Recommendations to FSC-US to Make Forestry Certification More Credible 

(written in Winter of 2000-2001)

Introduction.  Many environmental groups think that forest certification is the best way to encourage companies to practice good forestry.  Certification uses market carrots, rather than regulatory sticks.  Of the array of forestry certification programs available, most environmental groups favor the collaborative-based Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), rather than an  industry-based system, such as the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI).


Even though FSC standards are derived through lengthy collaborations from a broad spectrum of interest groups, there have been a number of certifications lately--both world-wide and in the U.S. and Canada--that some environmental groups, native groups, and labor groups have protested.  These protests seem to be an odd response to practices that are declared to be ecologically sound and socially responsible by certifying experts.


In November of 2000, FSC-US sent out a draft of its National Indicators.  I reviewed these indicators, at the request of the Maine Sierra Club (which is appealing a recent FSC certification in the state) to see what was present or missing that would allow certifications that are so controversial.  How could standards be changed to lead to more credible results?  The following is an edited version of my comments to FSC.

Time.  For a forestry certification system to be successful, it must have credible standards that are transparent to both landowners and the public.  There should not be a major disconnection between what the landowners are supposed to be doing and what members of the public see if they go on the landowners' operations.


One key factor, that was not emphasized in the latest Indicators Draft, is the concept of time.  Some organic farming standards, such as those in Maine, require that the land be managed without chemicals for three years and that there be a certain measurable level of organic matter in the soil before the farm can be certified.  


Forests, in contrast, have much longer time horizons than annual crops on farms.  One cannot get desirable forest composition or stand structures over a landscape in one, two, or three years.  This suggests that there be a two-tiered approach to time:

1.  Some standards can be, and thus should be, in practice for a time before certification is granted.  This includes such items as: cutting less than growth, minimizing damage in logging, paying loggers a "living wage," or avoiding pesticide use. Indeed, most of the standards, with the below exceptions, should have a history of practice by the landowner (for a minimum time period to be designated by the Regional Standards Committee) before the landownership can be certified.

2.   For those elements that would take decades to develop--such as desirable landscape composition, stand structures, or age class balance--the landowner should have management plans in place that would reasonably lead to the desired outcomes. 


At the time of certification, if a company, for example:

Ÿ is cutting more than growth;

Ÿ is relying primarily on logging technologies that leave a big footprint in the woods;

Ÿ overworks its foresters so that they have no time to mark trees in partial cuts;

Ÿ tends to dominate local economies and sets a regional standard for squeezing logging contractors;

Ÿ uses more clearcutting, herbicides, or plantations than the regional average;

Ÿ only the year before certification, uses herbicides questionable under FSC standards
--

some people would, rightfully, be confused as to the integrity of the process and would wonder what is being certified--practices or promises?  Having measurable targets over some reasonable time period would avoid such confusion.

Measurable targets.  Some of the draft indicators are unclear as to what particular result is required of the forest manager.  The provisions are broadly stated and open to a wide range of interpretation.  For example, 5.3.b states that "Harvest is implemented in a way that protects the integrity of the residual stand.  Provisions concerning acceptable levels of residual damage are included in operational contracts."  In 6.5.d, the standards state that "Logging damage to regeneration and residual trees is minimized during harvest operations."  But what is "acceptable" and what is "minimized"?  This is up to interpretation of certifiers who may be looking more at local general practices than at measurable, desirable outcomes.  


The monitoring section, 8.1, does not even suggest monitoring for these very important outcomes.  Monitoring for logging impacts without some sort of measurable target would generate data without specifying any way to determine if the operation is in the ballpark or not.  


