
 

REVIEW by John Hontelez, Chief Advocacy Officer FSC 

 

Chatham House publication assesses the role of certification in 
implementing EU timber legislation 

 

On 24 April, the UK’s Royal Institute of International Affairs, Chatham House, 
published Certified Products and EUTR Compliance in the Furniture Sector. This 
study aims to examine how certification can function in assessing the legality of 
timber furniture, a “composite product” in which several species from several 
origins are mixed, and not all components are easily recognizable. The study 
concentrates on furniture imports from Asia, and therefore has a strong focus on 
FSC certification as the scheme most relevant to this particular sub-sector. 
 
The author, Jade Saunders, starts by explaining the purpose and approach of the 
European Union Timber Regulation (EUTR), which aims to prevent trade of 
(products from) illegally harvested timber in the EU. She discusses how product 
certification fits in as part of the due diligence scheme that importers –
“operators” in EUTR language –are required to apply.  
 
The study shows that nowadays China is by far the largest exporter of timber 
products to the EU, followed by Russia/CIS and Southeast Asia. Imports from 
these regions are generally assumed to be high-risk in terms of illegal timber 
harvesting and trade. 
 
The study goes into detail about how certification can help mitigate this high 
risk. It explains that currently FSC certification is the dominant scheme in trade 
towards Europe, and takes a close look at its performance, highlighting its 
perceived strengths and weaknesses. Critique of the Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) is formulated in passing, in 
particular of its underperforming controlled sources system. 
 
Two types of certificate fraud are also discussed: “internal fraud,” which relates 
to mislabeling of products or the misleading of auditors by companies that are 
certified, and “external fraud,” which concerns the misuse of logos by companies 
that have neither a certificate nor a trademark license. The study notes that both 
FSC and PEFC have limited capacity to prevent these types of fraud.  
 
  

http://www.illegal-logging.info/content/certified-products-and-eutr-compliance-furniture-sector


 

Saunders states that internal fraud is increasingly attractive because of the 
preferential treatment given to certified products in both the EUTR and public 
procurement. She notes that in 2013, during inspections for compliance with the 
EUTR, some authorities came across importing firms that felt the FSC 
certification status of their suppliers was a sufficient alternative for carrying out 
a due diligence assessment. In her final chapter on “buyer confusion,” she rightly 
warns that buying from FSC certified companies does not automatically mean 
that all the company’s products are made from certified sources; to be sure of 
this, the product itself must come with a valid FSC label. She recognizes that FSC 
makes efforts to contain internal fraud through its trademark policy which 
prohibits certified companies that have not produced, labeled or sold any FSC 
certified products in the past year to use the FSC trademark in communication.  
 
Saunders also argues however that FSC has limited means to fight external fraud, 
and explains the main responsibility here lies with the operators: “Companies 
purchasing fraudulently certified material must be assumed to be failing to 
undertake appropriate due diligence, given that the certification schemes provide 
systems and guidance to verify the validity of product claims.”  
 
As regards controls on legality of the timber used in products with FSC claims, 
the study describes the verification system based on the work of certification 
bodies, and acknowledges the role of Accreditation Systems International (ASI), 
which oversees the work of all the FSC certification bodies. Saunders also 
discusses the FSC Online Claims Platform (OCP) and concludes “it is clear that the 
OCP will significantly increase the level of control within the FSC system, protect it 
against internal fraud and misunderstandings, and potentially improve 
transparency.”  
 
The study also comments also on “challenges” posed by the possibility, in both 
FSC and PEFC schemes, of mixing certified materials with controlled wood 
(“controlled sources” in PEFC terminology). Both systems require risk 
assessment of the legal sourcing of controlled wood, and neither allow mixing of 
controlled and non-controlled materials. Nevertheless, Saunders is concerned 
about “a broken link between the supply chain information required for due 
diligence under the EUTR and the product in question.” While she argues that 
strictly speaking there is nothing wrong with the way FSC and PEFC allow 
mixing, as long as the origin and species of all inputs are known and legally 
verified, she is concerned about the lack of “precision with respect to the 
proportion of each species in a composite product,” which she considers “key to 
assessing and mitigating – in an ‘adequate and proportionate’ manner – the risk of 
illegal wood entering the supply chain.” This is however her personal 
interpretation of the EUTR, and one that not easily be translated into action: 
should one put a limit to the number of countries/regions/concessions and 
species that are “potentially present” in a product? 
 



 

For the last three years, there has been considerable discussion on what exactly 
is the place of certification in the due diligence schemes required by the EUTR 
(see for example the FSC website). Saunders does not come up with a crystal 
clear answer to this question. On the one hand she states that “operators should 
undertake a broad risk assessment of a given supply chain in order to establish the 
level of risk mitigation required before considering the role of certification.” But on 
the other hand, when she details how certification can help in due diligence, she 
comes up with what seems to be a contradictory conclusion. She explains that an 
operator cannot skip their obligation to collect information about origin and 
species, and that the EUTR requires the operator to collect specific information 
about relevant legislation to assess whether the forester complies with it. 
Nonetheless, she concludes that “if the product is purchased in line with relevant 
guidance and if the veracity of certification is established beyond reasonable doubt, 
it is reasonable to assume that, combined, forest management certification and 
independently audited chain of custody (CoC) certificates replace the requirement 
for collecting detailed evidence of compliance with all applicable forestry 
legislation.” So in this case, she suggests that the emphasis is on checking the 
validity of the certification claim, rather than an assessment of the performance 
of the forester.  
 
Saunders concludes that, in the end, “the technical compliance standards 
established by those schemes are a vital component of the effective functioning and 
credibility of the EUTR,” and that “if the country of source, production process or 
species poses a risk, it is often deemed an effective mitigation strategy to buy 
certified products only.” But she warns that “in such cases, operators should 
scrutinize the details and mechanisms of the certification claim to ensure that it 
does, in fact, verify all raw materials used and all actors in the supply chain.” The 
intensity of such a scrutiny “depends ultimately on the national risk context and 
the efforts of the relevant certification scheme to identify and tackle fraud.” 
 
These final conclusions are very much in line with how we think about this at 
FSC. They picture a valid, verified FSC claim as a reliable indication of “negligible 
risk,” whereas Saunders’ earlier comments indicate that such a conclusion can 
only be drawn for some countries of origin, and that the operator has to decide 
which countries these are.  
 
Operators importing FSC certified products should indeed know, and be able to 
explain to competent authorities, how FSC works and what its track record is in 
the countries of origin. However, if an operator has to systematically check the 
functioning of all certification bodies in the supply chain(s) behind each product, 
this would make the advantage of sourcing from a scheme that has spent 20 
years on continuous improvement, and which has its credibility high on the 
priority list, redundant.  
 

https://ic.fsc.org/newsroom.9.629.htm


 

The author states that “the competent authorities and monitoring organizations 
have a responsibility to send consistent messages about what constitutes a credible 
certification claim and the risks and benefits associated with purchasing certified 
products from high-risk countries.” Her final sentence is that EUTR enforcement 
officers should “be informed of the correct procedure for purchasing credibly 
certified products and the different types of certification claim.” Indeed, these two 
things are linked: a better understanding of how FSC works can lead to more 
clear messages to operators on to what extent they can rely on it. In the past 
three years, FSC has both adapted its systems to facilitate compliance with the 
EUTR and engaged in dialogue with competent authorities. This needs to 
continue until there is indeed a consistent, well-founded message from the side 
of competent authorities. I hope and expect the Chatham House publication will 
contribute to this. 
 


