
BY TAMARA CUSHING

Certification isn’t
a new concept in
forestry. But what
exactly is certifica-
tion? It has become
a common word
used in forestry.
Certification is the
action or process of providing some-
one or something with an official doc-
ument attesting to a status or level of
achievement. Commonly, certification
is issued after some form of external
review or audit. Two categories of certi-
fication relevant to foresters are: pro-
fessional and forest.  

Professional certification is when a
person is certified as being able to com-
petently complete a job or task. We are
used to seeing professional certification
for Certified Public Accountants (CPA)
and Certified Financial Planners (CFP),
as well as licenses for Professional
Engineer and Licensed Practical Nurse.
The public would expect that the pro-
fessional meets a higher standard with
these certifications. Many other profes-
sionals carry a license as a form of cre-
dential indicating that they have the
requisite training.

In natural resources, The Wildlife
Society grants certification to wildlife
biologists and the International Society
of Arboriculture offers a Certified
Arborist credential. The Society of
American Foresters began certifying
foresters in 1994. Some states have
forester credentialing laws including
licensing and registration statutes,
some of which accept parts of the SAF
certification program, such as passing

the Certified Forester exam
and accepting Continuing Forestry
Education credits. 

Forest certification is a voluntary
third-party assessment of the quality of
forest management against a set of
standards as a way of informing con-
sumers about sustainability of forests.
There are three major forest certifica-
tion programs in the United States. 

The American Tree Farm System®

began in 1941 on Weyerhaeuser’s
Clemons Tree Farm in Washington. The
green and white sign found on certified
tree farms indicates that forest
landowners meet a set of standards
that considers wood, water, wildlife,
and recreation. 

The Forest Stewardship Council®

(FSC) began certifying land in the
1990s. FSC forest management certifi-

cation evaluates whether the forest is
being managed in a way that preserves
biological diversity and benefits the
lives of local people and workers, while
ensuring it sustains economic viability. 

The Sustainable Forestry Initiative®

(SFI) also began certifying land in the
1990s. SFI certification standards
encourage responsibly managed pro-
ductive forests with standards focused
on providing clean air, fresh water and
habitat, and supporting sustainable
forest resource-based communities. 

While there are many differences in
the standards between the three forest
certification standards, and one value
may be emphasized over another, all
three require that management consid-
er the many resources on the property.
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An auditor conducts an audit to verify that requirements set out in a forest
certification program standard have been met.



Certification commonalities

So, what do forester and forest certi-
fication have in common? Most impor-
tantly, certification in both cases attest
that the person or forest that is certi-
fied has met a minimum standard.
Neither of these certifications (regard-

less of which forest certification
scheme) indicate a level of quality of
the product. 

If you were looking at two pieces of
lumber and one was labeled as FSC
and the other wasn’t, you would not
necessarily see any difference in the
quality of the board. I’m not convinced
that the average consumer of that
board understands this, but that is a
topic for another day. Both forester and
forest certification measure the candi-
date against a set of qualifications

(called standards), but stop short of
saying that a certified forest/forester is
better than one that isn’t certified.
Neither certification is a one-time-get-
the-certification-and-you-are-good-
for-life situation. Once a forester is cer-
tified, continuing forestry education
requirements are needed to maintain
certification. A certified forest will
require periodic re-inspections to
ensure that management practices are
still in compliance with the standards.  

Certification in general demon-
strates commitment. An individual that
is certified as a forester commits to
continuing education and personal
improvement. Having a forest certified
shows a commitment to the land
resource. 

Both forester and forest certification
may result in an increase in value in
the market. A Certified Forester® (CF)
may find certification is a job require-
ment or that clients will recognize the
certification and pay a higher rate.
Timber harvested from a certified for-
est might receive a preferential rate or
receive more bids (which would result
in a higher price). In some places, tim-
ber from a certified forest has better
access to mills due to a mill needing a
certain percentage of certified material. 

Certification is a form of protection.
Both forest and forester certification
provide a level of assurance that the
product has been examined and meets
a minimum set of standards. 
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Certification contrasts

There are also differences between
forest and forester certification. The
most obvious one is that forester certifi-
cation measures the ability of the
forester to do the job. Forest certifica-
tion, on the other hand, focuses on the
process of managing in a responsible
way. A Certified Forester (through an
exam, education, and experience) has
proven that they have the ability to per-
form the job duties of a forester. A certi-
fied forest has been managed while
considering the resources on the land.

Forester certification (or some varia-
tion of it) may be required to practice
in some locations. Currently, forest cer-
tification is not required to gain access
to mills. However, it is possible that
some mills will choose to take only
wood from a certified forest. Within the
United States, forest certification is rec-
ognized across geographic boundaries
(though some places value one pro-
gram over another). For foresters, certi-
fication isn’t always recognized across
boundaries, which creates a barrier to
recognition as there is not a common
standard. With each state creating their
own standards for forester credentials
(certification or license registration), a
forester may need to go through a sep-

arate process to be recognized profes-
sionally in each state that they operate
in. Some states will recognize the certi-
fication of a forester from another state
through reciprocity. Some states will
pre-approve the eligibility for state
licensure if you are a CF, and then you
only need to take the state exam.

Certification holds a lot of value for
people and products. I bet if you look
around your home or office, you can
find forms of certification that you are
currently relying on (USDA Organic,
Underwriters Laboratory, for example).
It is clear that certification of forests is
here to stay. The certification of natural
resource professionals is on the rise.
Are you ready to establish your profes-
sional credentials and be the next
Certified Forester? ◆

Tamara Cushing is Starker Chair of
Private and Family Forestry at Oregon
State University in Corvallis. She also
serves as SAF vice president. She can
be reached at tamara.cushing@
oregonstate.edu.
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Forest certification program standards implement measures to address
management and protection of rivers, streams, lakes, wetlands, and other
water bodies and riparian areas during all phases of forest management.
Shown here is Hancock Timber Resource Group forest in southern Oregon,
which is certified to the SFI Forest Management Standard.


