing species in the region; and 

 

• decide upon the recommendation to conduct a pilot regional study and comment to the 

extent possible, on areas to cover and possible funding sources. 

 

 


