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Can we preserve forests and 
also get timber from them? 
Forest certifications have been 
trying to answer ‘yes’ for 
decades. 

Procurement Recommendations

•	 When sourcing wood products, prefer 
reclaimed or salvaged materials.

•	 For fiber and composite products, 
select the highest available percent-
age of recycled content, and prefer 
post-consumer materials to pre-con-
sumer materials.

•	 Use risk-management language in 
procurement policies, explicitly 
acknowledging that no amount of re-
search or documentation can provide 
absolute certainty about social and 
environmental performance.

•	 Require Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certification for wood and other 
forest products. 

•	 Prefer the FSC 100% label over FSC 
Mix.

•	 If FSC-certified products are not 
available in a particular country or 
region, require suppliers to provide 
evidence of robust supply-chain risk 
management.

•	 Do not rely on the Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification 
(PEFC) as an alternative to FSC. In 
the U.S. and Canada, these programs 
include the American Tree Farm 

System, the Canadian National Forest 
Management Standard, and stan-
dards developed by the Sustainable 
Forestry Initiative (SFI).

Wood Certifications:  
Comparing Programs and  
Their Impacts 
Timber from working forests can be an attractive climate 
solution, but only if the land is managed for sustainability  
and resilience. We analyzed FSC, SFI, and PEFC to find the 
most reliable markers of responsible sourcing.

Lead Author: P.J. Melton

Contributors: Brent Ehrlich and  
Nadav Malin

Editor: Elizabeth Waters
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Responsibly Sourced  
Timber Could Be a  
Climate Solution, but  
Proceed with Caution
Climate change is upon us—and acceler-
ating. People and organizations around 
the globe are looking for reliable, repli-
cable ways to: 

•	 Slow greenhouse gas emissions.

•	 Draw down carbon that’s already in 
the atmosphere.

•	 Build social, ecological, and economic 
resilience to rising temperatures and 
unpredictable, catastrophic weather 
anomalies.

•	 Assist with recovery from climate-re-
lated disasters.

There is one set of strategies that, in 
theory, can do all four of these things at 
once: nature-based solutions.

Harvest. Regenerate. Repeat.

Nature-based solutions “leverage nature 
and the power of healthy ecosystems to 
protect people, optimize infrastructure, 
and safeguard a stable and biodiverse 
future,” according to the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature.

One potential nature-based solution 
is managing forests to produce timber 
while simultaneously promoting eco-
logical, social, and climate goals. The 
idea is that healthy forests can provide 
humanity with abundant gifts, which 
can include wood. During and between 
harvests, these forests can be managed 
not only for traditional ecosystem ben-
efits (like wildlife habitat, clean air, and 
clean water) but also for greater resil-
ience, accelerated carbon sequestration, 
and more successful adaptation to cli-
mate change.

Meanwhile, the extracted products of 
the forest can become the foundation of 

a more sustainable built environment 
by storing carbon in structural timber, 
furniture, and other long-lived building 
products. 

Now for the reality check: if we get this 
wrong, we could lose our forests instead 
of conserving and regenerating them.

Carbon, climate, and cautions

Growing excitement about responsibly 
managed forests and the products de-
rived from them as a climate solution 
has led to a surge of curiosity about and 
a bump in demand for structural sys-
tems made from mass timber. There’s 
also renewed interest in conventional 
wood framing and sheathing for light 
construction as well as other wood and 
composite products that can store se-
questered carbon for decades or even 
centuries.

It sounds promising—but it’s risky. Be-
cause the stakes could not be higher.

“Misunderstanding and misuse” of na-
ture-based solutions, according to IUCN, 
“have led to applications that cause 
harm to biodiversity and communities 
and threaten to erode stakeholders’ 
trust in the approach.”

Earth’s forests are a critical carbon-se-
questering and carbon-storing climate 
buffer, and they are already under 
threat from climate change itself. Even 
scarier: jumping the gun could lead to 
catastrophic mismanagement of vital 
forested lands. That’s because the sci-
ence on how to manage a forest as both 
a climate solution and a source of wood 
and wood fiber is highly complex and 
is still being explored. The ability to 
produce “carbon-neutral” and “net-car-
bon-storing” materials and products is 
a fantastic concept and an admirable 
goal, but we don’t have perfect clarity 
on how to do it yet (see Wood: Is It Still 
Good? Part Two: Moving from Carbon to 
Climate). 

https://iucn.org/our-work/nature-based-solutions
https://iucn.org/
https://iucn.org/
https://iucn.org/resources/issues-brief/ensuring-effective-nature-based-solutions
https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
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To address the uncertainties around us-
ing working timberlands as a climate 
solution, forest-management standards 
are beginning to develop more explicit 
ways to address carbon sequestration 
and storage as well as climate resilience 
and adaptation. But a clearly defined, 
broadly accepted process for specifying 
and procuring optimal products in ser-
vice of this goal isn’t yet in place. 

Management is key to responsible 
sourcing

If we’re betting big on forest products 
as a climate solution, it’s more critical 
than ever to refocus on the many other 
impacts—both positive and negative—
commonly associated with working for-
ests, forest-product supply chains, and 
forest-dependent economies and mar-
kets. 

In fact, if we want to increase the har-
vesting and use of forest products while 
continuing to enjoy the core social, eco-
nomic, and environmental benefits that 
forests can provide—only one of which 
is carbon management—we’ll need to 
expand implementation of responsible 
management practices, not ignore them 
in the single-minded pursuit of lower 
embodied emissions.

This is where holistic forest-manage-
ment standards and certifications come 
in. Here are just a few of the hallmarks 
of truly responsible forestry and sup-
ply-chain standards:

•	 Centering the rights of Indigenous 
Peoples

•	 Protecting the rights of workers, 
including by mitigating the risk of 
forced labor and child labor

•	 Protecting our waterways and clean-
ing our drinking water

•	 Building up nutrient-rich, biodiversi-
ty-supporting soils

•	 Preserving, regenerating, and creat-
ing habitats and ecosystems

•	 Rebuilding and nurturing rural com-
munities and economies 

Historically, the Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) has set the gold standard 
internationally for responsible forest-
ry and supply-chain management. And 
FSC’s approach strongly aligns with 
IUCN’s standard for nature-based solu-
tions (see sidebar, “Getting It Right the 
First Time: Effective Nature-Based Solu-
tions”).

Depending on location and other fac-
tors, though, products certified under 
the FSC standards can be more expen-
sive or even unavailable. And increas-
ing demand for low-carbon and car-
bon-storing materials could exacerbate 
that, at least in the short term. That has 
led some project teams and owners to 
wonder whether getting the best of the 
best is truly necessary. Might a more 
easily attainable standard be enough?

That’s what BuildingGreen has worked 
to find out. For this analysis, we looked 
at:

•	 Details of the forest-management 
standards, line by line: ecological, 
social, and climate-related principles, 
criteria, and indicators

•	 Chain-of-custody standards: trans-
parency, labeling practices, and 
processes for accepting material from 
non-certified sources

•	 The organizations behind the stan-
dards: marketing messages, gover-
nance structures, standard-develop-
ment processes, and accountability 
practices

Our findings show that the Sustainable 
Forestry Initiative (SFI) and the Pro-
gramme for the Endorsement of Forest-
ry Certification (PEFC) have improved 
in some ways since they launched. Our 
overall analysis suggests, however, that 
FSC’s standards have improved to a 

The International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) has developed a stand-
ard for nature-based solutions 
to climate change, biodiversity 
loss, economic inequality, and 
social injustice. The standard 
aims to ensure these solutions 
do more good than harm, and 
it has eight criteria. These 
solutions, according to the 
standard, should:

1. �Effectively address societal 
challenges

2. �Have a design informed by 
scale

3. �Result in a net gain to 
biodiversity and ecosystem 
integrity

4. Be economically viable

5. �Be based on inclusive, 
transparent, and empower-
ing governance processes

6. �Equitably balance trade-
offs between achievement 
of their primary goals and 
the continued provision of 
multiple benefits

7. �Be managed adaptively, 
based on evidence

8. �Be sustainable and main-
streamed within an  
appropriate jurisdictional 
context

Getting It Right the  
First Time: Effective  

Nature-Based Solutions
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greater degree. And FSC’s integrity and 
transparency as an organization also 
stand out.

SFI’s programs include incentives for 
education and training for forestry op-
erations and workers who might not 
otherwise have known about, let alone 
embraced, sustainability. That’s not the 
same as offering a leadership standard, 
and SFI could do more to differentiate 
its forest certification program from 
its work with organizations that have 
barely begun their sustainability jour-
ney, particularly through the SFI Fiber 
Sourcing and Certified Sourcing stan-
dards (see “Requirements and Account-
ability for Chain-of-Custody Product 
Labels,” below). Still, SFI’s work in this 
area may have helped improve certain 
forestry activities that might otherwise 
barely meet legal requirements even in 
states and provinces with lax require-
ments and enforcement.

SFI should be commended for identi-
fying and taking this important role in 
North American forestry. But raising the 
lowest common denominator is not the 

same thing as holding companies to a 
consistently high standard.

FSC includes a stronger voice for 
non-commercial interests in its efforts 
to ensure that forests and communities 
thrive for generations to come. FSC’s 
standards and organizational practices 
are far from perfect, and bad actors can 
cheat and defraud buyers no matter the 
system—even legal systems (see “The 
CoC Bugaboo: Fraudulent Claims and 
Labels”). But because of its outcome-ori-
ented performance requirements, its 
accountability mechanisms, and its gov-
ernance practices, FSC certification re-
mains the only consistently reliable 
marker of responsible forest-product 
sourcing.

Level-Set: Understanding 
Third-Party Standards 
and Certifications
Setting sustainability standards and ver-
ifying conformance to them involves a 
lot of different entities—for good reason. 
To set up a clean process, the standard- 

Photo: NRCS Oregon. CC BY-ND 2.0.

Ensuring compliance with a forest-management standard requires both expertise and indepen-
dence from conflicts of interest.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
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setting body, the certifying body, and 
the organization pursuing certification 
must be as independent as possible from 
one another. 

Which Party Is the “Third” One?

Entities that develop standards, like the 
Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) and 
the Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI), 
are typically nonprofits or NGOs.

The independent parties that verify con-
formance to these standards, a.k.a. cer-
tifying bodies, may be for-profit or non-
profit organizations.

Then, there are still more entities that 
govern the standard-setting bodies 
(mostly by creating standards for stan-
dards), accredit auditors, and inde-

pendently scrutinize the processes or 
the outcomes.

The most important thing is that certify-
ing bodies—the entities responsible for 
ensuring that forest-management and 
forest-product companies meet the re-
quirements of a given standard—should 
have some independence from both the 
standard-setting body and the organiza-
tion whose performance they are veri-
fying.

That’s what makes the certifying bodies 
“third” parties.

What certifying bodies do

These third parties train and deploy au-
ditors, who visit sites to verify confor-
mance with the standard. Auditors need 

Table 1. Entities Involved with Forest & Product Certifications
Standard  
Developer

Organization Seeking  
Certification

Third-Party  
Certifying Body Accreditor Process  

Developer

What they do

Develop sustain-
ability standards  

for forest manage-
ment and product 

supply chains

Own or manage forests;

Mill, fabricate, or  
manufacture materials 

and products; and

Sell materials and prod-
ucts to final buyers

Train and  
deploy auditors  
to organizations 

seeking  
certification

Assess the  
integrity of 
certifying 
bodies and 
verification 
processes

Set standards 
for the  

development  
of standards

Type of  
organization

Nonprofits, NGOs, 
and

sometimes trade 
associations

Usually for-profit  
companies;

Range from small family 
landowners and mills 

to large, publicly traded 
corporations

Can be nonprofit or 
for-profit

Can be non-
profit or 

for-profit

Nonprofits and 
NGOs

How they 
make money

Service and  
licensing fees,

Membership dues, 
and

Charitable  
donations

Material or product sales Service fees Service fees

Sale of  
standards and

Membership 
dues

Examples

Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC)

Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative (SFI)

Weyerhauser

Nordic Structures

Kimberly Clark

Herman Miller

SCS Global Services

Intertek

Bureau de  
normalisation  

du Québec

Assurance  
Services  

International

ANSI National 
Accreditation 

Board

ISO

NSF

ANSI

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.
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to understand the details of the stan-
dard, and they should have the exper-
tise to consider three types of evidence:

•	 Documentation

•	 Interviews (e.g., with workers and 
contractors)

•	 Direct observation and measurement

•	 Auditors make note of conformities 
(following the rules) and nonconfor-
mities (not following the rules) with 
the original standard.

In rare cases, an auditor may find a 
critical nonconformity—something like 
forced labor or deforestation, for ex-
ample—and recommend suspension or 
termination of the certification. But usu-
ally, nonconformities are either “major” 
or “minor,” and certifying bodies work 
with organizations seeking certifica-
tion to correct any issues within a cer-
tain time frame. Certifiers typically give 
more time to correct minor violations 
and less time to correct major ones. 
Once the certification is cleared by the 
auditor, the certifying body issues the 
certificate.

As Table 1 attests, third-party certifica-
tions involve a complex system of fire-
walls between organizations—and some 
of these walls are perhaps more fire-
proof than others, which is why outside 
watchdog organizations are frequently 
on the scene as well.

Conflicts of Interest: Endemic but 
Manageable

Despite the best efforts of standard set-
ters, organizations that set standards for 
standard setters, certifying bodies, ac-
creditors, and external observers, mon-
ey is changing hands all over the place 
in the certification world.

Dues-paying members of standard-set-
ting bodies, for example, include forest-
ry companies—the same organizations 
that want their lands or companies cer-

tified. They also pay fees to auditors, the 
very people who are deciding whether 
to recommend certification. And there’s 
our shared humanity to consider as 
well: no matter how analytical or unbi-
ased people want to be, going through 
all the prescribed processes necessarily 
puts people in relationship with other 
people.

The networks of influence that inter-
sect during these transactions are man-
ageable through strong governance, 
engagement with a large number of di-
verse stakeholders, and zero tolerance 
for certain actions. See the section head-
ed “Certification Integrity: Governance 
and Accountability” to learn how the 
standards we’ve analyzed operation-
alize accountability mechanisms like 
these.

Two Categories of Certification: 
Forests and Supply Chains

When it comes to forest products, there 
are two kinds of certificates: one is for 
the forests themselves, and the other is 
for products and materials. Every buy-
er and seller along a supply chain must 
hold a certificate in order to take part in 
creating, distributing, or selling a prod-
uct associated with a certification claim, 
label, or seal.

At the center: certified forests

The core standards are all about forest 
management, and the thing that gets 
certified is a defined area of forestland. 

Certified forests often encompass both 
managed land (areas being steward-
ed primarily for harvesting) and con-
served land (forested and non-forested 
areas with distinct ecological, cultur-
al, scientific, or even economic value). 
That terminology is slightly misleading, 
however: conserved lands often need 
some management, such as monitoring 
and suppression of invasive species, to 
thrive.
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Forest-management standards cover 
both types of areas: they dictate how  
forestry operations identify and protect 
areas in conservation, and they pre-
scribe how operators manage their tim-
berlands before, during, and after har-
vests. These standards focus on social, 
environmental, and economic impacts, 
and they include rules about:

•	 Forest-management planning, imple-
mentation, monitoring, and continu-
ous improvement

•	 Engagement with stakeholders during 
planning and implementation

•	 Communication of requirements to 
employees and contractors

•	 Accountability processes and proce-
dures

The FSC forest-management standards 
that are currently relevant to the U.S. 
and Canadian markets are:

•	 FSC-US Forest Management Standard 
v1.1 (2018)

•	 FSC-US Forest Stewardship Standard 
v2.0 (2025, draft 3)

•	 FSC National Forest Stewardship 
Standard of Canada (2018)

Like FSC, the Programme for the En-
dorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) 
is an international organization. But 
PEFC’s model is very different: it more 
closely resembles that of a trade associ-
ation. The organization’s membership is 
primarily made up of national standard 
developers, and PEFC’s main job is to 
affirm the rigor and credibility of these 
members’ national standards.

This means that PEFC does not create for-
estry standards. Instead, it has a “bench-
mark” standard against which national 
standards get compared through the 
organization’s endorsement process. 
PEFC’s members include SFI and many 
others around the globe.

 The PEFC-endorsed forest-management 
standards that are currently relevant to 
the U.S. and Canadian markets are:

•	 American Forest Foundation Stan-
dards of Sustainability v2.1 (a.k.a. 
American Tree Farm System, 2021)

•	 Canadian National Forest Manage-
ment Standard (2021)

•	 Canadian National Forest Manage-
ment Standard (January 2024 draft)

•	 SFI Forest Management Standard 
(2022)

FSC International maintains this list of 
national FSC offices, and each nation-
al standard is available on its national 
team’s website.

PEFC maintains a list of its national 
members (a few of which do not cur-
rently have a PEFC-endorsed standard) 
and a database of the national forestry 
standards it has endorsed.

From the forest to the final  
buyer: certified companies and  
supply chains

Once a company has invested extra time 
and other resources into responsible 
forestry, it typically expects a return on 
that investment. And that can’t work un-
less their special materials are tracked 
separately from all the other sources of 
wood or wood fiber along the entire sup-
ply chain to maintain their value.

This is where chain-of-custody (CoC) 
standards come in.

When the logs leave certified land, the 
next company down the supply chain 
must track these materials separately 
from materials that have come from ev-
erywhere else. The CoC standard applies 
from the breakdown mill to the final des-
tination of the materials—whether that 
be a construction site, a retail lumber 
yard, or a producer of office supplies.

https://us.fsc.org/download.fsc-us-forest-management-standard-v1-0.95.htm
https://us.fsc.org/download.fsc-us-forest-management-standard-v1-0.95.htm
https://us.fsc.org/download.final-draft-of-the-us-national-forest-stewardship-standard.a-884.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/download.final-draft-of-the-us-national-forest-stewardship-standard.a-884.pdf
https://ca.fsc.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/FSC-STD-CAN-01-2018%20EN_V1.pdf
https://ca.fsc.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/FSC-STD-CAN-01-2018%20EN_V1.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2023-08/6705095a-8393-4684-9490-bb0160795e0b/b9f14805-271b-5f65-a951-22aa0603ec2d.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2023-08/6705095a-8393-4684-9490-bb0160795e0b/b9f14805-271b-5f65-a951-22aa0603ec2d.pdf
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/CAN-CSA-Z809-16/
https://www.csagroup.org/store/product/CAN-CSA-Z809-16/
https://www.pefccanada.org/docs/2023_sept_12_pefc_sustainable_forest_management_standard_pefc_can_st_1001_20xx.pdf
https://www.pefccanada.org/docs/2023_sept_12_pefc_sustainable_forest_management_standard_pefc_can_st_1001_20xx.pdf
https://forests.org/forestmanagementstandard/
https://fsc.org/en/local-fsc-teams
https://fsc.org/en/local-fsc-teams
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/our-pefc-members/national-members
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/our-pefc-members/national-members
https://pefc.org/resources/technical-documentation?filter_category%5B0%5D=10000118
https://pefc.org/resources/technical-documentation?filter_category%5B0%5D=10000118
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CoC standards include rules about:

•	 Segregation and labeling of materials 
from certified forests

•	 Management of any materials from 
non-certified sources that are per-
mitted to be mixed with certified 
materials

•	 Internal and external communica-
tion about materials from certified 
forests and non-certified sources

•	 Accountability processes and proce-
dures

What Forestry and 
Chain-of-Custody Standards 
Don’t Adequately Cover

Forest-management standards cover 
a lot of ground, but they do have gaps. 
We’ve identified two major areas that 
aren’t fully addressed by forest-manage-
ment or supply-chain standards.

Circularity

CoC standards include recycled content, 
but they don’t address all the fundamen-
tals of what makes a product green. For 
that, we need to look to circularity and 
circular economy principles, which en-
compass a broader scope of  material 
conservation—fundamentals like mate-
rial reuse, design for disassembly, and 
simply avoiding the need for any ma-
terials at all. See Appendix A, “Leading 
with Circularity,” for our recommenda-
tions on operationalizing circularity at a 
broader level.

Climate adaptation and resilience

Environmentally responsible forest 
management has traditionally focused 
on biodiversity and other ecological fea-
tures, and the management practices 
that preserve these values were once a 
reasonable proxy for enhanced carbon 
sequestration and storage.

But as climate change accelerates, we 
are approaching a tipping point associ-
ated with forest loss. We must now fo-
cus directly on increasing carbon stocks 
in forests—not just through ecological 
means but also through proactive adap-
tation and resilience measures, some-
times called facilitated transformation.
Unfortunately, scientifically validated 
methods for protecting existing forests 
and increasing their carbon stocks are 
still under development, as we detailed 
in a February 2024 report, Wood: Is It 
Still Good? Part Two: Moving from Car-
bon to Climate.

However, the standards are catching up, 
explicitly addressing climate impacts, 
which we take a look at in the section  
titled “Carbon and Climate Change.” 

The Forest-Management 
Standards: How They 
Compare on Ecological, 
Social, and Climate  
Impacts
What precisely are certified organiza-
tions being held accountable for under 

Image: National Weather Service.  
CC BY 2.0.

Climate change is directly 
threatening forest health and 
survival, as seen in this photo of 
beetle-killed pine in Colorado.

https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/wood-it-still-good-part-two-moving-carbon-climate
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/deed.en


Wood Certifications: Comparing Programs and Their Impacts

BuildingGreen Spotlight Report

9

FSC and PEFC-endorsed standards for 
forest management?

