
HOW WILL FSC® CONTRIBUTE TO 
THE IUCN PROGRAMME 2017–2020?

Introduction 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) plays a central role in the 
conservation of natural resources at the global level – a purpose with increasing importance in light of the ever-
growing global demand for biological natural resources. FSC sees IUCN as providing unique linkages between 
civil society, science, and governments in nature conservation matters. The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is 
a committed member of IUCN.

FSC certification of forests and the connected supply chains is a practical contribution to IUCN’s work in many 
different ways. FSC as an organization also contributes to IUCN through its active membership of IUCN’s 
commissions and working groups, which further strengthen the linkages between the two organizations.

FSC is keen to see increased involvement of IUCN’s members in its own work, and practical partnerships with 
IUCN at all levels. As early as 1996, the IUCN membership expressed interest in the work of FSC, dedicating 
a motion to forest certification (1.22); and in 2000 its membership agreed that IUCN should “actively support 
credible forest certification, as one of the most efficient ways to promote the sustainable use of forests” (motion 
2.48, in the context of IUCN’s Russia Forest Programme).
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THE FOREST STEWARDSHIP COUNCIL 

FSC is an independent nongovernmental organization that promotes environmentally sound, socially beneficial, 
and economically prosperous management of the world’s forests. FSC was created in 1993 to help consumers 
and businesses identify products from well-managed forests.

FSC sets standards for forest management, which include legal, environmental, social, economic, and 
monitoring requirements. Foresters who comply with these requirements can become certified and use this 
status in their communications and trade. Granting of certificates and regular verification of performance is 
carried out by independent certification bodies which are overseen by a specialized organization, Accreditation 
Services International (ASI).

In 2015, FSC’s revised Principles and Criteria (P&C)1 for Forest Stewardship were complemented with 
international generic indicators (IGIs) to give more specific guidance to national FSC standard-setting 
processes. Ten Principles are specified in 70 indicators and not less than 204 Indicators. From 2016 these IGIs 
started being implemented worldwide through national FSC forest stewardship standard-setting processes.

The governance of FSC is based on a three-chamber model, guaranteeing balanced multi-stakeholder 
decision-making between environmental, social, and economic interests. At the national level, the same 
governance model is applied to FSC national organizations and standard development groups.

To ensure that wood harvested in FSC-certified forests ends up in FSC-labelled products in a reliable manner, 
FSC has also developed standards and procedures for companies active in the supply chain. FSC labelling of 
certified products is allowed only when all the companies in such a chain are FSC certified. As FSC recognizes 
the environmental advantage of recycled inputs, it has developed a special standard for users to provide 
evidence of its recycled origin.

Currently, more than 190 million hectares of forest are certified to FSC standards (16 per cent of the world’s 
production forests2) and 31,000 forest management and chain of custody certificates have been issued 
worldwide, covering some 54,000 companies.

For more information visit: https://ic.fsc.org

1 See FSC 2015a.
2 In 2010, the world had 1,196,000,000 hectares of production forests, of which 191,000,000 hectares are FSC certified. Source: FAO (2010). 

How is the work of FSC relevant to IUCN?

FSC’s work is consistent with the three areas in IUCN’s proposed work programme for 2017–2020:
1. Valuing and conserving nature.
2. Promoting and supporting the effective and equitable governance of natural resources.
3. Deploying nature-based solutions to societal challenges.



This paper is mainly based on Version 5 of FSC’s P&C and the connected IGIs. These reflect the requirements 
for forest management activities from 2017; until that date, such activities are based on the previous set of P&C. 
Moving towards the new requirements may mean limited changes for some certificate holders, and more changes 
for others, in terms of social and/or environmental actions and precautions. All citations in this paper come from 
document FSC-STD-60-004 V1-0 International Generic Indicators3, unless indicated differently.

IUCN work area 1: Valuing and conserving nature

FSC’s forest stewardship standards have a strong focus on the protection and enhancement of the ecosystems 
present in certified forests. Several of the 10 FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship focus specifically 
on this (see box below).

Some key definitions that support the implementation of these principles include:

Environmental values for FSC cover ecosystem functions (including carbon sequestration and storage), biological 
diversity, water resources, soils, atmosphere, and landscape values (including cultural and spiritual values). 

