
























Rainforests and Biodiversity Fact Sheet 
 
What is a rainforest? 
 
A tropical rainforest is a very warm, wet forest. The largest rainforests are in 
Asia, Africa, and South America. 
 
Tropical rainforests are found close to the equator, where it is hot and rainy all 
year round. Rainforests usually get 12 hours of sunlight each day, and at least 
200cm of rain every year. 
 
Sometimes it can take 10 minutes for rain to get from the top of the rainforest 
to the ground. This is because there are lots of different layers of plants.  
 
The tallest layer is the emergent layer, with giant trees that can grow up to 76 
metres tall, which is the same height as a 25 storey building. These trees 
tower high above most of the other trees.   
 
The next layer is called the canopy. Most trees grow to this height. Lots of 
animals live in the canopy, including orangutans.  
 
The third layer is the under-storey. There isn’t much light here because the 
canopy is so thick. There are lots of small plants and vines. One type of vine 
is called a liana. Orangutans swing on lianas to get around the forest.   
 
The last layer is the forest floor, which is very dark. Rainforest trees often 
have a shallow, long type of root called a buttress root, which can spread up 
to 30 feet. 
 
 
Rainforest Biodiversity 
 
Rainforests cover only around 6% of the Earth’s land surface, but house more 
than half of the world’s animal and plant species. A single hectare of rainforest 
can contain around 200 species of trees. Millions of humans also live in 
rainforests. 
 
These ecosystems are the most biologically rich habitats on the planet. There 
are huge numbers of species we haven’t even discovered yet: scientists 
estimate that they have only been able to study one per cent of rainforest 
species! 
 
The Indonesian island of Sumatra is the sixth largest island in the world, and 
has ten national parks. Sumatra is home to 201 mammal species and 580 bird 
species. There are 9 endemic mammals, which means that they are found 
nowhere else in the world.  
 



In the Sumatran rainforest there are lots of big animals including:  
• Sumatran orangutans, which spend most of their time in the forest 

canopy; 
• Sumatran tigers, which have webbed paws to help them swim; 
• Sumatran rhinos, which have two horns; 
• Sumatran elephants, which are smaller than African elephants. 

 
In fact, Sumatra is the only place in the world where all these species can be 
found in the same habitat. All four are critically endangered, which means that 
they are at risk of disappearing if we don’t make sure that they have safe 
habitats to live in. 
 
There are some interesting plants in the Sumatran rainforest as well. One is a 
strangler fig. The roots of the strangler fig grow around other trees and 
eventually strangle them, stealing the trees’ food and water supplies. Another 
is the Rafflesia. Rafflesia flowers can grow up to a metre wide, and they smell 
like rotting flesh to attract flies. Sumatra has 17 endemic genera or types of 
plants. 
 
Why is the rainforest important? 
 
The world’s rainforests are really important, not just to the animals and 
humans who live there, but to everyone on the planet.  
 
This is because:  

‐
 

 Rainforests produce 40% of the world’s oxygen, which humans need to 
survive. 

‐ The trees and soils absorb and store huge amounts of carbon from the 
air, which is vital to maintain the planet’s climate and prevent global 
warming. 

‐ Rainforests are also a crucial part of many natural systems affecting 
our food and water. They regulate water cycles and rainfall patterns for 
the whole world, preventing flooding and landslides and ensuring there 
is enough rain to grow crops. 

‐ Rainforests are the source of many compounds vital to modern 
medicine, so their protection is also important for human health; 70% of 
anti-cancer plants that we have found so far come from rainforests. 

 
Despite all these important functions, scientists estimate that rainforests could 
disappear in 50 years unless we take action now to protect them. 
 











“We need to develop the road network in 

Sumatra to encourage trade and 

industry, and we need to give companies 

land to grow crops like oil palms. This 

will improve the lives of the Indonesian 

people. 

 

However, other politicians from other 

parts of the world want Indonesia to take 

care of our rainforests. 

 

We need to strike a balance between 

conservation and development.” 

“The rainforest is my home. I need it to 

survive.  

 

When people cut down the trees, it 

makes it difficult for me to find food 

and to move to different areas.  

 

Sometimes I wander onto farmland to 

search for food, which is dangerous 

because farmers think I’m a pest.” 



“People all over the world want to buy 

furniture made from trees that come 

from the rainforest.  

 

Cutting down the forest brings jobs for 

poor people, and income for 

Indonesia. 

 

I think that sometimes you have to 

sacrifice the environment in order to 

support development.” 
 
 

“If we don’t stop deforestation we could 

lose thousands of species of animals 

and plants. I would be very sad to live 

in a world without orangutans, 

elephants and tigers. Once they’re 

gone, we won’t be able to bring them 

back. 

 

New species are being discovered all the 

time, and some may have already gone 

extinct before we even knew they 

existed. 

 

Rainforests are also crucial for 

regulating the Earth’s climate. 

Everybody should support 

conservation.” 



“I live on the edge of the Sumatran 

rainforest. We use the forest for lots 

of things, including food, medicine, 

and wood for cooking and building. 

 

When the rainforest is destroyed, it 

impacts our livelihoods and can 

lead to disasters such as flooding or 

landslides. 

 

We are working with the Sumatran 

Orangutan Society, who are 

building a network of ‘conservation 

villages’ – they provide training to 

help us use the forest in a 

sustainable way.” 

“A lot of the products I sell are 

made using palm oil from 

Indonesia.  

 

It would be better if the companies 

that make chocolate bars, biscuits 

and shampoo could only use palm 

oil that has been grown without 

harming the forest.  

 

I think my customers would be 

happier if they knew their snacks 

weren’t endangering wildlife like 

orangutans.” 









How to Write an Orangutan Poem – by Laura Dockrill
 



 

Postcards from the Rainforest 
 
Imagine you are visiting the Gunung Leuser National Park in Sumatra. Draw a rainforest scene on 
the front of the postcard, and then choose someone to write to and describe the sights and sounds 
of the forest on the back. 