Quite a lot, as it turns out.

This section compares four different 
sets of forest-management indicators 
in three different categories—require-
ments for ecological and socioeconom-
ic sustainability as well as cross-cut-
ting requirements addressing climate 
change. 

A few notes:

•	 We’ve analyzed two sets of interna-
tional requirements: the FSC Inter-
national and PEFC standards that 
dictate what all national standards 
must include. These are the FSC 2023 
Principles, Criteria, and International 
Generic Indicators and the PEFC 2018 
Benchmark Standard for Sustainable 
Forest Management.

•	 We’ve chosen just two sets of relat-
ed national standards to compare. 
These are Draft 3 of the 2025 FSC 
Forest Stewardship Standard for the 
Coterminous United States and The 
PEFC-endorsed SFI 2022 Forest Man-
agement Standard, which applies in 
both the U.S. and Canada.

•	 The FSC US 2018 standard is still in 
force, but the final draft of the 2025 
standard may be released soon. Our 
research and our comparison tables 
use the most recent draft of the 2025 
standard. We chose to reference the 
latest FSC draft standard, even though 
it isn’t yet finalized or released, to 
reflect the certification industry’s 
most recent work. We recognize that 
SFI’s forest-management standard 
was released three years earlier, and 
that an updated SFI standard, when it 
is released, may well show improve-
ments over the current version.

•	 We’ve excluded two other national 
standards that PEFC endorses:  
the American Forest Foundation  
Standards of Sustainability and the  

Canadian National Forest Manage-
ment Standard. SFI is more rigorous 
than both of these.

•	 When PEFC endorses a standard, that 
standard is “mutually recognized” 
as equivalent by all other PEFC-en-
dorsed standards. That means con-
tent from forests certified under 
either of these less rigorous schemes 
counts as certified content in all 
related chain-of-custody programs, 
including PEFC’s and SFI’s. 

Local Standard Development: 
Global Rules for Who Does It  
and How

Before we directly compare the forest- 
management standards, it’s important 
to understand the different approaches 
that FSC International and PEFC take to 
the development of national standards.

The consistent structure of  
FSC standards

FSC standards all have a uniform struc-
ture. Each national FSC forestry stan-
dard is a set of locally relevant indica-
tors built upon the foundation of the 

Photo: NRCS Oregon. CC BY-ND 2.0.

Forest-management standards 
can take hundreds of metrics 
and performance outcomes into  
account.

https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/forest-management-certification/fsc-us-forest-management-standard-2018-2023-revision
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/forest-management-certification/fsc-us-forest-management-standard-2018-2023-revision
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/forest-management-certification/fsc-us-forest-management-standard-2018-2023-revision
https://forests.org/forestmanagementstandard/
https://forests.org/forestmanagementstandard/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
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international organization’s ten Princi-
ples and Criteria. From each principle 
flows a set of criteria, and from each cri-
terion flows a set of indicators.

FSC International also has what it calls 
International Generic Indicators (IGIs): 
all national standards must include all 
the IGIs unless there is a legal barrier or 
other compelling reason not to. If an IGI 
is not included, the standard must ex-
plicitly say so and explain why.

Each FSC national standard also has its 
own location-specific indicators. Some 
also have regional indicators within the 
national standards. For example, the 
U.S. standard has ten distinct forestry 
regions.

This structure, along with direct control 
and approval of the process at the in-
ternational level, provides unparalleled 
consistency of FSC standards around the 
globe.

The variable structure of  
PEFC-endorsed standards

PEFC’s benchmark standard for forest 
management employs a tiered structure 
as well, with seven high-level categories 

and topics covered in more detail below. 
But PEFC does not mandate how nation-
al standards should be structured, so 
they can look quite different in different 
places around the world. For example, 
the 2022 SFI forest-management stan-
dard has 17 objectives, 41 performance 
measures, and dozens of indicators. The 
standard for Guyana has 11 principles, 
45 criteria, and nearly 150 indicators.

This gives national governing bodies 
a great deal of flexibility to structure 
their standards in ways that emphasize 
context-appropriate issues and perfor-
mance measures. On the other hand, 
this flexibility complicates the indepen-
dent assessor’s job of evaluating confor-
mance to the PEFC benchmark standard.

A list of concepts, not indicators 

Compared with FSC, PEFC’s benchmark 
standards lack detail. The benchmark 
forest-management standard is little 
more than a list of concepts. It provides 
few metrics, examples, or even sugges-
tions about how performance under a 
national standard might be verified in 
the field. 

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.

https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/retrieve/0e2f50a2-bb15-4697-aa39-42d878506bbd
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/retrieve/0e2f50a2-bb15-4697-aa39-42d878506bbd
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://forests.org/forestmanagementstandard/
https://forests.org/forestmanagementstandard/
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-05/04f40b73-4fa7-4e27-b3bd-df9724e3a49f/81a8cb3e-7f56-5495-a0de-80fe32a5dbca.pdf
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And this lack of detail is at the heart of 
why PEFC’s endorsement process does 
not compare in rigor to FSC’s develop-
ment and approval process.

How to Read the Comparison 
Tables

The tables below do not list every rele-
vant indicator of each standard; rather, 
they compare sample indicators to con-
vey an overall sense of how each one 
addresses a critical topic, such as water 
quality or biodiversity.

And while the tables attempt to preserve 
as much original language as possible, in 
the interest of space and legibility, each 
cell provides a condensed summary of 
one or more indicators—not the verba-
tim text.

Each judgment call we’ve made attempts 
to capture two slightly different aspects 
of a requirement:

•	 The level of performance required 
(rigor)

•	 The auditor’s ability to verify confor-
mance (enforceability)

The two are closely linked in the con-
text of forestry certifications, however, 
and pairing vague performance bench-
marks with other open-ended language 

can make a requirement appear more 
robust at first glance than it really is. 

Example summaries: rigor

For example, take these indicators, as 
summarized in the ecology comparison 
table, from the FSC US and SFI stan-
dards.

Although the indicators may sound sim-
ilar, small differences can mean a lot. 
What does “naturally occurring” mean? 
How does a program “incorporate con-
servation”? 

The fuller language of these two stan-
dards makes the rationale for the color 
coding clearer. 

Reviewing the exact language, certain 
differences in rigor stand out. 

For example, the core directive in the FSC 
US standard is to “maintain, enhance, or 
restore habitat components and asso-
ciated stand structures” over time and 
throughout successive harvests. The SFI 
standard, in contrast, requires forest 
managers to “retain” certain habitat ele-
ments after harvest. It does not mention 
enhancing or restoring habitat, and it 
doesn’t use the word “maintain,” as the 
FSC standard does.

Table 2. Rigor & Enforceability, Example Summaries
Rigor & Enforceability

Category FSC US 
2025 draft

SFI 
2022 version

Biodiversity  
and habitat

Restore, maintain, or  
enhance native habitat in  

its naturally occurring  
abundance and distribution. 

(strict)

Have a program to incorporate 
conservation of biodiversity. 

Incorporate results of regional 
planning and priority-setting. 

(lax)

Retain snags, stumps, and  
certain trees for habitat. 

(okay)

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.
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Table 3. Rigor & Enforceability, Example with Full Text
Rigor & Enforceability

Category FSC US 
2025 draft

SFI 
2022 version

Biodiversity  
and habitat

At a stand or site scale, management 
maintains, enhances, or restores  

habitat components and associated 
stand structures, in abundance and 
distribution that could be expected 
from naturally occurring processes.  

These components:

a) include large live trees, live trees 
with decay or declining health, snags, 

and well- distributed coarse down 
and dead woody debris;

b) provide vertical and horizontal 
complexity;

c) are generally representative of the 
species naturally found on the site; 

and

d) are maintained over successive 
harvests and are buffered by green 
trees and other vegetation where 
needed and available to maintain 

microclimate and reduce  
windthrow.

Legacy trees where present are not 
harvested.

Intent for All Regions: The Organi-
zation provides adequate habitat for 
species associated with large and/

or decaying trees and dead wood. If 
adequate habitat components and 
associated stand structures are not 
present, The Organization needs to 

recruit them. This Indicator applies to 
all stands, silvicultural systems  

(except plantations, which  
are expected to conform with PL 

Indicator 6.6.3), and harvest  
objectives, including normal  
operations, salvage harvests,  

intermediate and final harvests, 
and stands regenerated by 

natural means or by planting. 
(strict)

[Have a] program to incorporate the  
conservation of biological diversity,  

including native species, wildlife  
habitats, and ecological community  
types at stand and landscape levels, 

through the use of best  
scientific information including the  
incorporation of research results.

Certified Organizations shall  
individually and/or through  

cooperative efforts such as SFI  
Implementation Committees,  

participate in or incorporate the 
results of credible, relevant state, 

provincial, or regional conservation 
planning and priority-setting  
efforts to conserve biological  

diversity and incorporate the results 
of these efforts in forest  

management planning. Credible 
priority-setting efforts include state 
and provincial wildlife action plans, 
state forest action plans, relevant 

habitat conservation plans,  
provincial wildlife recovery plans, 
Indigenous planning processes,  

or ecoregional plans. 
(lax)

Enact development of criteria and  
implementation of practices, as  
guided by regionally based best  
scientific information, to retain 

stand-level wildlife habitat elements  
such as snags, stumps, mast trees,  

down woody debris, den trees,  
and nest trees. 

(okay)

Continued on next page

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Maintaining something requires on-
going care and stewardship. Retaining 
something merely requires the status 
quo. To maintain habitat components 
and stand structures, a forest manager 
would need to set them up for success 
and then monitor and tend to them over 
time. But retaining habitat elements 
merely means leaving them behind 
when you’re done logging. It doesn’t im-
ply any responsibility for what happens 
next.

This meaning is even clearer when the 
FSC US standard explicitly states, “If 
adequate habitat components and as-
sociated stand structures are not pres-
ent, The Organization needs to recruit 
them.” SFI omits any mention of what 

“adequate habitat” would entail or what 
a forest manager should do if adequate 
habitat is not in evidence.

Example summaries: enforceability

These differences in rigor are tied to 
how objectively verifiable the same in-
dicators are. The standards’ language 
determines the ability of an auditor or a 
certifying body to hold a forest manager 
accountable for meeting the standard’s 
requirements. 

FSC US lists multiple verifiable outcomes. 
It details the types of habitat compo-
nents and stand structures it expects an 
auditor to see in the forest, specifically: 
large live trees, live trees with decay or 

Table 3. Rigor & Enforceability, Example with Full Text continued

Rigor & Enforceability

Category FSC US 
2025 draft

SFI 
2022 version

Biodiversity  
and habitat

Guidance for All Regions: Some 
stands may take some time to  

develop these structural  
elements. Evidence of conformance 

may include measurable goals  
(e.g., numbers and sizes  
of trees), and application  

of silvicultural systems and  
harvesting practices that  

develop and maintain these  
structures over time.  

Long-term passive approaches may 
be used to develop snags and coarse 

down and dead woody debris by 
allowing retention trees (e.g., large 
live decay trees) to die naturally, 
rather than girdling and/or felling 
trees specifically for that purpose. 

Trees with decay or declining  
health include but are  

not limited to cavity trees.

While species selected for retention 
should be generally representative  
of the species found on the site, 
flexibility in the proportions of  

species retained may be based on 
ecological and financial objectives. 

(strict)

Enact development of criteria and  
implementation of practices, as  

guided by regionally based  
best scientific information, to retain 

stand-level wildlife habitat  
elements such as snags, stumps,  
mast trees, down woody debris,  

den trees, and nest trees. 
(okay)

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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declining health, snags, well-distributed 
coarse down, dead woody debris, verti-
cal and horizontal complexity, and trees 
that are “generally representative of the 
species naturally found on the site.” Re-
gion-tailored language in the FSC stan-
dard (not included in the tables) gets 
even more specific and provides objec-
tively measurable outcomes. For exam-
ple, in the Pacific Coast region, among 
several other requirements, “Three to 
ten snags per acre (averaged over ten 
acres) should be maintained or recruited.”

SFI, on the other hand, has no require-
ments for habitat elements that must be 
present in any forest or region. Instead, 
it offers a list of examples: “such as 
snags, stumps, mast trees, down woody 
debris, den trees, and nest trees” (em-
phasis added).

Regarding its other biodiversity-related 
requirements, SFI is similarly vague. 
One indicator’s core directive is to have 
a program for incorporating conserva-
tion of biodiversity. Having a program 
is a good start, but it’s procedural and 
is not the same as demonstrating out-
comes. It also isn’t clear what it would 
mean to “incorporate conservation” 
into this program. Standards typically 
provide the scientific basis for their re-
quirements either directly or by refer-
ence to other standards or policies, but 
SFI’s injunction to use “best scientific in-
formation” to incorporate conservation 
into this nebulous “program” doesn’t 
nail things down.

Similarly, the regional planning require-
ment within SFI uses the word “shall” 
right away but then distributes respon-
sibility, saying the indicator can be met 
“individually and/or through cooper-
ative efforts.” The indicator is specific 
about the types of efforts it’s requiring 
forest managers to incorporate—“cred-
ible, relevant state, provincial, or re-
gional conservation planning and pri-
ority-setting efforts”—but, as above, it’s 
unclear what would count as “incorpo-
rat[ing] the results of these efforts,” and 

the place they’re to be incorporated is 
“in forest management planning,” not 
necessarily in on-the-ground implemen-
tation, or in monitoring or achievement 
of specific outcomes.

This is why FSC US is labeled [dark 
green] for biodiversity and habitat, 
while SFI is labeled [yellow] and [light 
green] on related indicators.

Plantation certification and family 
forests under FSC US

The FSC US forest-management stan-
dard allows certain pre-existing planta-
tion forests to continue operating under 
more permissive regimes than the FSC 
standard would normally allow.

“FSC encourages existing plantations in 
the U.S. to become FSC certified, with 
the exception of those on public lands,” 
the 2025 standard explains. It goes on to 
point out that most existing plantations 
in the U.S. were established on “degrad-
ed agriculture lands” and therefore were 
not the product of recent deforestation.

Although FSC US typically requires for-
est operations to replicate historical nat-
ural conditions, plantations established 
on degraded agricultural land before 
1994 do not have to do that. Instead, the 
FSC US standard allows managers of 
this specific plantation type to conduct 
“even-aged” harvests. In some circum-
stances, they can also clearcut up to 100 
acres.

Our analysis doesn’t consider FSC US’s 
special rules for these types of planta-
tions.

All the standards analyzed also have 
simplified rules designed to put certifi-
cation in reach for small family forest 
owners. Our analysis does not consider 
the rules for family forests.

Ecological Impacts

Forests don’t exist purely for human 
benefit: they are first and foremost a 
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panoply of biologically diverse ecore-
gions, ecosystems, habitats, creatures, 
and microbes. 

With that said, humans rely heavily 
on the ecological functions of forests. 
Through their natural processes, they 
clean the air we breathe, filter our 
drinking water, and process one-quar-
ter of our carbon emissions for storage. 
These beneficial functions are some-
times called ecosystem services.

Forest-management standards, at least 
in theory, are meant to help organiza-
tions that manage forests continue to:

•	 Harvest timber

•	 Conserve or enhance biological  
diversity for its own sake

•	 Preserve or enhance the ecological 
functions that benefit human  
communities

•	 Carbon sequestration and storage  
are critical ecosystem services, but 
these functions are discussed under 
“Carbon and Climate Change”.

Social and Economic Impacts

While the environmental impacts of 
forest management loom large, the so-
cioeconomic factors aren’t as visible or 
obvious to the general public. They are 
acutely felt, however, by the communi-
ties affected. These communities suffer 
from indirect social impacts of forest 
management when it disrupts ecosys-
tem services they rely on, but forestry 
operations can also have direct social 
impacts, both positive and negative.

What stands out most in Table 5 is the 
many [red] cells associated with the SFI 
forest-management standard.

We classified most of the social impacts 
as [red] because the SFI standard has 
no specific indicators addressing them. 
But the SFI standard doesn’t completely 

ignore social impacts. (We would have  
indicated ignored impacts with gray 
cells rather than red ones). Instead, it 
defaults to a policy in which organiza-
tions commit to follow social laws:

Performance Measure 11.2.  
Certified Organizations shall comply 
with all applicable social laws at the 
federal, provincial, state, and local 
levels in the country in which the 
Certified Organization operates.

Indicators:

1. Written policy demonstrating 
commitment to comply with social 
laws, such as those covering civil 
rights, equal employment oppor-
tunities, gender equality, diversity, 
inclusion, anti-discrimination, and 
anti-harassment measures, workers’ 
compensation, Indigenous Peoples’ 
rights, workers’ and communities’ 
right to know, prevailing wages, 
workers’ right to organize, and  
occupational health and safety.

2. Forestry enterprises will respect 
the rights of workers and labor 
representatives in a manner that 
encompasses the intent of the  
International Labor Organization 
(ILO) core conventions.

We discuss SFI’s treatment of ILO con-
ventions in the section headed “Verifi-
ability of indicators.”

SFI does not seek to go beyond what’s 
required by law on critical social issues, 
including gender-based discrimination. 
And although legal compliance is the 
stated objective, the required proof of 
this is a policy “demonstrating commit-
ment” to legal compliance, with a list of 
examples followed by the phrase “such 
as.” Rather than requiring specific so-
cial policies, whose implementation an 
auditor could attempt to verify through 
interviews, observations, and document 
reviews, it merely requires the existence 
of a policy.
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Table 4. Forestry Standards: Ecology and Ecosystem Services

BuildingGreen’s Take
FSC International has rigorous, comprehensive, and objectively verifiable criteria and indicators. PEFC’s requirements,  

while generally reasonable, lack detail and seldom set a clear bar for demonstrating compliance.

FSC US narrowly restricts conversion of natural forests to any other use and prescribes harvests that resemble  
natural disturbances, which vary by subnational region. SFI has more leeway for conversions and  

references a blanket average clearcut size across all harvests in the managed area.

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category
FSC  

International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US 2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

KEEPING FORESTS AS FORESTS

Long-term 
environmental 
stewardship

Establish a baseline understanding of  
specific forest features and their value.

Assess and prevent potential negative  
impacts of management.

Across all indicators, monitor for and repair 
environmental damage. Then update plans and 

practices to prevent future damage.  
(strict)

Maintain or enhance 
health and vitality.

Prevent lasting  
damage. 

(lax)

Assess and monitor  
environmental effects  

of management.

Ensure harvesting  
trends match the  

management plan. 
(okay)

Deforestation 
and forest  
degradation

Do not convert natural 
forests to plantations or 

to non-forest use.

If recent conversion  
has occurred, remedy  

all harms. 
(strict)

If conversion has  
occurred in the recent 
past, prove the entity 
seeking certification  
was not responsible.

Rapidly restore the  
land to natural or  

semi-natural forest. 
(strict)

Do not convert natural  
forests to plantations 
or to non-forest use, 
except a small portion 
and for good reason. 

(strict)

Prevent conversion  
of rare or important  

forest types  
to plantation or  

non-forest.

Do not convert if  
forest type is at risk  
of becoming rare. 

(okay)

When converting  
one forest type to  

another, have objectives 
for long-term  

outcomes that support 
native forest types  

and functions. 
(lax)

Minimize risk of  
degradation.  

Rehabilitate if  
economically  

feasible. 
(lax)

When converting one 
forest type to another, 
assess the landscape to 
consider forest health, 

climate adaptation,  
site productivity, and  

other issues. 
(high-risk) 

Continued on next page

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Table 4. Forestry Standards: Ecology and Ecosystem Services continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category
FSC  

International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US 2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

WILDLIFE AND ECOSYSTEM SERVICES

Clearcutting 
and intact  
forests

Design harvests to  
keep forests intact  

and connected.

Maintain or restore 
natural conditions. 

(strict)

Design harvests to  
resemble natural  

disturbances. 

Meet prescribed opening 
sizes and retention of 
trees, snags, stumps, 

etc. by subregion. 
(strict)

Meet requirements  
for average  

clearcut area. 
(high-risk)

Maintain average  
clearcut size  
≤120 acres. 
(high-risk)

Consider the role of 
natural disturbances  

in biodiversity. 
(lax)

Vulnerable 
species and 
habitats

Use a precautionary 
approach to identify  

and protect  
high-conservation- 

value areas. 
(strict)

Protect rare ecological 
communities.

Consult experts and 
stakeholders about  

risks to high- 
conservation-value 

areas. Maintain  
or enhance value. 

(strict)

Protect ecologically 
important areas.

 Minimize damage to 
ecosystems.

Do not commercially 
 exploit protected, 

threatened, or  
endangered species.  

(okay)

Conserve ecologically 
important forest areas 

and wetlands.

Protect and collect 
ongoing information on 
threatened, endangered, 

and imperiled species 
and ecosystems. 

(solid)

Biodiversity 
and habitat

Restore, maintain, or 
enhance native habitat.

Prevent ecosystem 
fragmentation and  
biodiversity loss.

Control hunting,  
fishing, trapping,  
and collecting. 

(strict)

Support native species 
in their naturally  

occurring abundance 
and distribution. 

(strict)

Encourage adequate 
stand and landscape 
diversity for stability, 
vitality, resilience, and 

natural regulation. 
(okay)

Have a program to  
incorporate  

conservation of  
biodiversity.  