Ecosystem services are understood as the benefits people obtain from ecosystems including:
• food, forest products, and water;
• regulating services, such as protection against floods, drought, land degradation, air quality, climate, disease, 

and carbon sequestration and storage;
• supporting services such as soil formation and nutrient cycling;
• cultural services and cultural values, including recreational, spiritual, religious, and other non-material benefits.
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3 See FSC 2015b.
4 FSC’s definition of the precautionary approach is “an approach requiring that when the available information indicates that management activities pose a threat 
of severe or irreversible damage to the environment or a threat to human welfare, the Organization will take explicit and effective measures to prevent the dam-
age and avoid the risks to welfare, even when the scientific information is incomplete or inconclusive, and when the vulnerability and sensitivity of environmental 
values are uncertain”. This definition is based on Principle 15 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development. Source: FSC (2015b). 

• Principle 1: Compliance with laws. This relates to all national and local laws, ratified international conventions, 
and obligatory codes of practice e.g. protected sites and species; environmental requirements; the Convention on 
International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES); ecosystem services.

• Principle 5: Benefits from the forest. This relates to the efficient management of the range of multiple products 
and services from the ecosystem forest, in order to maintain and enhance these products and services, as well as 
the long-term economic viability and social benefits.

• Principle 6: Environmental values and impacts. These have to be maintained, conserved, and/or restored; 
negative environmental impacts to be avoided, repaired, or mitigated; certification of recently (after 1994) converted 
forest only under specific circumstances.

• Principle 9: High conservation values. These have to be maintained and/or enhanced, through applying the  
precautionary approach.4

• Principle 10: Implementation of management activities. These ensure: the timely regeneration of 
vegetation to the pre-harvesting or a more natural condition, on basis native species; no genetically modified 
organisms; limited use of fertilizers; restricted use of pesticides; maintained/increased resilience; and cautious 
infrastructure development.
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The concept of high conservation value (HCV) was developed with strong involvement by FSC from the start. It 
relates specifically to:

• species diversity;
• landscape-level ecosystems and mosaics;
• ecosystems and habitats;
• critical ecosystem services;
• community needs;
• cultural values.

HCV areas are considered to be “zones and physical spaces which possess and/or are needed for the existence 
and maintenance of identified HCVs”. All forest managers working with an FSC certificate must, through 
engagement with affected and interested stakeholders and other sources, assess and record the HCV areas in 
their forests and ensure that these values and services are maintained and enhanced. Forest management plans 
and practices must apply a precautionary approach and ensure that negative impacts are avoided, repaired, 
or mitigated. Such activities all fall under the direct scrutiny of a certification body, but also the scrutiny of any 
interested party who can use FSC’s complaints procedures in case of violations.

The FSC forest stewardship standards focus on performance inside certified forests. However, some of the 
P&C apply beyond the boundary of the forest management unit, e.g. where forest management activities affect 
neighbours through effects on water quality, or by forest road construction threatens the geographic range and 
ecological requirements of rare and threatened species. 

Specifically in response to a motion of the FSC membership adopted at its 2015 general assembly, FSC is now 
also developing requirements to be applied in relevant parts of the world to ensure intact forest landscapes remain 
intact (see next box), which means that a forest manager will also have to look beyond the boundaries of their own 
forest management unit.

INTACT FOREST LANDSCAPES

An intact forest landscape (IFL) is an unbroken expanse of a natural ecosystem within a zone of 
existing forest, which shows no signs of significant human activity and is large enough (greater 
than 500 km2) that all native biodiversity, including viable populations of wide-ranging species, can 
be maintained. In 2000 IFLs covered 12.8 million km2 worldwide; by 2013 this had reduced to 11.8 
million km2, 81 per cent of which was forest. Across the world, 64 countries have IFLs, which total 
about one quarter of FAO´s latest global forest area estimate of 40.33 million km2. 

