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During its virtual meeting on 29 October 2021, the tripartite, independent High Level Group on 

Biosphere Economy Innovation focussed its attention on the new EU Forest Strategy proposed in July 

as a complement to the Fit for 55 package. The chairman warmly welcomed the new members.1 He 

reminded everyone that this public-private think-tank aims at an ‘open innovation’ approach between 

governments, businesses and academia to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system. The 

mandate results from an initiative in the Competitiveness Council.2 

Five key topics were identified as being the most important for future forest-related policymaking. 

They are:  

1. Future of Sustainable Forest Management 

2. Forest data monitoring and the role of innovation 

3. Financing the forest transition 

4. Future governance of European forests 

5. Due diligence & halting of global deforestation 

   

 

I.   Future of Sustainable Forest Management 

 

Members agreed that forests are very important due to their multifunctionality. The Strategy sends 

the right message: European ambition concerning forests can be higher in many countries, but it also 

requires more economic realism and better scientific evidence.  

For example, the Strategy rightly proposes Sustainable Forest Management practices as a tool amongst 

others to combat climate change, reverse biodiversity loss, and ensure resilient and multifunctional 

systems. The impact of such practices will be evaluated through the identification of indicators and 

thresholds or ranges, which in principle should recognize the diversity of forest ecosystems and take 

into account data availability, feasibility, reliability and the cost-benefit ratio of practices.  

 
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 the responsibility of the 
chairman and the executive director  
2 Competitiveness Council, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
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But there is considerable doubt about the balance between these objectives and the methods to 

achieve them. Members noted several key challenges for implementation.  

Achieving sustainability requires long-term analysis. Indicators and thresholds based on quantitative 

numbers create a one-size-fits-all condition, implying an assumption that all forests are equal and 

could rely on the same data to be managed. This is obviously not the case, not even within single 

member states, where experience has shown that the establishment of national indicators can be 

counterproductive. Even from a climate perspective, the impact is different depending on many other 

criteria to be taken into account. 

Local indicators are already available and take into account the criteria set out by Forest Europe.3 

Additional competing indicators at EU level would bring confusion and extra costs for forest 

owners/managers. Moreover, Forest Europe continuously updates the indicators, supported by 

independent scientific research.  

A localized approach to forest management is necessary, based on common targets to be achieved 

and depending on specific regional circumstances. Many member states have the expertise and the 

background to realize Sustainable Forest Management and these good practices should be shared 

more actively, with a clear timetable for implementation. The Commission could contribute with 

funding to support the upgrading of forest practices in countries where this is deemed necessary, 

based on peer review and scientific information.  

The strategy should also consider the cascading use of the wood principle, which stimulates the use of 

natural resources as long as possible in a circular way and allocates them to the best purpose at each 

stage. This is already part of the most sustainable forest management systems, but it can be refined 

and extended as the bio-economy develops further. In this way, more added value and more 

sustainability are achieved in parallel. 

Finally, the need for more resilient forests has been proven by recent events in Europe and worldwide. 

The IPCC 4 highlights that the frequency of extreme weather has increased and will continue to do so 

in the coming 50 to 100 years. This has consequences for how forests are managed with regard to fire 

and diseases. Risk management practices have never been as crucial as they are now to ensure forest 

resilience . Resilience is best served by managed multi-functionality and attention to the 

interdependencies of ecosystems and this requires incentives for landowners, clearly defined goals 

and methods appropriate for the great variety of ecosystems. Land use is directly related to land 

beneficiation and the strategy is deficient in setting out a pathway towards the right balance between 

disincentives and incentives. The HLG, therefore, noted that more emphasis should be directed to the 

resilience of the forests regarding extreme climate stability (wind, drought, water, frost) but also to 

 
3  Forest Europe represents the most important venue for coordination on Forests at European level. The EU is a member of the 

organisation. See more : https://foresteurope.org/sfm-criteria-indicators/  
4 The IPCC report is available at: https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/4/2020/02/SPM_Updated-Jan20.pdf  

https://foresteurope.org/sfm-criteria-indicators/
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/4/2020/02/SPM_Updated-Jan20.pdf


3 

 

 

High Level Group on Biosphere Economy Innovation 
Secretariat @ Place du Luxembourg 2, 1050 Brussels  secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu | +32 2 735 82 30 | www.highlevelgroup.eu  

 
 

pest and disease resistance, which will play an even bigger role in the future. This is particularly 

relevant when assessing the vast impact of the bark beetle pressure in the last years. 