Incorporate results of 
regional planning and  

priority-setting. 
(lax)

Retain snags, stumps, 
and certain trees  

for habitat.  
(okay)

Water and soil

Protect water quality 
and quantity.

Prevent soil disturbance, 
sedimentation,  

erosion, and cumulative 
impacts.

Establish buffer zones, 
maintaining or  

enhancing connectivity. 
(strict)

Meet region-specific 
requirements to  

protect and restore  
water quality,  

hydrology, and aquatic 
habitats and  
ecosystems.

Protect aquatic  
areas from agriculture, 

recreation, and  
other activities. 

(strict)

Ensure proper drainage.

Avoid excessive  
erosion and protect 

sensitive soils. 
(lax)

Follow local laws and 
BMPs for protecting  

water quality  
and quantity.  

(okay)

Avoid excessive soil  
disturbance and erosion.

Protect soil productivity 
and health. 

(lax)

Preserve natural levels 
and functions of  

waterways. 

Protect downstream 
water balance and  

water quality. 
(okay)

Continued on next page

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Table 4. Forestry Standards: Ecology and Ecosystem Services continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category
FSC  

International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US 2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

HAZARDOUS INPUTS

Non-native 
species

Use non-native species 
only if direct experience 

or scientific research 
demonstrate that inva-
sives can be controlled.

Control the spread  
of invasive species  
introduced by the 

organization seeking 
certification. 

(lax)

Monitor and control 
the establishment 

and spread of invasive 
species. 
(okay)

Prefer species that are 
well adapted to site 

conditions.

Plant non-natives  
only if the impacts on 

native species are  
scientifically evaluated 
and negative impacts  

can be minimized. 
(lax)

Prefer native or non- 
invasive naturalized  

tree species. 
(lax)

Limit introduction, 
spread, and impact of 

invasive species. 
(okay)

Fertilizers

Use only if the  
ecological and economic 
benefits outweigh those 

of avoiding fertilizer.

Protect forests,  
waterways, and  
communities. 

(strict)

In plantation forests, 
use fertilizers only to 

control erosion or  
sedimentation,  

or to reclaim highly 
degraded sites. 

(strict)

Apply in a controlled 
manner and with due 
consideration for the 

environment.

Do not use in place of 
appropriate soil nutrient 

management. 
(lax)

no requirements  
included 

(not covered)

Pesticides

Reference objective 
evidence that a specif-
ic pesticide is the only 

effective, practical,  
and cost-effective way 

to control the pest.

With stakeholders, 
conduct a social and 
environmental risk  

assessment.

Select pesticide with  
the lowest risk and  

with equal or greater 
benefits than the  

other options. 
(solid)

Note: FSC has a separate 
pesticide policy laying  

out extensive requirements 
and guidelines.

Prioritize use of  
alternatives to  

pesticides. Prioritize 
biological pesticides  

over chemical  
pesticides.

Comply with the  
requirements of the 
pesticide label and  
safety data sheet. 

(solid) 

Prefer integrated pest 
management, and sil-

vicultural and biological 
alternatives, to mini-

mize pesticides.

Define any exceptions 
that allow use of highly 

toxic pesticides. 
(lax)

Use integrated pest 
management and 
least-toxic and  

narrowest-spectrum 
pesticides.

Notify the public and 
restrict access. Protect 

water, require PPE, 
limit drift, plan for spill 
response, and protect 

vulnerable species. 
(okay)

Do not use persistent, 
bioaccumulative toxic 

chemicals or any  
pesticides banned  
by international  

agreement.

Avoid highly toxic  
pesticides.

Follow instructions for 
pesticide application. 

Require PPE  
and training. 

(okay)

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.
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Continued on next page

Table 5. Forestry Standards: Social and Economic Impacts

BuildingGreen’s Take
FSC International provides for robust engagement and transparency, including culturally appropriate  

engagement with Indigenous Peoples and protection of their rights. PEFC’s requirements lack detail and seldom  
set a clear bar for demonstrating compliance.

FSC US has robust and justice-centering requirements regarding the rights of Indigenous Peoples, workers, and local  
stakeholders and communities. SFI pegs its social indicators exclusively to legal requirements and appears 

 to fall short on key PEFC requirements regarding social and economic impacts.

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category FSC International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US  2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

RIGHTS OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Protection  
of rights

Recognize and uphold the legal and customary 
rights of Indigenous Peoples. Restore  

rights and compensate affected stakeholders 
if there is evidence of violations. 

(strict)

Recognize and do not 
infringe the established 

framework of legal, 
customary, and  

traditional rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. 

(okay)

Write and implement a 
policy recognizing the 
legal, customary, and 
traditional rights of 
Indigenous Peoples.

Publish the policy. 
(lax))

Engagement and 
transparency

Use culturally appro-
priate engagement 
to document rights 
and responsibilities 

of Indigenous Peoples 
potentially affected by 

forestry activities.

Share management 
plans with affected 
Indigenous Peoples. 

(okay)

Document contested 
rights held or claimed 
by Indigenous Peoples.

Engage regarding  
activities that may  

affect resources and 
lands in which they 
have an interest but  
do not hold rights. 

(strict)

Provide effective  
communication and 
consultation with 

Indigenous Peoples 
regarding forest  
management.

Where rights are in 
dispute, provide mean-
ingful opportunities for 
engagement in forest 

management decisions. 
(strict)

Communicate with 
affected Indigenous 
Peoples with respect 

for their representative 
institutions.

Provide opportunities 
to review plans and 

practices. Respond to 
inquiries and concerns. 

(okay)

Consent

Base agreements about use of traditional knowl-
edge or lands on free, prior, and informed consent.

Provide for monitoring, renegotiation, renewal, 
termination, and other conditions. 

(strict)

Base agreements on 
free, prior, and in-

formed consent, and 
provide compensation 

where applicable. 
(solid)

Write a policy  
demonstrating a  

commitment to comply 
with social laws. 

(high-risk)

Protection of  
significant sites

Use culturally appropriate engagement to identify 
and protect sites of special cultural, ecological, 

economic, religious or spiritual significance.

Immediately cease management activities  
if sites of special significance are newly 

observed or discovered.

Only resume activities after protective  
measures have been agreed to with  

affected Indigenous Peoples. 
(strict) 

Protect or manage 
sites with recognized 
historical, cultural, or 
spiritual significance. 

(okay)

Use natural heritage 
data, expert advice, 
stakeholder consul-
tation, or consulta-
tion with Indigenous 

Peoples to select 
spiritually, historically, 
or culturally important 

sites for protection. 
(lax)

Protect significant  
areas fundamental to 

the needs of  
Indigenous Peoples. 

(strict)

Protect the  
selected sites. 

(okay)

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Table 5. Forestry Standards: Social and Economic Impacts continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category FSC International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US  2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

Use of  
traditional 
knowledge

Protect traditional  
knowledge and  

intellectual property  
and compensate  

Indigenous Peoples  
for their use. 

(strict)

Use jointly developed 
and agreed  

protocols for use of 
Tribal knowledge.

Manage FSC-certified 
Tribal lands accord-

ing to Tribal laws  
and customs as well  

as federal laws.  
(strict)

Make best use of  
forest-related  
experience and  

traditional knowledge.

Consider compensation 
where applicable. 

(lax)

Understand and  
respect traditional  

forest-related  
knowledge. 
(high-risk)

Address the use of 
non-timber forest 

products of value on 
public lands. (okay)

WORKER RIGHTS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Forced labor

Eliminate all forms of forced and compulsory labor. 

Prohibit the worst forms of child labor.

Employ no minors in hazardous or heavy work 
except for training purposes.

If children are legally hired to perform light  
work, ensure employment does not interfere  

with schooling and is not harmful to their  
health or development. 

(solid)

Comply with ILO 
conventions in nations 
where they have been 

ratified.

In countries where 
not ratified and where 

labor rights are not 
covered by law, the 
national governing 

body sets  
requirements. (lax)

Write a policy  
demonstrating a  

commitment  
to comply with  

social laws. 
(high-risk)

Job safety

Meet or exceed the ILO 
Code of Practice on Safety 
and Health in Forestry Work.

Ensure workers have PPE. 
Enforce its use.

Keep records on accident 
rates and time lost to  

accidents.

Ensure frequency and 
severity of accidents are 

consistently low compared 
with national averages.

Review and revise health 
and safety practices after 

major incidents.  
(strict)

Ensure contracts for 
implementation of 

management  
activities address  
legal expectations 
for the health and 
safety of workers.

Develop, maintain, 
and implement  

an effective safety 
program. 

(strict)

Identify health and  
accident risks and  
take all reasonable 

measures to  
protect workers.

Inform workers of  
risks and preventive 

measures. 
(okay)

Right to  
organize

Respect freedom of association and the right  
to collective bargaining.

Respect the rights of workers to organize and  
to refrain from organizing.

Do not discriminate against or punish workers  
for exercising their rights.

Negotiate in good faith to reach agreement  
with workers’ organizations and implement  

collective bargaining agreements. (okay)

Comply with funda-
mental ILO conventions 
in nations where they 

have been ratified.  
(lax)

Respect the rights of 
workers in a manner 

that encompasses the 
intent of the  

International Labor 
Organization (ILO)  
core conventions. 

(high-risk)

Comply with collective 
agreements on working 

hours and leave. 
(okay)

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Table 5. Forestry Standards: Social and Economic Impacts continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Gender equity 
and workplace 
bullying 

Promote gender equality. 
Prevent discrimination.

Open all jobs to women 
and men under the same 
conditions. Pay the same 
wage for the same work.

Pay women directly.

Allow six weeks’ materni-
ty leave. Allow paternity 
leave without penalty.

Include women and men in 
decision making, facilitat-

ing active participation.

Provide confidential and 
effective ways to report 

and address sexual harass-
ment and discrimination. 

(strict)

Promote gender  
equity. Prevent  

discrimination in 
employment,  

contracts, public  
engagement, and 

forest management.

Provide confidential 
and effective ways  

to report and  
address harassment 

and bullying. 
(strict)

Commit to equal  
opportunities, 

non-discrimination, 
and freedom from 

workplace harassment.

Promote gender  
equality. 

(lax)

Write a policy  
demonstrating  
a commitment  
to comply with  

social laws. 
(high-risk)

LOCAL COMMUNITIES AND ECONOMIES

Stakeholder  
participation

Provide opportunities for culturally appropriate 
stakeholder engagement in planning and manage-

ment processes that affect their interests.

Mutually determine appropriate representatives, 
contact points, and communication channels. 

(strict)

Provide effective 
communication and 

consultation with local 
communities.

Have appropriate 
mechanisms for  

resolving complaints 
and disputes. (okay)

Establish procedures to 
address concerns about 

management that  
appears inconsistent 
with SFI standards, 

principles, and  
objectives. 

(lax)

Protection of 
community  
resources

Uphold the legal rights 
of communities. Restore 
rights if there is evidence 

of violations.

Protect sites or resources 
that satisfy basic necessities. 

Base agreements on free, 
prior, and informed consent.

Cease operations in areas 
associated with significant 

disputes. (strict)

Identify likely neg-
ative impacts at the 

community level. 
Incorporate strategies 
to avoid or mitigate 

impacts.

Understand current 
and potential market 

impacts on local 
economies. Strive to 
diversify economic 
uses of the forest. 

(strict)

Promote long-term 
health and well-being 

of communities  
within or adjacent  

to the forest  
management area. 

(lax)

Consider non-timber 
issues, such as  

recreation and tourism. 
(lax)

Develop a program to 
address visual quality. 
Incorporate consider-
ations in management 
activities where visual 
impacts are a concern. 

(high-risk)

Transparency

(Provided documents 
exclude confidential 
information.)

Publish a comprehensible 
summary of the  

management plan.

Provide relevant details 
to affected stakeholders. 
Ensure all meeting con-
tent is recorded, records 
approved, and results of 
processes shared with 

those involved.

Use transparent dispute 
resolution. (strict)

Provide on request 
full forest-monitor-

ing results or  
an up-to-date  

summary.

Provide a summary 
of monitoring and 

evaluation results to 
stakeholders. 

(strict)

Publish a summary  
of the management 
plan that includes 

information on  
general objectives  
and management  

principles. 
(okay)

Provide a summary 
audit report to SFI for 
publication. Include 
general descriptions  

of conformities,  
corrective action plans, 
and opportunities for 

improvement. 
(okay)

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Carbon and Climate Change

As discussed in the introduction, forest 
loss is an existential threat to the sur-
vival of humanity. Climate impacts on 
forests could trigger one of several po-
tentially irreversible feedback loops. It 
works like this:

•	 Climate-related events (pests, wild-
fires, strong storms) kill forests.

•	 These forests release all their stored 
carbon to the atmosphere.

•	 Global heating increases due to the 
sudden surge in forest emissions.

•	 More climate-related events kill more 
forests.

•	 These forests release all their stored 
carbon …

Forest-management standards have 
been slow to adopt measures that direct-

ly address climate adaptation and resil-
ience.

In North America, SFI was the first stan-
dard developer to explicitly address 
climate change, which it did in its 2022 
standard. But its climate-related indica-
tors have serious limitations, as seen in 
Table 6.

The Climate Smart Wood Group—a 
building-sector coalition that’s develop-
ing ways to ensure timber-producing for-
ests become a successful nature-based 
climate solution—appears to agree that 
SFI’s standard doesn’t measure up. The 
group stated in 2023 that, among forest-
ry programs, only FSC’s standards “pre-
scribe key elements” of climate-smart 
practices. But the group recommended 
augmenting FSC certification with mea-
sures to “verify the specific practices” 
associated with climate adaptation and 
resilience.

Table 5. Forestry Standards: Social and Economic Impacts continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category FSC International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in  

FSC US  2025 draft

PEFC Global  
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

Local economic 
opportunities

Provide and communicate 
opportunities for  

employment, training,  
and other services. 

(solid)

Provide work oppor-
tunities to qualified 

local applicants.

Seek opportunities 
for purchasing local 
goods and services.

Provide or support 
local vocational 
learning. (strict)

Give due regard to the 
role of forestry in local 

economies. 
(lax)

no requirements  
included 

(not covered)Give special consider-
ation to training  

and employment of 
local people. 

(okay)

Additional  
community  
benefits

Use culturally appropriate 
community engagement 
to implement or support 
projects and additional  

activities that contribute 
to local social and  
economic benefit. 

(solid)

Participate in local 
economic  

development and 
civic activities. 

(solid)

Aim to respect all  
socioeconomic  

functions of forests. 
(lax)

Promote sustainable 
forestry to the public.

Provide recreational 
opportunities for the 
public if consistent 
with management 

objectives. 
(okay)

Provide adequate pub-
lic access to forests, 
taking into account 
ownership, safety, 

and effects on forest 
resources. (okay)

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Now, however, the forthcoming FSC US 
forest-management standard includes 
many indicators that address climate 
mitigation, resilience, and adaptation 
head-on.

With the added time for development, 
FSC US has become more comprehen-
sive, rigorous, and enforceable than 
SFI. And SFI has notable unevenness 
in its climate-related requirements. For 
example, it includes a strong indicator 
relating to identifying and prioritizing 
climate risks and updating harvesting 
plans to manage those risks, but when 
it comes to conversion of forests to 
plantations, the SFI standard reverts to 
vague requirements, like “considering” 
a response to pests, pathogens, fire, or 
climate change.

Performing an assessment that consid-
ers a response is a good first step, but 
there is no requirement in the SFI stan-
dard to make or implement changes to 
the forest-management plan when de-
ciding to convert a forest to a plantation.

And when it comes to responsiveness 
to changing conditions, FSC’s under-
lying philosophy of adaptive manage-
ment—where forest managers proac-
tively watch what’s happening in the 
forest and then correct or enhance 
their management strategies as need-
ed—has primed the standard to supple-
ment its basic requirements with cli-
mate-change-specific ones. In alignment 
with the IUCN’s criteria for nature-based 
solutions, FSC pairs adaptive-manage-
ment strategies with rigorous, verifi-
able indicators demonstrating ongoing 
stewardship. To make this work, FSC re-
quires a long-term commitment to keep-
ing forests intact, replicating natural 
disturbance patterns when harvesting, 
and conserving and buffering ecologi-
cally and culturally important areas of 
land. So integrating climate adaptation 
into management practices that are al-
ready by their nature “adaptive” is not 
much of a stretch in the FSC standards. 

The FSC US standard also provides a  
climate-adaptation toolkit in Annex L.

Photo: NRCS Oregon. CC BY-ND 2.0.

Oversight mechanisms and enforcement strategies—both within organizations and across organi-
zations and companies—differ greatly between FSC and PEFC. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
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Table 6. Forestry Standards: Climate-Related Impacts
BuildingGreen’s Take

Sustained yield without forest degradation is the bedrock of FSC, which also treats carbon sequestration  
and storage as vital ecosystem services. PEFC’s requirements reference carbon and climate regulation explicitly  

but lack detail and seldom set a clear bar for demonstrating compliance.

FSC US has adopted rigorous and verifiable requirements for carbon storage, climate adaptation, and resilience.  
SFI has multiple indicators on fire safety and prevention but lacks detailed requirements  

on other potential climate-related impacts.

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Category FSC International  
Generic Indicators

Application or  
Additions in FSC US  

2025 draft

PEFC Global 
Benchmark

Treatment in SFI 
2022 version

HARVESTS AND RESTORATION

Rotation ages  
and post-harvest  
restoration

Base harvesting lev-
els on an analysis of 
current growth and 

yield, forest inventory, 
mortality rates, and 

maintenance of ecosys-
tem functions.

Regenerate forests in 
a timely fashion to 

pre-harvest or more 
natural conditions.

Ensure regeneration 
practices don’t lead 
to conversion, loss 

of diversity, or other 
damage. 

(strict)

Manage rates and  
methods of harvest 

to achieve long-term 
social, economic, and 

environmental perfor-
mance goals.

Prefer natural regen-
eration; use planting 
if needed to restore 
diversity or promote 
climate adaptation.

Return overstocked, 
depleted, and damaged 
stands to desired stock 

and composition as 
soon as practicable. 

(strict)

Do not reduce the 
productive capacity  

of the site when  
managing,  

harvesting, or  
regenerating forests 

(high-risk)

Ensure current  
harvest trends fall  
within long-term  
sustainable levels.

Promptly reforest or 
plan natural regen-
eration, and consider 

afforestation of  
areas that are not  

ecologically important. 
(okay)

Tree retention  
and carbon  
storage

Prevent, mitigate,  
and repair negative  
impacts on carbon  

storage and  
sequestration. 

(solid)

Assess natural  
disturbance regimes 

(e.g., wind, fire,  
insects, pathogens, 
flooding), includ-

ing how they impact 
carbon storage and 
sequestration, when 

developing and  
implementing  

management plans. 

On federal lands,  
track and document 

carbon cycling  
to ensure carbon  

storage. 
(strict)

Even if small areas 
of conversion are 

otherwise acceptable, 
do not destroy areas 
of significantly high 

carbon stock. 
(solid)

Identify and address 
opportunities to  
enhance climate  

benefits of  
forest-management  

operations. 
(lax)

Maintain or enhance 
protective functions 
of forests, including 

climate regulation and 
carbon sequestration.

Safeguard the capacity 
of the forest to store 
and sequester carbon 

through balanced 
harvesting and  
growth rates. 

(okay)

Consider economic  
incentives to promote  

carbon storage and  
address climate- 

induced ecosystem  
change. 
(okay)

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Table 6. Forestry Standards: Climate-Related Impacts continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

CLIMATE ADAPTATION AND RESILIENCE

Facilitated  
transformation

Calculate and ad-
here to a sustainable 
harvest level based 
on information that 
includes volume and 

area reductions caused 
by natural distur-

bances (such as fire, 
insects, and disease). 

(okay)

Identify potential future 
impacts of climate 

change and catastrophic 
natural disturbances.

Assess climate risks, 
vulnerabilities,  
challenges, and  

opportunities, and 
document potential 
impacts on forest- 

management objectives. 
Focus analysis on the  
scale and intensity  

of both forest  
management and  

climate risks. 
(solid)

no requirements 
included 

(not covered)

Identify and prioritize 
climate risks based on 
likelihood, nature, and 
severity. Develop an  
adaptation plan to  
address priorities.

Periodically update forest 
inventory and recalculate 

planned harvests  
to account for climate 

change.

Document how adapta-
tion objectives and  
strategies fit within 

broader regional  
strategies and plans. 

(solid)

Climate  
resilience

Reduce the risks  
associated with  
natural hazards,  
including the risk  
that management  
may increase their  

frequency,  
distribution, or  

severity.

Maintain or restore 
a varying mosaic of 
species, sizes, ages, 
spatial scales, and 
regeneration cycles 

 to enhance 
environmental and 
economic resilience. 

(strict)

Maintain the ecosystem 
functions of natural 

hazards where feasible 
while also mitigating 

their potential negative 
impacts.

Support resilience  
rather than eliminating 

or preventing  
hazardous events.

In fire-adapted forest 
types or those at risk 

of wildfire, identify and 
apply site-specific fuel 
management practices 
based on natural fire 

regimes, risk of wildfire, 
potential economic 
 losses, and public 

safety.

Manage potential wind 
impacts by ensuring 

stand structures  
remain intact over  

successive harvests.

On federal lands, main-
tain or restore natural 
resilience to climate 

change, fire, and other  
disturbances. 

