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Polylepis Forests: A Keystone
for Climate Resilience and
Water Security in the Andes

As glaciers in the Andes retreat, the resilient Polylepis tree emerges
as a critical defense against drought and ecosystem collapse

Essential Facts about Polylepis Trees

Water regulators

Polylepis trees and their
root systems moderate the
movement of water from
glacial melt, rain, clouds,
and fog, ensuring its slow
release into rivers and
streams throughout the
year. Millions of people
throughout the South
American continent
depend on this water. 

Biodiversity hotspot

The 45 species of Polylepis
form habitats for some of
the rarest birds on Earth,
including the Royal
Cinclodes and the Ash-
breasted Tit-tyrant. These
forests are also home to
the Andean Bear and other
charismatic animals that
are found nowhere else.

Cultural and medicinal
value

Polylepis forests sustain
Indigenous and rural
communities, who depend
on them for firewood,
fodder, medicinal plants,  
construction materials,
and cultural and spiritual
practices.
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endemic plants and animals. Without Polylepis trees, high-Andean ecosystems would
be dramatically different or cease to exist altogether. 

In addition to providing essential habitat, Polylepis forests act as "water towers,"
intercepting moisture that is crucial for water supply in downstream ecosystems and
communities. Water from the Andes flows all the way to the Amazon, the planet’s
largest, most biodiverse rainforest. 

However, Polylepis forests are one of the most endangered in the world. Only 1.2
million acres remain — as low as 1-3% of their historical range in some areas — lost to
deforestation, overgrazing, and human expansion. Four fifths of the 45 species that
make up the genus are considered threatened. Protecting and restoring them is critical
for water security, biodiversity, and climate resilience in the Andes. 

Biodiversity hotspots: The critical role of Polylepis forests

Polylepis forests: An essential
driver to water security,
biodiversity, and climate
resilience

Native to the high Andes of South
America, Polylepis trees grow at
altitudes of up to 4,500 meters,
the highest tree lines in the world.
These trees are long-living and
hardy, surviving up to 700 years in
harsh climates. Polylepis forests
are also home to numerousA mature Polylepis forest in Peru

Polylepis forests play an indispensable role
in sustaining Andean ecological networks
and require urgent conservation efforts.
These forests support an array of native
and migratory species, many of which are
classified as threatened. These high-
altitude ecosystems provide habitat for
mammals such as Spectacled (Andean)
Bears, Andean Foxes, and the elusive
Mountain Cat, as well as numerous rodents
and bat species. Among their rich avian
biodiversity, Cochabamba Mountain-finch
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Polylepis forests sustain
Giant Conebills, the
endangered Royal
Cinclodes, and Andean
Condors. The forests also
harbor rare Harlequin
Toads and Mountain
Lizards, while serving as
vital ecosystems for
pollinators like stingless
bees, hoverflies, and flower
beetles. Additionally,
Polylepis forests support a
variety of high-altitude flora, including Andean bromeliads, orchids, ferns, and mosses,
which contribute to overall ecosystem resilience. 

Reforestation — or planting trees or fostering tree regrowth in historically forested
areas — is the most beneficial option to repair habitats, according to a new study in
Science, providing habitat for wildlife while sequestering and removing carbon from the
atmosphere.

Polylepis and water

Polylepis forests absorb and store enormous quantities of water from glacial melt, rain,
clouds, and fog. Once reforested, they promote the growth of moss and transform
degraded, eroded landscapes into healthy soil, streams, and wetlands. The water
stored in conserved Polylepis forests feeds the Pacific and Atlantic watersheds and the
Amazon Basin. With glaciers rapidly disappearing, these forests and mountain
ecosystems will play an increasingly important role for the planet. They may well be the
only natural alternative to maintain water flows. 

Pre-Incan and Incan cultures recognized the relationship between the trees and water
and managed the land accordingly. European colonists introduced invasive species,
most notably, cattle and sheep — which have hooves that compress and damage
peatlands, grasses, and soils — whereas native llama and alpaca have toenails that do
not. 

Once restored, the forests will be able to provide clean water for millions of people.
Their true potential and importance for water security will be revealed over the next
decades.

Spectacled (Andean) Bear
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About Acción Andina

Acción Andina, co-founded and co-led by Global Forest Generation and Asociación
Ecosistemas Andinos ECOAN is a bold initiative to restore and protect one million
hectares of fragile Polylepis forests by 2045 and lay the foundation for a 100-year
vision to fully restore the
Andes’ capacity to sustain
water, biodiversity, and
livelihoods. It is the most
ambitious restoration
initiative in the Andes and
a global model.

Since its launch in 2018,
Acción Andina has planted
12 million of these native
trees and engaged over
40,000 community
members across six
Andean countries,
restoring degraded
ecosystems with an
impressive 80% tree
survival rate a year after
planting. Importantly, we
have mapped all
remaining Polylepis
forests in the region and
are helping revive ancient
cultural and stewardship
practices.

Contact us to discuss how you would like to partner to protect the last remaining acres
of Polylepis forests, secure water sources for millions of people, and regenerate the
Earth’s most biodiverse regions. 

Acción Andina is a continental-scale initiative involving 16
partner organizations in six Andean countries in South

America, with plans to expand to Venezuela.
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