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FSC’S IMPACT IN THE FOREST –
A LITERATURE REVIEW OF INDEPENDENT RESEARCH

The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) uses certifi cation 
as a tool to promote responsible forest management 
worldwide. Over the past 15 years, FSC established an 
infl uential market that drives demand for responsibly 
produced forest products. 

At the forefront of an international eruption of market-
oriented policy instruments, FSC cut across historic 
barriers. It created new levels of collaboration, involving 
non-state and voluntary initiatives in environment and 
social policy control. 

Today there is little doubt that responsible forest 
management must include social, environmental, 
economic, cultural and spiritual values. The question is: 
can FSC effectively promote all of these values? 

To assess FSC’s impact on the ground we review 
independent research, including: reports, academic 
journals, books, and screened analyses by various NGOs. 
Some reports evaluate the changes in management based 
on indirect assessments against certifi cation reports 
(Thornber, 2003; Gullison, 2003...) .

The review summarizes key fi ndings from 180 references 
and reveals strong evidence that FSC has a positive impact 
on forest management in numerous social, environmental 
and economic aspects. FSC is recognized as a policy tool 
to address many forestry issues (Cashore, 2006; Conroy, 
2007; Meidinger et al., 2005; Rametsteiner, 2005). 

We anticipate that the full report will be publically available 
in 2009. This short summary offers some highlights.

Secured or improved environmental 
services in certifi ed forests

FSC has improved the conservation status and enhanced 
biodiversity levels of forests. Research reveals that 
certifi cation is a catalyst for often substantial changes 
to diverse aspects of forest management, rather than a 
means of rewarding operations that are already conducting 
excellent practices prior to certifi cation. The majority of 
improvements in certifi ed forests management areas are 
identifi ed in forest management planning (inventories, 
improved monitoring and evaluation, reduced impact 
logging and improved silvicultural techniques, the adoption 
of scientifi c methods for example in establishing permanent 

sample plots) and biodiversity conservation measures 
(Newsom et al., 2005; Bass et al., 2001). 
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Ecological integrity maintained

FSC certifi cation brought improvements to aquatic and 
riparian areas, identifi cation and protection of HCVFs 
and threatened and endangered species, among 
others. The PT Sumalindo Lestari Jaya II in Indonesia 
classifi ed some 50,000 hectares as HCVF. And the 
Ndola Pine Plantations Limited in Zambia has set 
aside HCVF areas as conservation corridors in which 
non-commercial tree species have been allowed to 
regenerate (Newsom and Hewitt, 2005).

Potential to support climate change mitigation

Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) investments 
can include carbon sequestration projects in developing 
countries. However, guidelines for achieving the socio-
economic and environmental objectives of the CDM, 
and other concerns with sinks projects, have yet to be 
elaborated. Subak (2002) evaluated the FSC Criteria 
and indicators in the US in light of concerns for guiding 
afforestation and reforestation projects in the CDM. 
Sybak found that “the FSC criteria would help to meet 
some of the objectives of the Kyoto Protocol, including 
provisions to reduce the risk of premature carbon loss, 
and features that could somewhat lessen leakage 
of emissions outside the project area. Existing FSC 
monitoring and verifi cation procedures provide some, 
but insuffi cient, overlap with expected requirements 
for measuring carbon stock changes. FSC Principles 
and Criteria articulate stringent guidelines for meeting 
environmental and social goals that refl ect years of 
negotiations between environmental, timber, human 
rights and labor interests.”

Less deforestation, less wildfi res in Guatemala

A recent and spectacular example is in the Maya 
Biosphere Reserve, an area of tropical forest in 
Guatemala‘s northern Petén region. Researchers 
found signifi cantly less deforestation and incidence of 
wildfi res within the FSC certifi ed concessions than in 
the remaining multiple-use zone and lands designated 
for strict protection. In FSC certifi ed areas under 
management: the deforestation rate was 20 times 
lower than in other concessions; areas devastated 
by fi res decreased steadily from 6.5% (1998) to 0.1% 
(2007), while fi res affected 7 - 20% of the surrounding 
forest concessions (Hughell & Butterfi eld, 2008).
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Improve worker conditions 
within certifi ed forests

There have been important social benefi ts to local 
communities and forest workers, favoring employment of 
local people and raising health and safety standards. FSC 
forest management standards are often higher than those 
demanded by national legislation and regulations, and their 
implementation is monitored by FSC accredited certifi cation 
bodies (Poschen, 2003). 

The impact of FSC certifi cation on workers is both direct 
and indirect. It promotes new attitudes in relation to 
workers: increasing the involvement of workers in decisions; 
improving health and safety; and addressing issues over 
migrant labor (Rezende et al., 2003; Thornber, 2003; 
Bowling et al., 2003). 