(strict)

Encourage, maintain, 
or enhance adequate 
genetic, species, and 
structural diversity 

to enhance stability, 
vitality, and resilience 

and strengthen  
natural regulation 

mechanisms. 
(okay)

Before converting one 
 forest type to  
another, assess  

future impacts of fire  
or climate change on  

the landscape.  
Consider responses to  

anticipated issues. 
(high-risk)

Participate in or support 
programs to manage and 

prevent fire; promote  
benefits of fire manage-
ment; raise awareness 

about impacts of wildfire.

Mitigate the risk of  
undesirable impacts  

from wildfire through 
prescribed fire and  
other strategies. 

(okay)

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict
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Understanding SFI’s Role in the 
Timber Market

We’ve established that SFI’s forest-man-
agement standard is not consistently 
rigorous or outcome-oriented, especial-
ly when it comes to social impacts. 

Our analysis suggests, however, that SFI 
as an organization provides a valuable 
service through its Fiber Sourcing stan-
dard (see “Requirements and Account-
ability for Chain-of-Custody Product 
Certifications” below) by raising aware-
ness among landowners about the mul-
tiple benefits of forests and some of the 
ways landowners can protect them. 
Also, since SFI aligns so closely with le-
gal requirements and mandates annual 
third-party audits, it is a viable way to 
ensure forestry operations are following 
federal, state, and local environmental 
and social laws. 

However, beyond demonstrating legal 
compliance, SFI forest-management cer-
tification alone does not provide enough 
information about the forest-manage-
ment practices associated with a prod-
uct. They could be as good as the prac-
tices in an FSC-certified forest, or even 
better—and in fact, many forested lands 
are certified under both schemes. But 
the SFI certification itself doesn’t tell 
you enough to know for sure.

Certification Integrity: 
Governance and  
Accountability
When reading through the following 
analysis, be aware that some forestlands 
are dual-certified to both an FSC stan-
dard and a PEFC-endorsed standard.

The analysis below relies heavily on 
publicly available information, includ-
ing the organizations’ websites and the 
content of the standards.

For our review, we also conducted in-
terviews with auditors and other third 
parties (both on and off the record) and 
with organizational leadership at FSC US 
and at SFI. We exchanged emails with 
leadership at PEFC, SFI, and FSC, and in 
some cases we sent multiple follow-up 
emails to check our facts and to provide 
opportunities for further transparency.

Governance and Funding Mecha-
nisms within FSC, PEFC, and SFI 

FSC and PEFC are international bodies. 
But, as discussed in the section headed 
“Local Standard Development: Global 
Rules for Who Does It and How,” FSC 
standards and PEFC-endorsed stan-
dards are developed and implemented 
at a more local scale (usually national, 

Table 6. Forestry Standards: Climate-Related Impacts continued

RIGOR & ENFORCEABILITY

Climate-impact  
monitoring  
and adaptive  
management

Maintain or enhance 
ecosystem services, 

including carbon stor-
age and sequestration.

Assess the impacts 
of management and 

natural hazards.

Feed monitoring  
results into updates to 
the planning process 

and the  
management plan. 

(strict)

Assess the  
effectiveness of  

adaptation  
strategies, and  

update strategies 
over time. 

Document and  
track changes in  
the forest and  

resulting changes to 
management plans. 

(strict)

no requirements 
included 

(not covered)

Report progress toward 
achieving climate  

adaptation plans to  
SFI annually. 

(okay)

© 2024 BuildingGreen, Inc.

not covered high-risk lax okay solid strict

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-06/a9e350c3-db93-4839-86f7-4d9a94690688/51520d79-ed3f-50ea-bf14-b697d21ea180.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-06/a9e350c3-db93-4839-86f7-4d9a94690688/51520d79-ed3f-50ea-bf14-b697d21ea180.pdf
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but some standards are subnational or 
regional).

This is because forest types and their 
ecological needs and vulnerabilities 
can differ dramatically and in complex 
ways in different locations and climates. 
Forestry operations also take place in di-
verse legal and socioeconomic contexts 
around the world, so the economic, so-
cial, and environmental guidance need-
ed in one country may not apply, or ap-
ply in the same way, in another.

With that said, FSC as an organization 
is completely different from PEFC. And 
organizational governance lays the bed-
rock for the standard-development pro-
cess—and in turn for the rigor and en-
forceability of the standards themselves.

Governance practices and processes 
also determine how the international 
organizations hold others accountable—
whether those others be standard devel-

opers or organizations seeking certifica-
tion. So governance is at the foundation 
of the difference between FSC national 
standards and the national standards 
endorsed by PEFC.

FSC’s governance: designed to  
balance interests

Environmental NGOs planted the seed-
ling that became FSC. Their aim was to 
combat deforestation, especially in the 
tropics, and FSC’s mission was to stan-
dardize forest certifications under a sin-
gle set of concepts.

But by the time FSC came into being in 
1994, the organization had moved be-
yond purely environmental motives. 
FSC’s governance system has built-in 
checks and balances designed to ensure 
all FSC standards—both international 
and local—support environmental, so-
cial, and economic interests equally. 

Image: Triplebotline. CC BY-SA 3.0.

FSC gives equal voting weight to each of its three chambers: economic, social, and environmental. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
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Three chambers; 33.3% of votes each

From its founding, FSC has had three 
chambers—economic, social, and envi-
ronmental—with equal decision-mak-
ing powers. Each chamber also has two 
sub-chambers, with voting processes 
that give equal weight to members rep-
resenting the Global North and the Glob-
al South. Note that there is not an equal 
number of members across each cham-
ber or sub-chamber. Instead, a weight-
ing system ensures the equitable distri-
bution of decision-making power— so 
that, for example, members of the envi-
ronmental chamber or the Global North 
can’t dominate. 

Around 1,200 members make up the 
three chambers. Members can be in-
dividuals or organizations, and each 
member has to apply to be approved. 
When admitting new members, FSC en-
sures the power of the three chambers 
(but again, not the number of members) 
remains equally distributed. FSC de-
scribes its membership, which meets 
every three years at a General Assembly, 
as its “highest decision-making body.” 

FSC’s administration fees and other 
funding sources

Like many nonprofits, FSC relies on di-
rect donations for funding, including 
large corporate gifts. Membership fees 
also support FSC’s work, which are as-
sessed on a sliding scale based on mem-
ber type, size, budget, and hemisphere. 
Small nonprofits pay $150 a year, while 
big, for-profit companies in the Global 
North pay up to $10,000.

But the bulk of FSC’s revenue comes 
from annual administration fees, which 
are paid by the certification bodies re-
sponsible for auditing and certifying 
forestlands and supply-chain compa-
nies, according to the FSC website. These 
payments are tied to the dollar value of 
the products whose supply chains are 
audited by that certifying body.

Certifiers, in turn, charge certified com-
panies for audits, passing their adminis-
tration fees along to certificate holders. 
This means the certificate holders are 
indirectly funding FSC, but at a remove, 
without any money changing hands be-
tween the standard-setting body and the 
third-party-certified companies.

Still, some of these companies are FSC 
members as well, with full voting pow-
ers on the details of standards and other 
business. And these relationships can 
be troubling. For example, Kimber-
ly-Clark is simultaneously a member, a 
chain-of-custody certificate holder, and 
FSC US’s largest corporate donor.

On the other hand, this large, powerful 
corporation, like others, has a single 
vote in the Economic Chamber, and the 
entire chamber’s votes are weighted to 
be equal to the voting power of the other 
two chambers. This system, though im-
perfect, is designed to keep any individ-
ual member, donor, or certificate hold-
er from having unchecked influence 
on FSC standards and processes. Even 
a unanimous vote by one of the three 
chambers would not rule the day unless 
at least some members of the other two 
chambers were also on board.

PEFC’s governance: members  
dominate, with some guardrails

PEFC membership works differently, in 
part because the organization endorses 
national standards rather than creating 
them. 

Makeup of the PEFC board of directors 

PEFC governance documents reference 
a balance of interests in the makeup of 
the board, but they do not specify re-
quirements. 

“The composition of the Board should 
aim to reflect the major interested par-
ties who support the PEFC, the geo-
graphical distribution of the members, 
the diversity of their annual cutting 
categories, and an appropriate gender 

https://ga.fsc.org/en/members-resources/voting
https://ga.fsc.org/en
https://connect.fsc.org/certification/annual-administration-fee
https://us.fsc.org/download-box.889.htm
https://www.kcprofessional.com/-/media/global/content-hub/documents/204334214_pdf.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/who-we-are/financial-reporting
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balance,” states its document on elec-
tion procedures. However, there are no 
specific requirements or procedures in 
place to achieve the aimed-for balance. 
For example, the 14-member board has 
five women, and there’s no clear guid-
ance on whether that gender balance is 
“appropriate” or not.

Creators of endorsed standards get 
most of the votes

PEFC member groups are not split up 
into environmental, economic, and so-
cial interest groups. Instead, they are 
divided between national standard-set-
ting bodies (most of whose forest-man-
agement standards PEFC endorses) and 
international industry stakeholders, like 
timber companies and trade associa-
tions, that are not standard setters.

PEFC claims on its website that its mem-
bers include not only national standard 
developers and businesses but also 
NGOs and labor unions. 

However, aside from the standard-set-
ting bodies (49 with endorsed standards, 
56 altogether) and just one labor union 
(Building and Wood Workers’ Interna-
tional), PEFC’s published roster of mem-
bers includes only businesses and busi-
ness organizations. No NGOs are listed. 

A sizable majority of PEFC’s voting mem-
bers are the national governing bodies 
whose standards PEFC endorses. Yet 
PEFC’s primary role in the global tim-
ber market is to hold these very same 
standard-setting bodies accountable for 
writing and upholding standards that 
meet PEFC’s requirements. 

Membership fees

Additionally, standard-setting bodies 
seeking endorsement from PEFC con-
tribute nearly three-quarters of its rev-
enue. And instead of weighting votes 
based on sustainability pillar or global 
location, as FSC does, each standard-set-
ting body’s decision-making power in 
the organization is determined by how 
much the national governing body pays 
to be a member.

International stakeholders get one vote 
each in PEFC’s General Assembly of 
members, but national governing bodies 
get up to seven. Their votes are appor-
tioned according to how much money 
the national governing body pays the or-
ganization in annual dues. “All national 
members have between one and seven 
votes, depending on their membership 
fees,” PEFC’s website and Council Stat-
utes explain.

Image: pefc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-03/eab48f7f-bb95-4389-a354-2d531a9b2ccc/370ce943-1733-526c-a66d-e07073cae829.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-03/eab48f7f-bb95-4389-a354-2d531a9b2ccc/370ce943-1733-526c-a66d-e07073cae829.pdf
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/governance/meet-the-board
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/what-is-pefc/the-pefc-alliance
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-05/27678f95-a53e-454b-876e-26651c166630/bdd0416f-fdab-5715-a0fd-aed2cf0c563b.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-05/27678f95-a53e-454b-876e-26651c166630/bdd0416f-fdab-5715-a0fd-aed2cf0c563b.pdf
https://pefc.org/news/do-you-know-how-pefc-is-governed
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-09/d91ab340-bb34-4b9e-96de-6c0eb4419f84/2f19f4cb-0f56-5f5a-a9ac-d5681bad4a0b.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-09/d91ab340-bb34-4b9e-96de-6c0eb4419f84/2f19f4cb-0f56-5f5a-a9ac-d5681bad4a0b.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2024-03/eab48f7f-bb95-4389-a354-2d531a9b2ccc/370ce943-1733-526c-a66d-e07073cae829.pdf 
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In other words, this vote-weighting sys-
tem is specifically designed so that mem-
bers acquire more power in the organi-
zation by paying more in membership 
fees.

Two factors determine the annual fee, 
according to the group’s membership 
application. 

•	 A subscription fee is based on log-
ging rates: the more trees a coun-
try cuts down, the more power the 
national governing body from that 
country has in PEFC. 

•	 A development levy is based on how 
widely used a national governing 
body’s certification is: the more lands 
and companies certified, the more 
voting power the national governing 
body has in PEFC. 

Since membership fees make up almost 
three-quarters of PEFC’s annual income 
(which totaled 5.4 million Swiss francs 
in 2023, or around 7 million USD), this 
weighting system has the potential to 
amplify conflicts of interest within PEFC. 

Although there may be good reasons 
for distributing influence in this particular 

Image: pefc.org.  
Retrieved November 4, 2024.

Image: pefc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.  

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-08/e7e1e570-29ca-4e8d-bed4-95332c836cb2/70827321-297f-50ab-a304-45a19ec926c8.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-08/e7e1e570-29ca-4e8d-bed4-95332c836cb2/70827321-297f-50ab-a304-45a19ec926c8.pdf
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/funding
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/funding
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/what-is-pefc/the-pefc-alliance
https://pefc.org/discover-pefc/funding
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way, this system could also create an 
incentive for standard developers to 
produce easily attainable national stan-
dards. If your national standard is easy 
to achieve, you do pay more in member-
ship fees. But you’re also getting more 
fees from your many certificate holders, 
which makes up for the higher dues. In 
exchange, you have more power within 
PEFC. And that could create a feedback 
loop in which the most influential orga-
nizations have an incentive to limit the 
rigor in PEFC’s standards so that their 
own standards can be widely adopted.

How PEFC addresses conflicts  
of interest

Such conflicts of interest would not be 
a concern if PEFC’s benchmark require-
ments for national standards (explained 
above under “The variable structure 
of PEFC-endorsed standards” and ana-
lyzed in the tables) proffered clear, rig-
orous, and enforceable requirements. 
But as we’ve already seen, the PEFC 
benchmark standard does not invite 
rigor or accountability: it provides few 
objectively verifiable indicators.

But do the national governing bod-
ies have opportunities to weaken the  
forest-management requirements of  
PEFC’s benchmark standard?

PEFC claims they don’t, and it cites two 
main ways that it checks the influence of 
the national governing bodies:

•	 By convening independent working 
groups to develop the benchmark 
forest-management standard

•	 By hiring independent assessors to 
ensure the national forest-manage-
ment standards measure up against 
the benchmark standard

PEFC working groups

PEFC’s Thorsten Arndt told Building-
Green in an email that PEFC’s process 
for developing its other standards is free 
of conflicts of interest because “neither 

the PEFC Board [of Directors] nor the 
General Assembly has a say concern-
ing the content of standards.” Instead, 
Arndt noted, PEFC convenes working 
groups to create its standards.

Yet, as PEFC’s procedural documenta-
tion notes, the working groups solicit 
comments from PEFC members.

Arndt also asserted that the role of the 
PEFC board and the PEFC members is 
“limited to the formal approval (or re-
jection) of the standards.”

But this formal approval or rejection is 
accomplished through voting—meaning 
the national governing bodies and the 
board have complete control over the 
content. Even if they don’t directly write 
or edit the standards at board meet-
ings or during the General Assembly, 
they are voting on the content. If one of 
these bodies were to reject a standard, 
presumably the working group would 
know the reason and would rewrite the 
content of the standard in a way that’s 
more likely to receive approval.

In addition, members of the board es-
tablish the working groups that develop 
the standards. Members of the board of 
directors approve all nominations to the 
working groups. The working groups 
also report to the board. 

PEFC speaks to “balanced representa-
tion of stakeholder categories” in its 
procedural documents about working 
groups, but these documents do not 
specify how to establish or maintain 
that balance. Representatives from the 
national governing bodies are on the 
board of directors. Representatives 
from the national governing bodies 
serve on the working groups, which are 
created by and report to the board. And 
national governing bodies vote—some 
of them seven times—to approve or re-
ject PEFC’s proposed standards.

So the national governing bodies have 
multiple ways to craft and influence 

https://standards.pefc.org/the-process/the-working-groups
https://standards.pefc.org/the-process/the-working-groups
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/1701c88c-a258-43f9-9cdf-a0fe8fd44f02/2fa2650c-cc97-5886-b277-a2134ac7eae7.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/1701c88c-a258-43f9-9cdf-a0fe8fd44f02/2fa2650c-cc97-5886-b277-a2134ac7eae7.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/1701c88c-a258-43f9-9cdf-a0fe8fd44f02/2fa2650c-cc97-5886-b277-a2134ac7eae7.pdf
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PEFC’s standards, and that includes the 
PEFC benchmark standard that governs 
the national governing bodies’ own for-
est-management standards.

PEFC does require the national stan-
dards it endorses to go through an as-
sessment by an approved third party, 
and it publishes these assessment re-
ports online. However, the assessments 
we reviewed were not always rigorous. 
The assessment process is explained in 
depth under the heading “The endorse-
ment process.” 

SFI’s governance: unusual for a non-
profit 

SFI began in 1994 as a program of the 
American Forest & Paper Association 
and was the trade association’s direct 
answer to the founding of FSC; it be-
came a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
in the U.S. in 2002.

The organization has spent decades 
trying to shake off the appearance of a 
continued close relationship with large 
timber companies and trade associa-
tions that’s not sufficiently balanced out 
by other stakeholder groups. SFI’s gov-

ernance structures and practices don’t 
help that cause, however. Unlike with 
most nonprofits, members of its board 
have disclosed significant conflicts 
of interest, and it’s difficult to under-
stand how those conflicts are managed 
because the organization operates in 
near-complete secrecy. In addition, most 
of SFI’s revenue comes directly from 
certificate holders. 

SFI and conflicts of interest

To better understand how SFI is funded, 
BuildingGreen reviewed its federally  
required Form 990 disclosure for 2022. 

In the U.S., 501(c)(3) organizations don’t 
have to pay taxes because they exist to 
advance the public’s interests—not the 
interests of individual businesses or 
people. The IRS requires Form 990 to 
help it determine whether a person or 
business might unduly influence the or-
ganization. If that’s happening, it could 
compromise the organization’s tax sta-
tus. 

As part of its 990 filing for 2022, SFI was 
required to include Schedule L, where 
it lists “business transactions involving 

Image: propublica.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/800030060/202313189349318816/full
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/800030060/202313189349318816/full
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/800030060/202313189349318816/full
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interested persons.” The filing discloses 
that the businesses of four board mem-
bers—all of them CEOs of for-profit tim-
ber-industry companies—paid around 
$587,000 in “program fees for the use 
of SFI’s management or fiber-sourcing 
standards.”

SFI’s Jason Metnick explained to Build-
ingGreen that these are licensing fees 
for use of standards and said they are 
“unrelated to the decisions made by 
third-party certification bodies.” Met-
nick pointed to the vote weighting of 
its three-sector board, which resembles 
FSC’s three chambers, when asked to 
explain how the organization manages 
any conflicts of interest on the part of 
board members.

SFI and transparency

SFI’s secrecy makes it difficult to con-
firm how this power sharing functions, 
however. As stated in the bylaws and 
confirmed by Metnick, the directors are 
required to maintain confidentiality re-
garding all discussions, deliberations, 
agendas, minutes, and meeting materials. 

This is highly unusual for a nonprofit.

“Materials for Board meetings are con-
fidential to have robust discussions,” 
Metnick explained in an email to Build-
ingGreen. “See SFI’s transparency pol-
icy for more info.” That policy can be 
found here, but it does not explain why 
SFI business is conducted behind closed 
doors. 

The resources committee

Additionally, most of SFI’s substantive 
business is carried out by unknown people.

SFI’s bylaws state that the organization 
has no members, so the board and its 
committees appear to make up the entire 
decision-making structure. One of these 
is an executive body called a “resources 
committee,” and it’s the body that makes 
all the operational recommendations to 
the board for approval. Unlike with the 
board members, though, SFI does not re-
veal who is on the resources committee, 
and it does not claim the resources com-
mittee represents a balance of interests.

Image: forests.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

Image: forests.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-Inc-Bylaws-2013.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-transparency-policy.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-transparency-policy.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-Inc-Bylaws-2013.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-Inc-Bylaws-2013.pdf
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When BuildingGreen asked Metnick to 
explain what exactly the resources com-
mittee is and why it’s needed, he replied, 
“The Resources Committee is exactly 
what it says in the bylaws,” and then 
quoted the bylaws. 

When BuildingGreen asked Metnick 
for a list of members of the resources 
committee, he likewise quoted the by-
laws, writing, “Resources Committee 
members are either Board members or 
appointed by the Board, as stated in the 
Bylaws.”

It’s unclear why this level of anonymity 
should be needed in order for a nonprofit 
organization to develop and admin-
ister a set of sustainability standards, 
but Metnick was not forthcoming when 
pressed. While there may be good rea-
sons for the secrecy, the lack of transpar-
ency does not build confidence in SFI’s 
objectivity or in its balance of economic, 
environmental, and social interests.

How National Standards Are  
Developed (and by Whom)

FSC: requirements for standard  
development 

Like its governance structure (see “Gov-
ernance and Funding Mechanisms 
within FSC, PEFC, and SFI”), FSC Inter-
national’s standards for national-stan-
dard development focus on a balance of 
economic, social, and environmental in-
terests. FSC’s process requirements for 
first-time national standards include:

•	 A standard-development group 
representing a balance of local social, 
environmental, and economic organi-
zations

•	 Non-voting technical experts 

•	 A culturally appropriate communica-
tions plan

•	 Testing in local forests of differ-
ent types to ensure the standard is 
auditable and that compliance with 

the standard provides the desired 
benefits of FSC-certified forest man-
agement

•	 A consultative forum representing 
stakeholders from 14 categories 
across the three interest areas, to pro-
vide formal comments twice during 
development

•	 Two stakeholder comment periods, 
for first and second drafts

The development group reaches con-
sensus on recommending the stan-
dard, while the international FSC board 
makes the ultimate decision to approve 
or reject the standard based on the pro-
cess used and the technical merits of the 
standard.

