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Executive Summary 
 

- The EU regulatory environment is extremely complex and faces a tsunami of regulations in forest 
policy, and in other areas affecting forests (e.g., packaging). At the same time, different 
legislations remain uncoordinated and resulting trade-offs lead to opposing effects than the 
intended objectives. Therefore, the industry needs to become better incorporated into the policy 
design to utilize their market and technical expertise. 

- Europe’s unifying concept of a circular bioeconomy model should be mainstreamed by politicians 
based on the market realities.  Both the regulator and the private sector should work hand in 
hand on the concept of the bioeconomy for Europe, combining expertise in an open regulatory 
environment to elevate European innovation. 

- An institutional transformation of the inter-institutional relations between the Commission and 
the Council is necessary. A whole new level of cooperation and trust needs to be achieved, based 
on fairness, participation, and true inclusion, all based on innovative techniques to engage the 
officials along the process of policymaking. The European Green Deal must be considered as an 
overarching vision not only for the EU but globally, especially in Africa, where it could be adapted 
and aligned to local conditions and incorporated within the paradigm of the African Union's 
growth and sustainability targets. 

 
 

Introduction   
 
The Chairman, Mr Esko AHO, former Prime Minister of Finland, welcomed the Members at the 3rd 
meeting of the High Level Group on Forestry and Biomaterials.1 He reminded them of our role: this 
independent tripartite High Level Group’s role is to ‘think outside-the-box’, according to its original 
mandate from the Competitiveness Council.2 The HLG is part of a new, ‘open innovation’ approach 
between governments, business and academia, to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system.  
 
 
 

 

1 Members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for further consideration have not always 
been agreed on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. The final version is written under responsibility of the 
chairman and the secretary general - https://www.highlevelgroup.eu/   
2 Council of the EU, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
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The Chairman outlined the three key areas of discussion introduced by the invited experts and the 
Members of the Group:  
 

I. Deforestation & nature restoration: extra-territorial effects (by Professor Kouami KOKOU, 
Forest Ecology, and Natural Resources Management, Faculty of Sciences, Universities of Lomé 
and Kara) 

 
II. System innovation of forestry value chain (by Berry WIERSUM, Head of Regulatory Affairs, 

Sappi Europe) 
 

III. Governance & coherence forestry strategy with other Green Deal policies: Questions for 
Discussion (by Adam SEBESTA, Research Fellow, High Level Group) 
 

 
 

I. Deforestation & Nature Restoration: Extra-territorial effects 
 
Introduction to current policy developments on deforestation in the EU  
 
The European Commission has been addressing the global deforestation with a proposal for the 
Deforestation Regulation3 which has been agreed upon by the Parliament and Council. The proposal 
is considered a turning point to tackle deforestation globally, by far the most ambitious attempt to 
tackle deforestation associated with human consumption. All the EU institutions agreed on the core 
of the objectives, namely the requirement for companies to better police the supply chains. The 
proposal is based on strict traceability requirements ensuring the companies know where they are 
sourcing the materials linked to deforestation. Further, it is based on international definitions as far 
as possible, proposes a benchmark system to classify countries in three levels of risk (low, standard, 
and high risk), and provides incentives for countries to step up the protection of forests. Application 
is expected in the relatively short term, as of 2024. 
 
Among the major comments of stakeholders was that whilst the Commission aimed to follow the 
recognized definitions of the FAO, there are several definitions where alignment is lacking. For 
example, the proposed definition of forest degradation could be very broadly interpreted (any loss of 
biological complexity could come under this definition), which may hinder its application. Overall, such 
deficiency leads to lower predictability and legal certainty for the operators and authorities likewise, 
therefore the remaining negotiations offer room for improvement.  
 
Perspectives from Africa and extraterritoriality of the EU regulatory regime 
 
 
 

 

3 Available at: https://environment.ec.europa.eu/publications/proposal-regulation-deforestation-free-products_en  
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Although the extra-territorial effects will be felt everywhere, the EU aims to develop a partnership 
with the AU. Yet its views were hardly taken into account, despite extensive local expertise. 4 It is 
generally accepted that any utilization of forest should be done in compliance with sustainable forest 
management (SFM). SFM is the management and use of forests and forest lands in a way and at a rate 
that maintains biodiversity, productivity, and regenerative capacity. 
 