At present, 90 per cent of the world’s total IFL area is concentrated in just 11 boreal 
and tropical countries, with just three of these – Brazil, Canada and Russia – containing 
approximately 65 per cent of the world’s entire IFL area. These countries also have the largest 
FSC certificates concessions. 
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IUCN work area 2: Promoting and supporting the effective and equitable 
governance of natural resources

The FSC Statutes and Principles require balanced, multi-stakeholder decision-making at all levels. There 
is special protection and recognition, at the forest management level, for the rights and roles of workers, 
Indigenous Peoples, and other local communities. The requirements for forest management planning, 
verification, and evaluation provide the instruments to put these rights and rules into practice.

Balanced multi-stakeholder decision-making is the backbone of FSC as an organization. Consensus is 
strived for, but often not feasible. To prepare for decisions, FSC’s membership is divided into three chambers: 
environmental, social, and economic. When it comes to voting, these chambers have equal votes, irrespective 

In 2013, only 13 per cent of IFLs were inside protected areas (IUCN categories I-III). But IFLs are a 
global treasure that must be protected and carefully managed. FSC commits to the protection of the 
vast majority of intact forests within FSC-managed tenures, and is currently engaging stakeholders 
to jointly develop solutions regarding how to manage these forests in the different countries without 
putting the intact status at risk. 

Representatives of Indigenous Peoples are among the key stakeholders in FSC’s IFL working 
groups, as IFLs should not be discussed without also considering the concept of intact cultural 
landscapes. 

Sources: Intact Forest Landscapes website; FSC Motion 65/2014. 

• Principle 1: Compliance with laws. This relates to statutory or customary laws, including: health and safety; 
legal employment; customary rights; free, prior, and informed consent; Indigenous Peoples’ rights; and 
corruption-prevention measure Irrespective of the local legal requirements, FSC sets its own baseline for the 
following issues as well:

• Principle 2: Workers’ rights and employment conditions. This includes: the obligation to maintain or 
enhance the social and economic well-being of workers; apply the International Labour Organization’s core 
conventions; promote gender equality, health and safety provisions, and the payment of ‘living wages’; training; 
mechanisms to resolve grievances, etc. 

• Principle 3: Indigenous Peoples’ rights. This includes: systematic respect for customary rights, customs, and 
culture; permanent engagement, including through binding agreements; free, prior, and informed consent, etc.

• Principle 4: Community relations. This involves: systematic respect for the rights of local, affected 
communities; permanent engagement; employment opportunities; contributions to social and economic 
development; mechanism for solving grievances, etc.

• Principle 7: Management planning. A management plan is required to be consistent with FSC requirements, 
and include verifiable targets, be transparent, and have stakeholder engagement.

• Principle 8: Monitoring and assessment. This covers monitoring the implementation of a plan and its social 
and environmental impacts, reviewing this planning, transparency, etc.



 

6

of the number of individuals and organizations in them, and any approval needs a majority in each of the three 
chambers. This approach guarantees balanced results, giving environmental, social, and economic interests 
equal weight. For each interest, representative organizations are present in the FSC membership, ranging from 
large international environmental organizations (such as Greenpeace and WWF), Building and Wood Workers 
International (BWI), which is the global trade union for forest workers, and the many global companies selling 
forest products, to local organizations in each sector and organizations representing Indigenous Peoples.

FSC has set up the permanent Indigenous Peoples committee to ensure that these voices are always heard, 
for example in IFL stakeholder meetings. Moreover, FSC implements the concept of free, prior, and informed 
consent (FPIC) and Indigenous Peoples and local people will play a key role in the future of the IFL approach.

The right to FPIC is seen as one of the key principles of international human rights law to protect Indigenous Peoples 
from the destruction of their lives, cultures and livelihoods. Increasingly this right is also seen as a way for local 
communities to protect themselves against significant impacts on the resources and territories for which they can 
make a justified claim of long and established use. Obtaining the FPIC of Indigenous Peoples and local communities 
– before undertaking forestry operations on lands they legally or customarily own and/or use – has therefore been an 
important requirement of the FSC P&C for Forest Management since 1993. The latest version of the P&C broadened 
the scope of the right to FPIC and was more specific regarding when consent is needed (FSC, 2012).

