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Problems…





Wood and wood-fibres are fantastic materials. Wood is light and strong, it is a renewable resource, and it is degradable by natural processes without contributing to the growing amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Yet, due to unwise exploitation, forests are in trouble in many parts of the world. In a global perspective it is even relevant to speak about a forest crisis. 





Let me start by pointing to some of the ecological problems: 





Forest cover has decreased dramatically in many countries. In fact less than half of the worlds original forest cover remain today. Loss of forest cover often leads to other detrimental effects like increased erosion, catastrophic flooding and decreased supply of fresh water. 





However, forest loss is not only a problem of quantity – it is also one of quality. In regions like western Europe with a high population density and a long history of forest clearing and utilisation, very little intact old-growth forests with their accompanying diverse flora and fauna, remain. In Europe today, larger tracts of natural forest ecosystems are found only in parts of Russia, where they form part of a European ecological heritage. 





The forest degradation process of western Europe is not unique, though. Today we witness the same pattern, only more rapid and intensive, in many parts of the Tropics, as well as in parts of Latin America and Canada. If not halted, this destruction of natural forest ecosystem will bring about massive and irreversible loss of plant and animal species. 





There are, however, also social implications:





Unsustainable logging threaten the lively-hood and integrity of indigenous peoples in many parts of the world by destroying their habitat and the resource base for important non-timber forest products and services. 





Problems are similar for many forest-depending local communities that seldom get ample revenue when nearby forests are logged. Employment provided by these operations is often temporary, salaries are low and working conditions dangerous. 





Forest and forestry problems are not only environmental and social, they are economic aspects as well. Wood does not fetch the price it should, given its many inherent qualities and its versatile use. Short-term overexploitation and lack of proper forest management have contributed to price-dumping and have counter-acted value-adding manufacture in many regions. And, even so, wood is increasingly loosing ground to other, non-sustainable materials, like aluminium and plastics. To cite just one example from the UK - the use of wood in window-frames, a traditionally well-established quality market sector, has dropped from more than 50% in 1983 to less than 20% in 1997. 





…and solutions





Naturally there are many attempts to solve these problems. Governments construct legislative frameworks, monitor the implementation, and advice and educate forest owners. Forests are also attracting increasing attention in multinational and international fora – the Rio-conference in 1992 catalysed the UN Commission on Sustainable Development to establish the Intergovernmental Panel on Forest (succeeded by the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests) as well as e.g. the Helsinki process and the Montreal process, in order to stimulate national monitoring of national forest management progress. There are also other initiatives, e.g. the ITTO to promote better forestry in the Tropics. 





These national and international processes certainly provide valuable discussion fora. Hopefully they will also eventually contribute to better forest management. Unfortunately we have to conclude that, in the short and medium term, these efforts, though commendable, fall far short of solving the problems. In fact, very few improvements can be claimed on the ground - forest destruction continues much as before. 





So what other ways are there? Maybe concerned buyers and consumers, acting on the market, can succeed where others have failed? This idea, in a nutshell, constitutes the rationale behind voluntary forest certification and eco-labelling of products from well managed forests. Spurred by the success of eco-labelling other consumer products, the forest certification movement has rapidly gained momentum. Today more and more buyers and their customers, especially in western European markets, demand that the forest products that they buy originate from forests subject to environmentally appropriate and socially beneficial management. 





I argue that this rapid development, far from being a threat to the forestry sector, provide great opportunities, in giving forest owners and managers an incentive for – and the market benefits of – good forest management. Certification will also contribute to raise the “green” profile of wood in general and help combat competing non-sustainable materials. 





Potential market benefits of forest certification include:





- better access to environmentally aware markets


- increased market shares / help to stay in competitive markets 


- deeper and more long-term relations to buyers 


- co-operation with buyers to promote investments


- (probably temporary) price premiums in some cases 














Three essential corner-stones of certification 





Forest certification rests upon three essential components. In order to be successful it is necessary: 





1. to develop a common understanding of what constitutes good forest management with the participation of a broad range of relevant stakeholders, i.e. to develop a set of rules, a standard, for forest management recognised by the international markets. It should be pointed out that multi-stakeholder participation is a pre-requisite for market credibility and support from most actors outside the forest sector;  





2. to voluntarily apply this standard to the forest management in a transparent and credible way, i.e. to verify that forests are managed according to the standard, by the process of independent, third-party certification; 





3. to be able to market products from these well-managed forests, i.e. to trace the products from the forests to the points of sale, and to label them so that they can be distinguished and preferred by buyers and consumers. 





So far, certification within the framework of the FSC (Forestry Stewardship Council) is the only operational scheme providing all these three essential opportunities:





- the FSC has guidelines for, and supports, processes where multi-stakeholder groups develops national / regional standards based on internationally agreed Principles and Criteria. If developed in a proper process these standards can then be officially recognised, endorsed, by the FSC;  





- the FSC accredits (licences) independent, third party certifying bodies that carry out certification of forest management; 





- FSC accredited certifiers verifies ”chain-of-custody” of materials from the forests to the end-consumers, permitting labelling of products with the internationally recognised FSC trademark. 








FSC facts: 





The FSC, Forest Stewardship Council, is an independent, democratic organisation with some 300 member-organisations and -companies from 47 countries around the world. Members are assigned to either the environmental, social or economic chamber. The three chambers have equal decision- and voting-power. All chambers are balanced to give southern / developing country members the same influence as members from developed countries in the north.





The Board consists of nine members, three from each chamber. The current chairman of the Board is Olof Johansson from economic chamber member AssiDoman. The international secretariat is situated in Oaxaca in southern Mexico. A European office will be established within the near future. 





There are FSC standard-setting initiatives, or working groups, in some twenty countries. Most of these processes have officially endorsed contact-persons and six working groups have official status. 