The HLG recommends: 

• Sustainable Forest Management should take into account country and region-specific ecosystems, 

as is already the case in many countries. A one-size-fits-all approach will be distortive for the 

different ecosystems across Europe.  

• Forestry, like agriculture, is economic activity on land, therefore the impact of any measure, for 

example carbon storage, on land use should be taken into account upfront and with a long-term 

perspective. Synergies must be sought where possible. The EU’s taxonomy proposal in particular 

should consider the multifunctionality of forests as the starting point.  

• There is no need for two sets of Sustainable Forest Management criteria and indicators; those of 

Forest Europe can be used very well, given that all EU member states are also members of this 

organization. This ensures that high-level scientific input is used and has the potential to deliver 

independent and reliable forest status information produced consistently.  

• However, it needs to be comparable throughout the EU – thus the aim is to ensure that data from 

MS are harmonized/standardized and more comprehensive. The SFM indicators revision 

approach via Forest Europe ensures it is participatory and adopted with a consensus and pan-

European, as the EU is its own Member.  

 

II.   Forest data monitoring and the role of Innovation 

 

Monitoring and data collection play an important role to provide a precise and quantified outlook of 

the status of forests. Consequently, they help to ensure that forests are well managed. With this aim , 

the European Commission proposes an EU Forest Observation which will lead to the creation of two 

dashboards for the purpose of sharing information between the EU, member states, and society. 

Dashboards will promote the use of FISE 5 and the EU Space Programme.6 

Similar to the debate on the revision of indicators for the SFM, the HLG members noted the need to 

harmonize data and monitor practices for forests,  because they are an important tool for 

sustainability. However, two key concepts should form the basis for a monitoring system at EU level: 

research & innovation and robust scientific evidence. 

While Copernicus and FISE have a role to play in data monitoring, relying solely on satellite data is not 

sufficient to obtain usable results.  Application of AI solutions should be increased with innovation 

financing through EU programmes and comparative national inventories are all complementary 

streams of action that should be encouraged.  

 
5 Forest Information System for Europe under the European Environment Agency. 
6 Galileo and Copernicus services.  
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Scientific evidence can involve stakeholder engagement, supervised by academic experts, as part of 

collected evidence, and peer-review. Not only would this make the process more transparent and 

welcoming, but also more efficient. However, one should be wary of creating parallel truths which lead 

to polarization; only scientific evidence can be used.  

The HLG recommends: 

• Ensuring data accuracy is key. Satellites are useful and can deliver data fast, but they cannot be 

the only tool for data collection. AI solutions and information ‘from the ground’, financing 

innovation through EU programmes and national inventories are all complementary streams of 

action that should be encouraged. 

• A science-based approach with the involvement of key stakeholders (such as forest-based 

enterprises, forest workers' unions) and academia in the peer review of reports would contribute 

to a more targeted and efficient system of forest-related interventions. 

 

 

III.   Financing the Forest Transition 

 

While the variety of funding streams proposed is welcomed (EU/MS/private), there are limitations with 

the proposed instruments (Forest-related interventions in the future CAP (2023-2027); EU Taxonomy 

for sectors such as afforestation and forest management; Payment schemes covering costs and income 

forgone for forest owners and managers; Eco-schemes on agroforestry or rural development 

interventions to cover biodiversity-friendly re- and afforestation investments, agroforestry, etc.).    

