
The conservation of native animals is impossible without the preservation of native plants (1,2). 

Therefore, the primary objective of biodiversity conservation is to protect natural ecosystems that 
support both native plants and animals (3,4). 

However, few regions on Earth today remain entirely unaffected by human mediated modification 
(5). Consequentially, a second objective of biodiversity conservation is to facilitate the natural 
regeneration of surviving native plants and animals in degraded and disturbed habitats to restore 
as much functional ecosystem integrity as possible (3,4). 

Over the past 50 years, tree-planting initiatives have become popular as a means to enhance and 
accelerate natural regeneration processes. However, despite good intentions, many tree-planting 
efforts are less effective than they could be in restoring beneficial habitats for wildlife (6). 

Recommendation:      

Tree-Planting Areas Must be Wildlife Friendly 

Studies of orangutan survivorship in fragmented and degraded habitats have shown that forests 
left to natural regeneration, without extensive silvicultural management to remove of natural 
vines, retain high value as habitat for orangutans and other forest-dependent wildlife (7,8,9,10).

Thus, restoration efforts should not be so intrusive that they disturb native wildlife that depend 
on the already existing native plants that still remain in areas designated for habitat enrichment 
(3). 
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Second Recommendation: 

The purpose of “tree  planting”  for biodiversity conservation should 
be to support natural habitat regeneration processes (13,14,15). 
Enrichment planting efforts should support natural regeneration processes by incorporating a 
variety of native plants, tailored to different soil types and conditions (16).

Planting monocultures and invasive non-native plant species are inadequate habitat restoration 
as these approaches are unlikely to properly address the habitat needs of native wildlife (12,13). 

A food provisioning approach that focuses on providing for a single animal species or planting 
only one type of plant is not habitat restoration. Food is only one component of the habitat needs 
necessary for wildlife survival (17).
 
Other essential habitat requirements include:

1.	 Adequate shelter and resting areas that are suitable for use year-round, meaning 
trees of sufficient height (e.g., at least 10-20 meters) to serve as nesting sites. 

2.	 Reliable security, allowing species to conduct their normal activities and foster 
appropriate inter- and intra-species dynamics. 

3.	 Sufficient refuge for wildlife to maintain a safe distance from human disturbances, 
as most wildlife tend to avoid human contact whenever possible. 

We found that the pressure to supply large numbers of plants often leads tree-planting nurseries 
to rely on a narrow range of species that are the hardiest and easiest to acquire. This practice 
typically results in monoculture plantings, and/or the use of plants that may be unsuited to site 
conditions Therefore, these labour-intensive efforts often have less impact than hoped (14,15).

To effectively support wildlife and promote natural forest regeneration processes, enrichment 
planting programs must address both the biological and social needs of the wildlife. This requires 
greater effort to cultivate a broader variety of native species that are appropriate for different 
habitats and conditions. Such actions are essential for ensuring that various animal species can 
coexist with humans within mixed-use landscapes (16).

Examples of tree-planting practices that disturb wildlife trying to survive in smaller and fragmented 
habitats are (11,4):

1.	 Excessive clearing of natural habitat to “prepare” for planting. 
2.	 Overzealous control of so-called “weeds” across too wide an area. 
3.	 Access that facilitates ease of human use at the expense of wildlife. 
4.	 Irresponsible waste management, such as leaving behind cigarette butts, food 

packaging, plastic bags, strings, and wires that are dangerous to wildlife health and 
safety. 

5.	 Intolerance of the full range of local wildlife presence and activity in replanted areas.
6.	 Planting a single high-value species that attracts animals at above normal levels, 

resulting in increased likelihood of conflict between wildlife and between humans 
and wildlife.  



Inspiration – Call to Action: 

Genuine habitat restoration work provides a real opportunity for 
the sustained development of new specialties and disciplines. 

Historically, forestry research and practices have primarily concentrated on extracting commercially 
valuable plant species. However, with a transition toward a more holistic approach that emphasizes 
ecosystem services, the extensive skills and expertise within the field of forestry can play a crucial 
role in enhancing authentic habitat restoration efforts that promote the conservation of native 
plants and wildlife, even in fragmented mixed-use landscapes.

For instance, an excellent resources on nursery practices can be found here: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1kAOcHqBuAywHob4ERuleluCFIlsoDx6j/view.

Additionally, there are existing projects dedicated to preserving a wide range of native plant 
diversity: https://www.trcrc.org.

To also assist in this process, we developed a priority list of important plant species based on 
an analysis of orangutan feeding ecology from 2000-2016 in Kinabatangan (9). We evaluated 
this dataset to refine it for broader relevance to forest-dependent wildlife in the region (14). This 
information is available in Appendix A of the Best Management Practices document (14) and is also 
attached below. Although this resource is most specifically relevant to North Borneo and those 
orangutans that live in alluvial mineral soil landscapes, the most productive habitat for orangutans 
compared to peat swamps (23), other studies and resources are available to help expand this to 
other areas and habitat types (24).

Wildlife depend on native plant species diversity 

An example of the diversity of plant species required to support wildlife is found in our studies of 
orangutan feeding ecology over the past 25 years in Kinabatangan (7,8,9). 

Orangutans depend on over 160 documented plant genera, many of which are not yet classified 
to the species level. Although they consume fruit as an energy source when available, orangutans 
also rely on leaves and other plant parts from various native trees and vines for survival (9). 

Notably, native vines make up one-third of the diet of orangutans in Kinabatangan. Spatholobus 
spp., a native vine, is the most consumed species by orangutans in both degraded and primary 
forests (9, 18). This vine is also a component of elephant diets in the area (19). Additionally, native 
vines allow orangutans to travel efficiently through the forest canopy (9). 

They typically select the tallest and most stable trees available for nesting (20,21), but tend to 
avoid often sleeping in fruiting trees (22). 

This example above, highlights the necessity of a wide variety of native plant species to adequately 
support native animal species.
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