So far the standards of four countries – Sweden, United Kingdom, Bolivia and south-western USA have been internationally endorsed by the FSC Board of Directors. Three more are due to be recognised in early 1999 – south-eastern USA, USA Mississippian, and south-eastern Canada. 





FSC-certified forests can be found in 26 countries. The total FSC-certified forest area is around 12 millions ha, expected to increase another three million ha in early 1999.  





Of special relevance in an eastern European and Russian context, is that the World Bank, as part of a WB Alliance with WWF, has undertaken to promote forest certification (FSC or other fully comparable schemes) in its operations. The target for year 2005 is set to 200 millions ha of independently certified forests, out of which a hundred is targeted to be in northern recipient countries.  








The FSC process in Sweden – a practical example





Certification related activities started back in late 1992, when WWF devoted a forest officer full-time to the task of raising awareness about certification and open a dialogue with the forest sector and other stakeholders. Since the concept of certification was new to most stakeholders, this turned out to be quite a time-consuming task. However, three years later, the process had gained enough support and momentum to focus into the forming of a multi-stakeholder working group with the agreed goal of developing a standard for FSC certification of Swedish forestry.    





The working group served as a discussion and decision-making forum, while the formulation of the standard, as well as contributions to systems development, was done within the framework of five sub-groups. The working group was kept down to fifteen people, representating environmental, social and economical interests. The sub-groups were somewhat less formal and included participation from, or consulted with, representatives of authorities, scientists, local communities and many others outside the actual working group. 





The representatives from the private, small forest owners associations choose to leave the process just before finalisation of the standard. The working group however concluded that there were still broad enough representation from the forest sector left in the group, including small forest owners interests, and finalised a draft standard in June 1997. After national and international circulation, and amendments due to comments received, the standard was finally officially endorsed by the FSC in January 1998.  





The consensus group developing and fully supporting of the standard consists of: 





- Environmental representatives: Fдltbiologerna (a youth organisation), Friends of the Earth, Society for Nature Conservation, Birdlife, WWF. (Greenpeace took part in the whole process but abstained from fully supporting the outcome). 





- Social representatives: National Sami Association,  Forest Workers Union and Wood Workers Unions





- Economic sector representatives: Forest Industries Federation (AssiDomдn, Korsnдs, STORA, MoDo, SCA, Graninge), Church Environmental Alliance, Forest Society (manager of private forests, municipality forests etc) and IKEA together with Kinnarps (furniture manufacturers)   





Certification, underway already before the final endorsement of the draft standard, took off in the beginning of 1998. Today (November 1998) all major forest companies have FSC-certified all their forest land, or are in the process of doing so. So far around five millions ha of company forest land (AssiDoman, Stora and Korsnas) have been certified, but the figure will increase to more than eight millions ha in early 1999 with the addition of MoDo and SCA. Most companies complement their FSC certification with environmental management systems like ISO 14 001 or EMAS.





Certification is also underway among smaller private forest owners, although at a modest pace due to the associations withdrawal from the process. The Forestry Society provides efficient and cost-effective group-certification of private forest owners, community forests and municipality forests. The total area certified is some 150 000 ha, with holdings ranging from 27 ha to 17 000 ha (including an 1500 ha estate belonging to the King of Sweden).





Some 20 saw-mills, mostly company mills but also independent ones, have ”chain-of custody”-certificates permitting labelling with the FSC trademark. Currently most labelled products are sold in the UK market. 





Meanwhile, the private forest owners associations develop their own standards without participation of either social or environmental stakeholders. The intention is to certify within an ISO / EMAS framework using FSC-similar group certification. There will be no labelling of products. As yet their efforts have met little market recognition.  








FSC and the market





It is probably fair to say that FSC-certified products are – as yet - neither well known, nor specifically demanded, by the ordinary western European consumer. Establishing consumer awareness takes time, and the FSC is still in its infancy. There is, however, quite a lot of interest from influential buyers, that see the - current and future - economic potential of developing a “green profile”. Today companies forming part of so called  Buyerґs Groups or Networks in UK, Germany, the Netherlands and several other European countries, specifically demand materials and products originating from FSC-certified forests. In UK, where the Buyerґs Group is particularly strong and rapidly growing, FSC-committed companies annually buy wood and fibre products for more than four billion Ј. This figure represents approximately 20% of the total UK wood and fibre import.   





Germany is another market where the FSC is rapidly gaining interest. The Gruppe-98, attracts a steady stream of new FSC-committed members, and the association of German publishers, VDZ, are very active lobbying their suppliers for certification of journal paper. Without explicitly demanding the FSC, the publishers define certification in such a way that the criteria are currently fulfilled by no other certification scheme.  





For the moment their is a certain, limited price premium for suppliers of FSC-certified materials. This is probably a temporary situation - when more FSC-certified materials become available on the market the price incentive is likely to diminish or disappear.


Price is just one of a number of market related factors, though. Maybe the main economic benefits of FSC-certification is to establish new market relations. Already today we can see that certified “winners” from e.g. in Poland, Sweden and South Africa, have got new customers, increased their market shares and formed closer  relations to their buyers.   





Most non-certified suppliers are as yet not affected by the development, (buyers demanding certification are still a minority!), even if some forest companies, e.g. in Finland, have lost important customers due to their lack of FSC commitment. If the trend continues however, one can foresee a situation where certification becomes a mainstream tool, necessary to compete in a tough market-place. If such will be the case, it will hopefully be a “win-win-win” situation; where environmentalists can register improvements for biodiversity, where social stakeholders reap substantial benefits, and where forest owners practising responsible forest management have a market advantage and a competing edge toward other, less sustainable materials. 





Ten years ago most people would have considered this a beautiful – but totally unrealistic - dream. Today it is reality in the making.
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