FSC supports first-time standard de-
velopment through hired staff. Once a 
standard is in force, though, the interna-
tional organization hires a local team di-
rectly under its jurisdiction. Members of 
all three chambers provide input on the 
standard, and the local board of direc-
tors—which also balances voting among 
the three chambers—approves the stan-
dard. The FSC International board has 
the final say on the content of the stan-
dard.

PEFC: requirements for standard 
development

PEFC has what it calls “benchmark stan-
dards” dictating organizational and 
process requirements for developing 
forest-management standards as well as 
the content of national forest-manage-
ment standards.

Organizational and standard- 
development requirements

PEFC requires national governing bod-
ies to have written procedures for bal-
ancing interests and reaching consen-
sus. Also required are specific types of 
documentation, such as the feedback 
received and evidence of consensus. 

https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/259
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/259
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/55eb863d-9346-4b63-a401-57e0ed9aac45/9966dc12-be71-57e8-9f35-aa5b49de680a.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/55eb863d-9346-4b63-a401-57e0ed9aac45/9966dc12-be71-57e8-9f35-aa5b49de680a.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-01/b296ddcb-5f6b-42d8-bc98-5db98f62203e/6c7c212a-c37c-59ee-a2ca-b8c91c8beb93.pdf
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PEFC’s requirements for standard de-
velopment are different from FSC’s—for 
example, by not requiring the same bal-
ance of stakeholders. While FSC’s pro-
cess requires working groups to reach 
out to potential “disadvantaged stake-
holders” and “key stakeholders,” the 
PEFC standard only requires that work-
ing groups “strive to have” and “make 
an effort to ensure” balanced represen-
tation and decision-making power and 
that they “consider an appropriate gen-
der balance.”

The endorsement process

Once it’s approved at the national lev-
el, the national standard is submitted 
to PEFC for a pre-check by the board of  
directors, after which the General As-
sembly of members (mostly national 
governing bodies) votes on the endorse-
ment. PEFC also requires a six-week pub-
lic consultation period and an assess-
ment by an approved third party. (PEFC  

publishes the resulting assessment re-
ports online.) 

PEFC-registered assessors are indepen-
dent consultants who check that the 
proposed national standard meets the 
requirements of the PEFC benchmark 
standard. A draft report goes through 
a public-comment period, and the stan-
dard is revised if needed before PEFC’s 
CEO approves the report.

That’s when the board and the General 
Assembly get a final say, as discussed 
above. 

Accountability and Enforcement

For this analysis, BuildingGreen viewed 
audit reports and interviewed auditors 
who had certified both forests and sup-
ply-chain companies under multiple na-
tional standards, including FSC US, SFI, 
and the PEFC chain-of-custody standard.  

Photo: NRCS Oregon. CC BY-ND 2.0.

Auditing procedures can look quite similar under different forest management standards, but  
enforcement differs dramatically. 

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/f08250ce-1dfc-40c3-93ad-99fc26558b3c/7c2e5892-e90c-54a7-a005-562ef1361432.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/f08250ce-1dfc-40c3-93ad-99fc26558b3c/7c2e5892-e90c-54a7-a005-562ef1361432.pdf
https://pefc.org/resources/technical-documentation?filter_category%5B0%5D=10000101
https://pefc.org/resources/technical-documentation?filter_category%5B0%5D=10000101
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
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Overall, auditors appear to be making 
fair and impartial assessments of the 
lands and companies they’re charged 
with certifying, although we were un-
able to extend our analysis beyond 
North America.

With that said, there are two things that 
set FSC audits apart from SFI audits: 

•	 The objective verifiability of required 
indicators

•	 The history of enforcement 

Verifiability of indicators

As mentioned, assessing whether an 
activity meets the requirements of any 
standard relies heavily on having a rea-
sonably objective way to measure—or at 
least observe—the activity or its results.

But PEFC’s benchmark standards do not 
have a mechanism to require that kind 
of verifiability, and that can cascade into 
the standards it endorses.

Potential for confusion and  
inconsistency

For example, section 6.3.3.1 of the PEFC 
benchmark standard states that an en-
dorsed national standard must require 
“that forest practices and operations 
shall comply with fundamental ILO con-
ventions.” There’s a caveat, though, in 
nations that have not ratified the ILO 
conventions and where “its content is 
not covered by applicable legislation.” 
In that case, “Specific requirements 
shall be included in the forest-manage-
ment standard.”

Which specific requirements? That part 
is not mentioned. What, then, would an 
independent assessor of a standard be 
assessing in regard to ILO conventions?

At best, with everyone acting in good 
faith to do the right thing, this lack of 
guidance will inevitably cause incon-
sistencies across PEFC-endorsed stan-
dards—an odd situation since all the 

endorsed standards are mutually recog-
nized by all the other standard develop-
ers.

Perhaps more importantly, this lack of 
specificity can make parts of the stan-
dards almost impossible to enforce, ex-
cept for the most grievous violations.

Case study: ILO fundamental conven-
tions in PEFC and SFI standards

What happens when an assessor tries to 
verify compliance with a vague PEFC re-
quirement?

Interestingly, the U.S. has ratified only 
two of the ILO fundamental conven-
tions, the one on the abolition of forced 
labor and the one on the worst forms of 
child labor. It’s possible that the “con-
tent” of the other eight is “covered by 
applicable legislation,” but again, does a 
forest-management expert have the ex-
pertise to determine whether that’s the 
case? 

Taking a look at the assessment report 
for SFI’s current standard, the assessor 
wrote:

The United States ratified 2 out of 8 
fundamental ILO conventions (C105 
and C182). The compliance with 
the ILO fundamental conventions is 
delivered partially through the le-
gal compliance (11.2.1) but mainly 
through direct requirement for 
compliance with the intent of the 
ILO conventions (11.2.2). To clari-
fy the applicability the fundamental 
ILO conventions in the US, the SFI 
published a detailed guidance in Sec-
tion 7.

Organizations are asked to “respect the 
rights of workers and labor represen-
tatives in a manner that encompasses 
the intent” of the core conventions. But 
how (and why) should companies com-
ply with the “intent” of the convention? 
The language of the convention is pub-
licly available and could be spelled out 
directly in the standard.

https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12000::::::
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12000::::::
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:102871
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:11200:0::NO:11200:P11200_COUNTRY_ID:102871
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2023-06/ca106f34-f4ea-41d9-9406-e0ce9f5318bc/c824387f-1057-5c5e-a226-4013937ab0aa.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2023-06/ca106f34-f4ea-41d9-9406-e0ce9f5318bc/c824387f-1057-5c5e-a226-4013937ab0aa.pdf
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The PEFC assessor was correct that SFI 
has more detailed rules on this indica-
tor, which can be found in its Guidance 
to SFI 2022 Standards and Rules. But it’s 
not clear this guidance has anything to 
do with complying with the intent of the 
conventions either.

The guidance directs auditors to collect, 
review, and pass along complaints re-
ceived about the labor practices of the 
organization seeking certification—but 
only the labor practices that are covered 
under:

•	 Convention 87, Freedom of Associ-
ation and Protection of the Right to 
Organize

•	 Convention 98, Right to Organize and 
Collective Bargaining

•	 Convention 111, Discrimination (Em-
ployment and Occupation)

Several questions come up. For example, 
if the organization seeking certification 
received complaints and did not hand 
them over, would the auditor know?

And what if no complaints were re-
ceived at all? Presumably the absence 
of complaints is sufficient evidence that 
the organization has respected its work-
ers’ rights in a manner encompassing 
the intent of the ILO core conventions—
at least the three conventions SFI has 
deemed to be not already covered by 
U.S. law.

If there are complaints, however, audi-
tors are to pass them on to a body called 
the SFI ILO Task Force. This task force, 
every six months, will review labor- 

related complaints and will then  
“develop recommendations to the SFI 
Inc. Board of Directors for resolution of 
any significant problems identified.”

Hopefully most organizations and peo-
ple are acting in good faith to respect 
their workers’ rights. But certification to 
the SFI standard doesn’t tell you wheth-
er that’s the case.

How FSC deals with ILO conventions

Compared to SFI, FSC has a relatively 
clear and enforceable set of labor-rights 
requirements.

The FSC International Generic Indica-
tors cover this under the second inter-
national FSC principle, which states, 
“The organization shall maintain or en-
hance the social and economic well-be-
ing of workers.”

The FSC standards—all of which have 
the same principles, criteria, and indica-
tors built into them from the start—go 
on to require conformance to six differ-
ent criteria and a total of 29 indicators 
in detailed, prescriptive language that 
references clear definitions and pro-
vides guidance for national standard 
developers. 

Enforcement of FSC and SFI  
standards

Assessing standards, complying with 
them, and verifying compliance to them 
can be difficult and time consuming 
even when the requirements are de-
tailed and clear, as FSC requirements 
tend to be.

Image: forests.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_Standards_Section7.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_Standards_Section7.pdf
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312232:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312243:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312256:NO
https://normlex.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO:12100:P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:312256:NO
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section2.pdf
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But with PEFC and SFI, people are work-
ing with relatively vague language that 
often references optional-sounding indi-
cators. If someone complains that an or-
ganization hasn’t met the requirements, 
how will they make their case? And 
what systems are in place to handle it?

All three standard-setting bodies have 
systems in place to handle allegations of 
non-conformity. SFI has a Public Inqui-
ries and Official Complaints section of 
its standard, while PEFC has guidelines 
on procedures for the investigation and 
resolution of complaints and appeals as 
well as a section on endorsement-relat-
ed complaints within the Endorsement 
and Mutual Recognition of National Sys-
tems and their Revision standard.

But this is yet another place where FSC 
stands out from both SFI and PEFC—on 
both rigor and transparency. 

FSC has a Policy for Association (PfA) 
that dictates how organizations can be 
held accountable for “forestry practices 
we believe are so destructive that they 
cannot be tolerated.” FSC lists six prac-
tices that meet that definition and states, 
“Organizations found responsible for 
these activities face exclusion from the 
FSC scheme.”

And this is not just talk. FSC maintains a 
page where the public can track inves-
tigations into activities under the PfA. 
Most of those listed are closed, some 
with determinations of “disassociated,” 
and others moving through a process of 
continued but conditional association.

Each listing also has a more detailed 
page where updates and explanations 
are posted. Ballarpur Industries Limited 
(BILT), for example, was disassociated 
from FSC in 2016 after a panel found 
that it had violated the principles of ILO 
Convention 87 on Freedom of Associa-
tion and ILO Convention 98 on Collective 
Bargaining. FSC had initially agreed to 
continue working with the BILT subsidi-
ary in violation, Sabah Forest Industries, 

under certain conditions, including that 
the company reimburse its employees 
for union dues they’d paid even though 
the union was not recognized by the 
company. The disassociation occurred 
only after the company refused to meet 
the conditions.

Disassociation is not necessarily  
permanent

FSC has recently been more open to giv-
ing second chances to former certificate 
holders that have been disassociated. It 
has two new Remedy Frameworks, one 
for forest conversion and the other for 
PfA violations, which are designed to 
provide “non-judicial access to remedy 
in the forestry sector while encouraging 
environmental restoration and social 
restitution.”

The rollout wasn’t smooth: the Forest 
Peoples Programme (FPP) of Indonesia 
initially sounded an alarm about the 
new program, citing lack of outreach, 
absence of funding, and insufficient 
time allocated for social assessments.

But a few weeks later, the FPP began 
touting the program and released a com-

Image: fsc.org.  
Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/Pages-from-2015_2019StandardsandRules_FINAL_web_Section11.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/Pages-from-2015_2019StandardsandRules_FINAL_web_Section11.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/ab995a65-5ecc-41e6-9173-5d93d8f62384/eb959f4a-e078-5306-8e6b-c0bcdb9133b6.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/ab995a65-5ecc-41e6-9173-5d93d8f62384/eb959f4a-e078-5306-8e6b-c0bcdb9133b6.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-03/ab995a65-5ecc-41e6-9173-5d93d8f62384/eb959f4a-e078-5306-8e6b-c0bcdb9133b6.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/f08250ce-1dfc-40c3-93ad-99fc26558b3c/7c2e5892-e90c-54a7-a005-562ef1361432.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/f08250ce-1dfc-40c3-93ad-99fc26558b3c/7c2e5892-e90c-54a7-a005-562ef1361432.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2019-02/f08250ce-1dfc-40c3-93ad-99fc26558b3c/7c2e5892-e90c-54a7-a005-562ef1361432.pdf
https://connect.fsc.org/system-integrity/policy-association
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases/ballarpur-industries-limited-bilt
https://connect.fsc.org/system-integrity/fsc-remedy-framework
https://www.forestpeoples.org/en/indonesian-civil-society-organizations-sound-alarm-on-FSCs-remedy-framework
https://www.forestpeoples.org/en/bahasa-indonesia-community-guide-fsc-remedy-framework
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/262
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munity guide to participation, stating, 
“FSC upholds the principle of Free, Pri-
or, and Informed Consent, and the Rem-
edy Framework requires such consent 
at multiple stages of implementation.”

PEFC weighs in

PEFC suspended two endorsements in 
2022 in response to Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. PEFC declared wood from 
Russia and Belarus to be “conflict tim-
ber.” PEFC also told BuildingGreen its 
endorsement of the national standard 
for Sweden had been suspended at one 
point in the past.

PEFC does not have a Policy for Associ-
ation, however, as it explains in this on-
line FAQ document. Question 23: “Why 
doesn’t PEFC have a Policy for Associa-
tion?” The answer states that “a Policy 
for Association … risks arbitrary deci-
sion-making” and argues that the “objec-
tives” of such a policy should be covered 
“within the certification standard as cer-
tification requirements.” This approach 
“ensures the correct implementation of 
certification requirements while safe-
guarding the crucial impartiality of the 
certification process,” the document 
says.

But FSC’s PfA steps outside the normal 
audit and conformity process for a very 
specific reason.

Disassociation results only if an organi-
zation egregiously violates the FSC stan-
dard, which is not a normal occurrence. 
And FSC does not directly conduct inves-
tigations: it contracts with a third party, 
Assurance Services International (ASI). 
ASI is the same third party that accred-
its FSC’s certification bodies (see further 
details below, in the section headed “Re-
active procedures for complaints”).

How PEFC manages egregious  
violations

PEFC’s FAQ document seems to imply 
that FSC is the one doing something 

wrong by having a PfA, and it ignores 
the actual bad actors: certificate holders 
that overtly refuse to comply with the 
standard.

So how does PEFC respond to an egre-
gious violation of its standards?

We can get a pretty good idea of that by 
revisiting the case of Sabah Forest In-
dustries, the company mentioned above 
that FSC disassociated from in 2016.

A 2017 article on the website of Build-
ing and Wood Workers’ International 
implied that the company “ha[d] been 
stripped of another certification label” 
and that its “chain-of-custody certificate 
under the PEFC scheme has now been 
terminated.”

In fact, however, the company simply 
allowed its PEFC chain-of-custody certi-
fication to expire.

Even though FSC received the Sabah 
complaint in March 2015, no PEFC certi-
fication body or PEFC accreditor stepped 
in to terminate the certificate during the 
ensuing two years. The “expired” status 
is confirmed in search results on PEFC’s 
website. 

BuildingGreen asked PEFC’s Thorsten 
Arndt when PEFC had found out about 
the allegations against Sabah and why 
it opted to allow the certificate to expire 
two years after the complaints came to 
light through FSC.

Arndt did not say when PEFC had 
learned of the issue, but he argued in 
an email that certification bodies—not 
PEFC, national governing bodies, or 
accreditors—are the only entities that 
should intervene with certificate hold-
ers. “Kindly check with the certification 
bodies concerning non-conformities or 
complaints against non-conformities 
concerning Sabah Forest Industries,” 
Arndt wrote.

https://cdn.pefc.org/furniture.pefc.org/media/2021-09/7ea2c90b-e1a1-4e67-a01e-4bed9c8571e2/7d707fa9-85bb-5174-9dd2-3e6e921becf7.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/furniture.pefc.org/media/2021-09/7ea2c90b-e1a1-4e67-a01e-4bed9c8571e2/7d707fa9-85bb-5174-9dd2-3e6e921becf7.pdf
https://www.asi-assurance.org/s/
https://www.bwint.org/cms/sfi-certification-terminated-as-sabah-forestrys-reputation-slips-590
https://www.bwint.org/cms/sfi-certification-terminated-as-sabah-forestrys-reputation-slips-590
https://pefc.org/find-certified
https://pefc.org/find-certified
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What about SFI?

When BuildingGreen asked SFI senior 
vice president of customer affairs, Jason 
Metnick, whether the organization had 
ever withdrawn a certificate, he replied, 
“What we’ve seen is that organizations 
will go through an audit and find that 
they don’t meet the requirements, and 
they’ll drop the certificate.” He added 
that the more stringent SFI standard in 
2022 had caused “a few” certificate hold-
ers to “drop out of SFI.” 

Metnick added, “Anyone can submit a 
complaint if they believe the organiza-
tion hasn’t met the intent of the stan-
dard,” a process he said leads to an in-
vestigation carried out by an accredited 
certification body. 

Requirements and  
Accountability for Chain- 
of-Custody Certifications
In this section, we’ll look at what it takes 
to get a product labeled under the FSC, 
PEFC, and SFI chain-of-custody (CoC) 
programs. These programs help ensure 
that the contents of all labeled materi-
als have come from certified forests or 
other acceptable sources. As we’ll see, 
it’s the thresholds for what is acceptable 
that makes CoC standards tricky.

Three Sets of Standards

For this analysis, we directly compare 
SFI’s standards with FSC’s and PEFC’s.

This is where PEFC’s “mutually recog-
nized” endorsements come into play: 
the organization’s CoC standard consid-
ers any forest certified under a PEFC-en-
dorsed national standard to be a certi-
fied source of material.

SFI has a unique version of CoC. The 
system includes SFI’s CoC standard. But 
SFI also has a Fiber Sourcing standard 
and a related Certified Sourcing stan-

Image: pefc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

Photo: NRCS Oregon. CC BY-ND 2.0.

Chain-of-custody standards help ensure that not only forests but also all the suppliers 
along the chain measure up.

https://pefc.org/find-certified
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/
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dard, which are explained below. We’ll 
discuss the following CoC standards and 
related documents.

PEFC’s own CoC standard

•	 PEFC International Chain of Custody 
of Forest and Tree Based Products 
(2020)

Relevant FSC standards

•	 FSC Chain-of-Custody Standard  
(v3–1, 2021)

•	 FSC Standard for Sourcing Reclaimed 
Material (v2–0, 2011)

•	 FSC Controlled Wood Standard  
(v3–1, 2017)

•	 FSC National Risk Assessment for the 
Conterminous United States of Ameri-
ca (v1, 2019)

Relevant SFI standards

•	 SFI Chain of Custody Standard (2022)

•	 SFI Fiber Sourcing Standard (2022)

•	 SFI Certified Sourcing Standard (2022)

What’s actually certified?

Once a log leaves a certified forest, all 
the companies along the supply chain 
are accountable for two different re-
quirements:

1.	 �Segregation and labeling of mate-
rials from certified forests; and

2.	 �Ensuring that any wood in a 
labeled product that isn’t certified 
is at least screened to make sure 
it’s not associated with serious 
social or environmental harm. 
CoC standards require certified 
companies to perform due dili-
gence when procuring wood or 
wood-based raw materials. They 
must make a reasonable effort to 
avoid sourcing materials associ-
ated with harmful practices—the 

biggies, like forced labor, defor-
estation, and illegal logging. This 
process starts with risk assess-
ment.

Here we focus on the second require-
ment. The due-diligence or risk-assess-
ment frameworks are at the heart of 
how CoC standards hold certificate hold-
ers accountable. And there are stark dif-
ferences among the CoC standards put 
out by FSC, PEFC, and SFI.

Getting Mixed Up in Risk  
Management

All three CoC standards we analyzed 
assume that two kinds of material are 
always acceptable: content from certi-
fied forests and content that’s reclaimed 
from previous uses. But all three stan-
dards also allow “mix” claims and la-
bels. “In many cases, mixing is the only 
feasible way to allow more companies to 
produce certified items and participate 
in the FSC system,” the FSC website ex-
plains.

A mix claim means that reclaimed con-
tent and content from certified sources 

Photo: P.J. Melton.

Tracing the supply chain can be a difficult task 
for buyers as well as auditors.

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2020-02/66954288-f67f-4297-9912-5a62fcc50ddf/23621b7b-3a5d-55c9-be4d-4e6a5f61c789.pdf
https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2020-02/66954288-f67f-4297-9912-5a62fcc50ddf/23621b7b-3a5d-55c9-be4d-4e6a5f61c789.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-std-40-004-v3-1-chain-of-custody-certification.a-809.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-standard-for-sourcing-reclaimed-materials.a-474.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-standard-for-sourcing-reclaimed-materials.a-474.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.requirements-for-sourcing-fsc-controlled-wood.a-838.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-us-controlled-wood-risk-assessment-fsc-nra-us-v1-0.a-839.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-us-controlled-wood-risk-assessment-fsc-nra-us-v1-0.a-839.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-us-controlled-wood-risk-assessment-fsc-nra-us-v1-0.a-839.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section4.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section3.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section5.pdf
https://fsc.org/en/fsc-mix-label-and-controlled-wood
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get intermingled with a third kind of 
content: virgin material from non-certi-
fied forests. This practice is not supposed 
to be a free-for-all, though. When sup-
ply-chain entities decide to source con-
tent from non-certified sources, the CoC 
standards require them to use risk man-
agement. Risk management is a set of 
practices for identifying risks (through 
risk assessment) and then taking steps 
to minimize their impact (sometimes 
called “controls”).

