Global Perspective: Rainforest Products

It might be assumed that the rainforest is not important in our everyday lives.  This assumption is far from the truth since much of the food we eat and materials we use originally came from the rainforest.  Every time we drink coffee, eat chocolate, bananas, or nuts or use anything made of rubber, we are enjoying products from the rainforests.  Many rainforest plants have been collected as seeds or plant cuttings and then bred for cultivation.  Sometimes these cultivated varieties are attacked by new diseases, yields fall, and plants die.  Natural or “wild” strains are needed to crossbreed to produce new disease-resistant plants.

Below is a list of some products that originated in the rainforests, and their uses:


Fruit: pineapples, bananas, oranges, lemons, limes, grapefruit, and tangerines.


Vegetables: tomatoes, avocados, and many types of beans.


Nuts: brazil nuts, cashew nuts, peanuts, sesame seeds, and coconuts.


Spices: chilies, pepper, cloves, nutmeg, vanilla, cinnamon, and turmeric.


Drinks: tea, coffee, cocoa, chocolate, kola nut extract used in Coca-Cola.


Gums and resins: rubber for household and industrial goods, copals for paints and 
varnishes, chicle gum used for chewing gum, balata used in golf balls.

Perhaps the greatest benefits within the rainforests lie in the realm of pharmacology.  Plants contain many substances known as phytochemicals which enable them to survive in the rainforest’s unique environment.  There is a one-in-four chance that the next time you enter a pharmacy for a prescription you will leave with a product derived from the rainforest.  Over 2000 plants that promise to be valuable in treating cancer have been discovered but species are being eliminated faster than they can be identified and researched.  Seventy percent of plants identified as having anti-cancer properties come from the rainforests.  In fact, almost 50 percent of our medications are derived from plants yet less than 1 percent of tropical rainforest species have been examined for their possible value in medicine.
