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There is a global consensus that sustainable forest man-
agement (SFM) should be practised in forestry. It is also 
understood that this means forestry needs to produce 
sustainable environmental and economic results.

Beyond that, there are significant differences over how 
sustainable forestry should be achieved. The issue 
which divides is how economic and environmental 
outcomes are to be balanced. 

Most members of the European Union (EU) consider 
commercial forestry in the tropical zones should be 
curtailed. Tropical forests represent 47 per cent of 
the world’s forests; it is argued that the biodiversity 
values are significant, and that environmental values 
are under immediate threat. 

It is also contended that illegal logging is rife and 
a major contributor to deforestation, which in turn 
results in tropical forest nations, particularly Brazil 
and Indonesia, contributing to nearly 20 per cent of 
the world’s greenhouse gas emissions. 

The EU is pressuring tropical forest countries to 
stop deforestation and change the way they manage 
forests and land use. It is threatening to impose  
trade bans on tropical timber products; yet tropical 
timber represents less than 25 per cent of global 
roundwood production and just 2 per cent of global 
roundwood trade.

Misplaced Anxiety 
The anxiety about the state of tropical forests 
seems misplaced. The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) reports that 13.4 per cent of the 
world’s forests are under conservation, exceeding the 
global target of 10 per cent agreed by parties to the 
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD). 

Furthermore, large forest areas are earmarked for 
conservation and protection. Indonesia’s protected and 
conserved forest area is 23 per cent of the country’s 
land mass; in Brazil it is 15 per cent; Malaysia is 16 
per cent. When planted forest and natural production 
forest is added, nearly half of Indonesia’s land mass is 
forested; for Malaysia the figure is 64 per cent; Brazil is 
57 per cent and 65 per cent of the Democratic Republic  
of Congo. 

Rates of global deforestation are falling; from 0.21 per 
cent annual average between 1990 and 2000 to 0.16 
per cent   between 2000 and 2005. At the same time, 
conservation areas expanded at an annual rate of 32 
per cent between 1990 and 2005. 

Foreign aid should assist 
developing countries lay down 
the foundations for sustainable 
forestry. This will generate 
economic growth and create 
the prosperity necessary to  
preserve the environment.

Implementing sustainable forest 
management
Most industrialized economies mandate practice of 
sustainable forestry through regulation. Nevertheless, 
forestry companies sometimes also secure certification 
through systems that verify sustainable forestry (such 
as the Forest Stewardship Council, the Program for 
the  Endorsement of Forest Certification Schemes and 
the Indonesian Ecolabelling Institute). 

Commercial demand from consumers for certified 
timber is weak. Only 8 per cent of timber worldwide 
is certified, and most is in developed economies. 
Companies do this because environmental non-
government organizations (ENGOs) pressure them 
to do so. 

This is part of strategy to pressure businesses to in 
turn require forest industry suppliers from developing 
countries to adopt preferred ENGO environmental 
positions. Threats to blacken reputations of businesses 
are employed.

This activity is led by primarily by WWF and 
Greenpeace; they insist that developing countries 
must cease conversion of forest land to non-forest 
purposes. In climate change negotiations, they press 
for cessation of deforestation – that would reduce 
economic development – and oppose expansion of 
sustainable forestry as a strategy. 

The development imperative, so critical for lifting 
developing countries out of poverty, is disregarded.



Executive Summary

The development dimension of 
sustainable forestry
Forested developing countries want to use forest 
land outside areas reserved for conservation and 
protection to develop their economies. This includes 
developing plantations, agricultural development, 
acquiring fuelwood and making room for settlement.

Sustainable forestry management in the developing 
world thereby complements those activities, as well 
as commercial forestry in natural forests is conducted 
in a way that preserves the essential characteristics of 
the forest.

Preserving forest is expensive. It can only be afforded 
if commercial forestry generates the funds to pay 
for it. The approach of European governments and 
ENGOs not only restricts the capacity of developing 
countries to raise living standards, it diminishes 
the opportunities to implement sustainable forest 
management.

Building the foundations for 
sustainable forestry
It is easier to practice SFM in developed countries.  
They have the necessary infrastructure – sound  
property rights, rule of law, good technical infor-
mation about forest estates, and expertise in forest  
management. Even then it is still costly.

Without those features in developing economies, the 
cost of implementing SFM is prohibitive.

Industrialized economies are hindering implemen-
tation of SFM with threats to impose trade restric-
tions and offers of aid to implement complex systems 
to regulate trade in order to demonstrate timber is  
legally procured.

Foreign aid should assist developing countries lay 
down the foundations upon which to build domestic 
systems of sustainable forestry. This will generate 
economic growth and create the prosperity necessary 
to preserve the environment.

The developed world needs to keep sight of the  
fact that sustainable forestry – and sustainable 
development is not achieved overnight and, impor-
tantly, it cannot be achieved without prosperity.
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