The concept is accepted in Africa and incorporated under various African Union Forest strategies, but 
the implementation often depends on local conditions and needs. This should not be seen negatively, 
but as an option to tailor the approach under the SFM umbrella to the varying conditions in African 
forests.5  
 
When it comes to the alignment of the proposed EU Deforestation Regulation with regulatory regimes 
in non-EU regions, particularly Africa, the present proposal precisely shows a lack of analysis of local 
conditions and needs. Deforestation in Africa remains dire since Africa's continent lost 3.4 million 
hectares of forest per year between 2000 and 2010 and 4.1 million hectares per year between 1990 
and 2000 (FAO, 2010). The proportion of total land area occupied by forest areas, which serves as SDG 
indicator 15.1.1, has decreased from 32.5 to 30.8 % over the three decades between 1990 and 2020. 
This represents a net loss of 178 million hectares of forest, an area equivalent to that of a country like 
France.  
 
The hardest hit area in Africa is the rainforest. This forest, the second largest in the world, plays a 
significant role in CO2 capture. Prior to the 1990s, it was partially untouched by human activity. 
However, logging areas have continuously increased in the 1990s and even more since the beginning 
of the 2000s. In 2007, it was “nearly 30%” of the area of the African tropical forest, “ie 600,000 km² 
(more than the surface of France),” which was subject to deforestation. 
 
For the sake of a comprehensive approach to tackle deforestation and ensure a level playing field, the 
proposed rules on deforestation should not only include forests but also other natural ecosystems and 
plantations. In many African countries (e.g., South Africa) forest plantations are important for 
regeneration of derelict lands and contribute to development (overall the estimate is 3.8 million 
hectares of commercial plantations in Africa), offering significant possibilities for the creation of 
sustainable jobs. 
 
How to move forward with European regulation without negative implications in Africa 
 
At the moment, the EU is the second “world importer of deforestation” after China, by importing 
products resulting from deforestation, and this is the case since the slave trade and colonization  
 
 

 

4 The HLG on Africa-Europe Partnership has drawn attention to this gap between words and deeds. See report Make the Summit a truly new 
departure, February 2022 
5 Similarly to the goals presented by the Deforestation Regulation, the African Union (AU) Agenda 2063 calls for the conservation and 
sustainable use of all forests. Through this agenda, AU Member States have developed, the Framework Program for the Development of 
Sustainable Forest Management in Africa (SFMP - 2020-2030). 
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periods 6. For the moment, the list of products that the EU will no longer bring in is quite short but 
fraught with consequences: beef (and leather), cocoa, coffee, soy, and palm oil. 
 
General considerations for the way forward on tackling deforestation globally & Deforestation 
Regulation implementation 
 
All-in-all, globally, Europe is not playing (anymore) a major role economically, but Europe’s regulatory 
power has enormous consequences. Often, while exercising this power, Europe’s scope is too limited 
looking at only individual regulatory issues but not understanding the overall implications of policies 
in third countries.  
 
Deforestation in Africa is driven mainly by agricultural production, but likewise, it is driven by 
population growth and mining for raw materials; rare earth minerals are the latest source of 
deforestation. Indeed, deforestation in Africa also happens for local use due to energy production, as 
well as for cattle and agriculture.  
 
European innovations can support rapid transformation in Africa. Many areas of technology may 
improve in massive way production increase but also resource way support the use of biomaterials 
and wooden materials, not in breach with sustainable use of the forest.  
 
The SFM in the African context needs to consider the provision of support to communities who rely 
on the utilization of the forests. Therefore, protecting biodiversity and water, but at the same time, 
providing alternative means of energy and job opportunities is a fundamental way of helping local 
communities to build a lasting income source. 
 
The approach should be done correctly: this does not mean Europe giving money to Africa but helping 
Africa grow sustainably. There is a win-win solution for Africa and Europe under the umbrella of an 
equal partnership.  
 

Recommendations on extraterritoriality impacts of EU deforestation policy 
 

• The partnership with Africa that the Commission promotes should mean that it sufficiently 
incorporates Africa and other regions in the world during the design of legislation impacting 
these regions and involves local experts (of AFF and other). 

• The EU legislation should not only be applied to forests but also to other natural ecosystems 
and plantations to create employment and wealth, to conserve and fight against climate 
change. Considering the different land use forms, policies should be designed on circular 
approaches, encouraging employment, and boosting value chains. Europe needs to 
reinforce the FLEGT Voluntary Partnership processes with African countries.  