For all the importance of management plans, it is the actual logging operations that lead to results on the ground that are either examples of a well-managed forests or not.  The following are areas where regional committees can set scientifically-based, measurable targets that can be used (with flexibility according to terrain, stand type, and stand conditions) to measure performance:


By forest type, and adjusted for terrain, targets for maximum allowable percentage of land put in roads, trails, and yards (or landings). Roads, yards, and trails not only have impacts on soil and water, they also can:  lower productivity, by lowering the percent of land that is actually growing trees; fragment closed-canopy, interior forests; and reduce the number of crop trees suitable for long-term management.  Scandinavian countries have measurable standards for this, and there is no reason why FSC cannot do the same.


By forest type, targets for reducing level of undesirable soil disturbance over logging operations (such as compaction or rutting). (For an example of how this can be done, see Chapter 7 of this book)


By forest type, targets for percent of moderate to severe logging damage to residual trees and regeneration from a logging operation.  (For an example of how this can be done, see Chapter 5 of this book.)  In Sweden, the goal is to reduce such damage to less than 5% of crop trees.  Logging damage can affect tree health, and long-term tree quality.  


By forest type and habitat, stocking targets for partial cuts.  Stocking can influence productivity and quality.  Poorly-stocked stands can lead to higher rates of blowdown, undesirable branching in trees, and a shift in regeneration to earlier successional stages.  Poor stocking can also degrade a closed-canopy, interior forest habitat.  For the northeast, for example, US Forest Service has stocking guides by forest type for A-, B-, and C- line stocking.  Stocking guidelines for riparian areas, or other special habitats, might be different than stocking only for productivity (this was recognized by the Maine Council on Sustainable Forest Management appointed by the governor).  The FSC draft indicators, for some reason, neglected to focus attention on stocking.

Ÿ By forest conditions and management objectives, targets for % marking by foresters (or forest technicians) of areas to be logged.  Some companies leave the decision of what trees to cut up to loggers.  These loggers may not be trained as foresters or ecologists to make the best decisions.  They might also have an incentive to highgrade.  They might, even if well-intentioned, not be able to see all sides of the tree or tree crowns, especially if they are in a machine cab and working on a night shift.  

While in some circumstances, cutting decisions do not require tree marking (clearcuts or overstory removals, for example), for many types of partial cuts, silvicultural and ecological decisions are better left to foresters than to loggers, who may be more concerned with productivity than quality.


Targets for acceptability of whole-tree harvesting.  I would not suggest that FSC ban any particular type of machinery, but I see a need for cautions on some types of logging systems that may make meeting FSC goals difficult.  In Maine, feller-buncher/ grapple skidder/ delimber systems typically require trails 14 or more feet wide and separated by 40 or so feet.  This can put 25% of logging area in trails alone.  Removing whole trees (boles with tops and branches still attached) in bunches increases likelihood of damage to residual trees along trails.  Yards, for storing whole trees to be delimbed, are often relatively large.  Slash, even when it is taken from the yard back to the trails, is not evenly distributed back in the forest from whence it came.  

When a company does the majority of its logging with such a system, this weakens certification credibility.  The claim that other landowners in the region are doing these practices does not justify them  as certifiable--if such practices do not meet the ecological or social goals of FSC.

Measurable targets can also be extended to management plan goals (ones that, as mentioned earlier, take decades to achieve).  For example:


By forest region, long-term management targets for percent of forest in key ecological conditions important to biodiversity.  Examples of this include closed-canopy, late-successional forests, or old-growth-like structures. The regional committee would have to define their terms to ensure that the results have true ecological integrity. 

While 6.3.a.2, for example, calls for landowners to maintain or restore a range of age-classes, this call has no clear goals attached.  Some landowners have made up their own standards defining what is "old" and what is acceptable for the shape or size of such stands.  In Maine, for example, some companies think that is acceptable to use riparian zones that are only 250 feet wide to meet these requirements, even though such stands might be considered more "edge" than "interior."  Regional committees will have to make an attempt at setting targets, otherwise such indicators will be up to the discretion of cerifiers.

ACE (the allowable cut effect).  Indicator 5.6 states that rate of harvest shall not exceed levels which can be permanently sustained.  There is a degree of latitude as to how this can be determined.  The draft indicators have little to say about companies who are cutting more than average growth rates, based on expectations of higher growth rates in future from intensive management.  


