
 

DEFORESTATION AND THE ROMAN EMPIRE 
THE ROMAN EMPIRE WAS THE LEADING SOURCE FOR DEFORESTATION IN THE MEDITERRANEAN WORLD IN THE CLASSICAL ERA. 

Whereas the Mediterranean was largely "prehistoric" in 1000 BC, it was definitely "historic" by 500 AD. Roman geographical and population expansion 

spread methods of agricultural and economic development which encouraged the clearing of forested land. The spread of Roman practices had unintended 

devastating effects on the environment. 

 

 
  

 
 

 

 

T
h

e 
m

o
st

 b
as

ic
 b

u
il

d
in

g
 s

u
p
p

ly
 i

n
 t

h
e 

R
o

m
an

 t
im

e 
p
er

io
d
 w

as
 w

o
o
d

. 
T

re
es

 

w
er

e 
cu

t 
to

 h
o
u

se
 i

n
cr

ea
si

n
g

 p
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

s 
th

ro
u
g

h
o
u

t 
th

e 
R

o
m

an
 E

m
p
ir

e.
 W

h
il

e 

so
m

e 
M

ed
it

er
ra

n
ea

n
 h

o
u

se
s 

w
er

e 
b

u
il

t 
w

it
h

 b
ri

ck
 a

n
d

 s
to

n
e,

 r
o
o

f 
st

ru
ct

u
re

s,
 

co
v

er
ed

 w
it

h
 t

il
es

, 
as

 w
el

l 
as

 f
lo

o
rs

 w
er

e 
o

ft
en

 m
ad

e 
o

f 
w

o
o
d

. 
It

 i
s 

es
ti

m
at

ed
 

th
at

 t
h
e 

R
o
m

an
 E

m
p
ir

e 
h

ad
 a

 p
o
p
u

la
ti

o
n
 o

f 
6
0

 m
il

li
o

n
 p

eo
p
le

, 
w

it
h
 o

n
e 

m
il

li
o
n

 

o
r 

m
o

re
 i

n
 R

o
m

e 
al

o
n

e 
(a

 p
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

 t
h

at
 w

as
 n

o
t 

m
at

ch
ed

 i
n
 s

iz
e
 i

n
 E

u
ro

p
e 

u
n
ti

l 
L

o
n

d
o
n

 i
n

 t
h

e 
1
9

th
 c

en
tu

ry
).

 W
it

h
 s

u
ch

 a
 l

ar
g
e
 p

o
p
u

la
ti

o
n

 i
n
cr

ea
se

, 

re
so

u
rc

e 
co

n
su

m
p

ti
o
n

 b
ec

am
e 

ex
p
o

n
en

ti
al

ly
 e

x
te

n
si

v
e.

 

W
o

o
d

 w
as

 a
 p

ri
m

ar
y

 s
o
u

rc
e 

o
f 

h
ea

ti
n

g
 a

n
d
 u

se
d

 e
x
te

n
si

v
el

y
 i

n
 i

n
d

u
st

ry
. 

W
o

o
d

 f
u
el

 c
o
n

st
it

u
te

d
 a

b
o
u

t 
9
0

 p
er

ce
n

t 
o

f 
th

e 
co

n
su

m
p

ti
o

n
 o

v
er

al
l,

 a
n
d

 

w
as

 a
 m

aj
o
r 

fa
ct

o
r 

in
 t

h
e 

R
o

m
an

 d
ef

o
re

st
at

io
n

 e
p
id

em
ic

. 
W

o
o

d
 w

as
 

es
se

n
ti

al
 f

u
el

 i
n
 i

n
d
u

st
ri

es
 l

ik
e 

m
in

in
g

, 
sm

el
ti

n
g

, 
an

d
 t

h
e 

m
ak

in
g

 o
f 

ce
ra

m
ic

s.
 F

o
re

st
 a

re
as

 a
ro

u
n

d
 m

in
in

g
 c

en
te

rs
 w

er
e 

d
ef

o
re

st
ed

 f
ir

st
, 

co
n

su
m

in
g

 a
ll

 n
at

u
ra

l 
re

so
u

rc
es

 a
ro

u
n
d

 t
h

e 
ar

ea
 o

f 
w

o
rk

. 
O

n
ce

 a
ll

 t
h

e 

n
at

u
ra

l 
re

so
u
rc

es
 a

ro
u

n
d

 t
h

e 
ar

ea
 o

f 
p

ro
d
u
ct

io
n
 w

er
e 

co
n

su
m

ed
  

w
o

o
d

 w
as

 t
h

en
 s

h
ip

p
ed

 a
n
d

 c
ar

ri
ed

 i
n

 t
o

 s
u
p
p

ly
 t

h
e 

fu
rn

ac
es

 a
n
d

 s
m

el
te

rs
 

fo
r 

th
e 

m
in

in
g

 c
en

te
rs

. 