Reduced social confl ict 
in and around certifi ed forests

Certifi cation has had many effects that cannot be measured 
in hectares or premiums. It has given a greater voice to 
indigenous groups who have been historically left out of 
the forest debate. Certifi cation has made a tremendous 

contribution to creating space for broad participation 
and continuous adaptation in forest management and 
conservation efforts. Regional standard-setting groups have 
brought together industry, the environmental community 
and local communities in an unprecedented way. Hundreds 
of companies, communities and forest landowners have 
reinvented their businesses, enhanced their products 
and established new partnerships on the coattails of the 
certifi cation movement (Ros-Tonen, 2004).  

Helped to secure land tenure and use rights 
in certifi ed forests

FSC has grown in size and inclusiveness to infl uence the 
power relationships around environmental, community and 
indigenous peoples interests (Cashore, 2006). 

Russian forest workers conditions improved

In Russia, the main improvement through FSC 
certifi cation was the implementation of health and 
safety guidelines at site level, enforced by systematic 
controls of compliance. The social conditions of 
forest workers were improved, including a fair wage 
payment. The cooperation with labor unions were also 
enforced (Hirschberger, 2005).

Empowering indigenous peoples in the Congo

A striking example is coming from the Republic of 
Congo, an area with ‘complex social settings’. The 
Forest Peoples Programme assessed the Congolaise 
Industrielle des Bois (CIB) logging concessions, to 
evaluate progress against the FSC Principles 2 & 
3 protecting the rights of indigenous communities 
in logging concessions. They found that “CIB are 
implementing a wide range of far-reaching measures 
designed to comply with FSC, which result in signifi cant 
advance in the protection of indigenous peoples’ rights 
in the region generally, and sets a new high standard 
for forestry in the Congo Basin”. This includes the 
establishment of a new social project coupled with a 
community based mapping process, both specifi cally 
targeting indigenous communities. (Nelson, 2006)

Local employment in Latvia’s rural areas

Since achieving FSC certifi cation in 2001, Latvia’s 
vast state forest has ensured local employment in 
rural areas. This policy change arose following an 
assessment of the negative impacts of increased use 
of expensive machinery which small local enterprises 
cannot afford. As a prerequisite to achieving FSC 
certifi cation, the state forest authorities developed a 
policy to provide local communities with employment 
opportunities. (Hirschberger, 2005)

Communities granted land titles

When Mil Madeireira sought certifi cation for 82’000 
hectares in 1997, the company did not know nor 
maintain relations with the families living in the forest 
management unit. During the certifi cation process, it 
became clear that although there was no apparent 
confl ict, there was potential for such situation to arise. 
These families used fi re to clear their agricultural plots, 
an action that could threaten the forest resources 
under management. Furthermore, these families did 
not recognize Mil Madeireira as the legitimate owner 
of the area. As one of the conditions for certifi cation, 
it was required that no forest management activities 
would take place in the areas bordering the 
occupied land. Due to FSC certifi cation, 142 families 
received land titles in September 2008. The signed 
agreement between the Amazonas government 
and certifi ed company Mil Madeireira compensates 
agrarian communities in the area of certifi ed forest 
management. 
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Helped to provide greater market access  

Facts about market prices are diffi cult to fi nd, however, 
there is ample evidence from off-the-record discussions 
indicating that economic benefi ts come in the form of greater 
market access, and in a large number of cases, higher 
cash prices that are being paid quietly and consistently 
(Conroy, 2007). Cases of recertifi cation after fi ve years, 
also demonstrate that the fi nancial benefi ts of certifi cation 
together with non-market benefi ts, outweigh the costs.

The PriceWaterhouseCoopers analysis of “Sustaina-
ble Investments for Conservation” (2007) is based on 
case studies, one of which is called Precious Woods, an 
FSC certifi ed operation in Brazil. The analysis concludes 
that it is possible to combine nature conservation with pri-
vate investment in a way that produces a satisfactory return 
on the capital investment. The report mentions economic 
advantages of credible and transparent forest certifi cation. 
“Opportunities in sustainable forestry mainly arise from 
the expected surplus demand for certifi ed tropical timber. 

(…) Certifi cation by the FSC has a favorable impact on the 
achievable market price.”

Not many researchers identifi ed clear fi nancial benefi ts for 
small, private or community managed forest operations. 
And the cost of audits and documentation for complex 
ecologies, especially for the certifi cation of natural tropical 
forest management, are often described as particularly 
challenging. Even so, there are some positive examples.