For example, the CAP budget is very limited through its legal basis, scope7  and budget line8, and there 

is strong resistance from the agricultural sector towards new sectors during the process of preparing 

strategic plans.9  Moreover, the CAP was focused primarily on increasing productivity and farmers’ 

income, and it is therefore not a good example for forest policy design.  

The key issue to address is land use, for food or feed production, for forests or other uses (housing, 

factories, infrastructure, etc.). Given that over 60 percent of forests are privately owned, one needs to 

ensure that the private owners have enough funding. In particular the forest sector transformation 

requires a lot of funding. A fair price for CO2 needs to drive the transformation along with technologies 

like carbon capturing and overall more green production.  

A combination of several inputs should be followed if we want to drive the transformation. Notably, 

the bioeconomy has been neglected as a driver for transformation.  

Therefore, the policy feedbacks need to be taken into account, as well as the complexity of forests and 

their multiple interdependent dimensions, in order to have an effective forest strategy that can 

 
7 Most of the CAP is about income for farmers.  
8 It represents roughly 1% of all public expenditure in member states.  
9 The current CAP legislation has been not designed for larger forestry-related measures, indeed they are rather small-scale.   
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achieve its goals without negative collateral effects. The CAP is slowly shifting its orientation to 

promote more environmentally-friendly activities and a circular bio-economy. But this too requires 

sustainable forest management, given the ecological interdependencies, not abandoning forests 

(except special cases, such as primal forests).  

Assessing member states' plans to see what they do is essential so that schemes accounting for the 

forest sector can be introduced. Additionally, the sector should also be included in the preparation of 

strategic plans as this would provide more incentives for active engagement on their part.   

There is recognition amongst the members of the group that the funding available for forest-related 

interventions is too limited. Private-public partnerships involving financial institutions such as the EIB, 

use of European funds on Research and Innovation, requirements under the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility should be further incentivized to make forest financing as all-encompassing as possible.  

The HLG recommends:  

• A thorough assessment of member states plans to promote forest-related interventions and 

engagement with the forest industry should be conducted to promote their active participation.  

• Private-public partnerships involving financial institutions such as the EIB, the use of European 

funds on Research and Innovation and appropriate requirements under the Recovery and 

Resilience Facility should be used to further incentivize investments in the forest sector. Long-

term strategies for public-private schemes need to be presented.  

• Bioeconomy business drive can change high-emission sectors such as construction (40 percent of 

emissions globally) thanks to life cycle analysis. Here, one may conclude that in construction the 

transformation is not incentivized enough, and rules and regulations often favor traditional over 

renewable materials, while the potential use of wood is enormous.  

 

 

 IV.   Future Governance of European Forests 

 

The Commission wants to adopt a more centralized approach for the governance of EU forests 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  

Dialogue is welcome, but the key message is how this dialogue translates into concrete action, i.e. how 

policies are implemented at both national and European level. This HLG stressed the need to apply 

better regulation principles set out by EU legislation. Participants noted the lack of involvement from 

different member states and stakeholders during the preparatory phase of the Strategy which could 

have led to a different outcome in terms of reactions to the document.  

 
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. 
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The institutional triangle also has limited capacity when dealing with the file. On the one hand, the 

Parliament has increasing powers, but no institutionalized analytical capability, since it does not have 

its own research service. 11 On the other hand, member states have to negotiate both among 

themselves and with the Parliament to arrive at concrete results. The role of the Commission should 

be to make simpler proposals, with cross-cutting objectives with due regard for transparency, access 

to documents and a horizontal approach between institutions. Indeed, it has been noted that the 

process of Strategy adoption by the Commission did not sufficiently include the views of the Council 

and the Parliament. 

The Members elaborated that the increasing importance of forests may lead to the creation of a new 

Directorate-General (DG) within the Commission. Indeed, many areas where treaties establish shared 

competencies between the Commission and the member states already have a dedicated DG, such as  

agriculture and fisheries. However, if pursued, the Members noted that such striving for organisational 

reform must not become a major distraction from the content and priorities and shall in no case lead 

to silo approaches rather than integration. 