To use a mix certification, certificate 
holders have to recognize the risk of 
inadvertently using content from “un-
acceptable” or “controversial” sources. 
And if there is risk, they must put con-
trols in place to reduce that risk to a rea-
sonable level. 

FSC calls acceptable virgin material 
from non-certified sources “controlled 
wood,” and a risk assessment is the first 
step toward ensuring that controlled 
wood doesn’t come from problematic 
sources. PEFC uses the term “controver-
sial” for problematic sources. Certificate 
holders that add content from unknown 
or uncertified forests to a product are 
not allowed to claim the product is cer-
tified, even under a “mix” certification, 
unless they perform the risk manage-
ment the standard requires.

What’s acceptable and unacceptable?

The CoC standards define what’s accept-
able and unacceptable similarly, though 
there are some differences.

FSC’s Controlled Wood standard has 
five distinct categories of unacceptable 
sources. The harvesting and business 
practices proscribed by the standard 
are:

•	 Illegal logging

•	 Violations of traditional or civil rights

•	 Threats to protected species and 
ecosystems or other areas with high 
conservation value

•	 Deforestation or forest degradation

•	 Use of genetically modified trees

PEFC and SFI use the term “controver-
sial sources,” and the categories are 
nearly identical, but the deeper details 
differ.

For example, when it comes to labor 
rights, PEFC has fewer controls than 
FSC does, specifically on ILO standards. 
PEFC considers “health, labor, and safe-
ty issues” in its requirements, primari-
ly by referencing “applicable local, na-
tional, or international legislation.” But 
if the country of origin has not ratified 
the ILO conventions, international labor 
law is not in legal force there.

As in its forest-management indicators, 
FSC resolves this by referring to labor 
rights “as specified in ILO Fundamen-
tal Principles and Rights at Work” and 
then also naming each of the recognized 
rights, regardless of whether any ILO 
conventions are in legal force in the  
locale. PEFC and SFI, on the other hand, 
require organizations to adhere to the 

Photo: Anonymous. CC BY-SA 3.0.

This lumber allegedly came from illegally felled rosewoods. FSC and PEFC both for-
bid illegally sourced wood in the supply chain, but FSC requires more robust risk  
management.

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/risk-management
https://fsc.org/en/fsc-mix-label-and-controlled-wood
https://www.ilo.org/ilo-declaration-fundamental-principles-and-rights-work/about-declaration/text-declaration-and-its-follow
https://www.ilo.org/ilo-declaration-fundamental-principles-and-rights-work/about-declaration/text-declaration-and-its-follow
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
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“spirit” of the ILO Declaration on Fun-
damental Principles and Rights at Work, 
which leaves proof of conformity open 
to interpretation. 

SFI’s version of “controlled wood” is 
included in its Fiber Sourcing Stan-
dard. Objective 11 within that standard, 
“Avoid Controversial Sources,” requires 
verification that the wood comes from 
“legal and responsible sources.” The 
high-level criteria for this determina-
tion align closely with FSC’s Controlled 
Wood list.

The Fiber Sourcing Standard requires 
proactive engagement with the supply 
chain from non-certified forests to en-
courage best management practices 
(more on this under “SFI’s CoC, Fiber 
Sourcing, and Certified Sourcing stan-
dards”).

Official risk assessments vs.  
a decentralized approach

Probably the biggest difference between 
risk management under FSC’s CoC stan-
dard and risk management under PE-
FC’s and SFI’s CoC standards is that FSC 
publishes national risk assessments, 
which certificate holders are required 
to reference. PEFC and SFI instead leave 
risk management in the hands of the 
certificate holder, which can lead to con-
flicts of interest. 

FSC’s national risk assessments and 
risk-assessment framework

FSC has published risk assessments for 
60 countries. Each one considers the 
risk of procuring materials that are as-
sociated with any of the five unaccept-
able practices listed above (forced labor, 
deforestation, etc.).

The national risk assessments deter-
mine risk levels at a granular scale. 
For example, FSC’s risk assessment for 
the U.S. identifies specified risks all the  
way down to the county level (see  
Appendix B).

If an FSC CoC certificate holder wants to 
source wood from an area that doesn’t 
have a national risk assessment, the 
Controlled Wood standard allows that 
buyer to do an “extended company risk 
assessment” (ECRA) in unassessed areas 
to demonstrate due diligence—but this 
is permitted only within very narrow 
limits.

The organization seeking CoC certifi-
cation must follow a prescriptive pro-
cedure called the FSC Risk-Assessment 
Framework to assess a supplier on 64 
different indicators. 

FSC places the burden of proof on the 
organization conducting the ECRA and 
requires a precautionary approach—
meaning that if not enough information 
is available to conclude there is negli-
gible risk, the assessment must assume 
non-negligible risk. There are also re-
quirements associated with:

•	 Information sources that must 
include both technical experts and 
affected stakeholders

•	 Source type that should specify rele-
vant geopolitical boundaries, for-
est-management type and scope, who 
owns the land, etc. 

•	 Entities involved in producing the 
material or product: must include 
contractors

•	 Likelihood of falsified documents and 
other fraud

Once each of the 64 indicators has a 
designated risk level, the organization 
seeking certification has to set up con-
trol measures for any non-negligible 
risks and then ensure its suppliers affir-
matively demonstrate that they’ve used 
these control measures to mitigate all 
the risks identified.

Control measures should be “SMART,” 
the risk-assessment framework advis-
es—specific, measurable, achievable, 
relevant, and tangible. Examples include 

https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/377
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/377
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something as simple as stakeholder con-
sultation or as complex as third-party 
verification, DNA testing of fiber, or le-
gally binding agreements between orga-
nizations. 

Perhaps most importantly, before the 
company moves forward, an ECRA must 
be approved by the certification body 
that will conduct the Controlled Wood 
certification audit. ECRAs also expire 
after six months, at which point the 
certificate holder must update its due 
diligence system, get its existing due dil-
igence system re-approved by the certi-
fication body, or stop sourcing materials 
from the unassessed area.

PEFC and SFI give much more leeway

PEFC and SFI do not conduct and pub-
lish national risk assessments, nor do 
they have a standardized, top-down pro-
cess like FSC’s Risk-Management Frame-
work.

Instead, they recommend mechanisms 
for each organization to make their own 
risk determinations and then manage 
risks in their own way. These assess-
ments require the use of publicly avail-
able data only, and many of the recom-
mendations are vague.

For example, the first step of the risk as-
sessment under PEFC is to sort potential 
sources of material into two buckets: 
negligible risk or significant risk.

Image: pefc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

Image: fsc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://cdn.pefc.org/pefc.org/media/2020-02/66954288-f67f-4297-9912-5a62fcc50ddf/23621b7b-3a5d-55c9-be4d-4e6a5f61c789.pdf
https://connect.fsc.org/document-centre/documents/resource/377
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If a source is deemed a negligible risk, it 
automatically qualifies as “non-contro-
versial” and can be mixed with content 
from certified forests with no further 
questions asked. PEFC allows material 
from any of the following sources to be 
mixed with certified content and still 
qualify for PEFC mix claims:

•	 Forests certified under third-party 
standards that PEFC itself does not 
endorse

•	 Government verifications

•	 Non-governmental verification or 
licensing under a mechanism other 
than forest certification

All these “negligible risk” designations 
happen before any assessment regard-
ing the risk of corruption or fraud in the 
jurisdiction of origin—even though a 
government validation is accepted.

The PEFC and SFI CoC standards include 
few obvious benchmarks for certificate 
holders to adhere to, or for auditors to 
verify conformance with. And unlike 
FSC, they do not require the certification 
body to approve the certificate holder’s 
risk-assessment or risk-management 
scheme. They also don’t recommend 
SMART control measures.

Moving from risk assessment to risk 
management

What if a source is deemed to be risky 
under the FSC, PEFC, or SFI CoC stan-
dards?

The simplest way to manage this is to 
avoid sourcing any of the risk-bearing 
materials, but it’s generally considered 
better if certificate holders find a way 
to incentivize better practices, especial-
ly in higher-risk locations, by engaging 
with potential suppliers and purchasing 
their materials.

FSC’s approach to high-risk sources

Giving new suppliers access to glob-
al markets through the FSC Controlled 

Wood standard can result in better 
working conditions, higher wages, 
greater gender equality, and more lo-
cal wealth, along with more successful 
protection of resources and ecosystem 
services. 

The risk, of course, is that bad actors may 
exploit the advantages of market access 
and keep all the benefits for themselves, 
corrupting the value of the FSC system 
for everyone.

The FSC Controlled Wood standard dic-
tates how to follow up and ensure sup-
pliers in higher-risk locations are miti-
gating such risks, and each national risk 
assessment includes detailed mitigation 
requirements for both buyers and sell-
ers. When the certifying body checks on 
the due diligence program it has previ-
ously approved, the paper trail needs to 
show that the buyer demanded specific 
requirements and that the seller met 
them.

For example, the FSC risk assessment for 
the Czech Republic uncovered specified 
areas where “priority natural habitat” is 
under threat due to a lack of sufficient 
legal protections as well as lax enforce-
ment of protective laws. So, an organi-
zation sourcing from areas of specified 
risk must require specific types of evi-
dence from local suppliers, proving that 
the forestry operation is really protect-
ing the areas it’s required to protect.

Then the auditor checks that it’s all go-
ing to plan; and if it’s not, both suppliers 
and buyers are at risk of having their 
certificates suspended.

PEFC’s and SFI’s approaches to high-
risk sources

After PEFC’s initial sorting process, 
during which materials from several 
non-PEFC-endorsed certifications and 
government programs can be accepted 
into the mix, PEFC’s CoC standard moves 
on to the “significant risk” bucket.
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Organizations that find non-negligible 
risks must continue their risk assess-
ment to pinpoint the risk more pre-
cisely, and if they want to source risky 
materials, they must implement risk 
management. There are two tiers of this 
procedure:

Examining supplier-specific risks

Assessing broader risks within the spe-
cific supply chain (such as materials 
from unknown tree species included in 
the supply).

But PEFC does not prescribe loca-
tion-specific risk-mitigation measures 
and does not require a third-party audit 
of the supplier’s facilities or processes.

Instead, a CoC-certified company buying 
wood or wood fiber must develop its own 
risk-management requirements and im-
plement its own verification systems.

This can be a second-party system, 
meaning buyers directly inspect and 
verify their suppliers’ conformity with 
risk-management conditions. Or it can 
be a third-party system, meaning the 
buyer hires an agent to inspect its suppli-
ers. And in some cases, an inspection is 
not even needed: the buyer simply asks 
the supplier for a “self-declaration” of 
conformity to the buyer’s requirements.

By putting the buyer in charge of verify-
ing its own suppliers, the PEFC standard 
creates a potential conflict of interest: 
some buyers might conclude that if no 
one else is looking, they could save some 
time and resources by also looking away. 

Nowhere in the PEFC standard are deeper 
research, third-party expertise, or stake-
holder consultation required. Like other 
PEFC standards, the CoC requirements 
set a low bar and have loopholes that 
make clearing the low bar even easier.

“Substantiated concerns” after  
the fact

Amid the judgment calls in the PEFC and 

SFI systems, “substantiated concerns” 
are the primary backstop.

Described as “evidence that a materi-
al came from a controversial source,” 
these concerns may originate within the 
organization during its risk assessment, 
which would require follow-up. But if 
such concerns are missed (or ignored), 
the system falls back on third parties to 
blow the whistle. 

If that does happen, companies can’t 
make certification claims on products 
containing those materials until the con-
cerns are resolved.

SFI’s CoC, Fiber Sourcing, and  
Certified Sourcing standards

SFI has four different product labels, but 
we’ll focus mainly on CoC and Certified 
Sourcing.

•	 SFI Chain of Custody: automatically 
allows recycled content and content 
from forests certified under the SFI, 
American Tree Farm System, and 
Canadian Standards Association 
forest-management standards. Also 
automatically allows material from 
non-certified lands through SFI’s Cer-
tified Sourcing standard, but Certified 
Sourcing does not have the same 
status as certified forest content (see 
the last bullet). 

•	 SFI Recycled Content: allows content 
that is pre- or post-consumer recycled 
or came from SFI-certified forests

•	 SFI CoC Recognizing Global Stan-
dards: allows materials from non-
North American companies that are 
certified under PEFC’s CoC standard 
to be mixed with content from SFI 
CoC-certified companies

•	 SFI Certified Sourcing: allows fiber 
from certified forests as well as from 
non-certified forests meeting SFI’s 
Fiber Sourcing standard, discussed 
further below. The Fiber Sourcing 
standard requires the bare minimum 

Photo: Silar. CC BY-SA 4.0.

PEFC and SFI chain-of- 
custody standards rely on  
whistle-blowers to come  
forward after the fact.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/deed.en
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from suppliers, as we discuss in the 
following sections. 

Like the FSC and PEFC CoC standards, 
the SFI standard automatically exempts 
certified and salvaged materials from 
due diligence. Because SFI includes its 
Certified Sourcing standard as a valid 
indicator of “certified” wood for this 
purpose, the due diligence may have 
been conducted upstream in the supply 
chain, in which case no further verifica-
tion is required. 

The Fiber Sourcing standard, which we 
haven’t previously discussed in-depth, is 
key to understanding the CoC and Certi-
fied Sourcing labels.

SFI Fiber Sourcing: elevating the  
lowest common denominator 

SFI says its Fiber Sourcing Standard 
seeks to promote better forest manage-
ment on the 90% of forest lands globally 
that are not certified under any forest 
certification program. It’s essentially 
SFI’s version of FSC’s Controlled Wood 
program, although—much like with PE-
FC’s CoC standard—the risk-mitigation 
controls it proposes are not very specific 
and don’t require third-party verification.

The SFI Fiber Sourcing standard lays out 
a set of 13 principles, which are direc-
tional in nature, and then 11 objectives, 

which are more actionable. These ob-
jectives differ from those in the SFI for-
est-management standard in that they 
address the ways in which a forest-prod-
uct company can influence forestry and 
land management on land that it doesn’t 
control.

As in SFI’s forest-management standard, 
each objective in the fiber-sourcing stan-
dard has associated performance mea-
sures and indicators that, in theory, an 
auditor can verify. However, as with PE-
FC’s and SFI’s other standards, we noted 
a distinct lack of structure and detail.

For example, the high-flying objective 
“Biodiversity in Fiber Sourcing” in-
cludes Performance Measure 1.2, which 
despite its name requires no tangible 
performance and identifies nothing at 
all to measure.

Instead, it requires that the organization 
“conduct and incorporate the results of” 
an assessment of forests that may sup-
port critically imperiled or imperiled 
species and ecosystems, and that the 
organization “address” these forests us-
ing four possible means, one of which is 
“forest landowner outreach.” 

Curious whether we would discover 
more details in SFI’s guidance on im-
plementing its standards and rules, 

Image: forests.org. November 4, 2024.

https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_Standards_Section7.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section2.pdf
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BuildingGreen discovered that the Fiber 
Sourcing standard takes up fewer than 
2 pages of the 32-page document, but it 
does have a clarification about this par-
ticular layer of the standard:

The requirements of this performance 
measure should be considered to-
gether, meaning that the assessment 
results generate information that can 
be transferred to landowners and 
loggers through outreach and train-
ing programs, etc., facilitating the 
use of that information at the level of 
individual harvest. Using the assess-
ment results at the scale of purchased 
stumpage is the most specific level of 
application ….

From “Fiber Sourcing” to “Certified 
Sourcing”

SFI’s Certified Sourcing standard creates 
a labeling and claims process that in-
cludes forest products procured in con-
formance with the Fiber Sourcing stan-
dard. Unlike FSC and PEFC, SFI offers 
a “Certified Sourcing” label that can be 
applied to material or products meeting 
this standard.

The Certified Sourcing standard defines 
two classes of forest-product companies: 
“primary producers,” which obtain at 
least half of the content of the final 
product directly from forests, and “sec-
ondary producers” (the rest of the sup-
ply chain). Primary producers must get 
100% of the wood that comes straight 
out of the forest from one of the three 
approved types of “certified” sourcing 
listed above.

But if these companies make products 
that include wood fiber that has already 
been processed by others—meaning 
that it doesn’t come straight from the for-
est—that material doesn’t have to meet 
the fiber standard. This other wood and 
fiber, which could constitute up to half 
of the finished product—must still be 
screened for anything from “controver-
sial sources” (see below) with a defined 
due diligence process. 

Secondary producers have less direct in-
fluence on practices in the forest. They 
only have to show that two-thirds of 
their wood fiber is from Certified Sourc-
es. The rest of that fiber also has to be 
screened for controversial sources, just 
like content from primary producers.

For this label, producers outside the U.S. 
and Canada are subject to annual audits, 
but those in North America are not. 

Controversial sources

The criteria for defining controversial 
sources are like those in both FSC and 
PEFC, but the verification appears to be 
limited.

SFI’s controversial sources include only 
one source that’s not specifically called 
out in either the FSC or the PEFC CoC 
standards: “fiber sourced from areas 
without effective social laws.” There are 
no criteria explaining what constitutes a 
“social law” or how to decide whether it 
is “effective.”

As under FSC’s and PEFC’s rules, screen-
ing for controversial sources starts with 
a risk assessment. The certified organi-
zation has to document the tree species 
and country or region of origin, and 
check for any of the controversial sourc-
es. Self-declarations by their supplier 
are considered acceptable.

Unlike FSC, however, SFI has created a 
program for Certified Sourcing with a  
label that looks very much like its CoC 
program label but in fact means some-
thing completely different. This Cer-
tified Sourcing label “does not make 
claims about certified content,” ac-
cording to SFI’s website. That being the 
case, it’s misleading to include the word 
“certified” in the name of the standard 
and on its associated labels. It would 
take a very astute buyer to distinguish 
between SFI’s CoC label, which does en-
sure virgin content comes from certified 
forests, and its Certified Sourcing label, 
which does not.

https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-Certified-Sourcing-SAMPLE.png
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/SFI-Certified-Sourcing-SAMPLE.png
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section6_Appendix1.pdf
https://forests.org/wp-content/uploads/2022_SFI_StandardsandRules_section6_Appendix1.pdf
https://forests.org/labelsandclaims/
https://forests.org/labelsandclaims/
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Does this standard raise the bar?

Summaries of auditors’ reports are 
available on SFI’s website, and the sam-
ples we reviewed show that auditors 
are checking for available indicators 
and that the forest-product companies 
are indeed engaging with their indus-
try groups and suppliers to encourage 
best-management practices, training, 
and use of certified professionals.

This program is not setting a high bar 
for optimal forest management. It does 
appear to be confirming some level of 
engagement between the organizations 
managing and logging the forests and 
their customers. 

SFI promotes its Fiber Sourcing stan-
dard as a way to help ensure even small 
family landowners have a basic under-
standing of responsible forest manage-
ment and get access to the same markets 
bigger players can compete in under the 
main SFI forest-management standard. 

Many of the entities this program reach-
es, reported Jason Metnick in an inter-

view, are “small, private landowners” 
who have up to a hundred acres but 
may have as few as five. Metnick spe-
cifically cited Performance Measure 1.2 
for its “landscape-level biodiversity as-
sessment” because it means producers 
are “making sure results are shared and 
properly accounted for within the log- 
ging community and other wood dealers.”

Metnick added, “Manufacturers don’t 
own the land, but they are helping to 
indirectly influence responsible forestry 
on millions of additional acres.” 

This is not a small thing and should 
be celebrated. However, it’s not a firm 
foundation for building a procurement 
standard.

The CoC Bugaboo: Fraudulent 
Claims and Labels

Unfortunately, no matter how well de-
signed a certification scheme is, there 
will always be people who try to exploit 
it for their own gain. They might give 
and receive bribes, falsify papers, and 
recruit others into their conspiracies. 

Photo: M.O. Stevens. CC BY-SA 3.0.

Some organizations accuse FSC of a systemic lack of oversight, but compared with other systems, FSC is still the gold 
standard. And unlike PEFC or SFI, FSC has implemented proactive verification and monitoring systems in recent years.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en
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Many of these conspiracies are orches-
trated by organized crime networks, but 
not all, and some participants in these 
schemes are often struggling family 
businesses trying to make ends meet in a 
system that has been corrupted by others. 

It can be particularly difficult to veri-
fy claims within nations where people 
and communities are oppressed by au-
thoritarian regimes—the kinds of plac-
es where a well-implemented forestry 
standard could do the most good. Unfor-
tunately, people in positions of privilege 
in other countries sometimes use the au-
thoritarianism and corruption to their 
own advantage.

Since its establishment, FSC has often 
found itself at the center of these cor-
rupt and fraudulent schemes. 

A 2019 investigation by Shi Yi of the 
publication Sixth Tone found rampant 
interorganizational corruption underly-
ing FSC-labeled supply chains in China. 
Notably, organizations in both Europe 
and China were conspiring to falsify pa-
pers and smuggle products from uncer-
tified sources inside the same shipping 
containers as products from certified 
sources. 