Helped improve the image of the forest industry 
locally and in associated markets

A forest owners’ cooperative in Japan: access 
markets and improved corporate reputation

FSC certifi ed in 2000, the Yusuhara Forest Owners 
Cooperative (YFOC) in Japan had 11’000 ha forests 
in 2007. “With the continuous efforts of selling FSC 
certifi ed wood in the domestic housing construction 
market, YFOC has substantially increased their 
timber sales in recent years. It is a noteworthy event 
in Japanese small-scale forestry, which has been 
struggling with declining economic performance for 
many years.” The FSC is a tool to revitalize Japanese 
small-scale forestry. Also, with the FSC certifi cate, 
YFOC has direct access to environmentally aware 
builders who demand certifi ed timber directly from the 
sawmills. With increasing awareness of social and 
environmental issues, the FSC market is growing in 
Japan. FSC has brought another advantage: “Forestry 
journals and local media often reported on the splendid 
achievement of this small forest owners’ cooperative. 
YFOC suddenly became well known, which improved 
the morale of the cooperative’s staff and workers and 
in turn increased the motivation of forest owners. As 
forestry usually is a low paid, rough and dangerous 
job, workers tend to lack pride in their occupation. 
FSC certifi cation seems to be helping to change this 
situation.” (Ota, 2007)

Indigenous people secure land use rights

In North-West Sweden, FSC certifi cation has brought 
benefi ts to the indigenous Sami population whose 
livelihoods traditionally depend on reindeer herding. 
Although Sami people have customary rights to graze 
their reindeer in these forests, the areas of use are not 
specifi cally designated in the law. Large parts in the 
region are owned by FSC certifi ed companies where 
grazing rights are guaranteed. The Sami, however, 
are facing legal actions from non-FSC certifi ed forest 
owners that question traditional grazing rights. To 
prove their customary rights in court, the Sami must 
show their long-term use of the particular piece of land 
by producing written documentation. Since written 
documentation has not traditionally been used in the 
Sami culture, many families have lost court cases and 
subsequently their reindeer grazing rights. “The FSC 
provides one way for the Sami people to continue their 
traditional way of life of reindeer herding,” says Olof 
T. Johansson, reindeer herder and member of FSC 
Sweden. “My community is targeted in several ongoing 
court cases, all of them initiated by private, non-
FSC certifi ed forest owners. But we have no grazing 
rights disputes at all with FSC certifi ed forest owners. 
There are other advantages with FSC certifi cation for 
reindeer. The Swedish FSC standard stipulates that 
the local Sami community should be consulted before 
a logging is planned and that a fair amount of trees are 
saved at the logging sites. This means more lichens 
for our reindeer to eat.” (WWF Sweden, 2001)

Russia-Europe: market stability and security

“FSC presents a way of bringing the Russian forest 
industry into European markets and simultaneously 
bringing European practices and technologies into 
Russia. (…) In general, certifi cation seeks to increase 
forest profi t, promote reforestation, and improve 
management and control functions. Certifi cation is 
a mechanism for developing relevant trade policies, 
supporting environmentally responsible business, and 
instituting investment safeguards. Additionally, FSC 
certifi ed companies claim that FSC certifi cation has 
given them stability and security in the marketplace. 
In two cases, companies claim that their income grew 
by 10%.“ (Tysiachniouk, 2005)
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Promoted responsible forestry through dialogue:  
private sector, government, NGOs and civil society

Among non-market benefi ts, the encouragement of a more 
participatory forest policy process is often highlighted as 
an important benefi t in countries which have undertaken a 
national FSC standard-setting process (Ros-Tonen, 2004; 
Richards, 2004). 

Another benefi t often valued both in the North and South, 
is the ‘learning’ created through the certifi cation process. 
Increased mutual learning between forest managers, 
supporting organizations, auditors, and FSC, could even 
improve both forest management and the application of 
certifi cation (Frost, 2003; Humphries et al., 2008).

Numerous research highlights the exceptionality of FSC’s 
three chamber governance structure and the decentralized 
network of accredited National Initiatives working globally 
with a common set of principles and criteria (Gale, 2004; 
Wood, 2004). Many stakeholders support this structure 
where no one interest group can dominate, and perceive 
it as a clear advantage for the development of balanced 
standards and processes. This same fact has led some 
commentators to dismiss FSC, arguing that it lacks 
credibility due to the limited representation by timber 
organizations (Poore, 2003), and lack of legitimacy without 
representation by government (Schepers, 2008). 

“FSC spurred the creation of a number of competing 
forest management certifi cation systems, each of which 
claimed to be based on improved forest management 
practices and to demand some level of verifi cation of better 
practice from those it certifi ed (...).The FSC deserves credit 
for any improvements in forest management practices 
documented by competing forest certifi cation schemes, 
for there was nothing underway before FSC was created. 
Forest certifi cation is now so broadly applied in the forestry 
and wood industry sector that it is very unlikely to ever 
disappear,” (Conroy, 2007). As a reaction to FSC’s success, 
voluntary certifi cation schemes in other sectors have emerged 
based on FSC’s equitable governance structure, such as 
the Marine Stewardship Council for responsible fi sheries 
(Gulbrandson, 2008).

True level of FSC’s impacts underestimated

Because of the extensive preparation that many operations 
undertake before their certifi cation assessments, the 
impacts represented in research papers are likely to be an 
underestimate of the true impacts of forest certifi cation.
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