The HLG recommends:  

• To implement the Strategy, the Commission should make simple proposals, with cross-cutting 

objectives taking into account the principles of Better Regulation, transparency and stakeholders' 

involvement.  

• Within the EU institutional setup, it is important that those institutions equipped with the best 

capacity take the lead in forming the policy. Clearly, the MS (a variety of forest authorities and 

academia) have the biggest capacity. By contrast, the Parliament currently has little analytical 

capacity (the case with US Congress).  

• The Commission could help facilitate the Parliament engage in fair exchanges with member 

governments to seek an initial alignment of goals and then the appropriate toolbox to achieve 

them.  

• The Commission should equally seek more deep thinking through multi-disciplinary groups 

internally instead of relying primarily on inter-service consultations which do not allow the design 

of a comprehensive and integrative strategy.  

V.  Due diligence & halting of global deforestation 

 

The 2019 Communication to Protect and Restore the World’s Forests highlights the Commission’s 

ambition to halt global deforestation. For that purpose, three main points should be considered: i) 

Cooperation with partner countries; ii) Action on Africa, and iii) The external dimension of internal 

policies.  

We know that deforestation is not primarily linked to harvesting trees for timber, but rather to clearing 

land for food production. The land is not easy to restore and a greater connection between food 

 
11 In the US, for instance, the “Congress research service” carries out the research work needed for parliamentary activities.  
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systems and the type of land they use is needed. To that end, certification systems should be 

incentivized worldwide. Also, a principle should be followed that whenever a tree is harvested, another 

one is planted to replace it.  

In addition, the HLG notes that studies for the European Commission published in 2013 estimated that 

between 1990 and 2008 the EU was responsible for 10 percent of the global embodied deforestation 

consumption driven by imports.12 Moreover, the EU has the highest embodied deforestation imports 

share per capita when compared to the US and China.13 

Deforestation in Africa is driven by specific problems which could be addressed with the EU’s help. In 

2019, the export value of the EU's forest products was an astonishing 17 times greater than Africa’s, 

$100 billion compared to $6 billion. Yet in the same year, Africa produced 54% more wood than the 

EU. 90% of the wood in Africa is directed towards energy production. A stronger partnership could 

show the value of forestry while helping to diversify energy production. Countries have a responsibility 

to share knowledge, innovation and technology in a way that promotes good practices .  

Finally, the global dimension of forests is not limited to the climate, it has also significant trade and 

economic consequences. The external dimension of international policies should also be considered. 

Several reports highlight the unintended consequences of EU policies such as the Farm to Fork Strategy 

at global level. In particular, they highlight how the Strategy can generate more imports of food from 

outside Europe leading to higher deforestation in places that depend greatly on food exports (e.g.: 

Africa) as well as increased food insecurity (in particular the extensification of highly productive places 

correlates with increased imports of food from developing countries). This cannot be overlooked, in 

particular given the objective of a future Partnership with Africa or of more balanced trade agreements 

with Mercosur or others. 

The HLG recommends:  

• Certification schemes to promote the replanting of a tree whenever one is harvested should be 

promoted at international level.  

• A stronger partnership with Africa based on knowledge, innovation and sharing technology should 

be sought so that the added value of forestry can be shown and material uses are strengthened 

as opposed to direct energetic uses.  

• An impact assessment of the direct and indirect effects on forests with a global scope should be 

conducted when formulating policy, otherwise the EU risks being inconsistent with its objectives.   

5 November 2021 

 
12 European Commission 2013 study on The impact of EU consumption on deforestation: Comprehensive 
analysis of the impact of EU consumption on deforestation. 
13 Lawson S. (2015), Stolen Goods: The EU's complicity in illegal tropical deforestation, FERN, March 2015. 


