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The Certification of forest management by labels like FSC* or PEFC** is a welcome step to a sustainable and ecologically sensitive use of forest ecosystems. In particular FSC claims for itself to grant a responsible
management of forests by maintaining natural communities and high conservation values. The positive intention sometimes makes practical implementation of measures not easy to handle. In 2013 loss of the FSC
certificate was imminent for the official forest unit of the federal state North Rhine-Westphalia, because of nature conservation measures executed by the forest unit don't fit with the rules of FSC.
In the context of the Life+Project “Acidophilous oak woods with bogs and heaths” (Lower Rhine Area, Northwest Germany), several actions for
the restoration of Natura-2000 habitats and species were fulfilled by the federal state forest unit (project partner). Although all measures
generally are conform with the international FSC principles and criteria, the special obligations of the German FSC principles and criteria lead to
conflicts concerning several nature conservation measures.
Ten rules for a responsible forest management must be applied in any forest unit with a FSC certificate. These principles and criteria apply to all
forest types and to all areas within the management unit. Referring to an ecologically sensitive forest management the principle No. 6 –
Environmental impact – is crucial:
“The forest owner or manager has to maintain or restore the ecosystem, its biodiversity, resources and landscapes.”
For a better understanding, several criteria specify each principle. The main problem is the interpretation of the standard of FSC-International by
FSC Germany. The “German efficiency” leads to very special rules and standards which make a practicable handling difficult if not impossible.
Another problem is, that the principles and criteria apply to all forest types and to all areas within the certificated management unit. But the rules
of a sustainable forest management are not directly transferable to a management of open landscapes like bogs and heaths.
The conservation of old cultured forests, like acidophilous oak
woods is difficult to fit with a forest certification, which is originally
made for a forest management with a sustainable economic return.

The following table lists conservation actions of the life-project, which evoke trouble due to the FSC Standard:
Criteria

(Life-)Action

FSC International

FSC Germany

Problem

Clear-cutting due to
Conversion of nonindigenous coniferous
forests to oak wood
(Habitat 9190) [C.2]

6.3: Ecological functions and values
shall be maintained intact, enhanced,
or restored, including:
a) Forest regeneration and
succession.
b) Genetic, species, and ecosystem
diversity.
c) Natural cycles that affect the
productivity of the forest ecosystem.

6.3.12: Harvesting of the trees has to
There are no exceptions for environmental actions.
occur by felling single or groups of
trees;
Clear-cutting is strictly not allowed.
A few exeptions are possible, but only in
compliance with the certifier.

Skid trails and Soil
changes due to
Reduction of trees in
bog boundary areas
[C.5], Development of
dry heaths [C.6],
Development of wet
heaths [C.10], Digging
of 2 dystrophic ponds
[C.11]

6.5: Written guidelines shall be
prepared and implemented to:
control erosion; minimize forest
damage during harvesting, road
construction, and all other
mechanical disturbances;

6.5.4: For the inventory- and soilconserving harvesting and delivering of
the timber a durable, all-terrain and
asset-adapted detailed system has to be
installed. Forest management also
strives to achieve a distance between
skid trails of 40 m.
6.5.4.1: Skid trails are clearly defined and
recognizable before harvesting
operations.
6.5.6: Tillage operations do not interfere
with the mineral soil. If required, in
individual cases, exposion of mineral soil
occurs in small areas to support the
natural regeneration of an indigenous
forest community.

Skid trails are a good tool for an optimal development of
commercial forest.
In natural forest communities the peservation of the habitat
should come first, not its development for harvesting.
On dry sandy soils more damage with skid trails is expected then
without them.
For single conservation actions clearly defined Skid trails are
exorbitant.
To restore specific habitats soil changes are necessary.

Selective use of biocide
due to Control of alien
species Prunus serotina
[C.4]

6.6: Management systems shall
promote the development and
adoption of environmentally friendly
non-chemical methods … If
chemicals are used, proper
equipment and training shall be
provided to minimize health and
environmental risks.

6.6.2: Chemical biocides and biological
control agents generally are not used.
Exceptions for official pest-control
orders are possible.
In non- managed reference areas, every
term of intervention except hunting is
forbidden.

Because invasive alien species are no pest-species, their
control by biocides is excluded.
The costs of combating increase.
Non-managed reference areas could be permanent
sources of infection. (Within the project biocides should
only be used in hardly accessible locations. In this way,
multiple rework should be avoided. The nature
conservation authorities agreed to this procedure.)

Removing of nonmerchantable wood
due to Removal of
trees and bushes in
bogs [C.7 ], restoration
of dry heaths and open
grasslands [C.8]

5.3: Forest management should
minimize waste associated with
harvesting and on-site processing
operations and avoid damage to
other forest resources.

5.3: Forest management should
minimize waste associated with
harvesting and processing operations
and avoid damage to other forest
resources.
5.3.1.3 The removal of unused biomass is
minimized, non-merchantable wood left
in the forest.

Overexploitation is the origin of many valuable natural
landscapes, like heaths and many acidophilous oak
woods. Also bogs
Also bogs require nutrient-poor conditions, especially
with regard of the nitrogen input from the air.

The restoration of nutrient poor habitats like heaths does not fit to
the aspiration to leave the non-merchantable wood in the area.

The conversion of not indigenous to natural forest communities by
clear-cutting off all unwanted trees contradicts to the principle of
removing only single or groups of trees.

Although FSC permits exceptions in most cases, their practical conversion is neither easy nor enough widespread relating to the real facts of
necessary conservation actions. Bureaucracy as well as long and complicated decisive ways make it difficult or impossible to get the
corresponding permission. In this context it is difficult to understand why in case of a conservation action, which is well verified by an
interdisciplinary workgroup – including approving authorities and EU-commission – a statement of a certifier is a mandatory regulation.
The FSC label represents a sustainable but also the economic management of forests. Although larger companies have also set up uncultivated
reference areas and the forest has to generate income, the label encourages the consumer to purchase the products of fair production. Especially
for protected forests the economic output is subordinated to the objectives of nature conservation. The conservation of historic culture forest,
like tanbark coppice, may need a special management, which contradicts the FSC criteria because it usually is a exploitation of nature. This applies
to most acidophilous oak woods of the Life-Project.
In case of the Life project, the sites were removed from the certification; this should not be the rule. Changes are necessary, which in practice lead
to quick decisions, particular if nature conservation and forestry work well together. For a better maintaining or restoration of the ecosystem, its
biodiversity, resources and landscapes, the following is recommended:
●

●

Actions conduce to the conservation or restoration of nature which are verified with the official authorities should not need a permission or
coordination with the certifier; a notification should be adequate.
Actions in open landscapes corresponding to certificated forests should not be subject of rules for forest management.

The removal of invasive alien species is complicated by the ban of
removing complete trees and the use of biocides.

The implementation of these suggestions should be possible without basic changes of the FSC-Instrument. The regular review and revision of the
FSC principles and criteria within a five year cycle should be used to adapt the criteria and to avoid problems in future.
*FSC
**PEFC
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