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FSC CONTRIBUTION TO FIGHTING ILLEGAL LOGGING IN LATIN AMERICA 
 
 
Summary 
 
- For FSC, legality is a key component of its mission, its standards and its tools. 
- FSC certification is probably the best performing tool to ensure legal logging. 
- FSC certification provides more than that: additional environmental, social and economic 

benefits.  
Therefore, FSC is “Legality+”, a future oriented tool to strengthen regional environmental, so-
cial and economic development. 
 
 
Fighting illegal logging is important 
 
Forests in Latin America are under threat. Year by year forest areas are shrinking and forest 
quality is under pressure in many parts. This affects livelihoods of people living in or depend-
ing on forests, local climate and water management, soil conservation etc. It also contributes 
to global warming.  
 
Existing legislation to prevent negative impacts is seldom enough, but more importantly, such 
legislation is usually poorly enforced. Still, to preserve the Latin American forests from degra-
dation, enforcing respect for the laws, and therewith halting illegal logging is an important first 
step. 
 
In response to legislation seeking to prevent trade in illegal timber and products made from 
such timber, importers, in particular in the USA, the EU and Australia, are increasingly requir-
ing due diligence against illegal logging. This is laid down in legislation such as the US Lacey 
Act, the EU Timber Regulation and the Australian Illegal Logging Prohibition Regulation. Pri-
vate legality verification standards have emerged to facilitate evidence of legal practices to 
customers. They usually come together with consultancy offers from the standard owners, 
and are not necessarily third-party audited. 
 
 
FSC requires legality first and for all 
 
FSC sets its national forest management standards around ten international FSC Principles, 
the first one being the requirement for forest managers to comply with all relevant laws. In its 
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International Generic Indicators for Responsible Forest Stewardship1 it clarifies the scope of 
the laws to be complied with, the minimum operational requirements for the manager to fulfil, 
and indeed what he/she needs to do to prevent involvement in corruption2. Certified forest 
managers will be audited on an annual basis by specialized third-parties, Certification Bodies, 
on compliance with all 10 Principles, including this one. Summaries of the audit reports are 
available on FSC’s homepage. 
 
However, FSC’s efforts to prevent illegal logging do not stop with performance of certified for-
est managers. Its Policy for Association requires from all companies seeking FSC certification 
to commit to not be involved in any illegal logging anywhere in the world, also outside FSC 
certified areas. Violation of this commitment can lead to removal of all certificates a company 
owns.  
 
Thirdly, companies that seek to combine material from FSC certified forests (and/or reclaimed 
materials) with other virgin materials need to apply a “controlled wood” assessment which, 
again, has as its first requirement to reduce the risk of illegal harvesting. Such assessments 
are built upon national risk assessments that are managed by FSC. And here again, special-
ized Certification Bodies audit the way the company has used and further expanded (where 
needed) these assessments. 
 
Fourth, companies processing and trading FSC-materials with the objective to use the FSC-
claim towards their clients and/or end consumers need to take measures to ensure that certi-
fied, controlled wood and reclaimed materials are not mixed with non-verified materials. Fur-
thermore, such companies are obliged to take measures to ensure they comply with customs 
and trade laws, therewith preventing new dimensions of illegality. Certification Bodies audit 
these so-called Chain-of Custody companies on the implementation of these requirements. 
 
Besides the Certification Bodies’ audits, any stakeholder can file complaints against/about 
companies when he/she is concerned, or has evidence, about violations of FSC’s require-
ments. This opportunity is an important contribution to keeping the FSC system effective in 
the fight against illegal logging. 
 
 
FSC provides more than illegal logging: it is Legality+ 
 
Legality is an important first step towards sustainable forest management. But usually it is not 
enough. Legislation may not recognise some or all indigenous and customary rights that help 

 
11 FSC-STD-60-004 V1-0 
2 This last element can be found in the newest version of FSC’s Principles and Criteria only (Version 5, 2012). Cur-
rently this version is being transformed in new FSC National Standards. 
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to maintain and improve livelihoods of those living in the forests. Legislation may not suffi-
ciently protect forests with high ecological value, or ban conversion of forests into plantations 
or other land uses. Therefore, the FSC requirements-beyond-legality make sense for all who 
want to halt forest degradation, protect biodiversity and support social progress for local peo-
ple and workers. In particular, the prevention of forest degradation in the tropics has become 
more important in light of growing evidence of degradation being a large contributor to climate 
change. And, as regards workers interests, one should take into account that forestry still is 
one of the most dangerous jobs (after firefighters and miners). 
 