The ACE strategy is controversial.  Cutting more than growth lowers the immediate inventory.  It can, in the short term, lower the percentage of older stands and sawtimber stands, shifting growth to younger age-classes.  Basing current cuts on projected future growth assumes that an even-aged system dependent on pre-commercial thinning, herbicides, and short rotations of stands that are relatively uniform (compared to natural stands) will work in reality the way it works in the computer.  The stands will not be subject to problems of drought, windthrow, insects, diseases, or lack of adaptation to microsites in the landscape over the coming decades.  Such assumptions may not be very realistic.  


The intensive management systems also seem to violate the intent of having landownerships that do forestry that is ecologically sound (see following discussion on plantations).  These systems also violate indicator 6.6--to use environmentally friendly non-chemical methods of pest management and strive to avoid the use of chemical pesticides.  Companies doing intensive management are setting up conditions where pesticide use is more likely over the long term.  


Even-aged systems that create large enough openings also create habitat for pioneer species or stump sprouts that landowners might feel obliged to spray with herbicides.  In Maine, herbicide spraying and pre-commercial thinning of black spruce stands have made stands more susceptible to the yellow-headed spruce saw fly, which some landowners have sprayed with broad-spectrum chemical pesticides.  Using herbicides to encourage fir-dominated overstories can also encourage increased spruce budworm damage.


The term "avoid" can be interpreted in a way that allows a company to spray, for example, more herbicides than the regional average.  The company might claim that it is "avoiding unnecessary use." That raises the question of whether any company would intentionally spray money away on an unnecessary use.  It does not change the fact that even reducing use from the recent past, the company is still spraying more than its neighbors who are not doing intensive management.


FSC's lack of attention to this controversial issue has meant that certifiers can, and have, certified companies that are cutting more than growth based on ACE and are spraying more herbicides than is average for the state.  This behavior has not helped the cause of transparency or credibility.

Plantations.  There is a reason why plantations are controversial.  Some types of plantations violate basic principles of ecological management.  Unfortunately, the FSC draft document does not define "plantation."  One company in my region, and its certifier, have claimed that a stand that has been clearcut, sprayed with herbicides, and planted to a single species of tree that would not normally dominate the site is not a "plantation," but a "planted forest." They argue that the tree species planted are either found in the region or are related to trees found in the region and the stands have some of the characteristics of a natural forest.  This argument, similar to former President Clinton’s argument that what he did with Monica was not “sexual relations,” fails the straight-face test and does not help the credibility of certification.


FSC recognizes an array of acceptability of various types of plantations (indicators looking at stand diversity, exotic species, or scale and layout of plantation blocks, for example), but it did not organize this array in a way that enables regional committees to make more clear assessments of acceptability.  Certifiers, who have an interest to attract paying clients, can thus come up with their own standards.


Here is an example of how to arrange an array of acceptability for plantations (items under bullets go from less acceptable to more acceptable).  FSC should recognize that it is possible to manage natural regeneration into plantation-like stands through use of herbicides, pre-commercial thinning and shortened rotations.  Such stands should be judged under the same criteria.


The array recognizes gray areas.  It can be turned into a rating system that helps committees decide what is more or less acceptable in planted or intensively-managed stands. 

Plantation Array

Purpose of plantation:

--grow fiber fast;

--fill in gaps;

--restore long-term forest ecosystem.


Vegetation control:

--broadcast aerial herbicides;

--spot herbicides;

--thinning by hand that allows retention of good examples of all species.


Species diversity:

--monoculture of exotic species;

--monoculture of a regionally native species that would not normally dominate site;

--monocultureof native species that would normally dominate site;

--diversity of native species adapted to site.


Stand structure diversity:

--dead standing and down trees removed, slash removed, uniform, even-aged stands;

--some retention of dead and larger living trees, but still tends towards uniformity;

--mimics diversity of natural stand.


