
BY JOANN COX

ometimes a look
back can help

frame the under-
standing of forest
certification and give
insights on what the
future may hold.
Forest certification
found its roots in the concern over
rapid tropical deforestation around the
world in the 1980s and 1990s. Coupled
with consumer awareness and desire to
“buy green” the emergence of forest
certification began to take shape. 

A pivotal event in 1992, the United
Nations Conference on Environment
and Development held in Rio de
Janeiro, also known as the Earth
Summit, was the genesis of forest certi-
fication. The Earth Summit produced
five non-legally binding documents
including 15 Forest Principles. The pre-
amble of the 15 Forest Principles basi-
cally declared forests essential to eco-
nomic development and maintenance
of all forms of life. However, the partici-
pating governments could not agree on
a globally enforceable framework for
sustainable forestry. 

The inability of governments to act
resulted in the birth of the idea of forest
certification. This voluntary mechanism
provided forest landowners a frame-
work to implement the spirit of the 15
Forest Principles, with guidance on how
to manage forests sustainably, and with
the opportunity to demonstrate and val-
idate their responsible practices
through independent certification. 

Over the next 25 plus years, various
forest certification standards emerged
with over 50 programs worldwide
today. All depend on third-party audits
to measure planning, procedures, sys-
tems and performance of on-the-
ground forest operations. All provide
the basics by ensuring harvested acres
are reforested and laws obeyed, with no
unauthorized or illegal logging.  

Recognition of forest certifications
standards is on the rise driven by buyers
from all sectors asking for wood prod-

ucts from responsible sources.
Organizations with sustainable procure-
ment practices and policies gain
economies of scale, manage enterprise
wide-level planning and budgeting
processes, and reduce complexity of
their supply bases. A tight supply base
helps increase purchasing power, enable
better deals, and the ability to manage
supply risk factors, e.g., illegally harvest
timber. As businesses, government
agencies, and countries continue to
either develop or revise procurement
policies, the role of forest certification
will remain a viable methodology to
demonstrate compliance to the procure-
ment policies related to wood products. 

On the international scene, coun-
tries use forest certification systems as a
framework to assess their sustainable
forest management. This process
enables a country to set priorities,
develop policies, and implement regu-
lations to recognize the significance
and importance of their forests socially,
environmentally, and economically. In
addition, forests, more importantly cer-
tified forests that are managed sustain-
ably, play a role in mitigating other
worldwide issues such as global warm-
ing, green-house gas emissions, and
biofuels (see Journal of Forestry
April/May 2008 series of articles).

Approximately 11% of the world’s
forests are certified. Certified forests in
North America and Europe account for
over 96% of the world’s certified forests.
Considerably less tropical forests are
certified. There are many social and
economic reasons fewer tropical forests
are certified.  The global promotion of
sustainable forest management has led
to various treaties and regulations
aimed at thwarting illegal logging, a sig-
nificant threat to tropical forests.  

In 2008, Congress amended the
Lacey Act to prohibit a wider variety of
plants and plant products, including
products made from illegally logged
woods, for import. In 2013, the 27
members of the European Union (EU)
adopted the EU Timber Regulations
prohibiting the placing of illegally har-
vested timber in the European market.
Forest certification can play a role to

demonstrate compliance with these
regulations. 

Unfortunately, the reality of illegal
logging still occurs throughout the
world. And most disturbing, a few certi-
fied companies have been caught con-
ducting illegal logging and/or making
false claims regarding certified wood.
The question still on the table: how
effective is forest certification to pre-
vent illegal logging/deforestation? What
are the drivers as to why illegal log-
ging/deforestation occurs? More data
and research are needed to help answer
these questions.  

So, gazing into the crystal ball (a dan-
gerous undertaking), what does the
future hold for forest certification? Based
on the voluntary nature of forest certifi-
cation, the decision to become certified
is still a business decision. That said,
there is a range of values for an organiza-
tion/individual to consider while mak-
ing this decision. The process to forest
certification can provide an organiza-
tion/individual a holistic approach to
forests as ecosystems with values
beyond wood production. There are
environmental and business benefits
due to forest certification, e.g., improved
water quality, improved harvesting tech-
niques, partnerships to work some of
society’s most challenging and complex
environmental issues, and others. 

The future also holds change. Forest
certification demonstrates compliance
with sustainable forest management
standards. Forest certification affects all
aspects of forestry and forest products,
from on-the-ground management to
international markets. It will continue
to evolve as continuous improvement
plays an essential role in the forest cer-
tification process. No system will
demonstrate perfection. However, the
forest certification process takes partici-
pants through a process that makes
them think about what the future of
their forests may look like, how they
operate, and how to improve to get
closer to an ideal, sustainable forest.  ◆
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