FSC certification gives clear guidelines for management plans and practices that combine en-
vironmental, social and economic objectives. Together with a robust third-party verification 
scheme this created the gold standard for forest management. The FSC chain-of-custody 
standard moreover makes it possible for processing industries and retailers to show it is sup-
porting FSC certification in the forests, therewith creating an ever-growing market for forest-
ers choosing FSC. 
While smallholders may see problems with such a scheme and its costs, group certification, 
sometimes directly supported by processing companies, provides a solution. 
 
 
Is FSC certification recognized as legality evidence? 
 
More and more importing countries have laws to regulate timber product imports. They re-
quire due diligence from importers and most mention forest certification as a component of 
such due diligence. They usually do not regard (FSC-)certification as a sufficient alternative 
for due diligence. 
- The US Lacey Act is not specific about this, but some interventions by the US authorities 

have shown that FSC-certification is by itself not enough. 
- In the EU, importers will need in any case information about country of origin and species 

used. In case shipments are certified the competent authorities may find that sufficient ev-
idence but, in any case, the importers need to have good understanding of how the FSC 
certification scheme works, to ensure that they can identify weaknesses in the certification 
scheme’s verification practices. FSC has published detailed guidance on how to act vis-à-
vis the EU Timber Regulation3. 

- The Australian government has a similar approach than the EU, but in December 2017 it 
published new guidelines which include a very clear path for the risk assessment of certi-
fied products, concentrated on verification of the validity of the certificate.4 

- Malaysia is accepting certification of imports as evidence5. 

 
3 https://ic.fsc.org/en/for-business/fsc-and-timber-regulation 
4 “Illegal logging laws – guidance for importers – Option 3A – Identifying and assessing risk against a Timber Le-
gality Framework: here 
5 For more information on the Asian countries following, please look at FSC briefing on legality and certification in 
Asia https://ic.fsc.org/en/for-business/fsc-and-timber-regulation [soon to come] 

https://ic.fsc.org/en/for-business/fsc-and-timber-regulation
http://www.agriculture.gov.au/forestry/policies/illegal-logging/information-importers/guidance-for-importers#option-3a--identifying-and-assessing-risk-against-a-timber-legality-framework
https://ic.fsc.org/en/for-business/fsc-and-timber-regulation
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- The Republic of Korea is applying the same system as Malaysia, although only for 
schemes recognised by the Director of the Korea Forest Service. 

- Vietnam, with approval of the EU, has decided to accept certification as evidence for im-
ports as part of its timber legality assurance system. This decision is part of the Voluntary 
Partnership Agreement between Vietnam and the EU, in 2017). Operational details still 
need to be sorted out. 

- Indonesia accepts certification if it comes along with evidence about its origin. 
- Japan has introduced a partly obligatory verification system which also gives a special 

role for certification. 
 
 
Is FSC certification enough? 
 
It is FSC’s view that it has set up a robust verification scheme, based on a specialized ac-
creditation organisation, called Accreditation Services International (ASI) which is able to op-
erate globally, Certification Bodies that are accredited and reviewed by ASI and which oper-
ate under both ASI and FSC rules, a transparency auditing process and clear complaints 
mechanisms open for all stakeholders. This system is not based on knowledge of country/re-
gion/forest of origin, as FSC does not want to give opportunity for discrimination on basis of 
origin, but it is based on control of the entire supply chain. It is not flawless but reduces abuse 
to the minimum, including with FSC and ASI led special controls with fibre testing and other 
additional activities based on risk assessments. 
In case of doubt, obviously companies are free to use additional evidence and got to legality 
verification schemes. But we have sufficient confidence in our system to conclude that that is 
not necessary. 
 
 
Is FSC certification more complicated, costly compared to legality verification 
schemes? 
 
If your interests are limited to legality, FSC may not be the easiest way to verify this. How-
ever, FSC brings third-party verification systematically, has a definition of legality which is 
consistent with the requirements of importing states, and it brings a label that has more and 
more recognition in the world with companies, consumers and public procurers. Sustainable 
resource management is a must if we want to take care of the planet and ensure that also fu-
ture generations can still benefit from it. 
 
John Hontelez, Chief Advocacy Officer, FSC A.C. 
 