A
g

ri
cu

lt
u

re
 w

as
 t

h
e 

ec
o

n
o

m
ic

 b
as

e 
fo

r 
th

e 
R

o
m

an
 E

m
p

ir
e.

 W
it

h
 a

n
 

ev
er

-i
n

cr
ea

si
n

g
 p

o
p
u

la
ti

o
n

, 
th

e 
cl

ea
ri

n
g

 o
f 

la
n

d
 f

o
r 

cr
o

p
s 

w
as

 a
 

p
ri

m
ar

y
 c

au
se

 o
f 

in
it

ia
l 

d
ef

o
re

st
at

io
n

. 
H

u
m

an
 h

an
d

s 
g

av
e 

w
ay

 t
o

 t
h
e 

ir
o

n
 p

lo
u
g

h
 a

n
d

 t
h

e 
u

se
 o

f 
an

im
al

s 
to

 c
le

ar
 d

en
se

 f
o

re
st

s 
to

 u
ti

li
ze

 t
h

e
 

ri
ch

 s
o

il
 

T
h

e 
fo

u
r 

m
aj

o
r 

sp
ec

ie
s 

in
 R

o
m

an
 g

ra
zi

n
g

 w
er

e 
ca

tt
le

, 
sh

ee
p
, 
g

o
at

s,
 a

n
d

 

sw
in

e.
 T

h
ey

 f
o

rm
ed

 a
 s

y
n
er

g
is

ti
c
 p

ar
tn

er
sh

ip
 t

h
at

 w
as

 d
es

tr
u
ct

iv
e 

to
 

v
ir

tu
al

ly
 a

ll
 v

eg
et

at
io

n
 w

it
h
in

 r
ea

ch
. 
H

er
d

er
s 

cu
t 

d
o

w
n

 t
re

es
 t

o
 l

et
 

th
em

 g
ra

ze
. 

S
w

in
e 

at
e 

ac
o

rn
s,

 c
h
es

tn
u
ts

, 
an

d
 b

ee
ch

n
u
ts

, 
w

h
ic

h
 d

es
tr

o
y
ed

 t
h
e 

ab
il

it
y

 o
f 

tr
ee

s 
to

 r
ep

ro
d

u
ce

. 
S

h
ee

p
 a

te
 g

ra
ss

 r
ig

h
t 

d
o

w
n
 t

o
 t

h
e 

so
il

. 
G

o
at

s 

w
il

l 
al

m
o

st
 e

at
 a

n
y

th
in

g
 b

u
t 

p
re

fe
rr

ed
 w

o
o
d
y

 p
la

n
ts

 s
u

ch
 a

s 
b
u

sh
es

 a
n

d
 

y
o
u
n

g
 t

re
es

. 
H

er
d

s 
o

f 
g
o

at
s 

th
ro

u
g
h

o
u
t 

th
e 

ce
n
tu

ri
es

 w
er

e 
ev

er
y

w
h

er
e 

in
 t

h
e 

M
ed

it
er

ra
n

ea
n

 a
n

d
 w

er
e 

ea
sy

 t
o

 c
ar

e 
fo

r.
 G

o
at

s 
b

as
ic

al
ly

 d
es

tr
o
y

ed
 t

h
e 

m
o

u
n
ta

in
o

u
s 

re
g

io
n

s 
fo

r 
it

s 
g

ra
zi

n
g

. 
T

h
e
 c

o
n

su
m

p
ti

o
n

 o
f 

h
il

ls
id

e 
p

la
n
ts

 a
n
d

 

y
o
u
n

g
 t

re
es

 c
au

se
d

 e
ro

si
o
n

, 
st

ri
p
p

in
g
 h

il
ls

id
es

 o
f 

so
il

s 
an

d
 e

v
en

tu
al

ly
 

ex
p

o
si

n
g
 b

ar
e 

ro
ck

 (
ca

u
si

n
g
 s

ev
er

e 
fl

o
o
d

in
g

 i
n
 m

an
y
 a

re
as

 

W
it

h
 n

at
u

ra
l 

re
so

u
rc

es
 d

w
in

d
li

n
g
, 

m
ai

n
ta

in
in

g
 a

 s
tr

o
n

g
 m

il
it

ar
y

 f
o

r 
th

e 

co
n

q
u

er
in

g
 o

f 
n

ew
 l

an
d

s 
w

as
 v

it
al

 i
n

 R
o

m
e.

 M
il

it
ar

y
 c

am
p

ai
g
n

s 
d
ev

as
ta

te
d
 

th
e 

co
u

n
tr

y
si

d
e.

 J
u

li
u

s 
C

a
e
sa

r 
h
im

se
lf

 o
rd

er
ed

 t
ro

o
p

s 
to

 c
u

t 

d
o

w
n

 f
o

re
st

s 
to

 p
re

v
en

t 
sn

ea
k

 a
tt

ac
k

s.
 D

ef
o

re
st

at
io

n
 e

n
su

re
d
 t

h
at

 t
h
e 

fo
re

st
s 

co
u

ld
 n

o
t 

p
ro

v
id

e 
co

v
er

 a
n
d

 c
am

o
u

fl
ag

e 
fo

r 
R

o
m

e'
s 

en
e
m

ie
s.

