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Forest certification in Latvia


Forest sector


Latvia is a country in transition from a state planned to a free market economy. The Latvian forest industry is privately owned. Apr. 3000-4000  companies are working in forest logging, wood processing and exporting and they employ more than 2% of the Latvian population. If, in the former Soviet Union the market for wood products was mainly domestic, then now most products are exported. To the two largest markets – Swedish and UK – Latvian companies export apr. 70% of all products, but these markets are very sensitive to forest certification. In the total Latvian export structure, the forest industry share is more than 35%. Moreover, in the export balance, only forest and light industries have positive returns. This means, that the Latvian economy strongly depends on this field of the national economic sector.


Forest certification development


The forest certification issue in Latvia appeared for the first time in the beginning of 1995, when Forest Certification council was established with aim to prepare national criteria for sustainable forestry. Unfortunately, because of several reasons, the aim was not achieved. At the same time, the pressure from Latvian timber importers has grown continuously, and some Latvian companies have lost their contracts in UK market. Several UK companies have offered better business conditions for certified timber production for Latvian companies.


In 1997 WWF Latvia initiated the establishment of a new working group. The aim of this group is to prepare Latvian national forest certification standard. The group successfully represents all major forest interest groups – environmental NGOs, decision-makers and trade unions, forest sector professional associations and companies. At the beginning, participants has developed working framework. The main working principles are:


The Group is open for all interested parties,


The group has to represent all major stakeholders,


All decisions are consensual,


 All members should sign declaration about participating in process,


All claims are resolved in Conflict Resolution Committee and should be submitted in argument and written form.


The Group has decided to prepare a draft of National Standard according to FSC P&C by Christmas 1998, and strictly follows FSC Guidelines for Developing Regional Certification Standard. The preparation was done in four subgroups – environmental, social, economics and technical. In this stage, the subgroups have drafted chapters of the Standard and this draft are circulated between the Group’s members to get feedback and critique.


Identified obstacles of forest certification


In 1997 SGS Forestry (an accredited certification body) conducted a pre-audit scoping visit in Latvia, with the aim to identify major problems that could occur in the certification process. SGS Forestry identified that some rules of forest certification don’t allow forest management according to sustainable management principles. Therefore, for a successful forest certification promotion, the Group has to develope proposals for necessary changes in forest legislation and try to implement these changes in legislation. 


The Groups has adressed issue: what does environmentally friendly forestry mean. Stakeholders have different view on this issue and therefore sometimes it was difficult to find consensus in several points. There is a need to increase awareness on sustainable forestry in Latvia.


Successful forest certification requires timber tracing and labeling. This is very difficult to implement because the timber production business is newly established and lacks experiences on keeping timber flow records. At the same time, some companies don’t want to make their businesses transparent. Only one company in Latvia has developed their timber tracing system and uses it. However, companies have shown increased interest in the chain of custody issue and system’s development.


Finaly, many companies and other interest parties think that forest certification is an obstacle for them in entering the international timber market. How to change this attitude? Is it a problem or opportunity in market – each company has to decide themselves and we have to help them make right decision.