Planned rotations:

--a fraction of biological maturity;

--trees big enough for small sawlogs, but still biologically immature (mostly juvenile wood);

--trees large enough for larger sawlogs, stand develops some older characteristics;

--some trees allowed to get old, stand allowed to develop uneven-aged characteristics.


Landscape context:

--dominates forest landscape;

--dominates certain forest types;

--intrudes and/or fragments natural interior forest;

--on margins of natural forest and used only rarely;

--(restoration) enhances natural forest.


A plantation to restore a forest on former agricultural land may indeed meet the goal of 10.2 to "promote the protection, restoration, and conservation of natural forests, and not increase pressures on natural forests." Attempts to cut down natural forests and convert to plantations are highly questionable on these grounds, however.  The exception would be a highly degraded forest that is planted to restore native species and diversity.  If the landowner is clearcutting a natural forest, spraying herbicides, and planting species that would not naturally dominate the site, certification of such practices would lead to legitimization of a type of forestry long protested by local citizens and environmentalists.


It should not be the purpose of FSC to allow landowners to meet ever-rising short-term demand of wood products by allowing intensive management practices that go against ecological principles.  Many of these demands are for wasteful and frivolous uses, hardly justifying the sacrifice of forest ecosystems.  It might be more fruitful to call on society to reduce such wasteful and frivolous demands, rather than call on landowners to meet them with questionable practices.


No matter how intensively forests are managed, there are limits to what they can produce.  Since it is a given that forests have limits, this implies that society will have to eventually live within those limits.  It is far better for society to live within limits that are based on sustainable management of more whole ecosystems than on management systems that hurt ecosystem integrity and may be much harder to sustain over many rotations.

Social red flags.  While the indicators are, rightfully, stated as positives, there are some social negatives that certifiers might note as "red flags" indicating a need for closer attention.  When an independent observer sees a number of these, it is difficult to take certification as being "socially responsible" seriously.  


Some companies, due to their size and location, can have a major influence over local economies (monopoly, oligopoly, monopsony, oligopsony) and political systems (donations, lobbying, and use of economic leverage).  Companies with this degree of power have an added obligation to use it in constructive ways.  Large companies competing in global markets have a temptation to use their clout to reduce costs in ways that can hurt local communities.  Certifiers therefore need to ask the following questions:

Ÿ Does the company use this power to depress wages (are wages in this region less than in other forest regions for similar work and is the company setting the industry standard for wages)?

Ÿ Does the company (if it has mills) use its power to reduce payments to woodlot owners for purchased wood?

Ÿ Does the company leverage its work force to work long hours or have contractors work equipment on nightshifts?

Ÿ Does the company make use of imported labor working at wages unacceptable to local workers?

Ÿ Does the landowner export a large portion of its raw sawlogs to foreign export markets rather than support local mills?

Ÿ Does the company use its power to influence public policy to assure its ability to lower its taxes (shifting taxes to others), ensure cheap labor, protect against reasonable forest policy changes, or prevent regulations that might protect the environment?

Ÿ Does the company use its influence over the standards-making process to weaken certification standards and make them more "industry-friendly"?


Some of the above concerns were mentioned under 4.1, yet there are FSC certified companies in Maine whose practices have raised these red flags for years and have contributed to the decline of local communities.  Perhaps FSC needs to find a way to state the positive goals of supporting local economies and paying a fair wage more forcefully so that it is unambiguous to certifiers what this means.

Who are the certifiers?  While certification is touted to be an objective process done by third party "independent" certifiers, the reality may be different.  Indeed, there are pressures within the certification system that can, if not checked, lead to weakened standards and lax interpretations of these standards.


Some certification companies are for-profit operations that make more money as they certify more acres.  FSC itself has the temptation to encourage rapid growth of certification to increase market power, increase prestige of the organization, and increase the power of those within the organization's bureaucracy.  To some extent such rapid growth is restrained if the credibility of the organization falls, due to increased controversy.