FSC uses standardized consultation procedures, led by chamber-balanced working groups, and both members 
and other stakeholders can take part. This approach is also applied at the national level, in the composition of the 
boards of national FSC organizations and in the standard development groups that lead the formulation of national 
forest stewardship standards.

The actual verification of compliance with FSC standards is done by accredited certification bodies. These bodies 
need to apply transparent and inclusive procedures, to reach out to stakeholders as part of their verification actions.

Forest management plans have to include both forest management and social management: proportionate to the 
scale, intensity, and risk of the planned activities. They need to include verifiable targets, affected stakeholders 
need to be engaged, and a summary must be publicly available.

FSC is committed to facilitating consistent and timely evaluation of complaints and appeals raised by stakeholders 
against certification decisions, the performance of certification bodies or certificate holders, or any other issues within 
the FSC system. This process is fully defined through FSC Dispute Resolution System Procedures.5

5 More information is available at: https://ic.fsc.org/en/stakeholders/dispute-resolution.

FSC’S ROBUST ASSURANCE SYSTEM 

FSC has developed a dispute resolution centre for stakeholders to submit and track complaints 
and appeals online. Stakeholders can use the online form to submit a complaint about the 
operation of the FSC certification system, the FSC network, the FSC accreditation programme 
or the performance of FSC-accredited certification bodies. In the first instance, complaints 
against certificate holders are forwarded in writing to the relevant certification body, which then 
investigates the complaint.
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FSC-certified forest managers who do not respect the FSC requirements can be confronted with affected 
stakeholders who remind them about these. If that does not work, these stakeholders can call upon the 
certification bodies to present such managers with corrective action requests. Such requests can lead to 
suspension and, in the most serious cases, with withdrawal of FSC certificates. The performance of certification 
bodies is overseen by ASI, a daughter organization of FSC with independent management. In the last seven years 
it has, on 17 occasions, suspended the rights of certification bodies to grant and audit FSC certificates. In most 
cases, these suspensions were temporary.6

IUCN work area 3: Deploying nature-based solutions to societal challenges

Forests and forest management provide wood and other products and services, including: timber for the 
production of goods and energy; non-timber forest products; ecosystem services such as conserving soils and 
water quality, and reducing the severity of droughts and floods; and cultural/religious services.

Forests also provide a wide range of economic and social benefits. Economic benefits include generating income 
from processing and trading forest products, employment, and sometimes from recreational services and taxes. 
But social services are usually not directly paid for, and are thus very difficult to calculate in financial terms. 
Nevertheless, a condition for obtaining an FSC certificate is to maintain these social services; foresters must also 
show that their forest management is financially viable in the long run. 

For foresters to be able to comply with these environmental and social requirements, there needs to be an 
economic case too. That perspective can come through efficient management, price premiums, rewards for the 
provision/protection of ecosystem services, fiscal support mechanisms, etc. FSC pays considerable attention to 
the economic aspects of effective and reliable forest management (see next box).

Forests have many benefits for humankind. They are livelihoods for forest people, with economic, social, cultural, 
and religious functions. They provide fuelwood for traditional and modern uses. They provide resources for a wide 
range of industries, a range which is broadening with the emergence of the so-called bio-economy. They host 80 
per cent of all known terrestrial species (terrestrial biodiversity). The climate mitigation and adaptation roles of 
forests are being increasingly recognized, as they are important carbon stores and help to regulate water flows. 

FSC certification of forests aims to protect all these different functions together, and the forest management of FSC-
certified forest operations need to clearly reflect this. FSC was set up to promote the sustainable management of 
production forests as a tool to make the sustainable production and consumption of forest-based products possible, but 
it has since increased its attention on the non-timber production functions of forests. For this purpose, FSC is developing 
specific guidance that could lead to payments for different kinds of ecosystem services, on the basis of FSC certification. 
The IGIs already contain initial guidance on this in Annex C: Additional Requirements for Ecosystem Services, which 
needs to be applied when foresters want to claim the provision of such services, with particular attention given to carbon 
capture and storage, conserving biological diversity, watershed services, soil conservation, and/or recreational services.