 T
h
e 

m
il

it
ar

y
 

u
ti

li
ze

d
 t

h
es

e 
re

so
u

rc
es

 a
n
d

 b
u

il
t 

fo
rt

re
ss

es
, 
al

o
n
g

 w
it

h
 t

o
o
ls

 a
n
d

  

ra
n

sp
o

rt
at

io
n
 t

o
 c

ar
ry

 s
u
p

p
li

es
 w

h
er

e 
n

ee
d
ed

. 

S
h

ip
b
u
il

d
in

g
 w

as
 a

 m
aj

o
r 

co
n

tr
ib

u
to

r 
to

 d
ef

o
re

st
at

io
n
 a

n
d
 w

as
 o

f 
g

re
at

 

ec
o
n
o

m
ic

 a
n
d

 m
il

it
ar

y
 s

ig
n
if

ic
an

ce
. 

T
h

e 
im

p
o

rt
an

ce
 a

tt
ac

h
ed

 t
o
 t

h
e 

su
p

p
ly

 

o
f 

ti
m

b
er

 f
o

r 
b
u

il
d

in
g
 s

h
ip

s 
ca

n
n
o

t 
b
e 

d
en

ie
d

; 
sh

ip
s 

w
er

e 
cr

u
ci

al
 t

o
 t

h
e 

b
u

rg
eo

n
in

g
 e

co
n

o
m

ic
 l

if
e 

o
f 

th
e 

M
ed

it
er

ra
n

ea
n

, 
an

d
 s

ea
 p

o
w

er
 w

as
 v

it
al

 i
n
 

th
e 

ex
er

ci
se

 o
f 

p
o

li
ti

ca
l 

co
n
tr

o
l.

 T
h
o
u
sa

n
d

s 
o

f 
sh

ip
s 

w
er

e 
b

u
il

t 
d

u
ri

n
g

 t
h

is
 

cl
as

si
ca

l 
p
er

io
d
. 

A
t 

ti
m

es
 o

f 
w

ar
, 

h
u
n
d

re
d

s 
co

u
ld

 b
e 

b
u

il
t 

w
it

h
in

 a
 m

o
n

th
. 

E
ar

ly
 u

rb
an

iz
at

io
n

 o
f 

R
o

m
e 

an
d

 s
u

rr
o
u

n
d

in
g

 a
re

as
 w

as
 f

o
cu

se
d

 a
ro

u
n
d

 t
h

e 

ab
il

it
y

 t
o

 o
b

ta
in

 n
at

u
ra

l 
re

so
u

rc
es

 .
 T

h
e 

cr
ea

ti
o
n

 o
f 

la
rg

e 
ci

ti
es

 c
o
n

tr
ib

u
te

d
 t

o
 

d
ef

o
re

st
at

io
n

 i
n
 t

h
e 

cl
as

si
ca

l 
w

o
rl

d
. 

O
v

er
cr

o
w

d
in

g
 f

o
rc

ed
 c

it
iz

en
s 

to
 m

o
v
e 

to
 t

h
e 

h
il

ls
id

es
 w

h
er

e 
fo

re
st

s 
o

n
ce

 s
to

o
d
 t

o
 b

u
il

d
 t

h
ei

r 
h
o

m
es

. 
W

o
o

d
 w

as
 

n
ee

d
ed

 t
o

 n
o
t 

o
n
ly

 b
u
il

d
 h

o
m

es
, 
b
u
t 

al
so

 t
o
 k

ee
p

 t
h
em

 h
ea

te
d

. 
U

rb
an

iz
at

io
n

 

an
d

 t
h
e 

re
su

lt
in

g
 d

eg
ra

d
at

io
n
 o

f 
th

e
 e

n
v
ir

o
n

m
en

t 
u

lt
im

at
el

y
 w

ea
k
en

ed
 t

h
e 

R
o

m
an

 E
m

p
ir

e 

 
CAUSES 

 

CONSEQUENCES 
SOIL 

With an increased demand for resources and food, constant 

pressure was put upon the land and soil to provide food 

for a growing economy. Regular clearing and plowing 

exhausted existing soil, which eventually became infertile 
 

FLOODING 

Erosion accelerated up to twentyfold in the 3rd century, 

creating unusable marshlands, which spread diseases such 
as malaria. Rains washed away the unprotected earth 

and greatly altered coastlines, in some cases, pushing them 

many miles farther out to sea. 

AWARENESS 

Clearing for agricultural needs and for heat was a necessity for long-

term survival in Roman times, though there is a debate as to whether the 

Romans understood the implications of deforestation. Forests were also 

under government regulations and protected for future resources. 

Unfortunately, these attempts may have been too little too late. 