While FSC is a multi-stakeholder organization, some stakeholders can have a powerful influence due to economic clout.  One of these influences is funders.  Funding is supposed to be done with no strings attached.  In 1998, however, major funders (including Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Global Wallace Foundation, MacArthur Foundation, and Ford Foundation), suggested in a letter (not available to FSC membership) that forest products industry membership be better represented on the FSC board. Such a demand surely sounds like "strings" and does put pressure on FSC to change policies. 


The biggest clients of certifiers are large landownerships--indeed 96% of land certified worldwide has been industrial and governmental holdings.  These large landholdings give an immediate huge boost in certified acreage.  In Maine, just two landowners under certification (or in the process of being certified) represent nearly 2.5 million acres of certified land (1.5 million acres of these lands have already been certified).  


Some landowners being certified have representatives on the regional committees that make the regional standards.  To the extent that the committees operate by consensus, these companies have veto power over standards that might restrict their certifiability.  One of these landowners, who owns land in neighboring New Brunswick, dropped its Canadian certification when the regional committee passed standards to which it objected concerning the use of pesticides and exotic species.  This landowner objected that there was not enough industrial representation on the standards committee.


Although ecosystems do not operate by different standards when owned by industrial landowners as opposed to woodlot owners, certifiers are tempted to be more lenient with industrial landowners because large landownerships represent such a monetary and prestige boost to certification.


To the extent that certification standards are vague or without measurable performance standards, this puts the power of interpretation in the hands of certifiers.  This raises the question of the true independence of the certifiers.  How are they chosen?  Do the landowners have any influence or any veto power over who might certify them--ensuring that the certifiers are not antagonistic to industrial practices?


To what extent have the certifiers had a history of consulting for or working for companies in the forest industry?  If they are consultants, to what extent is there a financial benefit to them to accept the clients' practices--because this might lead to more contracts with these or other industrial clients?  To what extent have they promoted the use of controversial industrial practices such as herbicide spraying or plantations?  To what extent does FSC  have oversight over certifiers--who have so much power to interpret FSC standards and influence FSC credibility?


While it may not be considered polite to question the motivation or credentials of certifiers, it is hard to deny that there is a potential for conflicts and a need for some kind of oversight.  Righteous indignation over such questions does not address this need.

Conclusion--rapid growth now (with hope for improvements later) or clear, measurable standards now (with growth based on a strong foundation)?  I had the opportunity a number of years ago to witness a debate in the organic farming movement over certification in Maine.  Very few farms in Maine were certified.  One faction claimed that certification standards were too strict.  They claimed that there should be an attempt to make it easier for large farms to make the transition by allowing certain chemicals at certain times.  I, and some others, countered that the guidelines for chemical use suggested were too confusing, both to consumers and to farmers.  I suggested that the reason few farms were certified was due to markets--there were no major markets or market advantages at the time.


The next year a company manufacturing organic baby food came to Maine.  Suddenly there was a big market with a financial incentive for certification.  Within a short time, organic certification mushroomed.  It has been growing ever since.  There was no need to water down the standards.  The controversy ended.


Certification for forests should be transparent and understandable to both public and landowners. The key is to make certification so compelling that there is a market premium for certified products.  If there are numerous controversies swirling around certified companies the credibility will not come.



Certification should be based on a proven track record of meeting measurable outcomes, not based on promises of future performance.  Creating clear standards now that meet FSC goals is a far better strategy than getting companies on board who have questionable practices now in the hope of changing them later.  This strategy, enunciated in the musical Guys and  Dolls as "Marry the man today, change his ways tomorrow," is subject to the complaint by industry that FSC keeps moving the goal posts.  Women who have tried this strategy with their husbands have had very mixed results.

�All of these were true at the time of the certification of J.D. Irving's Allagash Timberlands in Maine