• The European Union has to set a deadline to correct its status as the second “world 
importer of deforestation” (after China) with substantial policy change  

 

6 Thomas Piketty, A history of equality, 2021 
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• Seeking common priorities means advancing in parallel towards real common objectives 
such as coverage of the green transition, digital transformation, sustainable growth, and 
employment. 

• The European Green Deal must be considered as an overarching vision not only for the EU 
but globally, especially in Africa, where it should be adapted and aligned to local conditions 
and incorporated within the paradigm of the African Union's sustainability targets 

 

 
 

II. System Innovation of Forestry Value Chain 
 
For many sectors, innovation in the EU has been driven by regulation. This applies also to forest-based 
industries. However, sustainability and competitiveness need to be balanced to avoid 
deindustrialisation. 
 
In the context of the EU regulatory environment, multiple stakeholders impact the regulatory design. 
For example, industry stakeholders grouped in many interest groups are well-founded and impact the 
regulatory developments and decision-making in the EU. They are known to have a solid structure and 
are well-financed and coordinated approach. Consequently, they enjoy a significant effect on 
regulation. 
 
If innovation suffers due to fears of regulation it does not improve climate change mitigation. This is 
also against the EU objectives which expect the European private sector to innovate. However, 
examples exist where the actual approach taken by the institutions is contradictory, such as the known 
intentions of the Paper and Packaging Waste Directive (now proposed as a Regulation), sometimes 
indeed contradictory to what has already been established in another overarching regulatory 
initiative, the EU Taxonomy criteria. 
 
The role of industry in the innovation environment system change  
 
Some countries, such as Finland, managed to solve previous problems by making a deal between 
governments and companies, with clear deadlines in environmental & forestry policies. These 
facilitated investments because of the predictability and were able to make the industry reduce 
environmental impact and at the same time become extremely competitive. This is an example to the 
whole of Europe - one cannot solve problems by stopping the use of biomaterials, but one can produce 
them in a more sustainable way.  
 
While regulators sometimes incline to favour the voice of social innovators and less of the industry, 
one should never forget that the technical knowledge is within the industry. It is under heavy global 
competitive pressures. 
 
The need for a better industry-government cooperation 
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The industry needs to become part of the solution. The knowledge gaps between the political elite 
and industry research and the potential for climate change mitigation should be bridged.  
 
This may be illustrated by the example of some industry success stories from the recent past. The GSM 
Standard when mobile technology was regulated in Europe was a common standard created in a 
platform where the Commission, the Council, and business representatives were jointly presented. It 
was adopted in Copenhagen in 1997 and provided a long-term perspective for the mobile 
communications business to thrive for several years and become a global leader at that time. 
 
Nowadays in Europe, we face a major issue in that we have divided many policy initiatives into silos. 
The result is that within these silos, if you force-stop something by a regulation, often you cannot start 
something else since you do not have a comprehensive view of the initial negative decision’s 
implications. In forest policy, this leads to a situation whereby the EU regulator’s capacity is lacking a 
proper understanding of the different forest conditions across the EU Member States, not to mention 
in other continents.  
 
Industry ideas and proposals should be better incorporated in the policy and innovation/regulatory 
environment of the EU (e.g., greening and enhancing innovation, creating employment, generating 
financial resources for the governments budgets) – the more time is lost, the more costly the 
adaptation will be.  
 
 

 
Recommendations for better system-innovation forest value chain 
 

- European innovation environments require strategic leadership and appropriate HT training, 
ensuring that all elements are integrated into the policy-making; a better-coordinated view of 
what the EU is doing in the innovation environment in Europe is the first step. 

- The EU regulatory environment is extremely complex and faces a tsunami of regulations in the 
forest realm. Therefore, the industry needs to become better incorporated into the policy 
design to assure that appropriate technical expertise are utilised. Methods such as in-presence 
hearings are more suited for exchanging ideas than internet consultations. 