And these aren’t anywhere near the first 
allegations.

Even Greenpeace, one of the original 
founders of FSC, opted to leave FSC Inter-
national in 2018 because of how blatant-
ly and easily some supply-chain actors 
were gaming the system. “We no longer 
have confidence that FSC alone can con-
sistently guarantee enough protection, 
especially when forests are facing mul-
tiple threats,” Greenpeace’s then-forest 
campaign leader said in a statement. 
“FSC is not consistently applied across 
regions, especially where there’s weak 
governance.” 

More recently, Greenpeace released 
a report titled Destruction: Certified, 
which accused FSC of “a number of se-

rious and even fundamental weakness-
es,” including “a heavy reliance on mix-
ing non-certified sources into labeled 
products (coupled with weak and incon-
sistent safeguards against controversial 
sources)” and “weak implementation of 
the standards” due to “the objectivity 
and independence of audits due to the 
conflict of interest caused by companies 
contracting directly with certification 
bodies” (in reference to auditing fees).

Despite all of that, Greenpeace’s recom-
mendation was and is not to stop using 
FSC. In fact, Greenpeace continues to 
consistently name FSC “the most cred-
ible and effective forestry certification 
scheme.” Its recommendation is to use 
FSC and add extra due diligence on top 
of it.

Why does FSC take all the heat?

Greenpeace refers to FSC as “the most 
credible” standard, and BuildingGreen’s 
analysis confirms this assessment. De-
spite this—or rather because of it—FSC 
gets scrutinized more than PEFC or PE-
FC-endorsed standards and certifica-
tions do. 

One of FSC’s longstanding gadflies, a 
website called FSC-Watch, explains on 
its about page why it holds FSC’s feet to 
the fire but does not bother criticizing 
PEFC or the creators of PEFC-endorsed 
national standards:

PEFC et al have no credibility. No 
NGOs, people’s organizations or In-
digenous Peoples’ organizations were 
involved in setting them up. Why 
bother spending our time monitoring 
something that amounts to little more 
than a rubber stamp? 

Despite the criticism from FSC-Watch 
and from NGOs like Greenpeace, FSC 
has been slow to develop and adopt pro-
active assurances that its high-minded 
standards and labels reflect what’s ac-
tually happening in forests, mills, and 
factories.

https://www.sixthtone.com/news/1003369
https://www.sixthtone.com/news/1003369
https://www.greenpeace.org/international/press-release/15589/greenpeace-international-to-not-renew-fsc-membership/
https://www.greenpeace.org/international/press-release/15589/greenpeace-international-to-not-renew-fsc-membership/
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-international-stateless/2021/04/b1e486be-greenpeace-international-report-destruction-certified_finaloptimised.pdf
https://fsc-watch.com/about/
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Reactive procedures for complaints  

Most of FSC’s controls on the use of its 
standards and labels are reactive in na-
ture: they respond to complaints, typi-
cally after the associated materials have 
already entered the supply chain.

Once a complaint is lodged, though, FSC 
appears to have a robust and transpar-
ent system for responding to allegations 
and holding companies accountable for 
not living up to the Policy for Associa-
tion (PfA).

If someone files a complaint about a 
specific organization, FSC starts its  
accountability process by screening the 
complaint to assess whether it’s backed 
up by sufficient evidence to move for-
ward. At this point, FSC decides wheth-
er to make an immediate decision on 
the case, support a mediated resolution 
among various parties, or launch an in-
vestigation.

If there’s an investigation, it’s carried 
out by Assurance Services Internation-
al (ASI)—the same group that accredits 
FSC’s certification bodies. After the in-
vestigation, ASI shares its findings and 
recommends actions for FSC, which may 
include not only accountability for the 
company involved but also changes to 
standards, policies, or procedures.

FSC makes a determination about 
whether to disassociate the company, 
and if not, how to move forward—pos-
sibly with remedies and more frequent 
scrutiny to ensure an offending party 
holds up its side of the bargain. 

Anyone can find closed cases and can 
track the progress of open cases on FSC’s 
website. These pages appear to be up-
dated frequently. 

FSC’s proactive efforts

FSC has more recently developed proac-
tive means of detecting and addressing 
fraud. These include third-party risk 
monitoring and new applications of 
technology.

“FSC Check”

One of the proactive additions FSC very 
recently made to its programs is an at-
tempt to screen out disassociated and 
blocked organizations and prevent them 
from infiltrating the system again.

FSC does this by conducting a risk as-
sessment through an automated pre-
check of new or renewing organiza-
tions that are seeking certification. The 
system flags organizations deemed as 
having a “high risk” of an inappropriate 
affiliation with an organization on FSC’s 

Image: fsc.org. Retrieved November 4, 2024.

https://fsc.org/en/system-integrity
https://fsc.org/en/system-integrity
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases
https://connect.fsc.org/current-cases/policy-association-cases
https://connect.fsc.org/actions-and-outcomes/fsc-check
https://connect.fsc.org/actions-and-outcomes/fsc-check
https://connect.fsc.org/actions-and-outcomes/fsc-check
https://fsc.org/en/newscentre/integrity-and-disputes/integrity-of-wood-pellets-supply-chains-at-risk
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blacklist. FSC then manually follows up 
with any of these high-risk companies to 
ensure they aren’t hiding an affiliation 
with a blocked or disassociated organi-
zation.

Risk monitoring by ASI

Although most investigations begin with 
reports from workers, FSC field offices, 
or auditors, ASI has also begun moni-
toring FSC-related transactions across 
supply chains around the world. If trou-
bling data come to light, ASI and FSC set 
up a “transaction verification loop”—a 
data feed set up to monitor and flag 
transactions along the supply chain.

After gathering data, ASI investigates 
and attempts to root out the highest-risk 
companies, which may then be blocked. 
One verification loop launched in 2021 
led to FSC’s 2023 decision to block two 
wood-pellet producers in Vietnam.

Sophisticated DNA testing

Another tool that can be used either pro-
actively or reactively is DNA testing that, 
according to FSC, not only verifies tree 
species but also can pinpoint its forest of 
origin. 

For example, if illegal logging is a risk 
identified in a national risk assessment 
or as a result of a company’s own due 

diligence, certified organizations can 
commission sample tests to confirm that 
materials really are what suppliers say 
they are.

“Isotope testing and genetic mapping … 
pinpoint where—within a few kilome-
ters—a specific piece of wood originates 
from,” the FSC website explains. This 
is possible thanks to a data bank called 
WorldForestID, which was created by 
a coalition of organizations to geotag 
wood samples. “FSC is working to stop 
illegal logging and ensure that the wood 
used in the supply chains of FSC-certi-
fied products originates from legitimate 
sources,” the website explains.

Eyes on the sky

Forest-management auditors now also 
have access to satellite surveillance for 
all the forests practices they verify un-
der FSC standards. The Earth Obser-
vation tool is “an easier way to inspect 
conditions in and around certified for-
est areas,” according to the website. The 
platform can also notify auditors “in 
near real time” that logging is happen-
ing in any of the lands they’re auditing. 

FSC claims satellite imagery can help au-
ditors identify issues beyond deforesta-
tion and forest degradation, such as ap-
propriate stream buffers and protection 
of special sites.

Image: fsc.org.

 

https://fsc.org/en/newscentre/integrity-and-disputes/integrity-of-wood-pellets-supply-chains-at-risk
https://fsc.org/en/newscentre/integrity-and-disputes/integrity-of-wood-pellets-supply-chains-at-risk
https://fsc.org/en/wood-id
https://worldforestid.org/
https://fsc.org/en/earth-observation
https://fsc.org/en/earth-observation
https://fsc.org/en/earth-observation
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FSC Trace: automated transaction 
verification

FSC is also rolling out a new program 
called FSC Trace, which is designed to 
detect the legitimacy of every single 
transaction that occurs as materials 
change ownership along the chain of 
custody—not only for “controlled” wood 
but also for materials from FSC-certified 
sources. The software automatically 
flags any suspect transactions, which (at 
least in theory) get further scrutiny. 

There are potential issues with this 
still-emerging program, one of which 
is that companies can edit their trans-
actions after the system flags them as 
not matching. It’s not clear why that is 
permitted, and BuildingGreen has so far 
found no information about how FSC 
plans to manage the risk of fraud sim-
ply getting replicated through an entire 
blockchain. 

Once FSC Trace is fully in place, assum-
ing there are accountability mecha-
nisms built in to verify that transactions 
haven’t simply been edited to “correct” 
discrepancies, the program may give 
FSC end users a bit more peace of mind 
while also helping reduce some of the 
bureaucratic headaches associated with 
FSC’s CoC standard—especially since 
one major selling point of the software 
is that it can generate reports for com-
pliance with the European Deforesta-
tion Regulation (EUDR). 

In fact, that legislation—which requires 
importers of any land-use-derived prod-
uct or material to disclose granular geo-
location data to the government proving 
that their product isn’t associated with 
forest degradation or deforestation—is 
already laying the groundwork for ex-
tensive traceability in global commodity 
supply chains, and not just timber. 

Deforestation and forest degradation are 
not the only irresponsible practices that 

FSC is designed to prevent, but many 
companies will likely be leveraging this 
new level of granularity that EUDR re-
quires to demonstrate that a product 
meets indicators beyond deforestation 
and forest degradation, and FSC Trace is 
designed to facilitate that.

What Should  
Buyers Do Now?
To effect a socially just and 
equitable transition away 
from fossil fuels, we must 
stop allowing powerful peo-
ple to externalize costs to 
fuel their own short-term 
profits. Nature-based solu-
tions, including responsibly 
managed forests, can be 
part of that transition only 
if they’re implemented in 
responsible ways.

To make it happen, we’ll 
need the public and pri-
vate sectors to invest in 
cutting-edge research, new 
technology, and widespread 
training programs. And 
we’ll need to double down 
on our commitments to the 
proven standard for respon-
sible sourcing that already exists—FSC 
certification. Even when it costs more.

Also needed: active support for innova-
tion, in the form of new frameworks and 
standards for climate-smart forest man-
agement. 

Both types of support can help the pri-
vate and public sectors manage sup-
ply-chain and reputational risks while 
contributing to broad achievement of 
authentic, tangible sustainability goals.

Photo: P.J. Melton

Nature-based solutions can  
be part of a just transition  
only if they’re implemented  
in responsible ways.

https://fsc.org/en/fsctrace
https://www.buildinggreen.com/news-analysis/new-climate-smart-wood-guidance-and-call-pilot-partners
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Appendix A:  
Leading with Circularity
The most important opportunity that 
project teams and owners have to source 
wood responsibly is through circularity.

Circularity as a sustainability term is 
often associated with recycling, some-
times involving manufacturer takeback 
programs, but recycling is a very nar-
row slice of the circle. True circularity 
is about disrupting the conventional as-
sumptions hidden in common produc-
tion and disposal practices in industri-
alized economies. It means using only 
what you need, designing projects from 
the start for disassembly and reuse, and 
opting for reused buildings, assemblies, 
and materials whenever possible.

Circularity Principles and  
Questions

As BuildingGreen detailed in this circu-
larity explainer, in a circular economy, 
resources are reused as long as possible 
before being completely broken down 
and fed back into the original system 

that produced them. A circular model 
would leave more land, more commu-
nities, and more ecosystems untouched 
while also reducing the embodied car-
bon of materials.

A widespread circular economy would 
also promote more equitable treatment 
of people and communities, protecting 
them from pollution as well as from the 
disruption and displacement associated 
with resource exploitation and climate 
change.

These four simple questions can get a 
project team into a more circular mind-
set: 

1.	 �Do we need to source anything  
at all?

2.	 How much do we really need?

3.	 �Can we use reclaimed or salvaged 
materials?

4.	 �How can we source virgin prod-
ucts more responsibly?

Only you know the answers to questions 
1 and 2, and most of this report is about 
question 4. But below is our guidance 
for answering question 3.

Image: Geissdoerfer, M., Pieroni, M.P., Pigosso, D.C. and Soufani, K. - Geissdoerfer, M., Pieroni, M.P., Pigosso, D.C. and Soufani, K., 
2020. Circular business models: A review. Journal of Cleaner Production. CC BY 4.0.

The most effective way to reduce or eliminate the environmental and social impacts of any material 
is through circularity—including dematerialization, material reuse, and refurbishing.

https://www.buildinggreen.com/explainer/circular-economy-better-design-start-start
https://www.buildinggreen.com/explainer/circular-economy-better-design-start-start
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en
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Sourcing Reclaimed and  
Salvaged Wood

After asking the core circularity ques-
tions and determining there’s still a need 
to acquire materials or products, there 
two main ways to lead with circularity:

•	 Reuse: This includes reuse of entire 
buildings, building assemblies, or 
materials.

•	 Salvage: This could involve recover-
ing dead trees from a variety of plac-
es, such as cities, dead or damaged 
forests, or waterways.

These approaches come with both bene-
fits and challenges.

Reused buildings and wood

Keeping wood building materials in 
use—either by reusing entire buildings 
or by responsibly sourcing assemblies 
or materials reclaimed from buildings—
avoids the climate, environmental, and 
social impacts of products made from 
virgin wood, and especially of using 
wood from unsustainable sources.

It is worth noting that many of the be-
loved features of reclaimed wood result 
from its dubious origins: much of it was 
the product of historical old-growth 
logging. Although that knowledge may 
compromise our sense of its beauty and 
desirability, its original environmental 
and social price makes it even more crit-
ical to keep these products in circulation 
to help prevent fresh exploitation of the 
forests we have left.

Most reclaimed wood comes from ren-
ovating or demolishing old buildings, 
including barns, factories, gymnasiums, 
or bowling alleys. Used flooring, beams, 
and gym bleachers are especially com-
mon. Other common sources of reclaim- 
ed wood may be fences or even pallets. 
In some cases, the wood provides a con-
nection to the community and the land.

But finding and using these wood sourc-

es can be a challenge, so it is important 
to weigh the benefits and limitations 
before making design decisions for a  
project.

Benefits of reusing reclaimed wood

•	 Reduces demand for virgin timber, 
and its inherent environmental and 
social costs, including its carbon emis-
sions (both known and unknown)

•	 Prevents disposal in landfills

•	 Creates unique design opportunities

•	 Stores carbon long term instead of 
emitting more through harvesting 
practices

•	 Often provides higher-quality wood 

Cautions about reusing reclaimed 
wood 

•	 Can sometimes be difficult to trace 
to its source (granular traceability 
is also a problem with virgin wood 
supply chains)

•	 Can potentially contain lead, flame 
retardants, or other hazardous mate-
rials

•	 May have nails and other fasteners 
that must be found and removed

•	 Can potentially harbor pests

•	 Can be expensive

•	 May have limited availability, making 
it difficult to specify

•	 Can be associated with predatory 
or exploitive practices; for example, 
historic structures, especially barns, 
end up being torn down when buyers 
offer cash to financially struggling 
owners

Salvaged wood

Reclaimed wood is post-consumer reuse, 
whereas salvaged wood typically refers 
to the retrieval of whole trees and logs 
that are dead or dying. Downed trees 
can be excellent sources of wood in the 
right application.
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•	 Among other places, salvaged materi-
als may come from:

•	 Sunken trees in waterways

•	 Dying orchards

•	 Forests heavily damaged by pests, 
storms, or other catastrophic  
disturbances

Salvaging forests lost to climate 
change

Climate change is already threatening 
our forests. For example, there are mil-
lions of acres of forests in North Ameri-
ca impacted by pine beetles.

While logging it can be difficult—and 
can come with environmental tradeoffs 
due to lack of standards and regulations 
for salvaging practices—using some of 
it is preferable to allowing it to decay 
and release methane, a powerful green-
house gas. Plus, the wood has a unique 
blue color, which offers exciting design 
options.

Urban wood may be salvaged … or not

When possible, preserving older urban 
trees is preferable to harvesting them 
because they have many environmental 
and social benefits, such as managing 
heat islands and stormwater, and pro-
viding biophilic benefits in communities 
otherwise bereft of access to nature.

But do not automatically assume that 
urban wood has squeaky-clean origins. 
It may be salvaged from urban settings 
due to storm damage or other events, 
but urban trees can also be felled inten-
tionally for questionable reasons—for 
example, to make way for sprawling 
suburbs and exurbs.

Whether the trees really “had to” be cut 
down or not, it’s far better to reuse the 
resulting wood in ways that store its 
carbon long term in building products 
than it is to chip it for mulch or, worse, 
to truck it to a landfill.

Benefits of using salvaged wood

•	 Reduces demand for virgin timber 
and its inherent environmental and 
social costs

•	 Can be used for a wider variety of 
end uses since it may have a larger 
diameter than other wood products 
available on the market

•	 Opens up unique design opportuni-
ties due to its unusual look and feel

•	 Has no embedded fasteners or holes 
from past fasteners to fill (unlike 
reclaimed wood)

•	 Has no coatings, flame retardants, or 
other potentially hazardous synthetic 
materials (unlike reclaimed wood)

Cautions about using salvaged wood

•	 Can potentially harbor pests

•	 Can need special handling to be  
properly milled and dried

•	 Can be expensive

•	 Can have limited availability, making 
it more difficult to specify than stan-
dard products and materials

•	 Can be difficult to assess and verify its 
environmental impacts, especially if 
salvaged from waterways

Field Notes on Reclaimed and 
Salvaged Wood

Though reclaimed or salvaged wood can 
involve more research, longer timelines, 
or higher prices when compared to vir-
gin timber, it doesn’t have to.

A potential source for larger portfolio 
owners: your own properties

Companies and institutions can use ren-
ovations, demolitions, or landscaping 
changes as opportunities to repurpose 
wood for other buildings. Historically, 
wood-framed buildings were typical-
ly built with high-quality wood from  
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mature trees, which is hard to find in 
lumber today because this structural 
timber often came originally from pri-
mary forests. Once the surface layer of 
this type of reclaimed wood is removed, 
the resulting boards can be very attrac-
tive when used as finish materials like 
flooring or paneling.

If being considered for structural ap-
plications, reclaimed wood will have to 
be graded by a qualified engineer. Re-
claimed materials also must be tested 
for contamination from lead, flame re-
tardants, or pesticide treatments, and 
used appropriately or discarded if haz-
ardous substances are found.

Georgia Tech’s Kendeda Building rep-
resents a creative solution to the prob-
lem of structural grading for used 
timbers. The project’s designers and 
contractor were interested in using re-
claimed lumber for cross-laminated tim-
ber (CLT) panels, but the cost of grading 
each piece of lumber was prohibitive. 
They decided instead to construct the 
panels by interspersing 2x4s reclaimed 
from film sets with new 2x6s. The 2x6s 
alone provided adequate structure for 
this use, so the 2x4s could be considered 
“spacers” and didn’t have to be tested. 
Finally, the panels were nailed instead 
of glued together, improving the chanc-
es that the materials could be reused 
again in the future. In this way, the proj-
ect used thousands of reclaimed boards, 
obtained with the help of Atlanta’s Life-
cycle Building Center. 

Accomplishing a project like that takes 
planning, but it also creates a valuable 
sustainability story and can contribute 
to meeting key performance indicators 
(KPIs) on waste, embodied carbon, and 
employee health and well-being.

Promising developments in the  
logistics of sourcing reclaimed wood

Some of the biggest barriers to using 
reclaimed or salvaged wood have to do 

with the logistics: sufficient availability 
and useability at just the right time, in 
just the right place, and at a reasonable 
price point.

Currently, companies that own numer-
ous buildings create regional office-fur-
niture storage areas available for other 
building projects to use. These existing 
sites could potentially house wood prod-
ucts as well.

Furniture, doors, and other products 
made from reclaimed wood are readily 
available. But it is important to get the 
materials tested for pests and contami-
nants. And if clean, then processing it is 
now easier thanks to technologies, such 
as Urban Machine, that scan lumber 
and quickly remove nails and other de-
bris, significantly improving upon older, 
manual processes.

Managing environmental and social 
risks

As mentioned above, there are few 
standards or regulations to help guide 
project teams seeking reclaimed and 
salvaged products from responsible 
sources. FSC’s reclaimed-material stan-
dard and SCS Global Services address 
this to a point, but neither one hits the 
mark. The FSC US forestry-management 
standard does a better job, but it in-
cludes significant loopholes.

SCS’s Salvaged Wood & Fiber Verifica-
tion standard covers reclaimed and ur-
ban sources, and it also includes some 
forestry-waste material. However, the 
focus is almost entirely on legal rights 
and regulatory compliance. The SCS 
standard does not directly provide any 
requirements or best practices for sal-
vage operations.

FSC’s sourcing standard for reclaimed 
material aims to ensure that certified 
products are from third-party-vetted 
sources. But while FSC covers wood tak-
en from building demolition and some 

https://www.buildinggreen.com/feature/waste-not-want-not-case-studies-building-material-reuse
https://www.buildinggreen.com/product-review/can-ai-help-close-timber-loop
https://cdn.scsglobalservices.com/files/applications/fm_sal_std_salvagedwood_v1-2_020717.pdf
https://cdn.scsglobalservices.com/files/applications/fm_sal_std_salvagedwood_v1-2_020717.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-standard-for-sourcing-reclaimed-materials.a-474.pdf
https://us.fsc.org/preview.fsc-standard-for-sourcing-reclaimed-materials.a-474.pdf
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industrial packaging, such as pallets, it 
does not cover forestry practices for ur-
ban or salvaged wood.

