
What are ecosystem services? 
Ecosystem Services (ES) are the benefits that we obtain from 
nature. These may take many forms, ranging from tangible 
goods that can be harvested, traded and consumed, to less 
obvious support and protection that we enjoy from plants and 
animals. Forests provide materials for building homes, cooking 
and heating, and feeding and healing. They can counter adverse 
incidents, such as heavy rainfall, floods and erosion, buffer 
noise and dirt from industry and break the path of storms and 
avalanches. They also act as reservoirs and purifiers for drinking 
water and are home to bees that pollinate crops. Forests offer 
important spaces for leisure, allowing us to experience wilderness 
and natural beauty.

Why are they at risk?
Often, cultivation and management of a given area is carried out for high short-term returns, with little thought 
for the consequences. The brunt of the losses caused is frequently borne by marginalised groups and poor 
communities.

It is important to understand the relationship between the productivity and integrity of ecosystems, and their 
ability to regulate and protect from adverse impacts. Since these relationships are complex, and often become 
obvious only once damage has been done, it is crucial to take a precautionary approach.

How does FSC ensure that ecosystem services are maintained?
Responsible forest management  aims to maintain the full range of ecosystem services, taking care that more 
vulnerable and sensitive elements, such as threatened species or surface waters, are not impaired. It ensures 
that benefits are retained and impacts minimized, through consultations with local communities and their 
involvement in decision-making.
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6: ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES AND 
IMPACTS 
The Organization shall maintain, conserve 
and/or restore ecosystem services and 
environmental values of the Management Unit, 
and shall avoid, repair or mitigate negative 
environmental impacts.

9: HIGH CONSERVATION VALUES 
The Organization shall maintain and/or 
enhance the High Conservation Values in 
the Management Unit through applying the 
precautionary approach.

FSC has enshrined this holistic concept in its core standard, 
the FSC Principles & Criteria, devoting an entire principle to the 
maintenance of ES and environmental values (Principle 6). It is 
important that services and values present in the area are known 
and the adverse impacts on them minimised. Foresters should 
protect threatened species and ensure the continued existence of 
biological diversity. Water courses and bodies, as well as riparian 
zones, need to be protected, and the forest structured so that it is 
in harmony with its natural dynamics and the overall landscape.

Another principle requires forest managers to identify and 
respect outstanding values inherent in their forests and to use a 
precautionary approach for their conservation (Principle 9). These 
High Conservation Values have been divided into six broader 
categories that cover a wide spectrum, ranging from species 
diversity to cultural values. A special guide is available (http://bit.ly/HCVForCES) that informs smallholders how 
to effectively conserve biodiversity and High Conservation Values within their forests. 

Are forest stewards rewarded for their efforts?
Forest managers who adhere to the principles of responsible forest management through a well-recognized 
system such as FSC can achieve higher prices for their products, attract new customers and enter new markets. 
They may also benefit from advantageous loans or tax reductions. However, such benefits do not always 
sufficiently outweigh the investments and operational costs needed to develop and implement responsible 
management systems – particularly when there is competition with products from exploitative or illegal logging.

Providing rewards for the supply of ecosystem services, known as Payments for Environmental Services (PES), 
is a mechanism for compensating local communities. It is based on the notion that land owners and forest 
managers should have incentives for maintaining forest cover, productivity and integrity. These payments may be 
made by the immediate beneficiaries of such services, by companies compensating for environmental damage 
caused in other areas or by governments wanting to prevent land degradation and disasters. 

FSC supports the idea of additional payments for forest stewardship, as it believes that forest management 
according to the FSC Principles & Criteria produces many impacts and improvements that are usually not 
adequately reflected in product prices and market benefits.  

FSC has become the global benchmark for responsible forest management, based on a truly participatory 
governance model and rigorous certification system that allows buyers and consumers to differentiate products 
from well-managed forests. FSC is therefore well positioned to extend its market-based approach and promote 
ecosystem services.
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