- Finally, the innovations should be accompanied by improved regulatory processes that enable 
the creation of innovation. At the same time, we cannot stop doing things that are not business 
realistic. One must focus on providing incentives – the market system has the best potential 
to get things done. 
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III. Governance & coherence of forestry strategy with other Green Deal policies 
 

Account must be taken of Pan-European level (outside of the EU institutions’ scope), initiatives, 
notably the Ministerial Conference on the Protection of Forests in Europe (MCPFE), currently known 
as Forest Europe, a voluntary political process encompassing 46 member countries including the EU 
and its Member States. This process has generated a series of voluntary political commitments and, 
most importantly, a definition of what sustainable forest management (SFM) means in the pan-
European context, together with criteria and indicators that form the basis for the State of Europe’s 
Forests Report.7  
 
On the EU level (within the scope of the EU institutions), the formulation and implementation of 
forest-relevant policy is subject to the principle of subsidiarity (Article 5(2) of the EC treaty) and is 
generally under the competence of EU Member States. However, there is a long history of EU-level 
action on forestry and forest monitoring measures.8 Indeed, in the context of various European Union 
forest policies under the umbrella of the new EU Forest Strategy for 2030,9 the Commission intends 
to adopt a more centralized approach to the governance of EU forests. The Commission also proposes 
that governance shall be done by combining the use of existing venues such as the Standing Forestry 
Committee and the Working Group on Forest and Nature to promote closer dialogue with the Member 
States.10 
 
At the moment, the EU has adopted a number of forest-relevant legislation (such as the EU Timber 
Regulation, the Common Agricultural Policy, and the Habitats Directive) that affect the forest-based 
sector directly because of its existing competence in agriculture, trade, environment, and energy.11 
 
However, the European Commission does not have full competence. It can only propose legislation 
linked to its shared or exclusive competence as outlined in the TFEU.12 13  
 
The core of the challenge of better policy coordination  
 
Nevertheless, the complex interactions between different sectors affecting the use of forest resources 
highlight a core challenge for a coordinated policy approach to forests, namely, the fundamental 

 

7 Wolfslehner, B., Pülzl, H., Kleinschmit, D., Aggestam, F., Winkel, G., Candel, J., Eckerberg, K., Feindt, P., 
McDermott, C., Secco, L., Sotirov, M., Lackner, M., Roux, J.-L. 2020. 2020. European forest governance post-2020. From Science to Policy 10. 
European Forest Institute. https://doi.org/10.36333/fs10, p. 16  
7 Available at: https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/forest-strategy_en 
8 Wolfslehner, B., Pülzl, H., Kleinschmit, D., Aggestam, F., Winkel, G., Candel, J., Eckerberg, K., Feindt, P., 
McDermott, C., Secco, L., Sotirov, M., Lackner, M., Roux, J.-L. 2020. 2020. European forest governance post-2020. From Science to Policy 10. 
European Forest Institute. https://doi.org/10.36333/fs10, p. 17  
9 Available at: https://environment.ec.europa.eu/strategy/forest-strategy_en 
10 Civil society, academia and forest owners/managers will be represented via the Civil Dialogue Group on Forestry and Cork as well as the 
Working Group on Forest and Nature. 
11 Wolfslehner, B., Pülzl, H., Kleinschmit, D., Aggestam, F., Winkel, G., Candel, J., Eckerberg, K., Feindt, P., 
McDermott, C., Secco, L., Sotirov, M., Lackner, M., Roux, J.-L. 2020. 2020. European forest governance post-2020. From Science to Policy 10. 
European Forest Institute. https://doi.org/10.36333/fs10, p. 17 
12  Idem 
13 The forest-based sector falls outside annex I and article 42 of the TFEU that define the products that come under the CAP. All competition 
rules consequently fully apply (EU competition law is mostly derived from articles 101 to 109 of the TFEU) 
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synergies and trade-offs that remain unresolved. This holds particularly true given the competition 
between different political paradigms, such as energy and biodiversity conservation.14  
 
To prevent a collapse of the system and its further weakening, the governance in EU forest policy 
needs to be re-designed; a new dedicated Commission DG could be the preferred solution provided it 
maintains a balanced approach between the two paradigms. Indeed, rather than focusing on the legal 
division of competence, a pragmatic collaborative approach should be favoured, covering the entire 
forest value chain.  
Within the Council, there is a broad consensus that the Standing Forestry Committee – a principal 
body between the Commission and the MS is currently not functioning well. Recently, a sub-group on 
forest monitoring was created, which was a positive step forward. A clearer mandate is necessary.  
 
The complexity of the forest policy governance can be illustrated by different formations of the Council 
and the WGs which are dealing with the different elements of the forest policy. For example, policy 
areas such as biomass and RED Directive, support to African countries, and implementation of the EU 
Forest Strategy and Deforestation Regulation are all dealt with by different bodies, which makes it 
quite difficult to coordinate.  
 