6 See: https://ic.fsc.org/en/stakeholders/stakeholder-updates for news about ASI and FSC suspension decisions.

Principle 5: Benefits from the forest. This covers efficient management, at or below the sustainable 
level of harvesting; the inclusion of externalities in management plans; preference for local services; and a 
commitment to long-term sustainability.
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It is working!

Independent research papers and internal monitoring have shown that to receive or maintain a FSC certificate, 
forest management operations were required, on average, to make changes affecting 15 different forestry 
issues, to address adequately the range of environmental, social, economic, forest management and systems 
issues. These impacts of FSC certification are not disproportionately focused on any one area, but cover a broad 
array of forest management issues. The 10 issues that certified operations are required to address most often 
include: three social issues (worker safety, training, and communication and conflict resolution with stakeholders); 
three environmental issues (aquatic and riparian areas, sensitive sites and HCV forests, and threatened and 
endangered species); and four systems issues (management plans, monitoring, chain of custody, and inventory).  

Tropical forestry operations are often located in regions with weaker workers’ rights and operate on slimmer 
economic margins than their temperate counterparts. They also tend to experience significantly higher social 
impacts than temperate operations. Environmental, economic, legal, forest management and systems impacts are, 
however, roughly equal. A study by Newson and Hewitt (2005) on the certification body with the highest number of 
tropical FSC certificates showed that the specific wording of over half of more than 2,000 conditions given to 129 
operations required substantive, on-the-ground change to occur (versus changes in procedures and processes). 
When conditions involving environmental and forest management issue were examined alone, the percentage of 
conditions requiring on-the-ground change increased to 76 per cent. 

Many conflicts related to forest management are addressed and settled during certification processes. Before 
conflicts are brought to the attention of FSC International, they can be addressed between the complainant and 
the certificate holder or the certification body, using the dispute-resolution strategies required by FSC. If needed, 
FSC national representatives can be asked to moderate. 

Only a few cases related to the approximately 1,300 certificates granted by FSC have not been solved locally 
or at the national level. These are referred to the FSC dispute-resolution system at the highest level of FSC 
International, which contributes to driving positive change on the ground.7

Benefits for all

The 190 million hectares of the world’s forests that are FSC certified, produce, according to our  estimate, about 
one sixth of all industrial wood globally. This figure by itself shows that FSC certification is seen by many foresters 
in the world as economically relevant. However, FSC is not focused solely on the economic perspectives of the 
forest owner or concession holder. It explicitly requires that local and indigenous communities benefit as well. 
Forest owners need to undertake specific actions, in cooperation with the people concerned, to assist in the 
improvement of their livelihoods.

And this works, as was shown in a study by the Center for International Forestry Research (Cerutti et al, 2014). 
This showed that in the Congo Basin, there is a remarkable difference between the living conditions of people 
living in FSC-certified areas and those in uncertified areas. The study demonstrated that the workers and their 
families living in FSC-certified areas experienced better working and living conditions, including increased worker 
safety, better access to healthcare, and enhanced housing conditions. Further, it showed that all FSC-certified 
logging concessions in the Congo Basin provided health and life insurance to all staff, local medical facilities, and 

7 Positive results from FSC dispute resolutions can be found at: https://ic.fsc.org/en/stakeholders/dispute-resolution/archived-case. The SIFORCO-DRC & Danzer 
case is of particular interest.
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showers and toilets to all individual homes; these services were present in less than half of uncertified areas. 
The study also revealed that, in some countries, educational opportunities in addition to state-run services are 
available in 78 per cent of FSC-certified areas, compared to 33 per cent of uncertified areas.

FSC and IUCN: working on the same causes

FSC contributes to IUCN’s work on a day-to-day basis – by improving forest management, by protecting 
biodiversity, water and soil, by respecting customary rights, by improving social benefits, by encouraging 
processing industries to improve their sourcing policies, by mobilizing consumers to support this cause, and by 
organizing stakeholders to work together to develop and apply increasingly better solutions. FSC’s tools and 
experience are fit for use in IUCN’s work on forest and landscape restoration.

Contacts: John Hontelez, Chief Advocacy Officer, j.hontelez@fsc.org; Marion Karmann, Manager, m.karmann@
fsc.org, Monitoring and Evaluation Programme 
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