The FSC US forest-management stan-
dard has several requirements and 
some guidance for “salvage harvests” 
from forests that have suffered a cata-
strophic event. These harvests generally 
must meet the same indicators as typical 
harvests when it comes to clearcutting, 
intact forests, and habitat.

However, there is significant leeway for 
forestry operations to be more aggres-
sive if they can demonstrate that ex-
treme measures are required to restore 
more natural conditions. FSC requires 
operations to consult with forestry ex-
perts and rely on “best available infor-
mation.” This builds in significant play 
for companies and auditors to make 
case-by-case judgment calls for salvage 
harvests.

That approach may be appropriate now 
that climate change is causing more cat-
astrophic disturbances than were once 
typical for most forest types. But it leaves 
the field wide open for a more prescrip-
tive standard that sets out best practices 
for salvaging from both waterways and 
damaged forests. Yet salvage harvests 
are becoming increasingly important 
specifically because climate change is 
increasing flood risk almost everywhere 
and is also putting increasing pressure 
on forests.

Some forests make it through a major 
catastrophe. Some don’t. We should not 
leave the survival and regeneration of 
damaged forests entirely up to the judg-
ment of salvage loggers—especially if 
they’re explicitly trying to harvest and 
market this timber as a climate solution. 
We hope to see future iterations of FSC 
and other forest-management standards 
address this emerging issue in a more 
standardized and objectively verifiable 
way.

Best practices for using reclaimed 
and salvaged wood

•	 Know the wood source and/or use 
third-party certification.

•	 Assess the wood’s useability, includ-
ing checking for fasteners and chemi-
cals of concern.

•	 Prepare the wood, remove fasteners, 
and clean. 

•	 If the lumber is new from urban 
trees, make certain it is dried and 
milled properly.

•	 Make sure the amount of wood avail-
able meets project needs.

•	 If structural, make sure the wood 
meets engineering requirements.

Photo: Jonathan Hillyer Photography

Most of this stunning ceiling at the Kendeda Building for Innovative  
Sustainable Design at Georgia Tech is crafted out of nail-laminated 2x4s 
reclaimed from film sets.
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Continued on next page

Appendix B: Deforestation 
and forest degradation in 
Florida
Key resources: FSC Controlled Wood 
National Risk Assessment for the United 
States, Controlled Wood FSC US National 
Risk Assessment: Guidance for Mitiga-
tion Options, Florida Forest Service Silvi-
culture Best Management Practices 

Specified conversion risk areas iden-
tified in the FSC National Risk Assess-
ment: Clay, Collier, Flagler, Hernan-
do, Hillsborough, Lake, Lee, Nassau,  
Orange, Osceola, Pasco, Polk, Santa Rosa, 
St. Johns, St. Lucie, Volusia counties in 
Florida

Table 7. Preventing Deforestation on Private Lands in Florida

Scope Applicable Laws PEFC-Endorsed  
Standard

FSC National  
Standard

BuildingGreen’s  
Recommendations

International

EU Deforestation 
Regulation (EUDR)

Bans import of  
forest products  
associated with  
deforestation or 

forest degradation

Applies only to  
exports from the  

US to the EU

PEFC Benchmark 
Standard

Limits conversion of 
forest to plantation 
or to non-forest use 

unless justified

Narrow exception 
for area up to 5% if 

conversion:

results from national 
or regional land-use 

planning by a  
government, with 

stakeholder  
engagement;

does not have  
negative impacts on 

important or  
protected areas;

does not destroy areas 
of significantly high 

carbon stock; and

has long-term  
conservation,  

economic, and social 
benefits

FSC International 
Generic Indicators

FSC US 2025 draft

Prevents  
certification of 

non-forests and 
forests converted  

to plantations  
after 1994

Exception available 
(but not in the U.S.) 

through the  
FSC Remedy  

Framework if area  
is less than 5%

Exception available in 
the U.S. if the entity 

seeking certification:

proves it was not 
responsible for the 

conversion; and

implements a plan  
to regenerate the 
plantation area

Limits conversion 
of forest or area of 
high conservation 

value to  
plantation or to 
non-forest use

Narrow exception for 
up to 5% if conversion 

will provide clear, 
substantial,  

additional, secure, 
long-term  

conservation and 
social benefits

Avoid developing real 
estate in locations at 

high risk from forest loss 
through land-clearing.

Prefer FSC-labeled wood 
and paper products,  
even in the U.S., and 

especially when sourcing 
from rapidly developing 

areas shown on the  
conversion-risk map.

Speak with product  
reps about the limitations 

of SFI standards and  
the PEFC endorsement  

process.

Support local  
conservation and forest- 

regeneration efforts, 
especially in areas at high 

risk of forest loss.

https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/controlled-wood/fsc-us-controlled-wood-national-risk-assessment-us-nra
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/controlled-wood/fsc-us-controlled-wood-national-risk-assessment-us-nra
https://us.fsc.org/en-us/certification/controlled-wood/fsc-us-controlled-wood-national-risk-assessment-us-nra
https://us.fsc.org/download.nra-mitigation-guidance-mitigation-options.461.htm
https://us.fsc.org/download.nra-mitigation-guidance-mitigation-options.461.htm
https://us.fsc.org/download.nra-mitigation-guidance-mitigation-options.461.htm
https://ccmedia.fdacs.gov/content/download/25527/file/silvicultural_bmp_manual.pdf
https://ccmedia.fdacs.gov/content/download/25527/file/silvicultural_bmp_manual.pdf
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Table 7. Preventing Deforestation on Private Lands in Florida continued

Scope Applicable Laws PEFC-Endorsed  
Standard

FSC National  
Standard

BuildingGreen’s  
Recommendations

National

Clean Water Act 

Requires a permit 
for “dredging or 

filling” in waterways 
and wetlands

Exempts already- 
established timber-
lands but requires 

BMPs for forest roads;

Does not directly  
regulate forest  
conversion; and

Applies only to water-
ways and wetlands

SFI 2022 Standard

Prevents  
certification of 

non-forested land

Limits conversion 
of one forest cover 

type to another  
unless justified

Exceptions if  
conversion:

does not convert 
rare or ecologically 
important forests or 
put them at risk of 

becoming rare;

does not create  
significant adverse 

impacts to protected 
sites, species, or  
ecosystems; and

includes objectives for 
long-term outcomes

Conversion plan must 
consider, at a land-

scape scale:

site productivity,  
economics, or  
stand quality;

forest health, fire, or 
climate adaptation; 

and

appropriate  
consultation with 

Indigenous Peoples, 
communities, and 

affected  
stakeholders

FSC International 
Generic Indicators

FSC US 2025 draft

Prevents  
certification of 

non-forests and 
forests converted  

to plantations  
after 1994

Exception available 
(but not in the U.S.) 

through the  
FSC Remedy  

Framework if area  
is less than 5%

Exception available in 
the U.S. if the entity 

seeking certification:

proves it was not 
responsible for the 

conversion; and

implements a plan  
to regenerate the 
plantation area

Limits conversion 
of forest or area of 
high conservation 

value to  
plantation or to 
non-forest use

Narrow exception for 
up to 5% if conversion 

will provide clear, 
substantial,  

additional, secure, 
long-term  

conservation and 
social benefits

Avoid developing real 
estate in locations at 

high risk from forest loss 
through land-clearing.

Prefer FSC-labeled wood 
and paper products,  
even in the U.S., and 

especially when sourcing 
from rapidly developing 

areas shown on the  
conversion-risk map.

Speak with product  
reps about the limitations 

of SFI standards and  
the PEFC endorsement  

process.

Support local  
conservation and forest- 

regeneration efforts, 
especially in areas at high 

risk of forest loss.

State and  
multistate region

Administrative Code 
Chapter 51-6

Requires silviculture 
BMPs

Regulates erosion and 
water quality;

Does not apply if  
converting to 

non-forest use

Local

Local land-clearing 
permits

Require permits 
inspections for 
land-clearing  

operations

Help ensure  
compliance with  

water-quality  
regulations and  

other laws;

Do not typically limit 
development or  

prevent land clearing

Continued on next page
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Table 7. Preventing Deforestation on Private Lands in Florida continued

Scope Applicable Laws PEFC-Endorsed  
Standard

FSC National  
Standard

BuildingGreen’s  
Recommendations

BuildingGreen’s Take

Unless products will 
be exported to the 
EU, no laws directly 
limit degradation or 

deforestation.

Federal, state, and  
local laws protect 

water quality  
in established  

timberlands and 
plantations.

Some local laws may 
limit development.

The SFI standard is 
weak on this measure 

and fails to meet a 
specific requirement 

of the PEFC  
standard.*

SFI does not limit the 
size of the converted 
area, and it requires 
mere “consideration” 

of conversion  
impacts rather than 
a process of social 
and environmental 

risk identification and 
management.

FSC provides robust 
protection while 

making exceptions 
focused on  

regeneration.

PEFC’s requirements 
are similar to FSC’s, 

except where it:

has less detailed  
language about  

long-term benefits;

explicitly requires a 
broader land-use  
justification and 

stakeholder  
engagement;  

and

explicitly requires 
conservation of  
carbon stocks

Avoid developing real 
estate in locations at 

high risk from forest loss 
through land-clearing.

Prefer FSC-labeled wood 
and paper products,  
even in the U.S., and 

especially when sourcing 
from rapidly developing 

areas shown on the  
conversion-risk map.

Speak with product  
reps about the limitations 

of SFI standards and  
the PEFC endorsement  

process.

Support local  
conservation and forest- 

regeneration efforts, 
especially in areas at high 

risk of forest loss.

*The assessor who evaluated SFI 2022 for PEFC compliance noted a “minor nonconformity” here, but PEFC endorsed the SFI standard  
without requiring a correction. The assessor gave the standard credit for “implicitly includ[ing] consideration of the scale”  

even though it does not restrict the converted area to 5% and despite “consideration” being non-verifiable.
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Continuing Education
To receive continuing education credits, take this quiz online 
at www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts.

    3 AIA HSW Credits 

Instructions

If you purchased this report, or if you are 
a BuildingGreen Premium member, you 
can get continuing education credits by 
successfully completing this quiz on our 
website.

For BuildingGreen to automatically report 
your CEUs, you will need to add your AIA 
identification info to your profile, at www.
buildinggreen.com/user.

Instructor: Paula Melton  
Course Level: Advanced 
Non Member Price: $39 
Member Price: n/a 

Description

Forests of all types are essential to slow-
ing climate change. But some people ar-
gue that “working” forests—the ones we 
log—are just as critical as conserved land. 
We can use timber harvests, they say,  
to maximize carbon sequestration and 
storage in working forests.

The math on that is … still being worked 
out. But one thing is already clear: har-
vesting timber as a climate solution can 
only work if forests are responsibly man-
aged. And that’s where forest certifica-
tions come in.

All certifications are not created equal, 
however. In this report, BuildingGreen 
analyzes the major forestry certifications 
to find the most reliable markers of  
responsible sourcing.

Learning Objectives

Upon completion of this course, partici-
pants will be able to: 

1.	 Define “third-party certification” and 
understand its role in verifying that 
a company’s forest-management 
practices support positive social and 
environmental outcomes.

2.	 Compare the rigor and enforceability 
of forestry certifications across three 
impact categories: ecological impacts, 
social and economic impacts, and 
carbon and climate impacts.

3.	 Identify clear and verifiable forest- 
management indicators that encour-
age strong social and environmental 
performance, and distinguish them 
from vague and difficult-to-verify 
indicators that leave more room for 
interpretation. 

4.	 Describe how organizational funding 
sources and governance practices 
impact the credibility of both forestry 
and chain-of-custody standards.

5.	 Understand the role of social and en-
vironmental risk assessment and risk 
management in wood procurement. 

6.	 Apply circularity principles—such as 
material reuse, dematerialization, and 
design for deconstruction—to avoid 
the negative social and environmental 
impacts of material harvesting, manu-
facturing, and disposal.

®

http://www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts


1. �What are nature-based solutions?

a.	 Strategies for managing forests for 
short-term profit on the voluntary  
carbon markets

b.	 Ways for ecosystems to protect people, 
optimize infrastructure, and contribute 
to resilience and biodiversity

c.	 Solutions for ensuring the social ben-
efits outweigh any environmental and 
economic benefits of ecosystems

d.	 Standards for turning old-growth forests 
into plantations for the benefit of  
endangered species

2. �Which group has developed a standard for 
judging the effectiveness of nature-based 
solutions? 

a.	 ISEAL
b.	 Forest Stewardship Council
c.	 Stewardship of Forests Internationally
d.	 Programme for the Endorsement of  

Forest Certification
e.	 International Union for Conservation  

of Nature

3. �Responsibly managed forests and the 
products derived from them can be a  
climate solution by ______.

a.	 Accelerating carbon sequestration and 
storing carbon in long-lived building 
materials

b.	 Providing economic benefits in spite of 
negative social and environmental  
impacts

c.	 Removing carbon from the soil during 
timber harvests and fertilizing new trees 
to regenerate the soil

d.	 Misunderstanding nature-based  
strategies and misusing them for  
economic gains

4. �Some of the hallmarks of forestry and 
supply-chain standards are ______. 
Choose all that apply.

a.	 Protecting the rights of workers
b.	 Greenwashing and greendrying
c.	 Building up soil
d.	 Cleaning drinking water
e.	 Supporting development of geo- 

engineering
f.	 Increasing demand for carbon-storing 

materials
g.	 Nurturing rural communities
h.	 Displacing Indigenous Peoples

5. �Which certification system is the only 
consistently reliable marker of responsible 
forest-product sourcing?

a.	 ISEAL
b.	 Forest Stewardship Council 
c.	 Stewardship of Forests Internationally
d.	 Programme for the Endorsement of  

Forest Certification
e.	 International Union for Conservation of 

Nature

6. �What are two main ways to lead with  
circularity? Choose two.

a.	 Reuse buildings, building assemblies,  
or materials

b.	 Salvage dead trees from a variety of 
places

c.	 Burn dead trees
d.	 Deconstruct historic barns to increase 

profits

7. �Which of the following are benefits of 
reusing reclaimed wood? Choose all that 
apply.

a.	 It reduces demand for virgin timber
b.	 It prevents disposal in landfills
c.	 It’s always cheaper
d.	 There are no benefits to using  

reclaimed wood

QUIZ QUESTIONS
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8. �Which of the following are benefits of us-
ing salvaged wood? Choose all that apply.

a.	 It’s free
b.	 It’s always high quality
c.	 It can be used for a wider variety of end 

uses since it may have a larger diameter 
than other wood products available on 
the market

d.	 It has no embedded fasteners or holes 
from past fasteners to fill (unlike  
reclaimed wood)

9. �What is the most important characteristic 
of forestry standard certifying bodies?

a.	 That they are independent from both  
the standard-setting body and the  
organization whose performance they 
are verifying

b.	 That they are dependent on the  
standard-setting body

c.	 That they are dependent on the  
organization whose performance they 
are verifying

d.	 That their work is done in secret

10. �Which of the following entities are  
involved with forest and product certifi-
cations? Choose all that apply.

a.	 Standard developers
b.	 Organizations seeking certification
c.	 Accreditors
d.	 City councils

11. �Which one of the following can NOT be 
certified under a chain-of-custody  
standard?

a.	 Forest
b.	 Mill
c.	 Manufacturer
d.	 Lumber
e.	 Paper product

12. �What is managed land in a certified  
forest?

a.	 Land that is stewarded primarily for  
harvesting

b.	 Land that is not taken care of
c.	 Land that is managed by a city council
d.	 None of the above

13. �What is conserved land in a certified 
forest

a.	 Land with ecological, cultural, scientific, 
or economic value

b.	 Land that is not taken care of
c.	 Land where snags and nest trees have  

to be retained after harvests
d.	 None of the above

14. �What’s a chain-of-custody standard? 

a.	 A standard for all the companies along a 
supply chain that handle materials from 
certified land

b.	 A standard for chainsaws used on  
certified land

c.	 A standard that requires only one 
company have custody over logs from 
harvest to milling

d.	 A standard that verifies that a forested 
habitat is intact

15. �What two major areas aren’t fully  
addressed by forest-management or 
supply-chain standards? Choose all that 
apply.

a.	 Circularity
b.	 Climate adaptation and resilience
c.	 Recycled content
d.	 Biodiversity

16. �Which entities create international  
forestry standards? Choose two.

a.	 Forest Stewardship Council 
b.	 Programme for the Endorsement of  

Forest Certification
c.	 Stewardship of Forests Internationally
d.	 American National Standards Institute

17. �Which entities administer the two  
forestry standards relevant to the U.S.?

a.	 Forest Stewardship Council 
b.	 Sustainable Forestry Initiative
c.	 American National Standards Institute
d.	 LEED

QUIZ QUESTIONS
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18. �What does it mean to maintain habitat?

a.	 Setting habitat elements up for success 
and then monitoring and tending to 
them over time

b.	 Not interfering with a habitat
c.	 Managing a habitat to keep it exactly as 

you found it
d.	 All of the above

19. �What does it mean to retain habitat?

a.	 Leaving habitat elements as they are
b.	 Building retaining walls to prevent 

flooding of important habitat
c.	 Actively managing land to retain its  

economic value
d.	 None of the above

20. �Which of the following statements is 
true about the rigor and enforceability 
of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
and Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) 
biodiversity and habitat requirements? 

a.	 FSC’s biodiversity and habitat require-
ments are more rigorous and enforceable 
than SFI’s.

b.	 SFI’s biodiversity and habitat require-
ments are more rigorous and enforceable 
than FSC’s.

c.	 FSC and SFI’s biodiversity and habitat 
requirements are equal in rigor and  
enforceability. 

d.	 There’s not enough information to make 

21. �What are ecosystem services?	

a.	 The beneficial functions of forests  
(e.g., cleaning the air we breathe)

b.	 Services humans provide to forests  
(e.g., stewardship)

c.	 Services that can only be completed  
with ecosystem resources (e.g., building 
a log cabin)

d.	 Guided tours of ecosystems

22. �Forest-management standards are 
meant to help forest managers continue 
to_____: 

a.	 Harvest timber
b.	 Conserve or enhance biological diversity 

for its own sake
c.	 Preserve or enhance the ecological  

functions that benefit human  
communities

d.	 All of the above

23. �Which of the following statements is 
true about the rigor and enforceability 
of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
and Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) 
ecology and ecosystem services  
requirements?

a.	 FSC’s ecology and ecosystem services 
requirements are more rigorous and 
enforceable than SFI’s.

b.	 SFI’s ecology and ecosystem services 
requirements are more rigorous and 
enforceable than FSC’s.

c.	 FSC and SFI’s ecology and ecosystem 
services requirements are equal in rigor 
and enforceability. 

d.	 There’s not enough information to make 
a statement about this

24. �Which of the following fall under  
the umbrella of social and economic  
impacts? Choose all that apply. 

a.	 Rights of Indigenous peoples
b.	 Worker rights
c.	 Facilitated transformation
d.	 Biodiversity
e.	 Local economies
f.	 Board confidentiality
g.	 Invasive species

QUIZ QUESTIONS

TAKE THE OFFICIAL QUIZ

www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts

Continued on next page































































http://www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts
http://www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts


QUIZ QUESTIONS

TAKE THE OFFICIAL QUIZ

www.buildinggreen.com/spotlight/woodcerts

25. �Which of the following statements is 
true about the rigor and enforceability 
of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) 
and Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) 
social and economic impact require-
ments? 

a.	 FSC’s social and economic impact 
requirements are more rigorous and 
enforceable than SFI’s.

b.	 SFI’s social and economic impact 
requirements are more rigorous and 
enforceable than FSC’s.

c.	 FSC and SFI’s social and economic  
impact requirements are equal in rigor 
and enforceability. 

d.	 There’s not enough information to 
make a statement about this.

26. �What’s at the foundation of the  
difference between Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) and Programme for the 
Endorsement of Forest Certification 
(PEFC)-endorsed forestry standards

a.	 Governance
b.	 Economics
c.	 The definition of forests
d.	 The popularity of each certification 

27. �What separates Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) audits from Sustainable 
Forestry Initiative (SFI) audits?  
Choose all that apply.

a.	 The objective verifiability of required 
indicators

b.	 The history of enforcement 
c.	 The intention of the audits
d.	 The number of audits

28. �According to the report, what can tim-
ber product buyers do now to support 
authentic progress toward sustainable 
forestry? Choose all that apply.

a.	 Buy FSC-certified products—even if 
they cost more 

b.	 Invest in research, new technologies, 
and training programs

c.	 Avoid sourcing wood from high-risk 
parts of the world

d.	 Support new frameworks and standards 
for climate-smart forestry management

e.	 Stop using wood products

29. �According to the report, what’s the 
most important opportunity project 
teams have to source wood responsibly? 

a.	 Using circularity principles and practices 
b.	 Using concrete and steel so they don’t 

have to source wood at all
c.	 Using SFI-certified wood
d.	 Using wood that doesn’t have a  

certification 

30. �In light of the corruption and fraud in 
which FSC has at times been embroiled, 
how does Greenpeace recommend con-
sumers engage with the organization?

a.	 To continue using FSC but add extra due 
diligence on top of it

b.	 To stop using FSC
c.	 To not make any purchasing changes
d.	 None of the above
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