The Council is committed to improving the current governance system and the implementation of the 
EU Forest Strategy and discussing the inter-linkages of how to improve cooperation of the Commission 
on the one hand and the Member States on the other hand, and also considering differences in forest 
conditions and socio-economic conditions of the MS.15 One-size-fits-all approaches should be ruled 
out.  
 
Inclusive approach toward better governance of forest policy 

 
The Council observes that the Commission does not follow through with the concerns of the MS and 
applies a top-down approach. In contrast, the approach should be based on bringing together 
companies and governments, academia, and work as a tripartite- science, technology, and innovation-
oriented mechanism.  
 
What hinders the governance further is the varying conditions of the impact assessments carried out 
(e.g., time constraints, different tenderers being asked to perform) and policy proposals not based on 
scientific evidence but based on beliefs rather than peer-reviewed scientific papers.  
 
A complex regulatory environment has become the DNA of the EU, but it needs to better follow its 
own rules. For example, in the EU, we observe that decision-making does not always follow its own 
impact assessment rules and scrutiny board recommendations since it tends to pursue different 
political objectives. In such cases, it risks ignoring cooperation with stakeholders which leads to a 

 

14 Wolfslehner, B., Pülzl, H., Kleinschmit, D., Aggestam, F., Winkel, G., Candel, J., Eckerberg, K., Feindt, P., 
McDermott, C., Secco, L., Sotirov, M., Lackner, M., Roux, J.-L. 2020. 2020. European forest governance post-2020. From Science to Policy 10. 
European Forest Institute. https://doi.org/10.36333/fs10, p. 17  
15 Examples exist such as the creation of the For Forest Group, composed of the Member States representatives (Austria, Finland, Slovenia 

and Sweden). 
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regulation that needs to be further elaborated in the comitology, but when such approach does not 
work it tends to follow the one size fits all.  
 
While there is a short-term need to improve the governance between the existing bodies of the 
Commission and the Council, in the longer term the creation of a new DG dedicated to forest policy 
would ensure overall better prominence and coordination of forest policy. 
 
Application of conceptual thinking to promote better governance  
 
To build on this common ground, the application of conceptual thinking is key. Often, when designing 
strategies, these are based on linear thinking, which means doing the same or continuation of the 
current methods. But conceptual thinking presumes that one focuses on a concept that change is 
inevitable (if you look at what Steve Jobs did with smartphones, it was a conceptual idea – he used 
everything existent and put it better together; he understood well the use of ecosystem and digital 
environment). In summary, conceptual thinking is analyzing different theoretical ideas and planning 
how to connect them to develop an alternative approach to solving a problem. 
 
In Europe, we have a one-of-a-kind opportunity for application of such conceptual thinking with the 
creation of a circular European bioeconomy model, but we are not there yet to fully observe this as a 
united concept. Once this concept is co-designed and established by the Council and the Commission, 
it can be promoted within a better governance model thanks to the application of conceptual thinking. 
 
Europe’s unifying concept of a circular bioeconomy model should be mainstreamed by politicians 
based on inspiration from the market mechanism. All successful businesses are based on an idea that 
thrives in an open market. Similarly, the Commission plays a key role in regulatory and policy design 
in an inclusive regulatory environment. Therefore, both the regulator and the private sector should 
work hand in hand on the concept of the bioeconomy for Europe, combining expertise in an open 
regulatory environment to elevate European innovation.  
 

 

Recommendations on the improvement of the EU governance in forest policy 
 

- EU faces issues with disconnections of policy design and (member states) implementation on 
a vertical level as well as trade- offs between policy objectives on a horizonal level, not only in 
the decision-making process but also on a vertical level – within the Commission, Council, and 
regional governments. Therefore, across that chain at the horizontal and the vertical levels, 
there needs to be better integration of policy targets. The Council and the Commission needs 
to become less fragmented and different Working Parties should be better coordinated.  

- To prevent a collapse of the system and its further weakening, the governance in EU forest 
policy needs to be re-designed; a new dedicated Commission DG could be a solution provided 
it maintains a balanced approach between the two paradigms 

- Rather than focussing on a legal division of competence, a pragmatic collaborative approach 
should be favoured, covering the entire forest value chain 
 

-  
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- A transformation of the inter-institutional relations between the Commission and the Council 
is necessary. A whole new level of cooperation and trust needs to be achieved, based on 
fairness, inclusiveness, participation, and true inclusion, all based on innovative techniques to 
engage the officials along the process of policymaking  
 

 
 
 
December 2022 

mailto:secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu
http://www.highlevelgroup.eu/

